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Abstract 
 This dissertation draws on Sigmund Freud’s essay “Mourning and Melancholia” 

(1917) to track melancholy and genius in black letters, culture, and history from the 

nineteenth century to the contemporary moment; it contends that melancholy is a 

catalyst for genius, and that genius is a signifier of the maternal. 

 Throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, Freud prefigures an array 

of discourses in black studies; one mode of interrogation occurs with relation to his 

aforementioned essay. Some African American literature, such as Richard Wright’s Black 

Boy, invokes this work indirectly, just as theoretical texts, like Joseph Winters’s Hope 

Draped in Black: Race, Melancholy, and the Agony of Progress, have direct engagement. 

Nevertheless, Freud’s attendance to mourning and melancholia is pertinent. He 

surmises that when the love object dies, mourning does the reparative work of suturing 

the ego back together after its splitting and impoverishment; melancholia, by contrast, is 

the “pathological disposition” which occasions such disrepair and instantiates itself 

through the psychic loss of the love object. In turn, melancholy carries the possibility of 

devolving into mania such that the one experiencing the psychic loss desires to inflict 

harm on, while simultaneously becoming, the love object; theorists generally assign this 

category to the mother. I assert that Freud’s diagnosis of mania reifies long-held and 
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reductive designations when applied to blackness and maternity. My intervention stages 

a correlation and counterpoint to the above theorizations. 

Through dissertation chapters in which an overarching thematic juxtaposes itself 

with each subject of inquiry, I contend that instead of melancholy catalyzing mania—a 

rendering of the “pathological” for the people in which the dissertation has its 

investments—, the affect fosters performances of excellence, given the shorthand 

“genius”. As a form of expression and interpretation in black thought writ large, genius 

emerges as a response to and in excess of one’s melancholy. This productivity 

concretizes that genius, not mania, is an affective vestige that is at once reducible and 

irreducible to the mother; and allows me to journey on a search for her, in myriad 

iterations, to discover a subject found as opposed to an object lost. 
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Introduction 
 

How Blue Is Your Black(ness)? 

melancholy, n. 

1. Ill temper, sullenness, brooding, anger. Obs. 
2.  a. Black bile, one of the four chief fluids of cardinal humours recognized by 

ancient and medieval physiologists . . . Formerly also called choler adust. Now hist. 
 b. Med. Originally: a pathological condition thought to result from an excess of 

black bile in the body, characterized in early references by sullenness, ill temper, brooding, 
causeless anger, and unsociability, and later by despondency and sadness. Later: severe 
depression, melancholia. Now arch. and hist. 

3. a. Sadness, dejection, esp. of a pensive nature; gloominess; pensiveness or 
introspection; an inclination or tendency to this. Also: perturbation (obs.). 

 b. A cause of sadness; an annoyance, anxiety, or vexation. Usually in pl. Now rare 
(chiefly U.S.). 

 c. A mood, state, or episode of sadness, dejection, or introspection. Formerly 
frequently in pl. 

 d. Tender, sentimental, or reflective sadness; sadness giving rise to or considered 
as a subject for poetry, sentimental reflection, etc., or as a source of aesthetic pleasure. 

4. Sullenness, anger, or sadness personified. 
5. A short literary composition (usually poetical) of a sad or mournful character. Obs. 

rare.1 
 

The etymology of melancholy is explicitly biological, even as such a 

psychosomatic diagnosis finds itself colored. Deriving from the ancient Greek 

µελαγχολια, the condition of having black bile, the word is a portmanteau of µελαν—of 

the combinatory form melano-, that is “forming words with the senses dark-coloured 

                                                        

1 "melancholy, n.1", OED Online, June 2017, Oxford University Press, accessed 22 November 2017, 
http://www.oed.com.proxy.lib.duke.edu/view/Entry/116007?rskey=0VgIqP&result=1. 
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and (Biol. and Med.) ‘of or relating to melanin’”—and χολη, or bile.2 The inextricable link 

of this affective formation with a manner of pigmentation, manifesting at the level of the 

epidermis, is suggestive of a poetics and politics of race-ing whereby one defines what it 

means to be “raced” as does Michael Boyce Gillespie: “a term . . . for modulating acts of 

identity as a measured motion or rhythm that is affectively attuned to place, race, and 

being.”3 To “race”, then, brings to mind modes of mobility—measured motion and 

rhythm—and forms of sociality that invoke the competitive spirit, particularly the fable of 

the tortoise and the hare to my mind. Though Aesop could not have imagined who first 

would cross the ontological finish line in the competition of the modern world and its 

afterlife, it seems that who wins really is not of the utmost import (or is it?), but rather 

the stratagem to outwit the opponent and the cogency that pervades the presumptive 

loser’s headspace, pre-competition. 

Whitney M. Young, Jr., in his text To Be Equal, poses an adjoining narrative to this 

evocative race through his comprehension of the “discrimination gap”: 

The situation is much like that of two men running the mile in a track meet. One is well- 
equipped, wears track shoes and runs on cinders. The other is barefoot and runs in sand. 
Seeing that one runner is outdistancing the other with ease, you then put track shoes on 
the second fellow and place him on the cinder track also. Seconds later it should surprise 
no one to the see that the second runner is still yards behind and will never catch up 

                                                        

2 Ibid. 
3 Michael Boyce Gillespie, Film Blackness: American Cinema and the Idea of Black Film (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2016), 54. And for more on the sociotheoretical underpinnings of the “race-ing”, see Toni 
Morrison, ed., Race-ing Justice, En-gendering Power: Essays on Anita Hill, Clarence Thomas, and the Construction 
of Social Reality (New York: Pantheon Books, 1992); and Kostas Myrsiades and Linda Myrsiades, eds. Race-
ing Representation: Voice, History, and Sexuality (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 1998). 
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unless something else is done to even the contest.4 

This imagery invites reflection in juxtaposition to this fabulist reading. What compels 

this anecdotal moment is precisely the fact that in the actual staging of this race, of 

assumed unequal competitors, onlookers almost always presume (and hope!) that the 

hare will win—a runner hypothetically on cinders and outfitted with track shoes. The 

tortoise, at the level of the spectacular, begins from a place of deficit, regardless of often 

receiving a “head start”—no longer barefoot or racing on sand. In some footage of the 

race, bystanders cheer the hare on, as the tortoise proverbially gets no love. But the 

tortoise wins every time.5 

 As a furtherance of Young, I claim this as a metaphor for both melancholy and 

genius, expounded later, as well as a cypher for black studies in that practitioners of said 

study maintain an abiding responsibility to convene something else to do to even the 

contest. In this manner, Christopher Winks’s ruminations are, in no uncertain terms, 

fabulous: “ . . . the fable is of particular importance in shaping consciousness insofar as 

its intent is to impart moral guidance for living in the world, often conveyed into the 

present from a primordial time in which animals and humans shared a common speech. 

                                                        

4 Whitney M. Young, Jr., To Be Equal (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1964), 22-3. For an extended 
meditation on this metaphor, see Howard Thurman, The Luminous Darkness (New York: Harper & Row, 
1965), 92-7. 
5 “Tortoise races hare, guess what happens”, YouTube, 13 March 2017, accessed 25 November 2017 
(https://youtu.be/FrL9iYXGSX4); “Tortoise Beats Hare in Facebook Live Race”, YouTube, 20 February 2017, 
accessed 25 November 2017 (https://youtu.be/s721Cg8t6QM); “A real-life showdown between a tortoise and 
a hare”, YouTube, 18 October 2016, accessed 25 November 2017 (https://youtu.be/A1GNBB61GmY); 
“Tortoise vs. Hare”, YouTube, 10 October 2016, accessed 25 November 2017 (https://youtu.be/m7NuVjpi72c). 
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Yet, along with this culture-building aspect, the word ‘fable’ also carries associations 

with mendacity: a narrative clung to in the face of even the most striking evidence to the 

contrary, battening on routinized fear and insecurity instead of stimulating reflective 

thought.”6 While the biology of melancholy dates back to the ancient Greeks, in the 

seventeenth century, a self-explanatory text provokes intrigue with relation to loss, or a 

“loser” meant to undo the most striking evidence of its supposed defeat. 

When perusing the first pages of Robert Burton’s The Anatomy of Melancholy, 

“The Author’s Abstract of Melancholy” dictates the poetics surrounding this bilious 

comportment. More pointedly, the continuity of two signal stanzas in the opening 

“Dialogue”, which exceeds its conversational gesture as shared subsequently, stimulates 

the opportunity for reflection: 

Methinks I hear, methinks I see, 
Sweet musick, wondrous melody, 
Towns, Palaces, and Cities fine; 
Here now, then there; the world is mine, 
Rare beauties, gallant Ladies shine, 
Whate’er is lovely or divine. 
 All other joys to this are folly, 
 None so sweet as Melancholy. 
Methinks I hear, methinks I see. 
Ghosts, goblins, fiends: my phantasy 
Presents a thousand ugly shapes, 
Headless bears, black men, and apes, 
Doleful outcries, and fearful sights, 
My sad and dismal soul affrights. 
 All my griefs to this are folly, 

                                                        

6 Christopher Winks, “Fabulous Freedom and the Needful Now”, the A-Line: a journal of progressive thought, 
Vol. 1, no. 1 (20 November 2017). https://alinejournal.com/international/fabulous-freedom-needful-now/.  
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 None so damn’d as Melancholy.7 

The chronicle of the sweet and the damn’d might offer an alternative reading of the hare 

and the tortoise in that the prehistory of the competitors at the starting line reveals the 

preternatural determination, raced, of the victor and the victim. Rare beauties, gallant 

Ladies shining, align with the “wondrous”, the “lovely”, the “divine”; they might 

navigate “Towns, Palaces, and Cities fine”. Yet black men fraternize with the specter and 

the species: ghosts, goblins, fiends; headless bears and apes—all are likely black men’s 

friends. The narrator, doleful and sad and dismal, internalizes the grief as his own, 

expressing a fearsome soul. Yet one notes the enjambed line where “phantasy” and 

“presents” meet, albeit broken; and that these black men, of similar repute to the ursine 

and the simian, have no home. No Towns, no Palaces, no Cities to make “fine” for 

themselves or their comrades, adherents to Winks’s shared common speech. Though 

Burton coheres an affective similitude—either inhabitation is not as x as Melancholy—

one witnesses the emergence of difference. As well, the reference to invoked loss brings 

on line the poetic doubling of la folie à la Michel Foucault. 

When outlining “Aspects of Madness” in his text Madness & Civilization: A 

History of Insanity in the Age of Reason, Foucault begins the chapter charting “Mania and 

                                                        

7 Robert Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy, eds. Floyd Dell and Paul-Jordan Smith (New York: Tudor 
Publishing Company, 1938 [1621]), 9. Hereafter, I will refer to the text as Anatomy. 
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Melancholia”. Coterminous with Burton, seventeenth-century theorists of melancholy 

work through and trouble the biological: 

 For a long time—until the beginning of the seventeenth century—the discussion of 
 melancholia remained fixed within the tradition of the four humours and their essential 
 qualities: stable qualities actually inherent in a substance, which alone could be 
 considered as their cause . . . the melancholic humor, related to earth and to autumn, is a 
 juice “thick in consistency, cold and dry in temperament.” But in the first half of the 
 century, a debate began over the origin of melancholia: must one necessarily have a 
 melancholic temperament to be afflicted with melancholia? Is the melancholic humor 
 always cold and dry—is it never warm, or humid? Is it the substance which acts, or the 
 qualities which are transmitted?8 

The potential existence of melancholy as reducible to environmental causes moves the 

conversation on affective origin from interiority to exteriority during the epoch in which 

Burton writes. At the same time, this specific moment seems to put forth a reading of 

climate change as it relates to bouts of “seasonal depression”. In fact, Foucault opines, 

“Were not this internal dryness and this heat further proved by the ease with which 

maniacs endured great cold? It was an established fact that they had been seen walking 

naked in the snow, that there was no need to warm them when they were confined in 

the asylum, that they could even be cured by the cold”, only to quickly resolve that 

“[t]he world of melancholia was humid, heavy, and cold; that of mania was parched, 

dry, compounded of violence and fragility; a world which heat—unfelt but everywhere 

manifested—made arid, friable, and always ready to relax under the effect of a moist 

                                                        

8 Michel Foucault, Madness & Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason (New York: Vintage Books, 
1988 [1965, 1961]), 119. 
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coolness . . . all these qualitative simplifications.”9 Foucault himself has difficulty 

untangling his metaphors such that the humid and the heavy stand alongside the cold as 

melancholic, yet are not maniacal—equally heated, arid, and friable while also 

approaching coolness. Within reason, one surmises that these separate yet (un)equal 

regions are likely where the sweet and the damn’d, hares and tortoises, proliferate. 

These dubious differentiations lay bare questions of substance as action, qualities as 

transmissible, and whether temperament as temperature enables affliction. 

Foucault responds to the above inquiries with four “results of this long debate”: 

“1. The causality of substances is increasingly replaced by a movement of qualities, which, 

without any vehicular means, are immediately transmitted from body to soul, from 

humor to ideas, from organs to conduct”; “2. There is, besides the mechanics of qualities, 

a dynamics that analyzes the strength to be found imprisoned in each”; “3. But it is 

sometimes within the quality itself that the conflict is generated”; and “4. Finally, 

qualities may be altered by accidents, circumstances, the conditions of life; so that a 

being who is dry and cold can become warm and humid, if his way of life inclines him 

to it . . .”10 Foucault, self-identified as imperfect because he is not a professional 

                                                        

9 Ibid., 128-9 (emphasis mine). 
10 Ibid., 119-20. 
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historian,11 accomplishes an aporia documented by La Marr Jurelle Bruce:12 the question 

of race. 

Foucault begins Madness and Civilization by referencing the Ship of Fools,13 and 

later intuits that the mad are emblematic of water births—stormborn children, tossed to 

and fro by the waves and carried about by every wind of indoctrination, by imprisoners’ 

cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes.14 Delivered to the aquatic, these passengers 

reason15 within themselves that perhaps the mechanics of the quality of seafaring are 

that the world breaks everyone and afterward many are strong at the broken places. But 

those that will not break it kills. It kills the very good and the very gentle and the very 

brave impartially. If you are none of these you can be sure it will kill you too but there 

will be no special hurry.16 The internalizing dynamic: 

Let us be strong at the places we have been broken. 

Let us be good and gentle and brave, verily. 

Let us be provided a special hurry by the world to not kill us. 

                                                        

11 Gary Gutting, “Foucault and the History of Madness”, in The Cambridge Companion to Foucault, Second 
Edition, ed. Gary Gutting (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 49. 
12 La Marr Jurelle Bruce, “Mad Is a Place; or, the Slave Ship Tows the Ship of Fools”, American Quarterly, Vol. 
69, no. 2 (June 2017): 303-8. And for another example of Foucault’s aporia, see Ann Laura Stoler, Race and the 
Education of Desire: Foucault’s History of Sexuality and the Colonial Order of Things (Durham: Duke University, 
1995).  
13 Foucault, 7-13. 
14 My remix of Ephesians 4:14 (ESV). 
15 Bruce, 304. 
16 Ernest Hemingway, A Farewell to Arms (New York: Scribner, 1997 [1957, 1929]), 226. 
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This occurs coterminous to maritime incarceration generating the conflict of how one 

dwells in solitary confinement communally.17 

In his time frame of interest, that being the Classical Age which spans the 

sixteenth to the nineteenth century, Foucault gives no accounting for the “vehicular 

means” that replace substances with qualities, respectively extracting bodies from souls, 

abstracting humors to contrive ideas, and transmogrifying organs to signify conduct. 

This lattermost paradigm is akin to how Christina Sharpe theorizes the spirometer as the 

apparatus that “produced Black bodies as defective and monstrous” due to “measures 

[of] lung capacity”.18 Nevertheless, the publication of Burton’s treatise, and Foucault’s 

chronotope, is contemporaneous with the first embarkation of a slave ship to inaugurate 

the Maafa.19 As one recognizes the metaphor the Ship of Fools propounds,20 its direct 

                                                        

17 It is ironic that the passage prior to the extended meditation on the world breaking people reads, “Often a 
man wishes to be alone and a girl wishes to be alone too and if they love each other they are jealous of that 
in each other, but I can truly say we never felt that. We could feel alone when we were together, alone 
against the others . . . I have been alone while I was with many girls and that is the way you can be most 
lonely. But we were never lonely and never afraid when we were together. I know that the night is not the 
same as the day: that all things are different, that the things of the night cannot be explained in the day, 
because they do not then exist, and the night can be a dreadful time for lonely people once their loneliness 
has started. But . . . there was almost no difference in the night except that it was an even better time. If 
people bring so much courage to this world the world has to kill them to break them, so of course it kills 
them.” See Hemingway, 226. 
18 Christina Sharpe, In the Wake: On Blackness and Being (Durham: Duke University Press, 2016), 111-2. 
19 Makungu M. Akinyela defines Maafa as a concept that “explains the conditions of disorganization, 
disunity, self-hatred, and alienation affecting African people to varying degrees. Maafa, or great destruction, 
is a Ki-Swahili word that is a culturally distinct, self-determined naming of the genocide experienced by 
Africans under western colonialism and slavery. In this context Maafa serves much the same cultural 
psychological purpose for Africans as the idea of the Holocaust serves to name the culturally distinct Jewish 
experience of genocide under German Nazism.” See Akinyela, “In the Wake of Destruction: Ujamaa Circle 
Process Therapy and Black Family Healing”, in Out of the Revolution: The Development of Africana Studies, eds. 
Delores P. Alridge and Carlene Young (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2000), 250. That said, though I 
anchor myself in the seventeenth century forward, this affinity for plunder has earlier demonstration. 
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link to melancholia is put into relief because Burton sounds it as a medium of manic 

sociality while outlining his Anatomy.21 Bruce continues: 

At the onset of Madness and Civilization, Michel Foucault chases the ship of fools as it 
crisscrosses a mad diaspora . . . a scattering of captive beings across sovereign borders 
and over bodies of water, inciting dispossession, abjection, and also novel subjectivities 
that transgress Western codes of sanity and sovereignty. To the scholar of black 
modernity, this description may ring uncannily familiar. It brings to mind many millions 
of Africans abducted from their native lands and stacked in the putrid pits of slave ships 
. . . that we call the Middle Passage . . . Both ships resist and discomfit positivist history . . 
. that the slave ship—urtext of abjected blackness in the West—commandeers the ship of 
fools, tows the ship of fools, orients Western notions of madness and Reason, and helps 
propel this process we call modernity.22 

The ship of the enslaved towing that of fools is an act of both physical and affective toil. 

A dual duty that one might call melancholic because whatever the sullenness felt, it was 

indubitable that at the moment of departure, neither the unknown land to come nor the 

known land left behind could ever find definition, forthcoming or henceforth, as 

“home”. Things would never be as “fine” as in the instance prior to people from Towns, 

                                                        

 

Thinking through the cultural and philosophical manifestations of the color blue, William H. Gass writes, “ . 
. . in the ninth century, when the Scandinavians raided Africa and Spain, they carried off samples of the blue 
men who lived there all the way to Ireland, hence nigger-blue is applied to an especially resinous darkness 
sometimes by those who are no longer Vikings.” This not only tracks with the mode of climate change I 
wrestle with here, but also becomes a mode of thought which will sustain later parts of this Introduction. 
See William H. Gass, On Being Blue: A Philosophical Inquiry (New York: The New York Review of Books, 2014 
[1976]), 12-3. Another text for consideration alongside this with similar undertakings is Maggie Nelson, 
Bluets (Wave Books, 2009). 
20 Bruce, 304; Gutting, 71-2. 
21 “I am of Democritus’ opinion for my part, I hope them worthy to be laughed at; a company of brain-sick 
dizzards as mad as Orestes and Athamas, that they may go ride the ass, and all sail along to the Anticyræ in 
the ship of fools for company together.” Burton, 59. See also Mary Ann Lund, Melancholy, Medicine and 
Religion in Early Modern England: Reading The Anatomy of Melancholy (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2010), 165. 
22 Bruce, 304. 
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Palaces, and Cities that were “dry and cold” reacclimatizing themselves to “warm and 

humid” destinations where their ways of life inclined them to equivocate black flesh for 

booty,23 a treasure of inestimable (de)valuation. These events qualify as qualities altered 

by accidents, circumstances, the conditions of life. And it is this humor, this juice, 

compared to the earth and the autumnal—which now claims itself as the fall—that 

receives such nomenclature in a text which will later report that “man is the essential 

mediation between land and wealth: ‘A man is worth as much as the land, according to an 

old proverb. If a man is valueless, so is the land. With men, one doubles the land one 

possesses; one clears it, one acquires it . . . It follows that the first good is the possession 

of men, and the second, of the land.’”24 In this listing of transformations, Foucault arrives 

at a pivotal juncture: “The chemistry of acids is not the explanation of the symptoms; it 

is a qualitative option: a phenomenology of melancholic experience.”25 

But I want to sit with Africa momentarily, in part because it is understood as the 

land of the mother,26 and also because she becomes a locational cypher for anatomical 

                                                        

23 Zita Nunes highlights some of what I illumine here regarding changes in climate in her work on Brazil 
and the Americas, more specifically perceptions of miscegenation: having quoted nineteenth-century 
literary scholar Silvio Romero, she argues, “Notable in this passage is that miscegenation with Blacks is 
treated as an inoculation that will help whites adapt to and overcome the tropical environment of the Americas, 
countering in this way widely held pessimistic views of miscegenation.” See Zita Nunes, Cannibal 
Democracy: Race and Representation in the Literature of the Americas (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2008), 6 (emphasis mine). 
24 Foucault, 231. 
25 Foucault, 122 (emphasis mine). 
26 For more of the historicism of this designation, see Clare Corbould, Becoming African Americans: Black 
Public Life in Harlem, 1919-1939 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009); and Robert A. Hill, ed., Marcus 
Garvey: Life and Lessons (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987), 39; 45; 138.  
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melancholy. Which is to say, although the enslaved persons who populated ship 

manifestos peopled the western shores of the continent, the eastern exposure poses a 

teachable moment for one Robert Burton. Following his “Dialogue”, Burton’s prelusory 

remarks to Anatomy, titled “Democritus Junior to the Reader”, state, “Gentle reader, I 

presume thou wilt be very inquisitive to know what antick or personate actor this is, 

that so insolently intrudes upon this common theatre to the world’s view, arrogating 

another man’s name, whence he is, why he doth it, and what he hath to say.”27 A 

progenitor of the salutation that precedes and encapsulates the race-ing admonition for 

the long twentieth century posed by W. E. B. Du Bois,28 this preamble forces the “Gentle 

Reader” to deduce why Burton has renamed himself “Democritus Junior”. 

According to Junior, his father, Democritus Senior, is “[a] man of excellent wit, 

profound conceit . . . wholy [sic] betaking himself to his studies, and a private life, 

saving that sometimes he would walk down to the haven, and laugh heartily at such 

variety of ridiculous objects, which there he saw. Such a one was Democritus.”29 Morton 

Gurewitch addresses this change in nomenclature when he theorizes, “Burton initially 

states that he has adopted Democritus’s name because he sees certain parallels between 

                                                        

27 Burton, 11. 
28 “This meaning is not without interest to you, Gentle Reader; for the problem of the Twentieth Century is 
the problem of the color-line.” W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk (New York: Penguin Books, 1996 
[1903]), 1. For more on the construction of Du Bois’s “Gentle Reader”, see Reiland Rabaka, Against Epistemic 
Apartheid: W. E. B. Du Bois and the Disciplinary Decadence of Sociology (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2010), 
134-43; and Ned Stuckey-French, The American Essay in the American Century (Columbia, MO; University of 
Missouri Press, 2011), 73-8. 
29 Burton, 12. 
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his own withdrawn yet intellectually probing life and that of the ancient philosopher.”30 

As it relates to the Gentle Reader, Mary Ann Lund opines, “The very first sentence of 

‘Democritus Junior to the Reader’ imagines readers who are ‘very inquisitive to know’ 

the identity of the author . . . Yet Burton is equally inquisitive about who the reader is . . . 

Burton encourages readers to profit from the work as a whole rather that select only 

what is immediately relevant to them.” Lund further posits that this ametonymic 

calculation is because Burton intends the book to have “curative effects . . . a gilded pill 

which rectifies the mind.”31 But what interests me here is Democritus’s travelogue which 

fast-forwards his pseudonymic incorporation by Burton: “ . . . and to attain knowledge 

the better in his younger years, he travelled to Egypt and Athens, to confer with learned 

men, admired of some, despised of others . . .”32  

In order for Burton to accomplish his mastery of the affectively anatomical, he 

must coopt the concepts conferred by learned men, admired and despised, in Athens 

and, most especially Africa, Egypt to be exact. Although roughly two millennia later, the 

pillaging of Africa will have occurred with impartiality, breaking and killing persons 

haphazardly, it and its continental parts, considered a “fruitless expanse”, bore fruit, 

after all.33 Those Egyptian men and their thoughts are worth as much as their lands will 

                                                        

30 Morton Gurewitch, The Ironic Temper and the Comic Imagination (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 
1994), 91.  
31 Lund, 24. 
32 Burton, 12 (emphasis mine). 
33 Bruce, 304. 
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eventually be. Another way to contextualize this is to situate Burton becoming the lost 

object—Democritus, his ancestral father34 of antiquity—by teleportationally retracing his 

footsteps on the intellectual journey of his locational “blackness” turning “blue”. 

William H. Gass describes this colorful transition, through the physics of superficiality, 

as absence: “For Democritus, shape was the principal cause of color, especially the shape 

of what might be considered the reflecting or emitting surface: white atoms were smooth, 

black jagged (shadow-casting, Theophrastus suggests) . . . Moreover, Democritus omitted 

blue from his list of his primary colors at the cost of our admiration.”35 One secures this 

admirable omission in order to access affect. 

By sounding the ideation of the “lost object”, we travel almost three centuries 

later to 1917 and the publication of Sigmund Freud’s “Mourning and Melancholia”. In 

outlining the similarities and differences between these two affective states, Freud 

shapes a twentieth-century reading of melancholy, and enlists the stakes and extensions 

of this work: 

Mourning is regularly the reaction to the loss of a loved person, or to the loss of some 
abstraction which has taken the place of one, such as one’s country, liberty, an ideal, and 
so on. In some people the same influences produce melancholia instead of mourning and 
we consequently suspect them of a pathological disposition . . . The distinguishing 
mental features of melancholia are a profoundly painful dejection, cessation of interest in 
the outside world, loss of the capacity to love, inhibition of all activity, and a lowering of 
the self-regarding feelings to a degree that finds utterance in self-reproaches and self-

 revilings, and culminates in a delusional expectation of punishment. This picture 
                                                        

34 “Burton alters his source by claiming that Democritus wrote not just for others but also for himself, a 
manoeuvre [sic] that cements the relationship between his literary ancestor and himself as the writer who 
seeks self-purgation as well as the common good.” Lund, 139. 
35 Gass, 63 (emphasis mine). 
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becomes a little more intelligible when we consider that, with one exception, the same 
traits are met with in mourning. The disturbance of self-regard is absent in mourning; but 
otherwise the features are the same. Profound mourning, the reaction to the loss of 
someone who is loved, contains the same painful frame of mind, the same loss of interest 
in the outside world—in so far as it does not recall him—the same loss of capacity to 
adopt any new object of love (which would mean replacing him) and the same turning 
away from any activity that is not connected with thoughts of him . . . it is evident that 
melancholia too may be the reaction to the loss of a loved object.36 

Freud’s explanatory constructs of mourning and melancholia provide insight as to how 

one sits with/in affect. The vicissitudes of life can throw one into a state of dejection, 

cessation of sociality, lovelessness, activity inhibition, and delusions of flagellation 

enacted by the self, the psyche, or the other. As elicited by the loss of the loved object, 

melancholia lingers in the ego as opposed to mourning which when it “is completed the 

ego becomes free and uninhibited again.”37 These formulations bring on line 

dispositional pathologies that essentially keep one psychically and physically38 bound 

fast at an infinite crossroads.39 Nonetheless, these “symptoms” are reminiscent of the 

briefly narrated beginnings of Democritus by his Junior: having left home in his 

“younger years”, he lives a “private life” and only breaks its monotony in peripatetic 

follies to “the haven” for spurts of hearty laughter at the expense of “ridiculous 

objects”—is Burton née Democritus melancholy and if so, is there also something more 

                                                        

36 Sigmund Freud, “Mourning and Melancholia”, in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of 
Sigmund Freud, Volume XIV (1914-1916): On the History of the Psycho-Analytic Movement, Papers on 
Metapsychology and Other Works, trans. James Strachey (London: Hogarth Press, 1957), 243-45. 
37 Freud, 245. 
38 Ibid., 246. 
39 Foucault, 11. 
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at hand? Three moments in Freud’s essay concretize seeming resolutions to such 

interrogations. 

Further charting the ramifications of melancholy, Freud writes, “The essential 

thing, therefore, is not whether the melancholic’s distressing self-denigration is correct . . 

. the point must rather be that he is giving a correct description of his psychological 

situation . . . We see how in him one part of the ego sets itself over against the other, 

judges it critically, and, as it were, takes it as its object . . . What we are here becoming 

acquainted with is the agency commonly called ‘conscience’ . . .”40 The ego splits itself in 

two in order to properly diagnose its own psychic “illness”, a meeting of the mind(s) one 

might say. All the more fascinating is that this doubling brings about the raising of 

consciousness, a rhetorical move equally bound up with Du Bois41 though it moves in 

the other direction of the discursive timeline some fourteen years onward. As well, this 

split ego catalyzes mania: “The most remarkable characteristic of melancholia, and the 

one in most need of explanation, is its tendency to change round into mania . . . Others 

shows the regular alternation of melancholic and manic phases which has led to the 

hypothesis of a circular insanity.”42  

Returning to Burton, Ruth A. Fox directs us to some understanding of this 

psychic split: 

                                                        

40 Ibid., 247. 
41 Du Bois, 5. 
42 Freud, 253 (emphasis mine). 
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“Democritus” is the “Prologue” or first name, while “Burton” is the “Epilogue” or last 
name. By signing the book, Burton indicates his understanding that an artifact discloses 
the artist . . . Burton’s first thought says, I may sign this book “Democritus” because I am 
Democritus and this is his book. The second says, I myself am in this, a very self that is 
not Democritus; I made his book, but made it my way, and so my readers must direct 
their eyes at me also, for this work is mine . . . “Democritus,” then, in 1621, is what the 
book is; “Burton” is how it is. And Democritus Junior—Robert Burton exists as two 
selves, like and not-like . . . The author realizes the potential of a Democritus Junior: if 
“Democritus” is a given name, “Junior” is not a surname; but if a surname “Burton” is 
understood and “Democritus Junior” is also “Democritus Burton Junior,” then 
Democritus of Abdera must be assumed to be in some sense a member of Robert Burton’s 
family. And that is what the book proclaims, for it is a book made by a person who is 
scholar-artist, written by a scholar named Democritus whose style betrays an artist 
named Burton.43 

This lengthy exposition of Burton’s split ego is additive to both the conception of 

melancholia and mania, as well as the “something more” of previous questionings. This 

psychic divergence manifests as bookends for the text such that the tome, formally, can 

be comprehended as definitions 3d and/or 5 (though it is assuredly not short) of our 

earlier nounal accounting: The Anatomy of Melancholy is itself a melancholy. If 

Democritus, Senior that is, is claimable as kin to Burton, his Junior, then by Freudian 

standards, the move to reconstitute a forbearer’s name by his progeny is a marking of 

“object-choice”: “to establish an identification of the ego with the abandoned object . . . 

The ego wants to incorporate this object into itself, and, in accordance with the oral or 

cannibalistic phase of libidinal development in which it is, it wants to do so by 

devouring it.”44 By devouring a name as a cannibalistic presentation of oral fixation, 

                                                        

43 Ruth A. Fox, The Tangled Chain: The Structure of Disorder in the Anatomy of Melancholy (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1976), 224-6. 
44 Freud, 249-50. 
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Burton memorializes Democritus, an Egyptian sojourner, in order to constitute the 

intellectual apparatus of creating a melancholy by being melancholic—the artifact 

disclosing the artist, pluralized in this case. Overshadowing Democritus, Burton gives 

“[t]he impression . . . that the content of mania is no different from that of melancholia, 

that both disorders are wrestling with the same ‘complex’, but that probably in 

melancholia the ego has succumbed to the complex whereas in mania it has mastered it 

or pushed it aside.”45 Burton, in this immanent jostle for father wit, enters into the avatar 

of his patriarch, just as the gentle reader notices a literarily striking resemblance. But 

there is still something more. 

If one were to expand upon the notion of the circular and the insane as a twin 

compulsion brought about by melancholy—a loss of one’s loved person, country, 

liberty, an ideal—then the demographic makeup of the aforementioned ships, especially 

those of the enslaved, supposes that the circumnavigations which traversed through the 

Middles of Nowhere render passengers melancholic and maniacal. The sad and the 

mad. One determines, as he himself invoked the ship of fools, that the Englishman with 

quill in hand would have been dizzied locating the ancient Greek in Egypt as he sat 

postured at his desk. However, Freud, in this third moment, addresses this apparent 

mania and offers a necessary counterpoint: “ . . . all states such as joy, exultation or 

triumph, which give us the normal model for mania, depend on the same economic 

                                                        

45 Ibid., 254. 
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conditions . . . All such situations are characterized by high spirits . . . in just the same 

way as in mania, and in complete contrast to the depression and inhibition of 

melancholia.”46 In other words, the affective concerns alluded to earlier do not have to 

find their purposive ends in mania; there is another side to one’s demeanor that Freud 

himself refers to as “joy”. 

It is encouraging that such a sentiment can be spelunked through a multiplicity 

of effects: serendipity (“some poor wretch, by winning a large sum of money, is 

suddenly relieved from chronic worry about his daily bread”), or “spiritual striving” 

(“when a long and arduous struggle is finally crowned with success, or when a man 

finds himself in a position to throw off at a single blow some oppressive compulsion, 

some false position which he has long had to keep up”).47 Perhaps this is the plight of the 

tortoise—having been assessed the loss before the starting pistol officially cries out, its 

pursuit of the finish line, and subsequent crossing, signals that it has boldly thrown off 

the manacles of self-abnegation and says to itself and to the world, “I am something.”48 A 

signal that the construction of the split ego can undergo a reconfiguration that Foucault 

would later theorize under the aegis of omnes et singulatim, deducing “the problem of 

                                                        

46 Ibid., 254. 
47 Ibid., 254. 
48 This is a reimagining from a moment in Martin Luther King, Jr.’s speech “Where Do We Go From Here?” 
See Martin Luther King, Jr., “Where Do We Go From Here” (1967), in A Testament of Hope: The Essential 
Writings and Speeches of Martin Luther King, Jr., ed. James M. Washington (New York: HarperCollins, 1986), 
246 (emphasis mine). 
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individuality—or . . . self-identity in relation to the problem of ‘individualizing 

power.’”49 

If we reconsider Democritus’s laughter at “ridiculous objects”, this 

expressiveness not only appears as the “discharge of joyful emotion”, but also foreruns 

“increased readiness for all kinds of action”,50 i.e., work: “In his persona as Democritean 

melancholic, Burton often exhibits his symptoms by oscillating between moods of 

aggression and submission, mocking laughter and anxious sorrow . . . Laughter is a 

symptom of the disorder, just as it is a well-known cure for it in the early modern 

period: a pill to purge melancholy.”51 Predating the cultural affectation, “Democritus 

Burton Junior” laughs to keep from crying,52 from being sullen or dejected. The melancholic 

performing a melancholy, understood as satire, self-medicates as the impetus toward 

wellness, holistic and lettered; laughter, and other paroxysms, is symptomatic of the 

prescriptive and the palliative. Nonetheless, with all of this on hand, how does one 

diagnose and treat the blueness of black(ness), the omitted thing in consultation with the 

jagged one? 

In a September 1996 interview, entitled “The Omni-american”, cultural critic 

                                                        

49 Michel Foucault, “‘Omnes Et Singulatim’: Toward a Critique of Political Reason”, in The Essential Foucault: 
Selections from The Essential Works of Foucault, 1954-1984, eds. Paul Rabinow and Nikolas Rose (New York: 
The New Press, 2003 [1994]), 181. 
50 Freud, 254. 
51 Lund, 7. Also see Chapter 5 “Speaking out of Experience”, 138-66. 
52 This is important because Lund asserts, “Democritus’ legacy of scornful laughter is not one that Burton 
wholeheartedly embraces” such that she argues “that Burton also follows the example of the philosopher’s 
[Democritus’s] weeping counterpart, Heraclitus, along with other models of how to react to earthly folly 
and corruption.” Ibid., 139. 
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Albert Murray asserts that “the blues idiom is the highest expression” of American 

culture. This dialogue highlights two pivotal discourses: when describing the blues 

idiom, Murray opines, “It’s an attitude of affirmation in the face of difficulty, of 

improvisation in the face of challenge . . . There’s a richness in the Negro response to 

adversity. There is resilience, inventiveness, humor, and enviable elegance. We invented 

the blues; Europeans invented psychoanalysis. You invent what you need.” Likewise, when 

asked does blues music reflect the feeling called the blues, he replies, “The blues as such 

is depression, melancholia, despair, disintegration, sadness. Blues as music is a way of 

making an aesthetic statement with sound. It swings! Its insouciance and elegance are 

the best antidote for the blues as such . . . Conventional Americans think Negroes are 

crying when they’re singing the blues. They’re not; they’re getting ready to have a good 

time!”53 The blues idiom bespeaks having the capacity to translate a language that, in its 

sonic gravitas, reveals the loss that is melancholy. At the same time, the blues as a 

necessary invention of blackness is analogous to what psychoanalysis is for 

Europeanness, for whiteness.54 By citing this linguistic acumen as “part of the existential 

equipment that we Americans inherited from our captive ancestors . . . The blues is 

white Americans’ heritage too,” in tandem with his read of psychoanalysis, Murray riffs 

on Hortense J. Spillers: “ . . . these ‘threads cable-strong’ of an incestuous, interracial 

                                                        

53 Tony Scherman, “The Omni-american”, in American Heritage, Vol. 47, no. 5 (September 1996) (emphasis 
mine). http://www.americanheritage.com/content/omni-american?page=show. 
54 Maurice Wallace, “Richard Wright’s Black Medusa”, Journal of African American History, Vol. 88, no. 1 
(Winter, 2003): 72-4.  
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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.”55 In other words, if blackness is precisely “the position of the unthought”56 

for Freud and his counterparts, then psychoanalysis inevitably falls short when applied 

to black life, i.e., what the European needs may not be what the “Negro”, even in 

diaspora, wants. Notwithstanding her concession, Spillers appends this sentence to the 

end of her essay’s third section as the statement segues into section four which is all 

about the black mother. This likely connotes that what the Negro, dispersed, “needs” 

“psychoanalytically” is mama, the presumptive lost object; this is most certainly the case 

if s/he is in fact her baby. 

One could claim Spillers as herself outlining a history for confabulation, based on 

Winks’s conceit, when in that selfsame essay, she admonishes: 

1) the captive body becomes the source of an irresistible, destructive sensuality; 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 sexualities 
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.”57 

At the conclusion of this grammar lesson, this captive entity—the black female, located at 

                                                        

55 Hortense J. Spillers, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book”, Diacritics, Vol. 17, no. 2 
(1987): 77. Hereafter, I will refer to this text as “MB”. 
56 Saidiya V. Hartman and Frank B. Wilderson, III, “The Position of the Unthought”, Qui Parle, Vol. 13, no. 2 
(Spring/Summer 2003): 183-201. 
57 Spillers, “MB”, 67. 
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the nexus of the black male58 and animalized as “so many live sardines59—receives 

categorization as a “monstrosity”.60 If Spillers as fabulist is on to something more too, it 

is twofold: on the one hand, the monster has the potential to educate us about our own 

monstrous capabilities. The black female occupies a site of common speech in that she 

has historically been everything and nothing, often all at once. On the other hand, for 

our considerations, Spillers could be calling forth a new inquisitive protocol that 

emerges now: where is Democritus Burton Junior’s mother? Would she not have raised 

him while his estranged “father” dwelled in solitude at the haven? Furthermore, could it 

be that she sets him on a journey to find himself-cum-papa, maybe, by sharing with him 

comprehensive tools for the search and rescue? In this way, we position ourselves to 

believe, even fantastically, that Burton had been “touched, therefore, by the mother, 

handed by her in ways that he cannot escape,”61 even as he only acknowledged the 

patriarch. It is the framework of this elision, her elision, that becomes a methodology for 

this endeavor in black study insofar as it takes up a mode of excavation, following the 

crumbs of what Fred Moten calls the material trace,62 in order to disavow the saga of an 

object lost and instead trek toward a subject found. She who engenders in her “child” 

performances of excellence I coin “genius”—the black maternal. 

                                                        

58 Ibid., 72-3. 
59 Ibid., 70. 
60 Ibid., 80. 
61 Ibid., 80. 
62 Fred Moten, In the Break: The Aesthetics of the Black Radical Tradition (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 
2003), 18. 
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“Everybody know I’m a motherfucking monster.”:63 Our Beautiful Dark Twisted 
Fantasy 

genius, n. and adj. 

A. n. 
I. A supernatural being, and related senses. 
1. a. With reference to classical pagan belief: the tutelary god or attendant spirit 

allotted to every person at birth to govern his or her fortunes and determine personal character, 
and finally to conduct him or her out of the world. Also: a guardian spirit similarly associated 
with a place, institution, thing, etc.; cf. GENIUS LOCI n. 1. Now chiefly hist. 

 b. In extended use: a person’s appetite. Obs. rare. 
2. Either of two mutually opposed spirits imagined as accompanying a person 

throughout his or her life and exerting either a good or bad influence. Hence in extended use: a 
person who exerts a good or bad influence over another’s character, conduct, or fortunes. 
Frequently modified by good, evil . . . Now somewhat rare. 

3. Any supernatural being or spirit. In later use also: spec. = GENIE n. 3a. 
4. Chiefly with of. A quasi-mythological personification of something immaterial (as of 

virtue, custom, institution, etc.), esp. as portrayed in painting or sculpture. Also: a person or 
animal that embodies some specified abstract idea. Now rare. 

5. Astrol. A god, spirit, or other figure associated with the influences of an astrological 
body; a combination of sidereal influences represented in a person’s horoscope. Now rare. 

II. Character, ability, and related senses. 
6. a. A person’s characteristic disposition, natural inclination; temperament. Obs. 
 b. With reference to a group of people, a nation, period of time, etc.: prevalent 

feeling, opinion, sentiment, or taste; distinctive character or spirit. Also: a personification of this. 
 c. With reference to language, law, institution, etc.: prevailing character or spirit; 

general intent or meaning; characteristic method or procedure. 
 d. With reference to a material thing, a disease, etc.: natural character or 

constitution; inherent tendency. Obs. 
 e. The essential character or atmosphere of a place; = GENIUS LOCI n. 2. Chiefly 

in genius of the place. 
7. a. With for, to or infinitive. A person’s natural aptitude for, or inclination 

towards, a specified thing or action. 
 b. Natural ability or capacity; quality of mind; attributes which suit a person for 

his or her peculiar work. Also: an instance of this. 
8. a. With modifying adjective. A person with a specified level of natural ability or 

aptitude. Also: a person with a disposition or temperament of a specified kind. Obs. 
 b. An exceptionally intelligent or talented person, or one with exceptional skill in 

a particular area of art, science, etc.; a person having genius (sense A. 9) Now also in weakened or 
ironic use. 
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9. Innate intellectual or creative power of an exceptional or exalted type, such as is 
attributed to those people considered greatest in any area of art, science, etc.; instinctive and 
extraordinary capacity for imaginative creation, original thought, invention, or discovery. Cf. 
sense A. 8b. 

B. adj. 
colloq. Very clever or ingenious; (more generally) extremely good. 

There is much contestation around the designation of genius.64 Like melancholy, 

at the level of its etymology and variegated definitions, the concept stands to be 

problematized in order to causatively seek understanding. 

The length of the above defining outline appears as doublespeak in that although 

the classical Latin suggests that a “genius” is a “male spirit of a family, existing in the 

head of the family and subsequently in the divine or spiritual part of each individual . . . 

,” the ending of the word is “ . . . a formation in –ius (suffix chiefly forming adjectives) 

on a base ultimately related to that of gignere to beget)”; it also has a syntactical link to 

the word “genital”.65 An ostensibly descriptive stand-in for masculinity, then, the term 

reads one-sided insomuch as the component of gender elides femininity. This reality 

compounds itself when acknowledging that persons often equivocate the term with the 

symbol and excise the source: a tutelary god or attendant spirit called “genius” bestows 

itself upon someone; it is not the someone (def. 1a). Or if genius is the embodiment of 

two spirits, in contradistinction to each other and tasked with “accompanying a person 

                                                        

64 For examples, see E. P. Whipple, “Genius”, Wellman’s Miscellany, Vol. 4, no. VI (Adrian, December, 1871): 
201-5 (ironically, this piece precedes a poem in the volume by Mrs. M. R. Weaver called “Motherless”!); and 
Eric Weiner, The Geography of Genius: A Search for the World’s Most Creative Places from Ancient Athens to 
Silicon Valley (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2016). 
65 "genius, n. and adj.", OED Online, January 2018, Oxford University Press, accessed March 21, 2018, 
http://www.oed.com.proxy.lib.duke.edu/view/Entry/77607?redirectedFrom=genius. 
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throughout his or her life”, then one conjures the parents—mother and father—as the 

quintessence of that oppositional duo. All the more complicating is that adjectives like 

“good” and/or “bad” augment the nature of these spirits. (2) 

The designation of the mother as good/bad tracks with the psychoanalytic work 

of one D. W. Winnicott and his formulation of the “(not-)good-enough mother”: 

The good-enough ‘mother’ (not necessarily the infant’s own mother) is one who makes 
active adaptation to the infant’s needs, an active adaptation that gradually lessens, 
according to the infant’s growing ability to account for failure of adaptation and to 
tolerate the results of frustration. Naturally, the infant’s own mother is more likely to be 
good enough than some other person, since this active adaptation demands an easy and 
unresented preoccupation with the one infant; in fact, success in infant care depends on 
the fact of devotion, not on cleverness or intellectual enlightenment . . . and as time 
proceeds she adapts less and less completely, gradually, according to the infant’s 
growing ability to deal with her failure.66 

Through an apparent coterie of persons,67 Winnicott opines that to be good enough, the 

“mother” must perform “failure”, inflict “frustration”. In tandem with the recently 

unpacked definition, this theorizing might signal her inability to be deft and instead daft, 

to cleave as opposed to being clever. This is counter to genius because while she is the 

one through whom the child is begotten, her “specified level of natural ability or 

aptitude” (8a) is reducible to reverence, most especially to the very one who depends on 

her. The metastasis of perplexity continues with this reading of the mother when 

recognizing that with regard to “adaptation”, more specifically the machinations of 

                                                        

66 D. W. Winnicott, Playing and Reality (New York: Routledge, 2005 [1971]), 13-4.  
67 Michael Jacobs argues, “When Winnicott uses the term ‘mother’ he usually means it to signify the person 
who is in the mothering role – the mother might therefore be a person other than the natural mother, and 
may even be father (although I indicate later, fathers in Winnicott have a special if shadowy role).” See 
Jacobs, D. W. Winnicott (London: Sage Publications, 1995), 47.  
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being “(not-)good-enough”, Winnicott qualifies that occurrence vis-à-vis the breast: 

“The mother’s adaptation to the infant’s needs, when good enough . . . is an overlap 

between what the mother supplies and what the child might conceive of . . . 

Psychologically the infant takes from a breast that is part of the infant, and the mother 

gives milk to an infant that is part of herself.”68 

 Taking into account the obsolete and rare usage of genius as aligned with one’s 

appetite (1b), the breast benchmarks a ravenous genealogy of sorts: if the child is genius, 

in line with his hunger, the mother polices such nourishment which makes her more 

than facilely devout. This may be the move, perceptibly subterfugal, Winnicott confirms 

when he engages in verbiage: 

 In the growth of the human baby, as the ego begins to organize, this that I am calling the 
 object-relating of the pure female element establishes what is perhaps the simplest of all 
 experiences, the experience of being . . . Henceforth, on the male element side, 
 identification needs to be based on complex mental mechanisms, mental mechanisms 
 that must be given time to appear, to develop, and to become established as part of the 
 new baby’s equipment. On the female element side, however, identity requires so little 
 mental structure that this primary identity can be a feature from very early, and the 
 foundation for simple being can be laid (let us say) from the birth date, or before, or soon 
 after . . . The male element does while the female element (in males and females) is . . . The 
 breast here is a symbol not of doing but of being.69 

These words, located in a chapter called “Creativity and its Origins”, undo the prior 

discourse on the mother because parental identity is now put on notice. This is to say: in 

the tussle of mutually opposed spirits, the male element, presumably the father, requires 
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heavy lifting, doing so to speak, in order to have the infant identify with the “male spirit 

of the family”; the female element, diametrically, exists, is, to the extent that the mental 

structure, though “little”, does not negate the mental strength imprinted on the child by 

the mother. Winnicott’s “foundation”, “laid” as it were, is metaphysical when tracing 

the female element, and enlists a return to melancholy and definitions 4 and 6 of genius. 

 If “some abstraction” being lost is constitutive of melancholy, then when genius 

dictates its essence as a “quasi-mythological personification of something immaterial” 

(in resonance with Moten’s “trace”) (4), or the “character, ability, and related senses”—

relegated to “a group of people, a nation, period of time” (6b), “a language, law, 

institution” (6c), and/or “a material thing, a disease” (6d)—of a prevalence that 

manifests as spirit and character, or the essential “atmosphere of a place” (6e), then what 

is lost could be the abstraction called genius, which is to say that to which or from whom 

the child instantiates his begetting. The source that is in advance of s/he who does. 

Convoluted as this may read, what has just happened is psychoanalysis “playing the 

dozens”. This was understood fully by Charles Mingus. 

 In the prelusory remarks to his 1961 record, “All the Things You Could Be by 

Now If Sigmund Freud’s Wife Was Your Mother”, Mingus shares, “We have a special 

treat in store for you: it’s a composition dedicated to all mothers. And it’s titled ‘All the 

Things You Could Be by Now If Sigmund Freud’s Wife Was Your Mother’, which means 

if Sigmund Freud’s wife was your mother, all the things you could be by now, which 
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means nothing. You got it?”70 Spillers, in her essay on psychoanalysis and race with its 

eponymous nod to the record, responds in part: “ . . . he follows along the lines of his 

own cryptic signature, ‘Nothing. It means nothing.’ And what he proceeds to perform 

on the cut is certainly no thing we know. But that really is the point—to extend the 

realm of possibility for what might be known, and, not unlike the dozens, we will not 

easily decide if it is fun.”71 What might be known, and what is decidedly not fun about 

toying with these psychoanalytic paradigms, even if they help us approach an ever-

moving target, is that when race is brought on line, the breast, for example, becomes a 

medium where what one “is” disrupts her being and becomes a site for “doing” as 

enacted on “[a] female body strung from a tree limb, or bleeding from the breast on any 

given day of field work . . . ”,72 or a young woman who has her milk stolen.73 Therefore, 

the breast in Winnicott as a pivot for adaptation and identification presents a troubling 

conundrum: the child, and his appetite, cannot experience “genius” in the performance 

of perpetual failure and frustration through nursing if the mother, and her body part, is 

up for consistently unmerited flogging. One, then, is careful to conclude that somehow 

under these austere circumstances, the black mother is “not-good-enough”—at what 

                                                        

70 Charles Mingus, “All the Things You Could Be by Now If Sigmund Freud’s Wife Was Your Mother”, 
Charles Mingus Presents Charles Mingus (New York: Candid, 1961). 
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40 

point did the opportunity for the inverse surface? This interrogation demonstrates what 

Claudia Tate determines is the offhand prescription of blackness over and against 

whiteness in some discourses: “While things ‘white’ signify entitlement, liberty, and 

power, things ‘black’ signify penalty, lack, and defect. Such racialized allotments of good 

and bad are omnipresent . . . blackness becomes for many ‘a focal point for projections of 

all that we find most unacceptable,’ while we unconsciously equate whites and 

whiteness with ‘safety, goodness and abundance.”74 Henceforth, the goal of “Stay Black 

and Die” is to display not only the acceptable, but also the safe, the good, the 

abundant—blackness in blue. 

 In his criticism of Winnicott, Adam Phillips concedes: 

 Winnicott took the ordinary development born of good-enough mothering as the norm 
 and then set out to understand whatever interfered with it . . . given the infant’s 
 dependence on the mother, what resources were available to the infant and the child that 
 could make up for the deficits in the mothering he needed to sustain the continuity of his 
 development? He found that the paradox of these childhood solutions was that they 
 enabled the child to survive, but with the unconscious project and hope of finding an 
 environment in which development could start up again. A life could be lived, that is to 
 say, in suspended animation.75 

What a stunning depiction of a lived life: in the midst and at the scene of the crime 

where a mother is strung from a tree limb—strange fruit in “suspended animation”— 

this “illusion”, as per Winnicott, where blood spills from the place of satiation, inculcates 

the child with an exteriority of grave import which, uncannily, founds his interiority, his 
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“own capacity to create”.76 If this is valid, when Mingus says Freud’s wife-as-mother 

means “nothing”, what he likely concocts is that the mother of psychoanalysis may not 

be “black” because in her suspended nothingness, historicized and fictionalized, nothing 

was not not created. In fact, “we ourselves was dreamed, most likely by some 

slaves/Whenever they got a little space to climb into their heads and be free/So when 

they closed their eyes, what did they see?/They saw you; they saw me.”77 

 Delimbed from a bough, this feminine being rose ever higher to dream despite 

her melancholic condition, climbing psychic rungs to impart creativity through 

genomics. In the absence of public joy, where mania was the du jour affective expression 

at the hands of men and women more invested in property than personhood, internal 

conversations foresaw robust premonitions. The mental garret is where, through 

thoughts, one carves out loopholes.78 This joy, this alternate economy, dissimilarly akin 

to the Freudian conditions of mania and the depression and inhibition of melancholia, 

concretizes forms of desire, “all kinds of wanting, wishing, yearning, longing, and 

striving—conscious and particularly unconscious . . . While desire is constitutive of loss, 

desire also generates by-products even as it makes deficiency conspicuous . . . Hence, 

desire is itself ‘the force of positive production, the action that creates things, makes 

alliances, and forges interactions’ . . . Desire ‘experiments; it makes: it is fundamentally 
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aleatory, inventive’”.79 Tate reifies Murray and his thinking on the blues idiom and its 

lovechild, blues music; the generativity of desire, its improvisational weight, implicates 

and exonerates simultaneously. 

 We vie to perpetuate the dozens because in this psychoanalytic match, “[t]he 

game of living, after all, is played between the ears, up in the head. Instead of 

dispatching a body, one straightens its posture; instead of offering up a body, one sends 

his word.”80 In the frame of exegesis and eisegesis, Spillers conveys that in the beginning 

was the Word, and the Word was with the body dispatched as nothing, and the Word 

was the body offered as nothing.81 In exchange, we imagine what that word could have 

been. We posture and metaphorically “send go”82 that perhaps a mother watches her 

child create, as an extension of her creativity, and breathily utters, “Genius!”; or, taking a 

page out of Winnicott’s playbook: Sold, stolen, arriving on a nightmare/Praying for a 

dream/ . . . /She may have had the grace to look up and out/And into her daughter’s 

eyes/And into her son’s face/Her children/And say simply/Very simply/With hope83—

BE. 

Because these categorizations of genius invest themselves in the performative, 

whether aesthetic or intellectual, the turn to cultural criticism—stressed along lines of 
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race, gender, and class—is necessary for the usage of the term here (and its association 

with the blues as an idiom). For example, in her work on Billie Holiday, Farah Jasmine 

Griffin writes: 

Billie Holiday was a musical genius. Until the recent celebrations of Nobel Prize Laureate 
Toni Morrison, few were willing to grant black women the title genius. Since the earliest 
days of our nation, black women were thought to be incapable of possessing genius; their 
achievements were considered the very opposite of intellectual accomplishment. All 
persons of African descent were thought to be unfit for advanced intellectual endeavor. 
Black women in particular were body, feeling, emotion and sexuality. This holds true 
even in comparison to white women; if white women’s abilities were questioned and 
debated, their humanity was not . . . By genius I mean the special quality of mind and 
aptitudes that some individuals have innately for specific tasks or kinds of work . . . 
Artistic success in this form requires talent, intelligence and discipline.”84 

The dichotomy of tortoises and hares rears its competitive head once again, as does the 

stanzaic side-by-side of Burton’s “Dialogue”. The ladies—Gallant. Shining. Rare.—have 

been raced by Griffin as she provides calculations of movement and rhythm that mark 

their place, race, and being. She also exerts pressure on the making of the human, 

signifying that black women could be the ghosts, goblins, fiends, headless bears, or 

apes—species ungendered85—who keep black men company in that state called 

homelessness. In his work on Bud Powell, Guthrie P. Ramsey plays in the pocket of this 

pathology surrounding genius when discussing Powell’s “Buttercup”, his common-law 

wife Altevia Edwards. He narrates that “Buttercup and Powell’s relationship was 

frustrating to those invested in the heroic genius narrative that provided the pianist his 
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fame” insomuch as her presence in his life, among other things, is “used to explain 

Powell’s frequent inability to live up to the flashes of artistic brilliance that he showed in 

his lifetime.” Shoring up manhood and its discontents happens at the cost of people, 

most often women, who task themselves with being the “all-around caretaker” for those 

very men. Ramsey goes on state that “the genius title depends on a conception of 

masculinity in which one is pitted in battle against various societal structures to make 

great art. Unfortunately, the brazen, ‘emasculating’ black female (a familiar stereotype in 

literature and film) who ‘controlled’ Powell cannot be seen as a sympathetic figure in 

this setup . . .”86 Black women, like the tortoise, begin the hypothetical race at a loss 

because they are encoded as the emblem and the effect of incapacity, a character flaw 

they innately possess. Supposedly. Yet by sitting with Griffin’s notion of “possessing 

genius”, one discards this equally flawed reading of innate possession and remixes 

Burton’s enjambment: the “phantasy” of “presents” no longer conceives itself as a verb, 

but rather a noun. 

What I mean is: if black women’s productive labor, in various forms, was never 

given its just due by society writ large, perhaps it is that she inculcates her acuity, 

presents it, through the one thing she could “possess”—her child, whether through 

blood ties or kinship. This happens at the same time that this “naming” of relationality 
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during enslavement (and one might also discern up to and post-emancipation) has been 

theorized as “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.”87 Therefore, on par with what Keith D. 

Leonard surmises as “fettered genius”, irrespective of the fashioning of shackles or the 

African American poetic bard tradition, the black mother somehow triumphs “by 

combining the aesthetic power and social validity of traditional formalist artistry with 

the complexities of African American experience, culture, and heritage to produce a full 

and sufficient African American artistic and cultural self.”88 This twisted gifting, a 

peculiar present, brings to the table a foretaste of how one who psychoanalytically 

suffers a loss can find the self through a maternal retrospective, regardless of this 

recently utilized adjective being set up as a fallacy. This is a trace that exceeds the womb 

whether she carries the child to term or evokes terms of endearment. Two examples of 

Griffin’s “special quality” illumine the project’s trafficking in genius. Her previous 

mention of Morrison leads us to the first example as it arrives via Sula. 

As one encounters the inhabitants of the Bottom, the most interesting 

introduction for our purposes is that of the matriarch, Eva Peace: 

It was manlove that Eva bequeathed to her daughters . . . The Peace women loved 
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maleness, for its own sake. Eva . . . had a regular flock of gentleman callers, and although 
she did not participate in the act of love, there was a good deal of teasing and pecking 
and laughter . . . They wanted to see the joy in her face as they settled down to play 
checkers, knowing that even when she beat them, as she almost always did, somehow, in 
her presence, it was they who had won something. They would read the newspaper 
aloud to her and make observation on its content, and Eva would listen feeling no 
obligation to agree and, in fact, would take them to task about their interpretation of 
events. But she argued with them with such an absence of bile, such a concentration of 
manlove, that they felt their convictions solidified by her disagreement.89 

Although this project takes up the relationship between mothers and sons, and fully 

cognizes that Eva Peace kills her son Plum née Ralph by conflagration,90 Morrison’s 

synthesis of biology, culture and gender, as well as the hereditary ramifications of her 

characterization, is informative. “Manlove” as performed through the “absence of bile” 

circumvents theorizations regarding melancholy by Burton and others. Is this bilious 

lack another way to consider genius where such an internal non-presence does not 

inhibit, but rather fosters, Eva outwitting gentleman callers on the checkerboard, or 

discussing the goings-on of the local and the extralocal in loving (dis)agreement? 

Inasmuch as she exudes manlove, these men are enamored with her and exercise evalove, 

feeling seen and heard by her despite dissension. 

Gleaning Eva’s own loss—her leg perhaps being a potential site of melancholy—, 

her participation in manlove without participating “in the act of love” registers as a 
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mode of care. Her compassion does not qualify her as “lost” but “loose”, which is to say 

lithe, labile to the circumstances in which she locates herself. These biological, cultural, 

and gender repercussions receive further highlighting by Morrison when she details her 

construction of Eva’s granddaughter Sula: 

I always thought of Sula as quintessentially black, metaphysically black, if you will, 
which is not melanin and certainly not unquestioning of fidelity to the tribe . . . 
responding inventively to found things. Improvisational . . . And dangerously female . . . 
she refers to herself as a special kind of black person woman . . . Like a redwood, she 
says. (With all due respect to the dream landscape of Freud, trees have always seemed 
feminine to me.) In any case, my perception of Sula’s double dose of chosen blackness and 
biological blackness is in the presence of those two words of darkness in “nightshade” as 
well as in the uncommon quality of the vine itself . . . Also nightshade was thought to 
counteract witchcraft. All of this seemed a wonderful constellation of signs for Sula.91 

A conflation and conglomeration of interdisciplinarity and affect, Morrison brings to the 

fore that blackness as quintessential and metaphysical posits an a-etymological 

definition for melancholy in that melanin is not the hinge of one’s “behavior”. Moreover, 

if Murray’s blues-blues music analogy stands at attention for its solo here, then whatever 

blues Eva conveys (see: the filicide) undergo transfiguration in her blues music progeny 

who engages in improvisatory acts rooted to the originary redwood that is her 

grandmother. Sula “responding inventively to found things” belies the prior conceit 

regarding found subject-lost object relations. 

This family treeing, this limbinal ancestry, is genealogically musical because 
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another black woman, one Roberta Flack, shares her own branched suppleness when she 

sings, “I was an oak/Now I’m a willow/But I can bend”.92 It is clear that in spite of these 

two women not vocalizing as other blues women do, their blues show up as greens. And 

if it is correct that “[o]f the colors, blue and green have the greatest emotional range,”93 

then we can surmise that the misery colored by the greens and blues in their 

hypothetical vociferations take all of the grief out of the words and leave us with a 

conviction that pain was not only endurable, it was sweet.94 Undoing Freud and how 

one interprets dreams, Morrison implies a different object-choice: these women distort 

stereotypes of genius by being dangerously female, an exhibition that proves they are 

chameleonic. The enchanting while bittersweet nature of nightshade95 and the panacea 

for witchcraft; the one who bequeaths masculine love to her daughters and entertains a 

flock of men as if they are geese scrambling for crusts of bread—these are the women of 

Peace. The second moment of “special quality” occurs in work called “Crazy”. 

Rachel M. Harper, in her contribution to the collection Black Cool: One Thousand 

Streams of Blackness, conveys this about genius: 

What a paradox: Kept inside, the pain is poison, but when artists, especially Black Artists, 
let it out, it’s genius. But genius is not a typical state with normal expectations; it’s 
acceptable for a genius to act (or actually be crazy) . . . While we are afraid of the 
darkness that the artist appears to create from, but we love the creation. It is a mystery to 
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us. And when we are solving a mystery, the answer sometimes obvious, sometimes 
inconceivable—is often not as interesting once we understand it. We don’t want to 
understand them, to see them, because to be unseen is to be unknown, and that mystery 
is the birth of cool. So we give a wide berth around Black artists’ mystery, granting them 
space and air. We don’t want to undercover their secrets fully, to see the faces beneath 
the masks.96 

What gives pause in this passage is the rhetorical move of “cool” being born, genius 

being “let out”. The terminology and homophonicity of birth/berth gives rise to an 

embodied reckoning with the mystery of a singular life, obvious and inconceivable yet 

somehow conceived. The atmospherics of this resonate in that this description of Black 

Cool craziness is reducible to how Rachel M. understands the poet that is her father, 

Michael S.,97 no different than the paternalism that imbues the opening words of 

Democritus Burton Junior. And if we were to equally ask where her mother is, Harper 

has already given us the answer: she resides beneath the mask.98 

As Harper nears the end of her musings, she adds to her tropic beginning: “We 

[Black artists] turn our loss, our heartache, into art—we give it life. So it then exists beyond 

our own bodies (our own selves), becoming timeless and universal . . . What, in the end, is 

more cool that that? . . . We look at those artists [Morrison, Baldwin, Coltrane, Pryor, or 

Basquiat] as we look upon our mothers during childbirth: We don’t want them to suffer in 
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order to bring us into the world, but we are damn happy to be alive.”99 It is no 

coincidence that in a generic frame that sprouts out of blues music—rhythm & blues, or 

R&B—, an artist could score and sound the ineffable when he espouses cool in order to 

convene a “good time”: 

Looking on back at all the changes 
That I put you through 
Any other girl in your position 
Sho’ nuff would’ve been through 
Thinkin’ about how you made it easy 
Always there for me 
Never once did you turn your back and leave 
 
For every tear you’ve cried 
I’ve cried a thousand times 
Never once did I 
Want you to hurt inside 
I wanna thank you, girl 
For the chill in you 
Especially for you being so cool 

If one hypothesizes the aforementioned lyrical “girl” of Babyface’s construction as a 

mother, then revisiting the lines almost compels one to call up his/her maternal figure 

and shout THANK YOU, especially for her being so cool. At the level of giving birth, 

realized and not, the addendum to this declaration of gratitude is this is for the cool in you 

that was your investment in me.100 One envisions Morrison again as she duly interjects 

that “[o]ur future is ripe, outrageously rich in its possibilities. Yet unleashing the glory 

of that future will require a difficult labor, and some may be so frightened of its birth 
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they will refuse to abandon their nostalgia for the womb;”101 as well, a mother can deem 

the fruit of said difficult labor her “best thing”.102 If these are the stakes of what genius is 

as convened by the mother, then when Mark Kernan asks if “melancholy can be passed 

down through generations, not just culturally but at the level of our DNA?,” he, like 

Harper, answers his own question: “Thankfully, great art can console us, particularly 

great music . . . and if melancholy sometimes feels like a vast enveloping grief, then 

perhaps music and the consolation it brings can help us to grieve. The melancholic note 

in popular music—the ‘blue’ note understood by the great African American Jazz artists 

of the twentieth century—heals, soothes and, if we allow it, can transform our suffering 

into this kind of knowing and accepting melancholia.”103 Though the occupational status 

of the mother does not necessitate being an artist per se, Kernan also concretizes 

Murray’s proposition: the blues, postpartum or otherwise, transforms into blues music, 

an aleatory enterprise underpinned by affective reflex.  
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An alternate way to say all of this is: the mother as the lost object, and thus the 

foundation of one’s melancholy and mania, underwrites pathologies regarding 

maternity when superimposed on black women; propaganda such as The Moynihan 

Report renders these political agendas legible. The discursive complexity of the maternal 

in black studies engenders wonder as to how someone “lost”, albeit in plain sight (or as 

Freud states, “ . . . usually to be found in one’s immediate environment”104), cannot be 

“found”. Nevertheless, Murray posits that through the blues idiom, if one envisions 

melancholy as foregrounding the aesthetic, what s/he produces is not mania, but “joy”. 

Therefore, if we reposition the mother as the genesis of melancholy and what Murray 

refers to as a “good time”—the improvisatory whimsy that blues music incites—, then 

genius is a signifier of the maternal. Conceptualizing anew Freud’s “Mourning and 

Melancholia” from the critical vantage point of black studies, I examine psychoanalysis 

and subvert it as “some abstraction” to comprehend melancholy—“the blues”—and 

genius—“blues music”. The unearthed fault lines make literary and sonic room for 

staging “musical” performances prototypical of these affective expressions. This project 

invests itself in the narrative of the poor wretch, the long and arduous struggler, the one 

in a position to throw off some oppressive compulsion. It ruminates on affect and its 

excesses as revealed in the ambiguity of the Freudian “so on”, just as it clocks the 

                                                        

104 Freud, 251. 
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proverbially hidden figure experiencing obscurity over time immemorial. Furthermore, 

my methodological approach is somewhat unorthodox. 

Instead of bringing in secondary sources to critique or explain Freud, the subjects 

of this overall inquiry converse with him. I opine that his treatise is helpful and limiting 

such that each chapter imposes a discursive force requiring Freud to be enunciated in 

the blues idiom, just as Burton and Foucault here. His essay is foundational at the outset 

yet permits me to spin out formative possibilities as the “surplus” à la Tate.105 The 

chapters address these sentiments with care and criticism as an overarching thematic 

juxtaposes itself with each subject of inquiry. 

The first chapter, “Read | Frederick”, examines Frederick Douglass as the 

embodiment of “ART” and “FACTS”, a concept formulated by the unnamed editor of 

the second autobiography, My Bondage and My Freedom. James M’Cune Smith, writer of 

the autobiography’s “Introduction”, considers whether Douglass receives his intellect 

from his black mother, Harriet Bailey, or unknown white father. Harriet is construed as 

“the only one of all the slaves and colored people in Tuckahoe”106 who could read. In 

turn, Smith traces Douglass’s intelligence as revealed in her literacy, as well as a 

recollection of Harriet’s likeness being akin to a drawn bust of Egyptian pharaoh Ramses 

the Great in an anthropological text. Likewise, William S. McFeely cites Douglass’s 

                                                        

105 Tate, 7. 
106 Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom (New York: Dover Publications, 1969 [1855]), 58. 
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grandmother Betsy as someone who “could so intelligently read a river or the furrow of 

a field”107 despite her illiteracy. Utilizing Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An 

American Slave, Written By Himself, and the aforementioned, I argue that these renderings 

compel (re)reading Douglass as the literary presentation of his matrilineal literacy. 

Presuming him to symbolize “the birth of the republic”/“the West” and protoFreudian, 

as in precursory to ideations of mourning and melancholia, I theorize him as a subject of 

history and psychoanalysis. 

In “The Little Man at Chehaw Station: The American Artist and His Audience”, 

Ralph Ellison posits the riddle of “the little man behind the stove”, an American figure 

residing at the nexus of process and performativity. Miss Hazel Harrison, Ellison’s 

Tuskegee piano teacher, imparts this riddle to him when he seeks her out after failing his 

monthly instrumental recital. The intrigue of this teachable moment is double: she uses 

kinship language during the lesson, and the classroom is her studio in a basement. 

Basements and/or the underground are vital to Ellison, especially in his magnum opus 

Invisible Man, as he crafts fascinating yet isolated narrativizations when an iteration of 

the “mother”, utilizing vernacular, shares that selfsame location with her “child”. 

Juxtaposing the novel and essay, I propose in “Travel | Ralph”, the second chapter, that 

these moments are not isolated, but rather quasi-autobiographical. This assertion enlists 

paying attention to his mother, Mrs. Ida Ellison, and a “beloved schoolteacher”, Mrs. 

                                                        

107 William S. McFeely, Frederick Douglass (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 1991), 18. 



 

55 

Zelia N. Page Breaux, women who ingratiate him with(in) a tradition that traces his 

transformation into a man of letters. These visible maternal figures foreshadow Ellison’s 

literary emplotments: each woman, mother or othermother, conjures the originary trope 

of the “invisible man”, giving Ellison, as “son”, the groove. 

Marvin Gaye’s record “Trouble Man” elicits dual amazement: its presentation, 

predominantly performed in his falsetto, and the moment of a primal scream. “Man | 

Marvin”, the third chapter, then, enacts what I refer to as a “close listening”. The 

opening lyrics engender aural confusion as one discerns whether Gaye sings, “I come 

apart, baby” or “I come up hard, baby”. This perplexity situates how his queer 

childhood sets a precedent for the recording. This piques further interest because of the 

manner in which Gaye becomes his “mother”, with the manifold definitions such an 

office holds, and “father”, even as his “father”—a pastor and disciplinarian—becomes 

his “mother” through drag and masquerade. Therefore, the chapter susses out whether 

Gaye’s life demonstrates the body-flesh dichotomy à la Hortense J. Spillers. This 

argument gains traction when learning that he listened to George Gershwin while 

writing the record (and its eponymous film soundtrack). Pondering which Gershwin 

composition was Gaye’s muse, I speculate through audiovisual registers to surmise 

“Trouble Man” as a sonic reimagining of gender and the operatic. 

In the final chapter, “Woman | Octavia”, I interrogate black feminist 

formulations of “calling the law”, that being call and response, as performed by what I 
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call “potential mothers”. Initially focusing on Judith Butler’s comprehension of 

interpellation by way of Louis Althusser, I put her in conversation with an early 

twentieth century legal case. In 1924, Alice Jones, a fair-skinned black woman, married 

Leonard “Kip” Rhinelander, a white man, in New Rochelle, New York. When Kip’s 

father intervenes to annul the marriage, believing that Alice tricked his son into 

matrimony by not divulging her race, the subsequent court case and ruling confirm 

what Karla FC Holloway considers private bodies becoming public texts. That is, Jones 

and her legal team “call the law” to exonerate her. This act provides a theoretical pivot 

to the work of Octavia Butler. More specifically, in the short story “Bloodchild”, her self-

professed “pregnant man story”, she identifies and undoes constructs of gender and the 

law while charting the protagonist’s melancholy: the last day of his childhood beginning 

with a visit home. The chapter claims that blackness, whether scrutinized or effaced, 

disrupts social positions, namely subjects and objects, in legal encounters. Thus, both 

occasions of melancholy and genius, respectively, constitute theory, even 

contrapuntally, instead of substantiating it. Likewise, I conclude with a section, which I 

have cerebrally called “Study | Us”, where I tackle the history of “stay black and die” in 

my own formation and look to the promise of blackness as revealed in lying. 

If, in the end, this project is an attempt at making real Spillers’s suggestion to 

commune with the monster that is the black maternal—“[a]ctually claiming the 
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monstrosity (of a female with the potential to name);”108 the face beneath the mask; the 

ghost, the goblin, the fiend—then, Gentle Reader, I invite you to come celebrate with me 

at this event which can be billed as nothing less than a monster’s ball.

                                                        

108 Spillers, 80. 
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Chapter 1: 

Read | Frederick 

 

Facial Recognition and Artifacts 

In his essay “The Changing Same: Black Music in the Poetry of Amiri Baraka”, 

Nathaniel Mackey compels a reading of black aesthetics as conveyed by his titular muse. 

This is an endeavor Mackey coins as “process [being] more valuable than its products, 

its artifacts.”1 Amiri Baraka himself would say, “The academic Western mind is the best 

example of the substitution of artifact worship for the lightning awareness of the art 

process. Even the artist is more valuable than his artifact, because the art process goes on 

in his mind. But the process itself is the most important quality because it can transform 

and create, and its only form is possibility. The artifact, because it assumes one form, is 

only that particular quality or idea. It is, in this sense, after the fact, and is only important 

because it remarks on its source.”2 In this same way, the autobiography, wholly an artifact, 

provides a blind spot insofar as it instantiates the reality that art and facts are closer than 

they appear. Which is to say, the autobiography’s facticity and artistry mystify and 

mythologize its source. The autobiography is to the symbolic as the source is, 

                                                        

1 Nathaniel Mackey, “The Changing Same: Black Music in the Poetry of Amiri Baraka”, boundary 2, Vol. 6, 
no. 2 (Winter, 1978): 366. Hereafter I will refer to the text as “Changing Same”. 
2 LeRoi Jones (Amiri Baraka), Home: Social Essays (New York: Akashic Books, 2009 [1966]), 197-8 (emphasis 
mine). 
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tautologically, to the sine-qua-non: the artifact must give way to the artisan, and the 

artisanal, in direct “I” contact and in the ocular periphery.  

Similarly, the beginning of Frederick Douglass’s My Bondage and My Freedom, the 

second edition in his autobiographical trilogy, occasions two moments that oblige that 

one channel the modes of seeing and believing in the cause of remarking on “source 

material”. In the “Editor’s Preface”, one reads: 

If the volume now presented to the public were a mere work of ART, the history of its 
misfortune might be written in two very simple words— TOO LATE. The nature and 
character of slavery have been subjects of an almost endless variety of artistic 
representation; and after the brilliant achievements in that field, and while those 
achievements are yet fresh in the memory of the million, he who would add another to 
the legion, must possess the charm of transcendent excellence, or apologize for 
something worse than rashness. The reader is, therefore, assured, with all due 
promptitude, that his attention is not invited to a work of ART, but to a work of 
FACTS—Facts, terrible and almost incredible, it may be—yet FACTS, nevertheless.3 

This first calculation, as posed by the undocumented editor—“undocumented” insofar 

as the author simply signs this section of the autobiography “EDITOR”, thus cluing us 

into the mythopoetic nature of the text—, tunes our eyes to the subsequent perusal we 

will partake in and stages a modus operandi for this moment of literacy. The move to 

subsume ART, and give rise to FACTS, renders a phenomenology, i.e., the lived 

experience of the black man elucidates blackness as a literal artifact (read: art-I-fact). 

And depending on where one chooses to locate the narrative—whether between the 

twisted artistic construction of “Dirty nigger!” or the progressivist factual exclamation 

                                                        

3 Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom (New York: Dover Publications, 1969 [1855]), v. Hereafter 
I will refer to the text as MBMF. 
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“Look! A Negro!”4—, the hope is to encounter the subject—the “I”, somewhere in the in-

between of ART and FACTS—with the eye(s): Frederick Douglass. 

While one feels compelled to believe these prefatory musings as FACTS, the 

second offering veers toward the speculative. James M’Cune Smith begins his 

“Introduction” to the autobiography lauding Douglass as a man of such esteem that 

“mankind [should] pay him the tribute of their admiration” because “he raises himself 

from the lowest condition in society to the highest.”5 But near the end of the 

“Introduction”, Smith subverts such a sentiment, clearing the foundation for what will 

soon be called Douglass’s Pan-Africanity: 

I asked William Whipper, . . . whether he thought Mr. Douglass’s power inherited from 
the Negroid, or from what is called the Caucasian side of his make-up? After some 
reflection, he frankly answered, “I must admit, although sorry to do so, that the 
Caucasian predominates.” At that time, I almost agreed with him; but, facts narrated in 
the first part of this work, throw a different light on this interesting question . . . In the 
absence of testimony from the Caucasian side, we must see what evidence is given on the 
other side of the house.6 

This excerpt of (new) historicism by Smith commences “sweeping” the “house that race 

built” in (the) light of the “absence” on the “other side” of the “nuclear family”. 

                                                        

4 I overlay “the fact of blackness” with “the lived experience of the black man” here because it is interesting 
to see how the act of translation, itself an art, of the same text can render up variations, albeit similar, on 
what the author may have “in fact” said. See Frantz Fanon, “The Fact of Blackness”, in Theories of Race and 
Racism: A Reader, eds. Les Black and John Solomos (New York: Routledge, 2000), 257-66; and Frantz Fanon, 
“The Lived Experience of the Black Man”, in Black Skin, White Masks, trans. Richard Philcox (New York: 
Grove Press, 2008 [1952]), 89-119. 
5 Douglass, MBMF, xvii. 
6 Ibid., xxix (emphasis mine). 
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To be clear, born Frederick Augustus Washington Bailey, to “[h]is mother 

Harriet Bailey, daughter of Isaac, a freeman, and Betsey Bailey”, our autobiographer 

“was ignorant of the most elementary facts of his birth . . . He was told his father was a 

white man, but he never learned the man’s identity”.7 The suspicion surrounding 

Douglass’s birth requires M’Cune Smith to read past the artfulness of his question to 

Whipper to engage in a nineteenth-century fact-finding mission. Prima facie, Nathan 

Irvin Huggins’s biographical sketch of the life of Douglass as exemplary of a slave and a 

citizen—Douglass “bondaged” and Douglass “freedomed”—acts as a vantage point that 

shapes the autobiographer considered here and the art he produces after the fact. But all 

the more, such a dichotomy engenders Baraka’s mode around possibility: the hybridity 

of Douglass, and the unintelligibility of his father who is absent to testify, signals that his 

mother defaults to be the focal point through which one should interpret Douglass’s 

reading comprehension as a matrilineal inheritance. Therefore, might one discern the 

flashpoints of his literary life, with specific relevance to his autobiographies, as 

emblematic of his mother’s hand guiding his own, even as that hand textualizes8 his life 

and hers? This is precisely where ART and FACTS converge, and convene Douglass as 

his mother’s child. 

                                                        

7 Nathan Irvin Huggins, Slave and Citizen: The Life of Frederick Douglass (New York: Longman, 1980), 3. There 
are multiple spellings of Douglass’s grandmother’s name; I will be using “Betsey” and “Betsy” 
interchangeably. 
8 Rachel A. Blumenthal picks up on this mode around texts and “facts” when she speaks of Douglass’s 
understanding of William Lloyd Garrison’s speeches. See “Canonicity, Genre, and the Politics of Editing: 
How We Read Frederick Douglass”, Callaloo, Vol. 36, no. 1 (Winter 2013): 178. 
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“We, ‘other [black] Victorians’” and Psychoanalysis 

I am in agreement with Maurice O. Wallace that “[i]f My Bondage and My Freedom 

consists of so many facts about slavery, one wonders if the artistic temperament of 

Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass (1845), Douglass’s first and, arguably, the 

literary’s defining ex-slave autobiography, did not, in fact, require the latter one’s urgent 

facticity.”9 Wallace’s statement runs in line with Robert S. Levine’s contention that “[i]n 

the Narrative he [Douglass] had defied the Garrisonians by analyzing and not simply 

describing key events; and in Bondage he is even more insistent on analysis, which is 

why the second autobiography is nearly four times longer than the first, even though it 

contains only a few chapters that move beyond the chronological endpoint of the 

Narrative”.10 Paul Giles equally posits that “whereas the 1845 Narrative is driven 

primarily by oratorical energy and sentimental affect, Douglass’s writing from the 1850s 

onward correlates these emotional dynamics with a more critical and reflexive 

understanding of the multifaceted nature of social relations . . . It is true that My Bondage 

goes over much of the same ground as the 1845 Narrative, but it tends to treat its material 

                                                        

9 Maurice O. Wallace, “Form, Facticity, and the Struggle for Symmetry; or, Shadow and (F)Acts: A Comment 
on Israel Durham’s ‘The Interpreter of a Dream (Variations): Frederick Douglass, The (Pan-) Africanist 
Machinist’”, a response to I. Augustus Durham’s conference paper “The Interpreter of a Dream (Variations): 
Frederick Douglass, the (Pan-)African Machinist” during the Fall Graduate Seminar, Slavery and the Problem 
of Aesthetics/Aesthetics and the Problem of Slavery, taught by Dr. Maurice O. Wallace, 23 September 2013. 
Likewise, I will hereafter refer to The Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave (LaVergne, 
TN, 2009 [1845]) as Narrative. 
10 Robert S. Levine, “Identity in the Autobiographies”, in The Cambridge Companion to Frederick Douglass, ed. 
Maurice S. Lee (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 37. Hereafter I will refer to this text as 
“Identity”. 
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in a more analytical and less directly personal fashion.”11 Douglass’s deployment of a 

more “factual” account of his life in My Bondage and My Freedom, resolving what he 

intentionally omits in Narrative, makes him, though not readily considered so, a putative 

Victorian-era icon. 

John Stauffer understands this Victorianist affect by way of the frontispiece used 

in the second autobiography in that it “illustrates Douglass’s sublime and black 

aesthetic: there is an incongruity between his black body and his white hands; between 

the rich details of his body and the rough sketch of his fists; between the majestic orator 

and someone who rejects words for blows. His black aesthetic is also a characteristic 

male pose; his clenched fists suggest not only the defiance of the former slave but the 

self-sufficiency of the Victorian male.”12 (Figure 1) 

                                                        

11 Paul Giles, “Douglass’s Black Atlantic: Britain, Europe, Egypt”, in The Cambridge Companion to Frederick 
Douglass, ed. Maurice S. Lee (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 136-7. Hereafter I will refer to 
this text as “Douglass’s Black Atlantic”. 
12 John Stauffer, “Frederick Douglass and the Aesthetics of Freedom”, Raritan, Vol. 25, no. 1 (2005): 122-3 
(emphasis mine); hereafter I will refer to the text as “FDAF”. While the stock understanding of Victorianism 
situates the period as occurring primarily in Europe, specifically the United Kingdom, during the long 
nineteenth century, I make a claim about a diasporic Victorianism here as carried out by black subjects. 
There are two offhand examples of this among others: a recent photographic account of black Victorians in 
London, which runs in line with Douglass and his penchant for photography, and a chapter on Douglass 
and British Culture by Paul Giles. See Sean O’Hagan, “The black Victorians: astonishing portraits unseen for 
120 years”, theguardian, 15 September 2014, accessed 5 August 2016 
(https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2014/sep/15/black-chronicles-ii-victorians-photography-
exhibition-rivington-place); and Paul Giles, “Narrative Reversals and Power Exchanges: Frederick Douglass 
and British Culture”, in Virtual Americas: Transnational Fictions and the Transatlantic Imaginary (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2002), 22-46. For more on the transatlanticism of Douglass, among other considerations, 
see Paul Gilroy, “Masters, Mistresses, Slaves, and the Antinomies of Modernity”, in The Black Atlantic: 
Modernity and Double Consciousness (New York: Verso, 2003), 58-71. 
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Figure 1: Frontispiece of Frederick Douglass, 1855 

The staging of the body, by hand and comportment, as a record of subjectivity—

an ego split yet inseparable—, is a maneuver as arresting as the narrativization which 

occurs in chapter three, “The Author’s Parentage”, of My Bondage and My Freedom: 

I say nothing of father, for he is shrouded in a mystery I have never been able to 
penetrate. Slavery does away with fathers, as it does away with families. Slavery has no 
use for either fathers or families, and its laws do not recognize their existence in the social 
arrangements of the plantation. When they do exist they are not the outgrowths of 
slavery, but are antagonistic to the system. The order of civilization is reversed here . . . 
My father was a white man, or nearly white . . . There was a whisper, that my master 
was my father; yet it was only a whisper, and I cannot say that I ever gave it credence. 
Indeed, I now have reason to think he was not; nevertheless, the fact remains, in all its 
glaring odiousness, that, by the laws of slavery, children, in all cases, are reduced to the 
condition of their mothers.13 

                                                        

13 Douglass, MBMF, 51-2; 58. 



 

65 

Douglass commences unpacking the nuclear reaction caused by slavery as it manifests 

in the (extra)ordinarily familial. In order to do this, he defers to the ostensibly 

transcendent Other. What is stunning is that the abolitionist-orator aphoristically jumps 

his disciplinary “ship”, infusing the beginning of his discourse on enslavement and 

emancipation, albeit through self-fashioning, with (a)scientific language while still 

working through the nuances of the vulnerable. The earlier allusion to new historicism 

finds its confirmation: in the opening section of Gregory S. Jay’s “Rhetorics of History”, 

he contends that Douglass’s writing is proverbially ahead of its time.14 In essence, 

Douglass foresees the transatlantic resonance of psychoanalysis as a “science”, as is 

slavery; I deem this Douglass’s engagement in “Victorian Psychoanalysis” on this side of 

the pond. So what is to be said of raced flesh with regard to parent-child relationships, 

and how such bodies transform into critical hypotheses of the sciences as envisaged 

through the “eye”/“I” or even synesthesia? 

At the outset of the chapter, Douglass describes slavery as an inanimate 

ideology; it later undergoes his personification and arrives at one’s critical doorsteps 

with overtly masculinist hands. This masculinization occurs because the examinable 

digitizing, the handling, that is slavery—vis-à-vis envy, greed and treachery—must put 

on skin as a signpost of its consummate effacement in order to effectively “kill” the 

                                                        

14 Gregory S. Jay, “American Literature and the New Historicism: The Example of Frederick Douglass”, 
boundary 2, Vol. 17, no. 1 (1990): 212-4. I hope to run with this argument subsequently, as well as to chart 
how such discursive work spurs the very (new) historicism I referenced earlier by M’Cune Smith in the 
“Introduction”. 
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paternal other. In response, the Almighty occupies a dual site of the diagnostic and the 

palliative: with “germs of affection” and “in his wisdom and mercy”, he “arms the 

helpless infant against the ills and vicissitudes of his lot” with metaphorical 

“vaccinations” to ward off the illness of servitude in perpetuity; and he dispenses “the 

tenderest affection . . . as a partial compensation to the mother for the pains and 

lacerations of her heart”15 which she experiences when severed irrevocably from her 

progeny. Such austerity forces Douglass to concede “[t]here is not, beneath the sky, an 

enemy to filial affection so destructive as slavery. It made my brothers and sisters 

strangers to me; it converted the mother that bore me, into a myth; it shrouded my father 

in mystery, and left me without an intelligible beginning in the world.”16 Though terse, this 

admission speaks in a multiplicity of manners: Douglass dabbles in the mythic; the 

scientific, specifically mortuary studies; and the epistemic. The loss of his mother is the 

inscribed conversion of her body into a “tablet” of yore; the mystery of his father 

becomes the shroud, the sarcophagus, buried in/as an ancient wonder (which will be of 

importance soon enough); and his existence craves the revelatory event that instantiates 

an identitarian politic of the self. 

M’Cune Smith furthers that second moment of note in the “Introduction” when 

he continues evidencing the other side of Douglass’s genetic house. He cites Douglass 

                                                        

15 Douglass, MBMF, 53. 
16 Ibid., 60 (emphasis mine). 
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speaking about the “power and spirit” of his grandmother. Then in the middle of the 

paragraph, again quoting Douglass, he recounts, “‘I learned, after my mother’s death, 

that she could read, and that she was the only one of all the slaves and colored people in 

Tuckahoe who enjoyed that advantage. How she acquired this knowledge, I know not, 

for Tuckahoe is the last place in the world where she would be apt to find facilities for 

learning.’” Finally, Smith references Douglass viewing an image in James Cowles 

Prichard’s 1843 text The Natural History of Man: a drawn bust which resembles the 

appearance of what he recalls of Harriet Bailey.17 (Figure 2) And right before the 

“Introduction” concludes, Smith changes the joke and slips the yoke:18 

The head alluded to is copied from the statue of Ramses the Great, an Egyptian king of 
the nineteenth dynasty . . . The nearness of its resemblance to Mr. Douglass’ mother, 
rests upon the evidence of his memory, and judging from his almost marvelous feats of 
recollection of forms and outlines recorded in this book, this testimony may be admitted. 
These facts show that for his energy, perseverance, eloquence, invective, sagacity, and 
wide sympathy, he is indebted to his negro blood. The very marvel of his style would 
seem to be a development of that other marvel,—how his mother learned to read. The 
versatility of talent which he yields . . . would seem to be the result of the grafting of 

                                                        

17 Ibid., xxix-xxx; and James Cowles Prichard, The Natural History of Man; Comprising Inquiries into the 
Modifying Influence of Physical and Moral Agencies on the Different Tribes of the Human Family, Vol. I. (London: 
H. Bailliere, 1843), 157. 
18 The nod here to the title of Ralph Ellison’s essay is interesting in part because of the presence Douglass has 
in Ellison’s work, specifically in Invisible Man when he manifests serendipitously as a portrait. This is to say 
that the very manner in which M’Cune Smith “calls the roll” nomenclaturally, inserting Douglass into an 
aesthetic canon in his “Introduction”, Ellison also situates himself within a canon as it relates to naming. He 
holds Douglass as a genealogical “ancestor” of naming, even if such fate never manifests for himself in real 
life but does fictionally and hypothetically for his protagonist. These authors equally converge with Paul 
Giles’s recognition that “Douglass read and admired Emerson”, the man from whom Ellison receives his 
name. See Ralph Ellison, “Hidden Name and Complex Fate”, in Shadow and Act (New York: Vintage Books, 
1995 [1964]), 151; Invisible Man (New York: Vintage Books, 1995 [1952]), 378-81, 428, 442; Michael Magee, 
Emancipating Pragmatism: Emerson, Jazz, and Experimental Writing (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 
2004), 102; Giles, “Douglass’s Black Atlantic”, 132; and William W. Cook, et al., “Invisible Man Dreams of 
Frederick Douglass”, in African American Writers and Classical Tradition (Chicago: University of Chicago, 
2010), 89-91. 
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Anglo-Saxon on good, original, negro stock. If the friends of “Caucasus” choose to claim, 
for that region, what remains after this analysis—to wit: combination—they are welcome 
to it. They will forgive me for reminding them that the term “Caucasian” is dropped by 
recent writers of Ethnology; for the people about Mount Caucasus, are, and have ever 
been, Mongols. The great “white race” now seek paternity, according to Dr. Pickering, in 
Arabia—“Arida Nutrix” of the best breed of horses &c. Keep on gentlemen; you will find 
yourselves in Africa, by-and-by. The Egyptians, like the Americans, were a mixed race, 
with some negro blood circling around the throne, as well as in the mud hovels.19 

In a sonic moment that registers out of the black church hymnody tradition, one hums 

under the breath the choral affirmation, “Faith of our mothers, loving faith/Fount of our 

childhood’s trust and grace/O may thy consecration prove/Source of a finer, nobler 

race/Faith of our mothers, living faith/We will be true to thee till death.”20 

                                                        

19 Douglass, MBMF, xxx-xxxi. 
20 A. B. Patten and Henri Fredrickson Hemy, “Faith of Our Mothers”, in The New National Baptist Hymnal 
(Nashville: National Baptist Publishing, 1977), 193 (emphasis mine). For more on the literary depiction of the 
black race as “exemplary”, over and against its “degrading portraits” as achieved through various sciences, 
see Britt Rusert, “Delany’s Comet: Fugitive Science and the Speculative Imaginary of Emancipation”, 
American Quarterly, Vol. 65, no. 4 (December 2013): 806. Likewise, for a reading of this scene as emblematic 
of Douglass and his sentimentality, see Arthur Riss, “Sentimental Douglass”, in The Cambridge Companion to 
Frederick Douglass, ed. Maurice S. Lee (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 111-3. 
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Figure 2: Image of Ramses the Great, 1843 

As a response to whether Douglass’s “power inherited from his Negroid, or from what 

is called the Caucasian side of his make-up,” Smith undoes his own logic and that of 

Whipper. 

The insertion of Douglass in the genealogical line of the African Diasporic 

intellectual and aesthetic traditions invokes transnationalism, citing the cradle of 

epistemic civilization as if to reify geological and anthropological discourse surrounding 
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mitochondrial DNA; foreruns the following century’s construction of the Afro-Asiatic 

man in the political and theological rhetoric of the Nation of Islam;21 and situates Egypt 

as a site where the once-and-future pharaoh can be drawn from the bulrushes and when 

exposed as a child of the help, be put upon to make bricks without straw, only to later 

entreat of his formerly destined office, “Let my people go!” That is, “[a]s the Exodus-

inspired title [My Bondage and My Freedom] . . . might suggest, he crafts his identity as a 

black Moses in accord with a more insistently racialized vision of his connections to the 

larger African American community.”22 Douglass’s self-collapsing into that Hebrew-

cum-Egyptian requires mapping his own travels to the motherland. 

Douglass’s rather romantic vision of Egypt on cloth materializes when he visits 

near the end of his life, some thirty-plus years after the second autobiography. The trip 

becomes a metanarrative of sentimental antiquity in that it is a multi-city journey with a 

stop in Rome. Douglass makes the pilgrimage to confirm that “Western civilization had 

important resources in Africa . . . he presents a more progressive narrative of all roads 

leading both to and from Africa.” However, it is in Rome, not Egypt, where Douglass 

concretizes Smith’s formulation of mixed raciality, as “negro blood” circumnavigates 

                                                        

21 Alex Haley, The Autobiography of Malcolm X (New York: Ballantine Books, 1964), 167-71. Ironically, at the 
end of the chapter “Satan”, when Malcolm X finishes recounting the legend of Yacub myth, he pivots to 
speak about Master W. D. Fard, a product of miscegenation. But the way Malcolm theorizes Fard’s racial 
state is quite telling vis-à-vis Douglass: “Master W. D. Fard was half black and half white. He was made in 
this way to enable him to be accepted by the black people in America, and to lead them, while at the same 
time he was enabled to move undiscovered among the white people, so that he could understand and judge 
the enemy of the blacks” (170). 
22 Levine, “Identity”, 36. 
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from the mud hovel to the throne. Though the scenario does result in certain hypotheses 

becoming “facts” for Douglass—he “can be regarded as having reached a kind of 

spiritual homeland in a nation that, though literally in Africa, is figured as a border zone 

between Western Europe and the southern reaches of even ‘blacker’ Africa”—, he falls 

into simplistic readings of Egypt, which Levine calls “condescending”.23 This unease, 

then, offers Africa, via Egypt, as an other-land instead of the motherland, “a horizon of 

alterity against which Douglass’s sense of himself as a patriotic American can be 

calibrated.”24  

By calibrating his Americanness vis-à-vis visual royal Africanity, he becomes 

M’Cune Smith’s “‘Representative American man—a type of his countrymen’ . . . 

stem[ming] from his success in continually transforming himself.”25 Is black Moses 

problematically leading his people to freedom by solidifying their Egyptian (read: 

American) citizenship through an acknowledgment of their Hebrew (read: African) 

sanguinity? This question is apposite since measures of blood quantum were 

preternaturally indicative of servility, a servility that often encountered bloodthirst 

when it dared to imagine freedom.26 Likewise, albeit strangely, traveling to Africa as a 

                                                        

23 Levine, “Road to Africa: Frederick Douglass’s Rome”, African American Review, Vol. 34, no. 2 (Summer, 
2000): 220; 226. Hereafter I will refer to this text as “Road to Africa”. 
24 Giles, “Douglass’s Black Atlantic”, 143. 
25 Stauffer, “FDAF”, 124-6. 
26 For more on the politics of blood and citizenship, see Jessica Marie Johnson, “Sex, Blood, and Belonging in 
the Early Republic”, AAIHS—African American Intellectual History Society, 12 August 2016, accessed 15 
August 2016, http://www.aaihs.org/sex-blood-and-belonging-in-the-early-republic/. 
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“homecoming”, a journeying fusion to complete one’s birthright, traffics in an anxiety 

that predates the construction, institutional and otherwise, of the “Diaspora” in the 

twentieth century. For Douglass, all roads lead to and from America, a pilgrimage that 

instaurates a still-contested category with specificity even for him: the African (-) 

American.27  

In this same vein, if one runs with the tone of the epic that Smith casts and 

superimposes it onto the religiocultural framework that was certainly existent in 

Douglass’s life,28 what she views is the ethnographically ethnic redux of the narrative of 

Hagar and Ishmael. Therefore, one vibes with Wallace once more in that “ . . . the mixed-

race heroes of black men’s early writing would seem to accrue biblical iconicity as 

allegorical figures of the American Ishmael, the extracovenantal son of the republican 

patriarch and his black Hagar, . . .”29 Acknowledging what Sigmund Freud, the 

“beneficent Father” of psychoanalysis, would say about the circumstances regarding the 

autobiographer in question becomes pertinent. 
                                                        

27 The term “African(-)American” has quite an origination, tracing back to the nation’s “early days”; 
considering how Douglass reads the image in Prichard’s text as his own Africanity, this etymology may 
point to Douglass’s inauguration of the “new birth of our republic” because he instantiates a “hyphenated” 
existence then which still holds sway now. See Jennifer Schuessler, “Use of ‘African-American’ Dates to 
Nation’s Early Days”, The New York Times, 20 April 2015, accessed 1 January 2017 
(http://www.nytimes.com/2015/04/21/arts/use-of-african-american-dates-to-nations-early-days.html?_r=1); 
Schuessler, “The Term ‘African-American’ Appears Earlier Than Thought: Reporter’s Notebook”, The New 
York Times, 21 April 2015, accessed 9 August 2017 (https://www.nytimes.com/times-insider/2015/04/21/the-
term-african-american-appears-earlier-than-thought-reporters-notebook/); and “Two SERMONS, Written by 
the African American; one on the Capture of Lord Cornwallis, to be SOLD by W. Woodhouse, A. Smith, & S. 
Saviel, In Front Street”, The Pennsylvania Journal, 15 May 1782, accessed 9 August 2017. 
28 Huggins, 8; 18-9. 
29 Maurice O. Wallace, Constructing the Black Masculine: Identity and Ideality in African American Men’s 
Literature and Culture, 1775-1995 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2002), 84. 
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In 1917, Freud attempts to better understand melancholy in his eponymous 

“Mourning and Melancholia”. This theoretical endeavor directly correlates with 

twentieth-century notions regarding psychoanalysis as presented by his contemporaries 

like Melanie Klein. While describing “Melancholia” as “Depression” in the index of The 

Psychoanalysis of Children, she states, “ . . . the change between high spirits and extreme 

wretchedness, which is a characteristic of melancholic disorders, is regularly found in 

children,”30 the concurrent moment in Freud when melancholia has its emergence. But in 

order to understand such theorizations, more precisely the rise of the psychoanalytic 

movement in the twentieth century, the foundational thoughts of the nineteenth deserve 

a hearing. In other words, before one is an occupant of “the Modern”, he must 

figuratively address the residence where “We ‘other [black] Victorians’” live.31 

Michel Foucault is additive in that his historiography of the nineteenth century 

compels wrestling with the machinations of the nation-state as the company that loved 

to confer bodies to haphazard constructs of misery. Thus, one hears Freud speak now: 

Mourning is regularly the reaction to the loss of a loved person, or to the loss of some 
abstraction which has taken the place of one, such as one’s country, liberty, an ideal, and 
so on . . . Let us now apply to melancholia what we have learnt about mourning . . . The 
object has not perhaps actually died, but has been lost as an object of love . . . In yet other 
cases one feels justified in maintaining the belief that a loss of this kind has occurred, but 

                                                        

30 Melanie Klein, The Psychoanalysis of Children, trans. Alix Strachey (New York: Grove Press, 1960 [1948, 
1932]), 218 (emphasis mine). See also Klein, “Mourning and its Relation to Manic-Depressive States”, The 
International Journal of Psycho-Analysis, Vol. 21 (1940): 125-53; and for a critical read of the aforementioned 
essay which concludes that Klein is the analyst and analysand in her work, see John Steiner, “The Conflict 
between Mourning and Melancholia”, Psychoanalytic Quarterly, Vol. 74 (2005): 98-9.  
31 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Volume I: An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: 
Vintage Books, 1990 [1978, 1976]), 1. Hereafter, I will refer to the text as HS. 
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one cannot see clearly what it is that has been lost, and it is all the more reasonable to 
suppose that the patient cannot consciously perceive what he has lost either . . . This 
would suggest that melancholia is in some way related to an object-loss which is 
withdrawn from consciousness, in contradistinction to mourning, in which there is 
nothing about the loss that is unconscious.32 

These moves foretell the later Foucault in broad and specific manners. Melancholia and 

mourning, while differing, have symptoms—narcissism and ambivalence to name a 

few—that are similar to each other; one major divergence is that unlike melancholy, in 

the state of mourning, the lost object of love is effectively “dead”, and grieving can occur 

along with subsequent reparation, hence the unconscious and conscious states of being. 

In the melancholic state, there is an affective cessation which registers who perpetrates 

said loss, but leaves the loveless entity to wonder what the purpose of such an “end” 

might be: Freud’s comprehension of the whom versus the what (“This, indeed, might be 

so even if the patient is aware of the loss which has given rise to his melancholia, but 

only in the sense that he knows whom he has lost but not what he has lost in him.”33). The 

object of love is lost insofar as it maintains “distance” yet remains in the vicinity of its 

offspring, also known as staying “in the neighborhood”, or “ . . . the person who 

occasioned the patient’s emotional disorder, and on whom his illness is centred [sic] is 

usually to be found in his immediate environment.”34 Though Freud does not explicitly 

                                                        

32 Sigmund Freud, “Mourning and Melancholia”, in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of 
Sigmund Freud, Volume XIV (1914-1916): On the History of the Psycho-Analytic Movement, Papers on 
Metapsychology and Other Works, trans. James Strachey (London: Hogarth Press, 1957), 243; 245. 
33 Freud, 245. 
34 Donald Capps, Men and Their Religion: Honor, Hope, and Humor (Harrisburg: Trinity International Press, 
2002), 9; and Freud, 251. 
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identify who the lost object of love is in “Mourning and Melancholia”, theorists, Julia 

Kristeva in particular, insist on the object as the mother.35 The “immediate 

environment”/“neighborhood” spatially enacts melancholy through her personage. 

In The History of Sexuality, Volume I, Foucault wrestles with what it means to 

“come into the open”36 as per the Freudian construct. Espousing the gravity of the love 

relationship, he susses out nuclear (war)fare behind closed doors—the home is the hub 

of melancholy: 

For a long time, the story goes, we supported a Victorian regime, and we continue to be 
dominated by it even today. Thus the image of the imperial prude is emblazoned on our 
restrained, mute and hypocritical sexuality . . . Codes regulating the coarse, the obscene, 
and the indecent were quite lax compared to those of the nineteenth century. It was a 
time of direct gestures, shameless discourse, and open transgressions . . . Sexuality was 
carefully confined; it moved into the home. The conjugal family took custody of it and 
absorbed it into the serious function of reproduction . . . silence became the rule. The 
legitimate and procreative couple laid down the law. The couple imposed itself as model, 
enforced the norm, safeguarded the truth, and reserved the right to speak while retaining 
the principle of secrecy.37 

The pithiness of this prose is quite luminous when read in tandem with Freud. To be 

clear, it would seem that puerile melancholy might be a generational curse. The 

penumbra cast by the shining of Victorian regimentation finds its sunset in the 

routinization of compulsory missionary work in the humblest of abodes. 

                                                        

35 Julia Kristeva, Black Sun: Depression and Melancholia, trans. Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1989 [1987]), 43; and John Lechte, Julia Kristeva (New York: Routledge, 2013 [1990]), 186-7. 
36 “The loss of a love object is an excellent opportunity for the ambivalence in love-relationships to make 
itself effective and come into the open.” Freud, 250-1. 
37 Foucault, HS, 3 (emphasis mine). 
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The Foucauldian diction in this passage—“codes”, “regulating”, “lax”, 

“confined”, “moved”, “conjugal”, “custody”, “the rule”, “the law”, “imposed”, 

“enforced”, “safeguarded”, “the right”—situates the home as an anachronism, a 

phantasmagoric site of a small-scale prison industrial duplex. Put another way—“Home: 

Women-headed households, serial monogamy, flight of men, old women alone, 

technology of domestic work, paid homework, re-emergence of home sweat-shops, 

home-based businesses and [pre-]telecommuting, [non-]electronic cottage, urban 

homelessness, migration, module architecture, reinforced (simulated) nuclear family, 

intense domestic violence”: such architecture is constitutive of the informatics of 

domination.38 The trope of the secret and silence as forms of sociality affirms, to borrow 

from Karla FC Holloway, that private bodies become public texts: the transformation 

from closet(ed) corporeality to marketplace palimpsest catalyzes the family reproductive 

unit(s) as “mad”—the déjà-là of death.39 This further indexes Freud because “[t]he most 

remarkable characteristic of melancholia . . . is its tendency to change round into mania—

. . .”40 This Foucauldian framework for the deployment of apparent Victorian psychosis 

compels the laboring subject—the mother—to give up (on) the very fruit of her womb as 

an act of labor power. 

                                                        

38 Donna J. Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature (New York: Routledge, 1991), 
170. 
39 Karla FC Holloway, Private Bodies, Public Texts: Race, Gender, and a Cultural Bioethics (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2011); and Michel Foucault, Madness & Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason 
(New York: Vintage Books, 1988), 16. 
40 Freud, 253. 
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The general consensus is that this Marxist construction is a motif on an 

individual’s capability for capitalist productivity. However, changing the diction around 

“labor” evokes the generative. In 1886, John F. McLennan’s Studies of Ancient History 

determines that “the most ancient system in which the idea of blood-relationship was 

embodied, was a system of kinship through females only.”41 While referring to the 

consanguinity of the mother as foundational to the building and propagation of the 

nuclear family is a powerful claim, one is vigilant that these homebound machinations 

are simultaneous with and microcosmic of the greater scheme to contrive the nation-

state. As this periodized interweave exhibits the ongoing bicentenary conversation that 

was and still is occurring, one hears Gayle Rubin’s “Traffic” with new eyes:  

The exchange between capital and labor which produces surplus value, and hence 
capital, is highly specific . . . This can occur because the wage is determined not by the 
value of what the laborer makes, but by the value of what it takes to keep him or her 
going—to reproduce him or her from day to day, and to reproduce the entire work force 
from one generation to the next . . . The amount of the difference between the 
reproduction of labor power and its products depends, therefore, on the determination of 
what it takes to reproduce that labor power . . . Housework is therefore a key element in 
the process of reproduction of the laborer from whom surplus value is taken . . . it has 
been observed that it is through the reproduction of labor power that women are 
articulated into the surplus value nexus which is the sine qua non of capitalism.42 

By replacing the diction of labor as “work” with the language of reproduction, giving 

life, one intuits how Foucault and Freud commingle. Through the lens of Rubin’s 

                                                        

41 John F. McLennan, Studies in Ancient History, Comprising a Reprint of Primitive Marriage: An Inquiry into the 
Origin of the Form of Capture in Marriage Ceremonies (London: Macmillan and Co., 1886) 85. 
https://openlibrary.org/books/OL7003672M/Studies_in_ancient_history. 
42 Gayle Rubin, “The Traffic in Women: Notes on the ‘Political Economy’ of Sex”, in Toward an Anthropology 
of Women, ed. Rayna R. Reiter (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1975), 161-2. 
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critique of capitalism, despite the nation-state’s necessity to have a citizened body politic 

on the frontlines of mass production, those very bodies must in fact be conceived. With 

the convention of solitary confinement in the prison called the home, it might not be far-

fetched that in this monotony of the quotidian, the mother, who has seen the moment of 

her greatness flicker, arrives at “madness” by being what Kristeva calls a “death-bearing 

woman”. 

As a counterpoint to Rubin, the mother’s labor power as reducible to bearing 

death offers an uncanny counterbalance to the “sine qua non of capitalism” with the 

“sine-qua-non condition of our individuation”: 

For man and for woman the loss of the mother is a biological and psychic necessity, the 
first step on the way to becoming autonomous. Matricide is our vital necessity, the sin-

 qua-non condition of our individuation, provided that it takes place under optimal 
circumstances and can be eroticized . . . The lesser or greater violence of matricidal drive, 
depending on individuals and the milieu’s tolerance, entails, when it is hindered, its 
inversion on the self; the maternal object having been introjected, the depressive or 
melancholic putting to death of the self is what follows, instead of matricide. In order to 
protect mother I kill myself while knowing—phantasmatic and protective knowledge 
that it comes from her, . . . I make of Her an image of Death so as to not be shattered 
through the hatred I bear against myself when I identify with Her . . . No, it is She who is 
death-bearing, therefore I do not kill myself in order to kill her but I attack her, harass 
her, represent her . . .43 

The manner in which the feminine receives capitalization resonates with Douglass and 

his masculine divine insofar as Kristeva refers to womanly “almightiness” as the fantasy 

of feminine immortality.44 Nonetheless, this matricidal intention mirrors Freud with 

consideration for the introjective mood being one of “self-tormenting in melancholia”: 
                                                        

43 Kristeva, 27-8. 
44 Ibid., 29. 
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the melancholic “usually still succeed[s], by the circuitous path of self-punishment, in 

taking revenge on the original object and in tormenting [his] loved one through [his] 

illness, having resorted to it in order to avoid the need to express [his] hostility to him 

openly.”45 (Note: Though Freud does not reference what exactly constitutes the lost 

object, he personifies the object as “him”. While it makes sense that he would utilize 

masculine pronouns during the period in which he is writing, this moment may require 

us to fully reconsider who exactly is the object lost.) Matricide-as-suicide lays bare how 

the home as a melancholic space—where the one who has been lost is always proximate 

to the loser and his/her living—propels the making of autonomy, i.e., the object, 

regardless of affliction, births subjects. 

By identifying with the lost object who suffers imprisonment within a space that 

she has constructed (or that has been constructed for her) as a capitalist emblem of her 

“wealth”, the child forges a path toward becoming a proper citizen for contributing to 

society while confronting the inner tumult of a love suppressed—Freud and Foucault 

are in sync. But where is Douglass? Wallace’s deduction of him as “cursed to wander the 

national landscape in an impossible mission to find a refuge of determinacy from within 

the elemental indeterminacy (‘born somewhere and at some time’) of the slave 

condition”46 builds up one side of Huggins’s slave-citizen duality—the latter office—

                                                        

45 Freud, 251 (emphasis mine). 
46 Wallace, 84-5. 
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with relation to this Freud-Foucault kinship, regardless of said office still requiring rigor. 

However, the former side—the office of the slave—arises for its own needful attention. 

This provokes a brief yet necessary sidestep to get back on that artifactitious track for 

comparing Douglass, that “other” Victorian, to “those” Victorians. Which is to say, 

Douglass’s life literarily imbricates with George Eliot’s Daniel Deronda.47  

A close reading of the epigraph alone in Book I, Chapter I—ironically titled “The 

Spoiled Child”—could be the most useful examination for replying to these recent 

questions. And how the epigraph chronicles kinship relations might equally clarify 

Victorian psychoanalysis: 

Men can do nothing without the make-believe of a beginning. Even science, the strict 
measurer, is obliged to start with a make-believe unit, and must fix on a point in the 
stars’ unceasing journey when his sidereal clock shall pretend that time is at Nought. His 
less accurate grandmother Poetry has always been understood to start in the middle; but 
on reflection it appears that her proceeding is not very different from his; since Science, 
too, reckons backwards as well as forward, divides his unit into billions, and with his 
clock-finger at Nought really sets off in media res.48 

Eliot contrives Science and Men as products of miscegenation inasmuch as their 

ambiguous parental units are absent or, all the more, the already-ness of death. She 

situates them on a continuum with a dubious origin, carrying poetics—the 

grandmother—as a hereditary offshoot; everyone in this nuclear conglomerate is indeed 

middling, somehow caught between art and facts even if they singularly constitute either 

                                                        

47 George Eliot, Daniel Deronda (New York: Harper & Brothers, Publishers, 1876), accessed 11 August 2016, 
https://archive.org/stream/danielderonda00elioiala#page/n0/mode/2up. 
48 Eliot, 3. 
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position. With this in mind, and momentarily remembering Freud’s affective 

theorization, it is fascinating that post-epigraph, a child, presumably of a “lost object”, 

experiences embodiment as the novel commences: “Round two long tables were 

gathered two serried crowds of human beings, all save one having their faces and 

attention bent on the tables. The one exception was a melancholy little boy . . . He alone 

had his face turned toward the doorway, and fixing on it the blank gaze of a bedizened 

child stationed as a masquerading advertisement on the platform of an itinerant show, 

stood close behind a lady deeply engaged at the roulette-table.”49 What has happened 

for the “masquerading” child to be described as melancholy, and why does it appear 

that he is looking toward an exit? Is he pining for an escape, an escape from the woman 

to whom he stands so close, a woman who could in fact be his (grand)mother; or is the 

child waiting for parental retrieval? And what is to be said of the female presence in this 

instance engaging in “labor power” as a betting woman? If in fact the child is hers, has 

she disavowed the homestead in order to live into a masculinist state as a gambling 

capitalist, teaching her son the comportment he must internalize in order to not be 

devoured by the world outside the table, and to insure her own survival respectively? 

And if the act of gambling is both an art and a science, is this the signal moment with the 

“unit” the epigraph founds? 

                                                        

49 Ibid., 4 (emphasis mine). 
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Some responsive semblances to our inquiries can be found in Eliot’s decision to 

introduce the eponymous protagonist at the gambling event: “Deronda’s first thought 

when his eyes fell on this scene of dull, gas-poisoned absorption, was that the gambling 

of Spanish shepherd-boys had seemed to him more enviable:—so far Rousseau might be 

justified in maintaining that art and science had done a poor service to mankind.”50 Having 

Daniel contemplate the rhetoric of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, in line with art and science—

also known as FACTS—as inhospitable to humanity, is striking as it relates to how one 

might (re)read the epigraph to rethink Douglass. And so, Rousseau may help us 

excavate the “make-believe” “citizen” who is also the “slave”: Harriet Bailey. 

To say that Rousseau, throughout The Social Contract and Discourses,51 is frank 

perhaps oversimplifies what he deploys. Specific to his invocation in Daniel Deronda, 

what he proposes is “if the progress of the arts and sciences has added nothing to our 

real happiness; if it has corrupted our morals, and if that corruption has vitiated our 

taste, what are we to think of the herd of text-book authors . . . ?”52 The notion of these 

intellectual undertakings inviting corruption, and marking one’s taste (read: judgment) 

as ineffective, is interesting up against the exigency the undocumented EDITOR, and 

Wallace, enlists from the reader when approaching Douglass’s oeuvre. The TOO LATE-

                                                        

50 Ibid., 6 (emphasis mine). 
51 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract and Discourses, trans. and Introduction G. D. H. Cole (London 
and Toronto: J. M. Dent and Sons, 1923 [1761]), accessed 7 February 2015, http://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/638. 
All other citations come from this version, and hereafter I will refer to the text as Contract. 
52 Rousseau, “Discourse on the Moral Effects of the Arts and Sciences, Second Part”, Contract, 152. 
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ness of the work suggests it falling out of lockstep with a natural progression, what 

Foucault will call “order”, of things. Yet Cynthia R. Nielsen, pairing Douglass with 

Rousseau, provides a counterpoint: 

Improvising on Rousseau’s well-known opening lines from his work The Social Contract, 
Lewis R. Gordon reformulates the French philosopher’s theme, allowing the muted voice 
of the slave to speak: “The slave is born in chains, but she has freedom within her bosom. 
How is this possible?” The slave’s chains, unlike those of which Rousseau speaks, left 
their violent imprints on Douglass and countless other black bodies . . . Rejecting this 
interpretation and refusing the other-imposed silence, Frederick Douglass, in his first 
autobiography . . . speaks, describing lucidly how his subjectivity was (pre)scripted by 
the hegemonic narratives and sociopolitical practices of white society.53 

If in Rousseau’s estimation, art and facts are corruptible, how can such an argument be 

imposed on the enslaved when their voices are muted, when they are bound to be 

shackled and thus “confined” to the inability of speaking facts to power or crafting 

artifacts from the possibilities residing in their heads and hands? Nielsen’s nod to 

nineteenth century racial society finding signification through “chains” as “outward 

markers of a hegemonic, socially constructed narrative alleging an internal reality” 

makes legible Foucault’s home, the neighborhood, the immediate environment, but in a 

macrocosmic frame: if the hegemonic internalization was the “inferior, subhuman status 

of blacks”,54 that ontological epistemology coming out into Freud’s “open” means that 

melancholy, epochal or not, is not simply reducible to lost objects and the ambivalence 

of their introjecting offspring. Moreover, one further concurs with Nielsen that “[w]hile 

                                                        

53 Cynthia R. Nielsen, Foucault, Douglass, Fanon, and Scotus in Dialogue: On Social Construction and Freedom 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 45. 
54 Nielsen, 45. 
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agreeing with many aspects of feminist and womanist critiques of Douglass on these 

matters, [one] conclude[s] that his failures must be interrogated and interpreted in 

connection with his complex rhetorical strategies and his cognizance of the discursive 

and nondiscursive power configurations of his day—configurations allowing some 

narratives to be heard while simultaneously stifling others.”55  

Douglass describing his subjectivity as a contingent (pre)scripting by hegemony 

and the sociopolitical structures of whiteness proclaims “the Almighty” of his 

aforementioned autobiographical conceit in the form of predestination. However, is the 

deity He or She? To answer this, one sets out to accomplish the complexity Nielsen 

outlines, interrogating if his subjecthood is “separate but equal” to that of other citizens, 

through an imposed feminist reading of Douglass that unleashes the freedom in his 

mother’s bosom. Harriet imparts this freedom to him as melancholy, primarily through 

literacy (“I read them [Sheridan’s “mighty speeches”] over and over again with 

unabated interest. They gave tongue to interesting thoughts of my own soul . . . The 

more I read, the more I was led to abhor and detest my enslavers . . . I would at times 

feel that learning to read had been a curse rather than a blessing. It had given me a view of 

my wretched condition, without the remedy. It opened my eyes to the horrible pit, but to 

                                                        

55 Ibid., 46. For examples of feminist critiques of Douglass, see Priscilla Wald, “Neither Citizen nor Alien: 
National Narratives, Frederick Douglass, and the Politics of Self-Definition”, in Constituting Americans: 
Cultural Anxiety and Narrative Form (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995), 84-105; and Deborah E. 
McDowell, “In the First Place: Making Frederick Douglass and the Afro-American Narrative Tradition”, in 
Critical Essays on Frederick Douglass, ed. William L. Andrews (Boston: G. K. Hall & Co., 1991), 192-214. 
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no ladder upon which to get out . . . It was this everlasting thinking of my condition that 

tormented me”56), and genius, primarily through literacy. Hence, conflating Kristeva 

and Abdul R. JanMohamed,57 Douglass is a death-born-bound-subject. This is to say, 

being born of Harriet, the death-bearing woman whose literacy in Tuckahoe qualifies 

her as distinctly advantageous (inasmuch as she enables the spoiling of her child), he is 

put on a course to stay black and die because her death binds them through the recall of 

her flickering greatness in the twilights of his literate memory. 

What is troubling about Rousseau, as soberly addressed by Foucault in The Order 

of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences, is how he tracks time. Given Foucault’s 

estimation of the Classical Age, spanning the mid-seventeenth century to the early 

nineteenth century,58 and Rousseau’s text being birthed to the masses some decades after 

the midpoint of that Classicist timeframe, he surmises: 

 . . . finitude (as a determination positively constituted on the basis of the infinite) 
 provides an account of those negative forms, which are body, needs, language, and the 
 limited knowledge it is possible to have of them; for modern thought, the positivity of 
 life, of production, of labour (which have their own existence, historicity, and laws) 
 provides a foundation for the limited character of knowledge as their negative 
 correlation; and, inversely, the limits of knowledge provide a positive foundation for the 
 possibility of knowing, though in an experience that is always limited, what life, labour, 
 and language are . . . Modern thought, then, will contest even its own metaphysical 
 impulses, and show that reflections upon life, labour, and language, in so far as they have 
 value as analytics of finitude, express the end of metaphysics: the philosophy of life 
 denounces metaphysics as a veil of illusion, that of labour denounces it as an alienated 
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 form of thought and an ideology, that of language as a cultural episode. But the end of 
 metaphysics is only the negative side of a much more complex event in Western thought. 
 This event is the appearance of man.59 

After reading Foucault and the forthcoming Rousseau, one may entreat of our 

chronologically closer thinker whether his elder statesman was aware of the thought 

processes just outlined. 

The perplexing negativity in Rousseau bases itself on his perception of hu/man’s 

in/finitude, but in a manner that proves “positivist” and problematic. Examples: he 

methodically uses the maneuverings of his artful hand to moralize and write an 

acceptance speech for his prize-winning “text-book” to the republic of Geneva despite 

such an act being “corrupt”. As well, men, nomadic and “primitive”, united with 

women “without design, as accident” and “parted with the same indifference”, yet 

when said women provide nourishment via the breast for their children birthed after 

“knowing” these exemplars of wanderlust (and also feeding children that were not their 

own), such feeding borders on incest (“The mother gave suck to her children at first for 

her own sake . . .”),60 similar to what Toni Morrison cleverly fictionalizes in the character 

                                                        

59 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (New York: Routledge, 2002 
[1989, 1970, 1966]), 345-6. 
60 Rousseau, “A Dissertation on the Origin and Foundation of the Inequality of Mankind, The First Part”, 
Contract, 189. I am thinking, in line with Douglass and the image as a discursive object, along two lines of 
stress: the first is a turn-of-the-century French postcard of a black woman named Adana, who may or may 
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» d’Adana Nourrice noire allaitante éditions G. Mizrahi, Adana, carte postale, 9 x 14, vers 1910.” The other, 
likely also a postcard, depicts a black woman, prototypical of a mammy figure in minstrelsy cartoons, 
breastfeeding a baby with the caption in English and French: “Are you giving him chocolate?” In many 
cases, wet nursing actually inhibited black women from not only nursing their own children, but also having 
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and works of Mrs. Dead.61 Or when he opines that the savage and the negro (because 

there is a difference!) are not human and are only able to treasure, presumably 

inhumanely, sustenance, sex, and sleep,62 yet he reckons that “civilized” man can fall 

“backward” to an Edenic origin due to loss, “by age or accident”, in a stunning reversal 

of perfectibility.63 And there is the circumstance when he concedes that while a man has 

a right to “risk his life in order to preserve it”, if the State eventually deems that life 

invalid because it has conditioned the living to that point, said man’s two options are 

death at the hands of the State or a recapturing of his rights via defenestrative “suicide” 

as a result of a residential “fire”.64 This lattermost criticism sounds oddly familiar . . . 

All of this couches itself as a manner of national geographic ecstasy because 

Rousseau’s Contractual obligation has us globetrotting from such disparately mapped 

corners as Sparta to Venezuela to the Cape of Good Hope. Then again, maybe this is not 
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64 Ibid., Book II, “Chapter V: The Right of Life and Death”, Contract, 30. For a counterpoint, see Foucault, 
“Right of Life and Power over Death”, in History of Sexuality, Vol. 1, 133-59. 
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cartography at all but archetypical of a manner of metaphysics, a system of (in)finitude: 

these power plays index a hierarchy of being, one might say citizenship, that will 

resonate some fifteen years later with the promulgation of a nation-state where “all men 

are created equal”, thus eventuating to be a politics. And such a politics that with the 

ever-present resonance of the universalizing rhetorical move ringing through the 

corridors of say that nation’s Capitol, the very construction workers, whose “labour” 

will bring about the application of the blueprints and colonnades and promenades that 

will soon find “language” as the Mall, were not able to behold the apotheotic fresco 

beneath the Capitol dome and its “Statue of Freedom”, which required the risking of 

“life” in collectivity to erect and cast.65 Hauntingly, this occurs because “bein alive & 

bein a [human] & bein colored is a metaphysical dilemma/[they hadn’t] conquered 

yet/do you see the point/”?66 

The point is that whereas (post)modern thinking wants to agree with Foucault 

and remain positive about life, production, and labor, what Rousseau’s discourse 

amounts to is a false equivalency that makes some “masters”, up to the master(y) of 

words, and others slaves, the underfoot objects of theory who never receive an invitation 

                                                        

65 “The Capitol Dome’s 150th anniversary”, CBS News, 1 December 2013, accessed 1 March 2015 
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to the orthodoxic brouhaha, which may in fact be optimal. The Contract, arriving a 

century plus after the first African touched down on American shores, postdates itself as 

null and void because the reciprocity of such a document in no way renders a kind of 

“best practices”. If Foucault is correct that such buzzwords in the birthing of 

“category”—“body”, “needs”, “language”, and “the limited knowledge it is possible to 

have of them”—are always and ever negativized during the epoch in which the text 

finds its distribution, then when modern thought becomes the negative correlation of 

such a modality, Douglass’s birth in 181867 is the timely installation of an afterlife of 

Classicism, what M’Cune Smith refers to as “the new birth of the republic”.68 My Bondage 

and My Freedom as the narrative of one who ambiguously charts his parentage at the 

locus of art (the [grand]mother) and science/facts (slavery as revealed in the “master” 

who presumes himself “the Almighty” and could be Douglass’s “father”) confirms that 

the autobiographical “blended the strategies of the ‘self-life-writing’ with those of 

cultural and political critique” inasmuch as “autobiographies were themselves a 

demonstration of the project that the black creative intellectual might engage when he or 
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she defines his/her auto[production]-bios[life]-graphē[labor] in the perspective of 

historical time and agency.”69 

One arrives at an impasse where Rousseau’s thoughtfully Classicist investment 

in (in)finitude lends a productive discomfort to the EDITOR’s opening words: if 

Douglass sounds the death knell of “promiscuity” regarding his work as a factually 

artful piece, in the face of dubious parentage on both sides of the “house”, then its mid-

nineteenth century dispersion does in fact arrive TOO LATE, being more apropos a 

century earlier. However, that very promiscuity provides a “poor” service to 

(hu)mankind because Rousseau’s discursive contentions mean that someone like 

Douglass, and others, never should have written in the first place: the autobiography is 

RIGHT ON TIME. Douglass, as the afterlife of the Classical Age, claims his inheritance 

as a Western thought marvel because we have seen how a human was made a negro 

was made a savage, and now . . . But is Douglass’s transformation, through modernity, 

the counterintuitive metaphysical aim to be a “man” of the West, and does this complex 

event have the potential to be the source of categorical erasure in that only a certain 

“body”, using a certain “language”, qualifies for proper standing? 

What one gleans from Foucault’s comprehension of sexuality, in line with his 

ordering, is that while sexuality finds confinement to the home during the nineteenth 
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century, in the slave economy, the public conveyance of private sexuality manifests in 

children being born of human-subhuman “knowing”, what Hortense J. Spillers calls the 

unexceptional liaison of enslaved women having babies with their zookeepers:70 

enslaved bodies, back to and following the seventeenth century, always and forever 

“‘made a display of themselves’”, and to the extent that this Foucauldian “taint of 

abnormality” almost always did “pay a penalty” for the exposure.71 Douglass 

understands this, hence his declaration: “Men do not love those who remind them of 

their sins—unless they have a mind to repent—and the mulatto child’s face is a standing 

accusation against him who is master and father to the child. What is still worse, 

perhaps, such a child is a constant offense to the wife. She hates its very presence, and 

when a slaveholding woman hates, she wants not means to give that hate telling 

effect.”72 Signaling finitude, these enslaved persons composite a theory: 

spatiotemporality undergoes a negating befuddlement because this flesh as a space of 

limits, and what she produces through that flesh, does not belong to her—the 

subhuman—even if her production institutes the chronotope that is modernity, a space 

of limitlessness as human possibility. One construes this as symptomatic of habeas viscus: 

“The conjoining of flesh and habeas corpus in the compound . . . brings into view an 

articulated assemblage of the human (viscus/flesh) borne of political violence, while as 
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the same time not losing sight of the different ways the law pugnaciously adjudicates 

who is deserving of personhood and who is not (habeas).”73 The setup of the slave 

economy disallows any iteration of the “laboring” body to ever have the space, the 

privilege, to experience its productivity. Therefore, when one locates Harriet Bailey, it is 

at the site of her being, and her yield, as an object loss. Victorian psychoanalysis finds 

salience here. 

The Eliot epigraph stages a triangulation of sorts: the grandmother, Poetry; the 

mother, the make-believe; and the father or the masculine, Science. When learning at the 

end of Eliot’s novel that the protagonist is of mixed raced parentage—coincidentally 

born of a mother who “loved the life of [her] art”, singing and acting; a father who was a 

money-changer and banker; and a grandfather touted as a “clever physician”74—one 

ponders the recollection of Deronda’s mother early on in the text: “Daniel then straining 

to discern something in that early twilight, had a dim sense of having been kissed very 

much, and surrounded by thin, cloudy, scented drapery, till his fingers caught in 

something hard, which hurt him, and he began to cry.”75 Douglass’s maternal 

memoriam in Narrative confesses: 

I never saw my mother, to know her as such, more than four or five time in my life; and 
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each of these times was very short in duration and at night. She was hired by a Mr. 
Stewart, who lived about twelve miles from my home. She made her journeys to see me 
in the night, travelling the whole distance on foot, after the performance of her day’s 
work . . . I do not recollect of ever seeing my mother by the light of day. She was with me 
in the night. She would lie down with me, and get me to sleep, but long before I waked 
she was gone. Very little communication took place between us. Death soon ended what little 
we could have while she lived, and with it her hardships and suffering. She died when I 
was about seven years old . . . She was gone long before I knew any thing about it. Never 
having enjoyed, to any considerable extent, her soothing presence, her tender and 
watchful care, I received the tidings of her death with much the same emotions I should 
have probably felt at the death of a stranger.76 

While Douglass recalls “[o]ne of the visits of [his] mother to [him] . . . as affording a 

bright gleam of a mother’s love, and the earnestness of a mother’s care,”77 the ideation of 

her deathly estrangement affirms the epigraphic. This is what is meant by the privileged 

space of experience: though Bailey could read, she is unable to behold her own son’s 

literacy, even to the extent of him writing about her. In turn, the way Douglass works 

through that loss in his autobiography exhibits his status as a melancholic/mournful 

subject long before Freud in 1917, just as this form of predating can be applied to Eliot’s 

Deronda from 1876: a second edition of Douglass’s Narrative was “published in Dublin 

by Webb and Chapman in 1846, with a new preface and appendix,” as well as a 

translation of the autobiography into German in 1860 under the title Sklaverei und 

Freiheit.78 

Notwithstanding this hypothetical, Freud would consider this, via neologism, 

melanchomania because “[t]he bastard offspring of enslaved black mothers and obscure 
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white fathers/masters . . . fashion nonoedipal dramas of slavery which reveal nuclear 

relations as a less significant matter to the slavocracy than the bourgeois imperatives of 

ownership, dominance, commodity, and (re)production . . . the bastard/mulatto status . . 

. would appear to figure also as a trope for the constitutional illegitimacy of African 

American subjecthood . . .”79 Yet how does Douglass’s writing reveal itself as a sigil of 

his poetic grandmother? In the first two chapters of My Bondage and My Freedom, 

Douglass does a sustained reading of how slavery superimposes the figure of the 

grandmother as maternal proxy. His grandmother rears him during his early childhood; 

the theorizing of that upbringing correlates with Eliot’s epigraph. Douglass recounts a 

story when he must leave his grandmother’s custody to live on a separate plantation. He 

writes, “This I refused to do, preferring to stay with grandmamma. I could not help 

feeling that our being there boded no good to me. Grandmamma looked sad. She was 

soon to lose another object of affection, as she had lost many before. I knew she was 

unhappy, and the shadow fell from her brow on me, though I knew not the cause.”80 

Douglass is protoFreudian, conceiving lost objectivity backwards and introjecting his 

grandmother through her shadowing, which itself does not elicit “taking revenge on the 

original object”. Grandmamma’s poetics are personified in the literary patriarch we 
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know to be her grandbaby. Therefore, if the reader becomes a de facto analyst in this 

moment, what s/he understands is  

[t]he symbol is established through the negation (Verneinung) of the loss, but a disavowal 
(Verleugnung) of the symbol produces a psychic inscription as close as one can get to 
hatred and a hold over the lost object. That is what one deciphers in the blanks of 
discourse, vocalizations, rhythms, syllables of words that have been devitalized and 
need to be restored by the analyst on the basis of an apprehended depression . . . It is 
indeed a production of the split ego, made up of fantasy and fiction—in short, the level of 
imagination, the level of writing which bears witness to the hiatus, blank, or spacing that 
constitutes death for the unconscious.81 

Science and Men are conjoined and furthermore, genealogically linked to a poetic form 

constituted by an originary, generational “loss”. This metaphorical Romulus and 

Remus82 are products of an intelligent design(er) whom they are conscious of, despite 

their collective ego splitting due to the “loss of some abstraction”, that being liberty. This 

is the “hatred” (which I prefer to call a “haunting”) and hold over the lost object, the 

object that produces a psychic inscription. Therefore, the science that makes a woman a 

myth to her child is the culprit for the proliferation of melancholy: slavery—the 

“treacherous hand” the child hates as it holds him. While many in this political economy 

are lost, or worse still “dead”, the following is an attempt at a loving reclamation of 

objects. A restoration of vocalizations, rhythms, and syllables of words that are fantasy 

and fiction, Douglass’s level of imagination that bears witness to the black feminine 
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being given hiatus, blanked out and spaced out, by the false Almighty. A conscientious 

effort to think the unconscious to death in order to begin again. 

 

Frederick Douglass: The Pan-African Machinist 

To fling my arms wide 
In some place of the sun, 

To whirl and to dance 
Till the white day is done. 
Then rest at cool evening 

Beneath a tall tree 
While night comes on gently, 

Dark like me— 
That is my dream! 

To fling my arms wide 
In the face of the sun, 

Dance! Whirl! Whirl! 
Till the quick day is done. 

Rest at pale evening... 
A tall, slim tree... 

Night coming tenderly 
Black like me. 

—Langston Hughes, “Dream Variations” 

A son’s anamnesis of his mother’s literate potential for leaving a legacy facilitates 

his ability to “read” and encounter his “I”/“eye” between art and facts with us. 

Douglass, like his mother, enjoys an “advantage”: he has a progenitor who, in the 

absence of goo-goos and ga-gas, vocalizes still small feet that travel some twelve miles in 

the night under the shimmer of the lunar as a precursor to modern-day route 

summaries. The “very little communication” Harriet has with Frederick may have been 
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the telling of bedtime stories. This foreshadows not only her child’s proclivities for 

words, but also the renovation of the other side of the house blueprinted by James 

M’Cune Smith, the architect. Yet with all of this theorizing being revelatory of a memory 

and an image—of ART and FACTS—, the query of utmost importance now is: which 

side of the chromosomal house unveils itself when our autobiographer reads Mr. Covey? 

In Narrative, one glimpses “how a man was made a slave . . . how a slave was made a 

man” in the altercation with Mr. Covey. But in order to acknowledge the full scope of 

which side of Frederick Bailey was fighting, there must first be an examination of his 

chance meeting. 

Prior to returning to Covey’s land after suffering brutality one Saturday evening, 

Bailey flees to the woods and “falls in” with one Sandy Jenkins. After telling Jenkins 

what happened with Covey, Bailey states, “He told me, with great solemnity, I must go 

back to Covey; but that before I went, I must go with him into another part of the woods, 

where there was a certain root, which, if I would take some of it with me, carrying it 

always on my right side, would render it impossible for Mr. Covey, or any other white 

man, to whip me.”83 When Bailey returns to Covey’s land on Sunday, Covey speaks to 

him “very kindly” and charges him to do the “necessary work” of his servile state.84 The 
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root reroutes punishment in the form of a phantom link85 insomuch as being “a ‘conjure 

doctor’, with a strong attachment to folk traditions and an African heritage”,86 Jenkins 

provokes a juxtapositional reading of Pan-Africanism as a retention, natural and 

psychosomatic, of old wisdom in a new world. However, on the Monday following the 

Sabbath, “the virtue of the ROOT [is] fully tested;”87 Covey confronts Bailey in the midst 

of his labor power to show him that attempts at “escape” do not occur with impunity. 

Though Huggins abridges this account of Douglass’s mobility from slave to 

citizen, the autobiographies dictate that the tussle lasts “nearly two hours”,88 is rather 

chaotic, and the “other workers who refused to help Covey”89—William Hughes and Bill 

Smith—are Covey’s cousin and another slave, respectively.90 What one visualizes in this 

momentous wrestling is Jacob’s tropology to Israel. This is to say, Judith Butler contends 

that “[t]he paradox of subjection implies a paradox of referentiality: namely, that we 

must refer to what does not yet exist. Through a figure that marks the suspension of our 
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talked to him” (666), crafts a protagonist with the name “Sandy Jenkins” in his 1902 dialect novel The Black 
Cat Club. The title furthers my interest because just as Jenkins is associated with the black cat club in the 
novel, he equally associates with a black cat in the person of Douglass who refers to himself as a cat during 
his fight with Mr. Covey, post-root. 
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ontological commitments, we seek to account for how the subject comes to be. That this 

figure is itself a ‘turn’ is, rhetorically, performatively spectacular; ‘turn’ translates from 

the Greek sense of ‘trope.’ Thus the trope of the turn both indicates and exemplifies the 

tropological status of the gesture.”91 Because this “turning” is literal, vis-à-vis the fight, 

and with consideration for the African American literary hermeneutic to relate biblical 

narratives to the communal plight in these historiographic moments, the Jacob-Israel 

conversion seems apposite as Douglass makes a freedom gesture, grasping to embrace 

his manhood. Moreover, roughly four years following this struggle, which could be 

deemed the originary catalyst, Bailey changes his name to Douglass, the signal moment 

when the once subjected comes to be a subject.92 This turning further highlights the 

nomenclatural lineage of Frederick-cum-Jacob in that grandfather Bailey is named 
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Isaac,93 the only “father figure” Douglass would have known, whose kinship bond 

mimics that of his daughter Harriet: “As a sawyer working at various jobs away from 

his wife’s cabin, where the children lived, Isaac may have appeared there only at night, 

leaving at dawn, becoming a fleeting presence in a little boy’s memory.”94 This 

transience is reminiscent of a dream in variations. 

Under the auspice of the dream, Laura Wexler puts Douglass in dialogue with 

Roland Barthes’s Camera Lucida: 

Roland Barthes famously defined the three positions from which many critics today 
analyze the institutions of photography: that of the Operator of the camera, the Spectator 
of the photograph, and the Spectrum (or target) of the image . . . Douglass excavated a 
fourth position: that of the Revenant, or one who returns from the dead . . . from the 
French revenir meaning “to come back,” “to come again,” “to return”. Historically, it has 
been used to express the uncanny sense of déjà vu of something or someone previously 
absent or dead. It also contains within itself the French word reve, or “dream”.95 

In rewinding to the wrestling match, one wonders if it is the ultimate revelation of the 

transcendence of one’s race. Sandy, the attuned conjure man, equips Bailey with a force 

so potent that even he admits, “Now this singular conduct of Mr. Covey really made me 

begin to think that there was something in the ROOT which Sandy had given me . . . I 

was half inclined to think the ROOT to be something more than I at first had taken it to 

be”.96 It seems more than odd that a slave subdues his master while the master’s white 

                                                        

93 In the biblical narrative of Jacob wrestling with God (Genesis 32), Jacob’s father’s name is Isaac. 
94 Fought, 15 (emphasis mine) 
95 Laura Wexler, “‘A More Perfect Likeness’: Frederick Douglass and the Image of the Nation”, in Pictures 
and Progress: Early Photography and the Making of African American Identity, eds. Maurice O. Wallace and 
Shawn Michelle Smith (Durham: Duke University Press, 2012), 19. 
96 Douglass, Narrative, 70. 
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counterpart-cum-cousin AND the master’s human property stand by idly. One proceeds 

in gazing upon this racially masculinist match by pairing Edmund Burke and Immanuel 

Kant with the hope of rendering Douglass as the Revenant. That said, the economy of 

machinery, primarily purposed for optics/photography, wholly relates to these 

philosophers’ reading of sublimity via the TKO in the cowyard. 

In Burke’s “A Philosophical Inquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime 

and the Beautiful”, he makes interesting claims regarding darkness and blackness. The 

first regards a boy born blind who, following cataract surgery, has the ability to see. 

When the boy beheld “a negro woman, he was struck with great horror at the sight.”97 

Burke follows this story by speaking about blackness as a “partial darkness [that] derives 

some of its powers from being mixed and surrounded with colored bodies. In its own 

nature, it cannot be considered a color. Black bodies . . . are but as so many vacant 

spaces, dispersed among the objects we view. When the eye lights on one of these 

vacuities . . . it suddenly falls into relaxation, out of which it as suddenly recovers by a 

convulsive spring.”98 The optical, as a banal “lens into the soul”, discerns blackness as 

catachresis—emptily powerful, colorfully uncolored; it subsumes “it” as iconographic 

reflex. But Burke seems to contradict himself: if the blind boy, who has lived in 

“darkness”, is “enlightened” through surgical procedure, when he beholds blackness as 

                                                        

97 Edmund Burke, The Works of the Right Honourable Edmund Burke in Twelve Volumes, Volume the First (Project 
Gutenberg Ebook, 2005 [London: John C. Nimmo, 1887 (1757, 1756)]), 226-7. 
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/15043/15043-h/15043-h.htm. 
98 Burke, 229. 
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corporealized in the negro woman—the vacuous feminine—, he should have relaxed 

only to spring to convulsive recovery. Maybe it was not her blackness that brought 

about his horror, but rather how the light, its flash, commingled with the dark in order 

to render intelligible the fact of his sight. The woman, living into her ontos, blended in 

with what the child heretofore had seen in the obscurity behind his eyelids for up to 

fourteen years. This relates to the fight, and photography really, because everything 

hinges on the spring. 

One reasonably surmises that when Burke references the eye that lights upon 

vacuity to the point of relaxation and then convulsive spring, that eye resides in the 

cranium of one of Rousseau’s very own intelligent citizenry: a man who was made 

white. Yet when Douglass speaks on his struggle with Covey, he offers (Figure 3): 

. . . Covey sneaked into the stable, in his peculiar snake-like way, and seizing me suddenly, 
he brought me to the stable floor . . . The brute was endeavoring skillfully to get a slip 
knot on my legs . . . As soon as I found what he was up to, I gave a sudden spring, (my 
two day’s rest had been of much service to me,) . . . He was defeated in his plan of tying 
me . . . The fighting madness had come upon me, and I found my strong fingers firmly 
attached to the throat of my cowardly tormentor; as heedless of consequences, at the 
moment, as though we stood as equals before the law. The very color of the man was 
forgotten. I felt as supple as a cat, and was ready for the snakish creature at every turn . . . 
Covey and I had now been skirmishing before daybreak, till now, that the sun was 
almost shooting his beams over the eastern woods, and we were still at it.99 

This aspect of the autobiography incites a number of awesome ponderings. To begin, the 

timing of this title match is towards the dawn, the moment when night is at its darkest 

and a new day is on the precipice of breaking (free). It is here that Douglass flings his 

                                                        

99 Douglass, MBMF, 241-4 (emphasis mine). 
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arms wide in some place of the sun, dancing and whirling till the quick day is done. 

Likewise, Douglass personifying the sun and gendering it male, no different than the 

Almighty, presumes Nature to be in control as it beholds those who are out of it. 

Meanwhile, the darkness, better still the blackness, of night gains theoretical traction. 
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Figure 3: An Original Art of Manliness Comic: 
Frederick Douglass—How a Slave Was Made a Man, 2013 
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Burke concludes that “[b]lack[ness] will always have something melancholy in it, 

because the sensory will always find the change to it from other colors too violent . . .”100 

This statement alone confirms the melanchomaniacal in light of the autobiographer’s 

miscegenated state. As a mixed slave, he is occupationally disposed in the dark, in the 

blackness of a morning yet birthed, when a snake disrupts his labor; “Covey had ‘the 

cunning of the serpent’ and the craftiness of the fox, according to Frederick. Among 

blacks he was known as ‘the snake,’ and he looked the part. A few inches shorter than 

Frederick, he was thin and wiry, with small green-gray eyes that were set deep into his 

forehead. Instead of hissing, he spoke from the side of his mouth in a low growl, 

Frederick said, like a dog ‘when an attempt is made to take a bone from him.’ In essence 

Covey was a master at torturing and terrorizing slaves, . . .” Further reference to Covey 

as “well versed in the ‘art’ of slave discipline” exposes the literarily tropic breadth and 

depth of Douglass through his serpentine allusion.101 Jay and Nielsen pick up on this 

when they surmise that Douglass’s construction of Covey utilizes biblical metaphor; the 

latter also argues that Covey’s mastering of the plantation is anteFoucauldian: a 

nineteenth-century version of what Foucault will theorize in the twentieth century as the 

Panopticon.102 That said, when Bailey “springs” to action against the serpentine, it is 

                                                        

100 Burke, 231 (emphasis mine). 
101 John Stauffer, Giants: The Parallel Lives of Frederick Douglass and Abraham Lincoln (New York: Twelve, 2008), 
32. Hereafter, I will refer to the text as Giants. 
102 Jay, 232; Nielsen, “Resistance is Not Futile: Frederick Douglass on Panoptic Plantations and the Un-
Making of Docile Bodies and Enslaved Souls”, Philosophy and Literature, Vol. 35, no. 2 (October 2011): 254-5. 
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because while relaxed, with a two-day respite in tow, a sudden convulsion beckons forth 

à la Burke. The melancholy of the dark (one) senses the necessity to manifest as madness, 

mania, in the forthcoming light of day. Bailey reacts “in a flash”. “Seizing him 

suddenly”, Covey elicits Bailey’s materialization as he moves from laboring in “partial 

darkness” as a “vacant space”—dare one say as an invisible man—to performing a sun 

dance that renders him sublime.103 Kant also offers an imaginative insight into which 

side of Bailey engages in this struggle. 

In The Critique of Judgment, Part I: Critique of Aesthetic Judgment, Kant undertakes a 

project invested in taste as it relates to beauty. But as he interrogates object theory, the 

thing as understood by Douglass,104 one is awestruck by his hypothesis: “Objective 

finality can only be cognized by means of a reference of the manifold to a definite end, 

and hence only through a concept. Objective finality is either external, i.e., the utility, or 

internal, i.e., the perfection, of the object . . . For estimating objective finality we always 

require the concept of an end, and, where such finality has to be, not an external one 

(utility), but an internal one, the concept of an internal end containing the ground of the 

internal possibility of the object . . . So in order to represent an objective finality in a thing, 

                                                        

103 A reading of Douglass and his preoccupation with the sublime by Stauffer can fill the interstice of this 
pivot from one philosopher to another; in his reading, he poses Burke and Kant, serendipitously at that, as 
Douglass’s interlocutors. See Stauffer, “FDAF”, 117-9. 
104 Stauffer, 115, 127-8; Wald, 77. 
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we must first have a concept of what sort of a thing it is to be.”105 When Bailey 

encounters Jenkins in the woods, he has disavowed his plight as a slave reducible to 

enactments of unpunished violence against him. Thus, the utility of his words, the 

external, is only manufactured in the inward perfecting of his soul—a manmade slave 

becoming a slave-made-man is an internalized poetics which surfaces, self defensively, 

for Bailey when he is in the presence of the snake. Therefore, when he fights Covey, he is 

not travailing under the auspice of a telos so to speak but toward a full stop—the 

denouement of his captivity. He has made perfect within him his ontological worth, and 

thrusts it forward amidst the breaking of day. But one still has yet to marvel upon who 

is fighting. It is intriguing that during this encounter in the woods, despite Bailey’s 

misgivings about divination, Jenkins tells him that his book learning has yet to keep 

Covey off of him.106 If we take M’Cune Smith seriously above, we could replace “book 

learning” with “African Disaporic intellectualism” in light of his mother’s literacy and 

his genealogy of black performativity. But when recognizing Covey as reptilian and 

Bailey as feline, then one presumes that Bailey has been self-animalized. Self-

determined. Then again, if one sides with Burke, when Bailey springs to action, he 

experiences racial effacement. Who, or what, shadowboxes in the dawn? 

                                                        

105 Immanuel Kant, The Critique of Judgment, Part I: Critique of Aesthetic Judgment, trans. James Creed Meredith 
(Adelaide: eBooks@Adelaide—University of Adelaide, 2014 [1790]), 15 (emphasis mine). 
https://ebooks.adelaide.edu.au/k/kant/immanuel/k16j/index.html. 
106 Douglass, MBMF, 239. 
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With this interrogation and the previously outlined literary knowledge at hand, 

Kant may help us formulate a coherent response: 

First, there is the aesthetic normal idea, which is an individual intuition (of the 
imagination) . . . Secondly, there is the rational idea . . . –the image that, as it were, forms 
an intentional basis underlying the technic of nature . . . The visible expression of moral 
ideas that govern men inwardly can, of course, only be drawn from experience; but their 
combination with all that our reason connects with the morally good in the idea of the 
highest finality—benevolence, purity, strength, or equanimity, etc.—may be made, as it 
were, visible in bodily manifestation (as effect of what is internal), and this embodiment 
involves a union of pure ideas of reason and great imaginative power, in one who would 
even form an estimate of it, not to speak of being the author of its presentation.107 

By way of the human figure, the aesthetic actualizes itself through becoming perfect(ed); 

this is objective finality internalized. That selfsame human must reside in the house of 

rationality, of reason, in order to fulfill his need, amongst other objects in the world, to 

name and claim what would be called the beautiful. Yet as an object, which one may 

readily guess occupies the space of the aesthetic in order to morph into a subject—

objective finality externalized as utility—, the human figure must twin imagination with 

reason in order to stage, sensually and outwardly, the phenomenological. 

 In so doing, the technic(al) renders a field of knowledge represented as 

transcendent finality, the union of reason and imagination, in order to give an 

accounting for ontological validity: the painting of a metatextual picture. That is, 

Douglass attacked slavery and racism by championing the picture making proclivity of 
all humans. In so doing he emphasized not only humanity’s common origins, but the 
superiority of imagination to reason. The “full identity of man with nature . . . is our chief 
distinction from all other being on earth and the source of our greatest achievements.” 
While “dogs and elephants are said to possess” the capacity of reason, only humans 
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sought to recreate nature and portray both the “inside soul” and the “outside world’ 
through such artificial means as pictures. Making pictures required imagination . . . The 
power of the imagination, he emphasized, was “a sublime, prophetic, and all-creative 
power.” It linked humans to “the Eternal sources of life and creation,” and allowed them 
to create and appreciate pictures as accurate representations of some greater reality. The 
power of the imagination helped people realize their sublime ideals in an imperfect 
world.108 

Notice that a dog—i.e., Mr. Covey, as referenced above—has reason, but cannot convey 

an anti-Manichaean affect; one then presumes that a cat-as-human—i.e., Douglass—can. 

Likewise, while Stauffer suggests that Douglass likely never read Kant,109 their rhetorical 

emplotments do jibe. In no uncertain terms, when Bailey decides a slave will be made a 

man, he does so outside the strictures of “black” and “white” as constructed through 

American race politics. The human figure as slave has been treated like a machine. 

However, as per M’Cune Smith, through the reason Harriet Bailey imparts to her son via 

literacy, the progeny imagines an existence at the limits of what it means to be, even in 

excess of the human. 

Frederick Augustus Washington Bailey, the chimera—at once the cat, the 

invisible one, the human—is the machine we have been waiting for. And this is further 

solidified when one listens to the “machine-made-man” reason through his imagination: 

“Douglass found a mechanical analogy that explained how time itself was out of joint. 

The country was like a broken clock whose machinery needed to be fixed: ‘The cause [of 

our troubles] is deeper down than sections, slaveholders, or abolitionists. These are but 
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the hands of the clock. The moving machinery is behind the face. The machinery moves not 

because of the hands, but the hands because of the machinery. To make the hands go 

right you must make the machinery go right. The trouble is fundamental’.”110 Wexler is 

right to read Douglass as convicting his “home” of its limiting machinic impulses. 

Nonetheless, one perceives a wonderfully cyclical occasion: she not only acknowledges 

that like the autobiography’s undocumented editor and Rousseau, the latter inversely, 

the “I”/“eye” between art and facts has a deep time investment—an investment “out of 

joint” à la Derrida’s specter—, but she also witnesses, without question, the enslaved 

body’s translation and superimposition as a machine. This mode regarding the 

machinery behind the face could be doublespeak insofar as one should not easily 

conclude that Douglass is talking about the brain. Rather, he may be referring to the eye 

which foresees the I in the making, that very eye recalling Egyptian royalty in an 

anthropological text and being able to announce: I see me as her, the king.111 What a 

                                                        

110 Wexler, 23 (emphasis mine). 
111 The reference to Douglass as royalty here calls forth a moment involving him as child and his mother, one 
of the few noted in his writings. Douglass has gone a day without food at the hands of “dangerous” Aunt 
Katy; when his mother finds out, she chastises Katy and proceeds to make a “sugar cake” for her child. 
William S. McFeely, quoting Douglass, writes, “At last, he was ‘somebody’s child’; sitting on his mother’s 
knee eating the cake, he was ‘a king upon his throne.’” Of course, the irony is that the mother is the 
makeshift throne; that and this memory is apparently “the last time he saw her.” See McFeely, Frederick 
Douglass (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 1991), 19. Equally interesting, which this scene may 
uncannily belie, is an alternate reading of Douglass’s work that suggests he actually suffers from “mother 
hunger”. Douglass’s “hunger” predates and runs in tandem with the symptoms of melancholia, inclusive of 
“sleeplessness and refusal to take nourishment, and—what is psychologically very remarkable—by an 
overcoming of the instinct which compels every living thing to cling to life” (Freud, 246). See Vincent 
Woodard, “A Tale of Hunger Retold: Ravishment and Hunger in F. Douglass’s Life and Writing”, in The 
Delectable Negro: Human Consumption and Homoeroticism within U.S. Slave Culture (New York: New York 
University Press, 2014), 95-126. 



 

111 

transition Douglass occupies in this instance of literary excellence because it is when he 

experiences melancholy from learning how to read that he purports, “I have often 

wished myself a beast. I preferred the condition of the meanest reptile to my own.”112 The 

task of signifying then is superseded by the talent of shape-shifting now, through the 

ruse of animality—genius at work. This leads to the Revenant. 

It is fascinating to consider that the root Bailey carries is relegated to his right 

side, the site of authority in Judeo-Christian lore.113 One makes the leap that this poultice 

homeopathically pierces his internal man of Kantian perfection, marking his body as a 

location of indefatigability. And yet, the cat, post-struggle, acquires the hegemonic tools 

of rhetoric and proceeds to use them for a floor-to-ceiling dismantling of the Covey 

household in order to make room for a long-lasting revival: “After resisting him, I felt as 

I had never felt before. It was a resurrection from the dark and pestiferous tomb of 

slavery, to the heaven of comparative freedom. I was no longer a servile coward . . . but, 

my long-cowed spirit was roused to an attitude of manly independence. I had reached 

the point, at which I was not afraid to die. This spirit made me a freeman in fact, while I 

remained a slave in form. When a slave cannot be flogged he is more than half free. He 

has a domain as broad as his own manly heart to defend, and he is really ‘a power on 

                                                        

112 Douglass, Narrative, 48 (emphasis mine). 
113 Biblical passages abound regarding the right hand as a sign of power or overcoming; they include: 
Matthew 22:44; Acts 2:33; 7:55-56; Romans 8:34; Ephesians 1:20; Colossians 3:1; Hebrews 1:3, 8:1, 10:12, 12:2; I 
Peter 3:22; and Revelation 3:21. 
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earth.’”114 Baraka becomes legible here because the source of the artifact, that being the 

autobiography, understands his potential after the fact as a disruption of a previous 

form. Nevertheless, Huggins picks up on this formation of Douglass as divine but along 

the lines of the aesthetic. 

In a chapter ironically titled “In Every Man the Spark” (!), he writes: 

In early August 1841 an antislavery convention met on Nantucket Island. William C. 
Coffin, a New Bedford abolitionist, called upon a young black man from town to stand 
and tell his story. Frederick Douglass stood and addressed the crowd. He was an 
arresting figure, in his early twenties, over six feet in height, robust in frame, forceful and 
direct in manner. He was physically attractive, but it was what he had to say that 
galvanized his audience . . . What was possible for him was also potential within other 
black men and women. Furthermore, it revealed in him—a black man, a slave, the man 
farthest down the spark of liberty, of humanity, of what some would call divinity. 
Through the story of this life one could glimpse human potentialities, and indeed human 
perfectibility, a testament for an American faith.115 

This is, in effect, the “charm of transcendent excellence”, the Victorian demonstrability 

of the frontispiece that, again, is worthy of admiration because of Douglass’s uplift. 

While I find the investment in his physical appearance worthy of its own theorization, 

there is something even more striking in this commentary: what is one to make of 

Douglass, an apparent cipher for the national atonement of slavery, bearing witness to 

and being the prototype of the etiology of American faith, or even democracy? Is that 

faith presumably a national belief in itself as the beacon on a hill, or a faith in the 

possibility that a nation can “conceive” a Douglass and almost two centuries onward 

                                                        

114 Douglass, MBMF, 247. For more on the (a)religiosity/(a)theology of the fight scene, see J. Kameron Carter, 
“The Death of Christ: A Theological Reading of Frederick Douglass’s 1845 Narrative”, in Race: A Theological 
Account (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 285-312.  
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bear another mixed-race “hero” in the person and works of another Pan-African, namely 

President Barack Hussein Obama? In truth, taking into account Douglass’s life as told by 

him, perhaps the testament to human potentiality and perfectibility is the survival of the 

“African” in America and not the faith in America, by America, to make that living 

possible, i.e., these bodies are the artifactual counterpoints to Rousseau’s right to life and 

death. 

One tracks a melismatic comprehension of Douglass’s Americana when Nick 

Bromell conceptualizes him as a “nationless outlaw” in that “the experience of being 

nationless allowed Douglass to reconceive the meaning of his nation and of its founding 

document, the Declaration. Further, and more paradoxically, his critical distance as an 

outlaw [a term Douglass uses during his trek throughout Europe in 1845] enabled him 

to conceive of a version of patriotism that preserved—indeed promoted—these 

insights.”116 Likewise, Bromell speculates on what Rousseau would sound like if he, like 

Douglass, storied117 for the sake of a universalist particularity: “A story may aim to 

articulate a universal truth, but it doesn’t have to shed its particularity to do so. Imagine 

what political theory would look like if . . . Rousseau had narrated his theory of the 

social contract as a story: Once upon a time the wanderers came out of the woods and decided 

to form a village. Imagine if we were disposed to recognize a theory of democratic 

                                                        

116 Nick Bromell, The Time is Always Now: Black Thought and the Transformation of US Democracy (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2017 [2013]), 83-4. 
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worldliness in a story that began, From all available evidence, no black person had ever set foot 

in this tiny Swiss village before I came.”118 While these questions are indeed provocative, I 

assert that there is no need to imagine what political theory or democratic worldliness, 

let alone any work for that matter, would look like if the storying tradition were at play 

because Douglass’s artifacts, among others, are at one’s disposal: from all available 

evidence, no black person had ever known how to read in Tuckahoe before Harriet came; just as 

once upon a time, a cursed wanderer came out of the woods, rooted, and decided to gain equality 

before the law with a snake. What this means is that all that is required to experience such 

inspiration is to spring to convulsion, the enactment of a compulsion, having previously 

found relaxation—comfort—in the internalizing utility and the externalizing perfection 

of discourses of the reductive. 

In all, Bailey gets up early Monday morning with all power in his hands even if the 

culmination of his rebirth is a day later than usual—he is the quintessence of the 

Revenant in that he comes back from “social death” as a risen (autobiographical) savior. 

Douglass’s machinated essence spatially transforms into the “untouchable” due to a 

panacea Africana, and temporally transcends a narrative found on pages bound. One is 

stunned: Bailey, confronted with a cowyard tête-à-tête with Covey, is not just black and 

white, animal and invisible man—Bailey-cum-Douglass, the Pan-African machinist, is, 

fantastically, a cyborg! 
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Mama, I Want to Read!; or, An Elegy for Betsey and Harriet 

Cognizant of Douglass’s masculinism and the previous interpretation of Eliot’s 

epigraph, one contends that if the grandmother does conceive the Poet, a generation 

removed, and thus Poetry, then even if Douglass is not a poet writ large, My Bondage and 

My Freedom does take on a poetics, whether through the pastoral match or in his 

transfiguring narration. Hence, matrifocality permits the affective subject who is 

Douglass to write the second edition in his triumvirate as an elegy to Harriet Bailey and, 

by default, “Grandmamma” Betsy Bailey. If Douglass signifies the republic’s new birth, 

then Betsy’s arrival119 on the precipice of the making of states, united, tracks a lineage of 

republican formation through matriarchy. “This extraordinary woman,” according to 

William S. McFeely, “was unlettered, but evidently possessed a mind capable of making 

finely logical connections. She was an ideal respondent to all of the ‘why’ questions her 

intensely curious grandson must have fired at her. Douglass proudly claimed that his 

mother was literate. If this was so, Harriet Bailey’s intellectual achievement, like 

Frederick’s, probably owed much to the encouragement of Betsy, who could so 

intelligently read a river or the furrow of a field.” This introduction to Betsy, in a mood 

of kismet for what has been proffered heretofore, begins, “Fortunately, science has not 

yet imposed on us an explanation of the source of fine minds. Curiosity is still free to 

roam, and in the case of Frederick Douglass, whether we look to genes, to environment, 
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or to good luck, we find Betsy Bailey.”120. One imagines that if Betsy’s eyes can read 

topographies and Harriet’s eyes can read texts, then Frederick’s eyes are primed to be 

deconstructive of Nature more generally and the “nurture” of the slave economy. In this 

way, what has been theorized to this point can be revised now: Douglass is not 

maniacal, but rather a revelation of the maternal. 

The elegy as an aesthetic practice jibes with Tammy Clewell and her own 

ruminations on Freud’s “Mourning and Melancholia”. For her, the elegy has a utility as 

a formal and affective substitution for melancholy and mourning inasmuch as 

[b]y representing the loss of the other, the poet establishes a distance between the 
original object and the arbitrary verbal signs that convey its loss. This distance is essential 
to the work of mourning . . . because it helps the grieving poet understand the difference 
between the dead and the living, a profoundly simple difference between those who no 
longer speak or write and those who do. Although the mourner wants to cling to the lost 
object and deny this difference, the act of “figuring” the loss brings about the “elegist’s 
reluctant submission to language itself”. This submission . . . marks the successful 
completion of mourning at the same time it signals that the lost one has transcended 
death by achieving aesthetic immortality in a timeless literary artifact.121 

Working through Peter Sacks’s discourse on the English elegy, Clewell’s account of the 

primacy of the form neatly and succinctly compacts Douglass, M’Cune Smith, Eliot, 

Freud, and Foucault in the cause of rereading the autobiography with relation to this 

recent line of argumentation. Clewell’s reading of Sacks makes clear that “[his] study 

does more than simply show how poets and their contemporaries found comfort in 

                                                        

120 Ibid., 18 (emphasis mine). Fought expands on Betsey’s intellectualism by suggesting that she was also a 
farmer, fisher, maker of nets, and midwife/nurse. In these ways she not only provides nourishment for, but 
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121 Tammy Clewell, “Mourning Beyond Melancholia: Freud’s Psychoanalysis of Loss”, Journal of the American 
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fictions that transcend and outlast death; it also demonstrates how the elegy itself 

emerges as a consoling substitute for the lost one . . . Sacks argues that the very act of 

writing moves the poet from bereaved despair to resolution. This resolution converges 

with the elegist’s assessment and affirmation of his surviving powers, one of the most 

important of which is his continued use of language.”122 Therefore, one returns again to 

Prichard’s bust to make legible how Harriet-cum-Frederick operationalizes a cyborg 

identity. 

Rachel A. Blumenthal contrasts the theorizing of Douglass’s mother in Narrative 

and My Bondage and My Freedom by acknowledging the oversimplification of his national 

politics; this line of thought frames itself like that of Ivy Wilson. Via the 1852 novella, The 

Heroic Slave, Wilson suggests that Douglass “employs a transnational, black diasporic 

paradigm rather than an American one . . . borne out by Douglass’s representation of his 

mother in the 1855 version”.123 Blumenthal further claims: 

 Douglass makes no such comparison in the 1845 Narrative between his mother and an 
 Egyptian masculine figure. Deborah McDowell offers a gender-focused argument that 
 “Douglass’s account of his mute mother remembered as a white man captures 
 emphatically the discursive priorities of masculinity and its gendered relation to the 
 feminine”. One could make the case along the lines of [Eric] Sundquist that Douglass 
 claims a lineage of patriarchal nobility via his mother’s physical features that situate him 
 as the “Franklinian” man with connections in high places. More persuasive is the 
 possibility that his acute transnational leanings toward an Egyptian ethnographic history 
 remains suppressed by contemporary editorial privileging of the initial narrative in 
 which both Garrison and Douglass situate him (Douglass) as Maryland’s representative 

                                                        

122 Clewell, 48-9. 
123 Ivy G. Wilson, “On Native Ground: Transnationalism, Frederick Douglass, and ‘The Heroic Slave’”, 
PMLA, Vol. 121, no. 2 (March, 2006): 453-68. 
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 of the American slave population.124 

A part of me wants to interrogate what exactly makes the image captured “white”—is it 

the medium through which the rendering itself circulates, or how the image’s renderer 

believes the “Egyptian” to look? I ask only insomuch as if M’Cune Smith’s 

“Introduction” and Douglass are correct,125 the Egyptian is “mixed race” so that Ramses 

is as “white” as he is “black”. Nevertheless, the gender component to McDowell’s 

critique is more than valid, and may clarify what Blumenthal quotes and opines. 

If Douglass prioritizes his masculinity through his “fatherly” mother, then this 

epitomizes her flesh being ungendered, regardless of “her” citation as the genesis of his 

intellect. Moreover, if Douglass’s father is “white”, and Caucasians will find themselves 

in Africa “by-and-by”, then the (black) mother as (white) father as (Egyptian) Ramses is 

more than sensible—Douglass becomes no less a global “renaissance man” than 

Benjamin Franklin vis-à-vis his “Englishness”/“Frenchness”.126 Nevertheless, this is also 

why the patriarch, “shrouded in mystery”, foreruns imaginative différence: the “white” 

father as an Egyptian bust has the potential to be, with all the intentions of the pun and 

the locative anthropological citation, a “black” mummy! This unpacking of Douglass’s 

racial mélange also brings to mind what Wallace refers to as his “constitutional 

                                                        

124 Blumenthal, 184-5. 
125 Levine, “Road to Africa”, 225-6. 
126 For the Franklin-Douglass duality, see Rafia Zafar, “‘It is natural to believe in great men’”, in We Wear the 
Mask: African Americans Write American Literature, 1760-1870 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), 
89-116. See also Edmund S. Morgan, Benjamin Franklin (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), 50. 
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illegitimacy”, where “constitutional” means “chromosomal”, when put in 

counterintuitive conversation with Clewell. 

She argues, rightfully so, that “[t]he self is restored and the work of mourning 

brought to a decisive close, Freud believed, when the free libido has been reinvested in a 

new object. As a process of detachment and disavowal, Freud’s early mourning theory 

may be placed, then, within a longstanding epistemological and cultural tradition in 

which the subject acquires legitimacy at the expense of the other’s [the lost object’s] 

separateness and well-being, a tradition in which the subject neutralizes the enduring 

pain of loss by accepting consolation in the form of a substitute for what has been lost.”127 

The point of conflation occurs when discussing the death of Douglass’s first wife, Anna 

Murray, and his remarriage soon after to Helen Pitts: 

Anna died in 1882. She was almost seventy years old, Douglass sixty four. For years she 
had been suffering from severe rheumatism, which kept her immobile and at times 
paralyzed. In her last months, she received “faithful constant care” from nurses, and she 
died quietly. “Mother,” as Douglass now called her, “was the post in the center of my 
house and held us together.” Eighteen months after Anna died, Douglass married Helen 
Pitts, a college-educated white woman who was twenty years his junior and worked as 
his secretary. News of the marriage outraged many whites and blacks, including family 
members, partly because he did not explain it well. While Anna had been “the color of 
my mother,” Helen was “the color of my father,” he said, which suggested to 
some people that he was now drawn to the white part of his identity.128 

These intersecting configurations bring M’Cune Smith to mind again in that what we 

thought was a single-unit residence is actually a mixed-use abode as Douglass subtends 

                                                        

127 Clewell, 47-8 (emphasis mine). 
128 Stauffer, Giants, 312-3 (emphasis mine). 
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both sides of his “house”, romantically and otherwise. Post-Reconstruction, Douglass 

“represented himself as a free man, but relinquished the ideal of racial equality. His 

sublime black aesthetic was replaced by a desublimated, beautiful white one.”129 All this 

to say, Anna replaces Harriet in this familial economy, however Helen replaces Anna 

replacing Harriet, i.e., if Anna is “Mother”, would Douglass presumably call Pitts 

“Father”—having first married the maternal “myth”, Douglass posthumously allows 

himself to remarry the paternal “shroud”—to the point of deracination? If one attests to 

the interpretation of Freud regarding substitutionary measures as revealed in mourning 

the lost object, the psychoanalytic category presumably occupied by the mother is 

actually that of the father for Douglass, or both, as realized in his choices of lifelong 

companion. (These circumstances become more tantalizing when noting that the 

German translator of My Bondage and My Freedom, one Ottilie Assing, regarded herself as 

Douglass’s “‘natural’ wife”. When he married Pitts instead of her, she subsequently 

committed suicide.130)  

This gendered fluidity riffs on the fungibility of the cyborg because 

[t]he cyborg is a creature in a post-gender world . . . In a sense, the cyborg has no origin 
story in the Western sense—a ‘final’ irony since the cyborg is also the awful apocalyptic 
telos of the ‘West’s’ escalating dominations of abstract individuation, an ultimate self 
untied at last from all dependency, a man in space . . . The cyborg skips the step of 
original unity, of identification with nature in the Western sense. This is its illegitimate 
promise that might lead to subversion of its teleology as star wars . . . The cyborg would 

                                                        

129 Stauffer, “FDAF”, 134-5. 
130 See the ironically titled chapter, “Hagar’s Shadow: Separation and Suicide”, in Maria Diedrich, Love 
Across Color Lines: Ottilie Assing and Frederick Douglass (New York: Hill and Wang, 1999), 331-75. 
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not recognize the Garden of Eden; it is not made of mud and cannot dream of returning 
to dust. Perhaps that is why I want to see if cyborgs can subvert the apocalypse of 
returning to nuclear dust in the manic compulsion to name the Enemy. Cyborgs are not 
reverent; they do not re-member the cosmos. They are wary of holism, but needy for 
connection—they seem to have a natural feel for united front politics, but without the 
vanguard party. The main trouble with cyborgs, of course, is that they are the illegitimate 
offspring of militarism and patriarchal capitalism, not to mention state socialism. But 
illegitimate offspring are often exceedingly unfaithful to their origins. Their fathers, after 
all, are inessential.131  

 
It appears that whatever the cyborg is for the late twentieth century sci-techno-socio-

feminist project, it forges kinship with the mid-nineteenth century, masc-racial-

abolitionist Douglass. Haraway’s machinic proposition132 is outside the prescriptive time 

period for our considerations, yet it equally restores the tradition of retracing our footsteps 

to acknowledge from whence we have come, over a way that with tears has been 

watered. If the cyborg is anathema to the rise of the “West”, one retroactively wrestles 

with Rousseau and Foucault. 

Douglass as the substance of the appearance of Western “man”, following the 

decline of the Classical Age, makes for a strange bedfellow when one positions him as a 

cyborg because the cyborg bucks appearances and aims for “reality”.133 Reading 

Haraway over and against My Bondage and My Freedom, one conjures the slave as a 

cyborg because the slave “in the West” is unoriginal, which is to say without an 

intelligible beginning in the world, because enslaved fathers and mothers were the 

parents who were not, whether through the broom-jumping of (il)legitimate marital 
                                                        

131 Haraway, 150-1. 
132 Ibid., 1. 
133 Ibid., 177. 
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unions and eventual progeny,134 or the shadow cast by ante- and post-bellum plantation 

estates and their occupants. Douglass names the Enemy, Covey, as the willful 

misrecognition of the Garden of Eden and its own slithering tempter, and the 

reimagining of the apocalypse: no longer the end of generalized days, it is the start of an 

ontology that rebukes the visible institution and conjures men from slaves, agents who 

whirl and dance until the white day is done. JanMohamed, in a departure from his 

previous concatenation with Kristeva, proposes: 

If the work of mourning consists in killing the dead, then symbolic-death is closer to that 
state in that it too is predicated on the “acceptance” of the dead as dead, on the 
affirmation of oneself as, in some sense, a dead being. The shift from social-death to 
symbolic-death also marks a shift in the agential control of actual death. The slave’s 
control is, of course, never easy or unambiguous: to the extent that he still lives in a slave 
society, it entails a constant struggle, ranging from the fear of death productively 
transformed into an anxiety about death, at one extreme, to a joyous sense of liberation . 
. . best exemplified by Frederick Douglass’s celebration of this moment as “resurrection.” 
His terminology of resurrection and redemption clarifies the fundamental difference 
between mourning and melancholia, on the one hand, and symbolic-death, on the other: 
the latter, unlike the former, entails a rebirth, a radical transformation of the subject.135 

Operating through various strains of episteme—ranging from psychoanalysis (actual-

death as in “death-bearing-women”) to Afro-Pessimism (social-death as in “black people 

are never heard”136) to black optimism (symbolic-death as in ruing literacy acquisition to 

the point of suicide and then craving rebirth where the power of words rework 

                                                        

134 Albert J. Raboteau, Slave Religion: The “Invisible Institution” in the Antebellum South (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2004 [1978]), 228-30. 
135 JanMohamed, 285. 
136 This is a quote from a talk given by Frank B. Wilderson, III. See “Afro-Pessimism and the End of 
Redemption”, Humanities Futures: Translation, Franklin Humanities Institute, Duke University, 20 October 
2015, http://www.fhi.duke.edu/events/humanities-futures-translations. 
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themselves on the page137), with these forms of “death” being mutable amongst the 

triad—JanMohamed imparts that how one “dies” fosters how s/he envisions and 

comprehends what it means to “stay black”, whether as a mourner, an enslaved person, 

or an agent. Again, Douglass prefigures Freud regarding melancholy: “The analysis of 

melancholia now shows that the ego can kill itself only if . . . it can treat itself as an 

object—if it is able to direct against itself the hostility which relates to an object and 

which represents the ego’s original reaction to objects in the external world . . . In the 

two opposed situations of being most intensely in love and of suicide the ego is 

overwhelmed by the object though in totally different ways.”138 

The work of slavery, the hostile object that quantifies and qualifies loss, is, quite 

literally, to “love” people to death: the enslaved must be kept alive, most intensely, to 

accomplish the erection—financial, social, psychic—of the visible institution; yet the 

enslaved are also disposable goods, perishable flesh items that are discarded after 

meeting their purposive end, a discarding which codes itself, for example, as a 

paradigmatically “simple” “transference” from one plantation to another à la Douglass. 

This expedites the regretting of one’s existence because the enslaved learn with haste 

that despite their unchanged ontological status, they too were, at once, interchangeable 

                                                        

137 “I often found myself regretting my own existence, and wishing myself dead; and but for the hope of 
being free, I have no doubt that I should have killed myself, or done something for which I should have been 
killed . . . Every little while, I could hear something about the abolitionists . . . Hearing the word in this 
connection very often, I set about learning what it meant . . . Thus, after a long and tedious effort for years, I 
finally succeeded in learning how to write”. See Douglass, Narrative, 49-51. 
138 Freud, 252. 
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parts—the changing same—in that the nebulously specific they “got a buncha ideas, and 

really horrible crap between them and anything meaningful”.139 Those in positions of 

power were unable to translate their ideas, except as nonsense, because as taskmasters, 

they were involved in the on-the-job training of themselves, learning as they went.   

Nonetheless, Douglass’s symbolic-death puts into relief the notion of renaissance, of 

radical transformation, because throughout his pages, the circumvention of mourning 

and melancholia catalyzes his genius, the meaningful in the making. Continuing with 

the biblical metaphor his “resurrection” plays with, alongside Hughes, having 

experienced the spring of convulsion one calls writing, such a dance invites renewed 

rest at pale evening with night coming tenderly, black like he, Frederick. This is 

Douglass’s mourning turned into dancing, when he puts off, on the side of right, his 

sackcloth and is girded with gladness,140 an elated gyration as ordinary as the muscles of 

the eye waltzing across a page; or the posture of a hand ensuring that choreographic 

penmanship, partnering with the mind, does not smudge ink and blot out one’s 

thoughts. This coordination of a routine concerns not only Douglass’s cyborg nature, but 

also something else. 

What is puzzling about the gravity of the cyborg is its earthenness, its 

groundedness—reading a river or the furrow of a field—, and its relationship to the 

                                                        

139 Imamu Amiri Baraka (LeRoi Jones), Raise, Race, Rays, Raze: Essays Since 1965 (New York: Random House, 
1971), 23. 
140 Psalm 30:11 (KJV). 
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perversity141 of the house and the Edenic Garden, which finds maintenance by the father 

as an act of science that one cognizes as botany. What this amounts to is nothing more 

than a visionary sequence for the cyborg because it views its progenitor’s inability for 

double consciousness; the patriarchal scientist preoccupies himself with one singular 

focus: the regulation of domination, including that of his yield. But this offers up the 

paternal other as inessential because the cyborg casts itself, as an act of self-care, as the 

transgressor of boundaries, whether they be lawns or galaxies, in order to create a 

universe unto itself where one is too few and two is only one possibility142—the dis-

membering of the cosmos on the earthly terrain, boldly going where no one, man or 

woman, has gone before. The cyborg tramples on gardens that are limited like Eden 

because blackness, and its consciousness, “claims to be an absolute density, full of itself, 

a stage preexistent to any opening, to any abolition of the self by desire”.143 It is not that 

the cyborg has no regard for the environment, but rather that it wants to remove the 

hegemonic detritus that impedes a politics of lushness. It burns down barns—literal, as 

in similar to the cowyard in which Douglass fights Covey, and/or metaphorical, as in the 

scaffolding of an unfinished nation-state project—for the purpose of seeing the moon. A 

star wars indeed. But all of this discourse is in the service of one side of Bailey’s 

chromosomal house: the wing of the impertinent “father”. 

                                                        

141 Haraway, 151. 
142 Ibid., 180. 
143 Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, 114. 
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As one prepares to problematize Haraway for her own obscuring of the mother, 

she provides a reading of the other side of the house, akin to her theoreticoarchitectural 

forefather: 

 Earlier I suggested that ‘women of colour’ might be understood as a cyborg identity, a 
 potent subjectivity synthesized from fusions of outsider identities and in the complex 
 political-historical layerings of her ‘biomythography’ . . . literacy is a special mark of women of 
 colour, acquired by US black women as well as men through a history of risking death to 
 learn and to teach reading and writing. Writing has a special significance for all 
 colonized groups . . . Cyborg writing is about the power to survive, not on the basis of 
 original innocence, but on the basis of seizing the tools to mark the world that marked 
 them as other . . . because of her ability to live on the boundaries, to write without the 
 founding myth of original wholeness, with its inescapable apocalypse of final return to a 
 deathly oneness that Man has imagined to be the innocent and all-powerful Mother, freed at the 
 End from another spiral of appropriation by her son . . . This is not just literary deconstruction, 
 but liminal transformation. These cyborgs are the people who refuse to disappear on cue, 
 no matter how many times a ‘Western’ commentator remarks on the sad passing of 
 another primitive, another organic group done in by ‘Western’ technology, by writing.144 

Our roundabout conjecture regarding Douglass’s literacy achieves perfectibility through 

his mother Harriet. In other words, the woman of color as a cyborg identity invites 

contemplation when coupled with the cyborg as a creature residing in a post-gender 

world145 in that it grounds the nexus of the race-gender commingle, a realization 

supplied when one “pictures” the mother. On two separate occasions,146 the former 

arguing that Douglass is an ethnographer, in line with other ethnographers of “race” in 

the nineteenth century, Michael A. Chaney invokes the image from Prichard’s text, a 

                                                        

144 Haraway, 174-7 (emphasis mine). 
145 Ibid., 150. 
146 Michael A. Chaney, “Picturing the Mother, Claiming Egypt: My Bondage and My Freedom as 
Auto(bio)ethnography”, African American Review 35, no 3 (2001): 391-408; and “Picturing Frederick 
Douglass’s Mother”, michaelalexanderchaney—literary fictions, flashes, and fiascos, 16 December 2013, accessed 1 
March 2015, http://michaelalexanderchaney.com/2013/12/16/picturing-frederick-douglasss-mother/. 
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move perhaps no different than my conceit of Douglass as a Victorian-era icon. But his 

pieces, both compelling, expose the inescapability from the black-white binary, 

acknowledging Douglass’s “bastard/mulatto status”.147 The preoccupation with race 

gives little to no public hearing to the fact of gender inasmuch as I consider it quite 

spectacular, and worth some level of exhaustive query, that with a full realization of 

Douglass citing Prichard, the autobiographer no doubt came across depictions of female 

Egyptians because they exist in that selfsame anthropological text.148 Therefore, the 

invocation of the cyborg achieves not only work around visions of the (post)racial 

regarding essentialism, but also the disruptive bombast for a gendered world. Douglass 

reading his mother as a myth, in line with Haraway categorizing her as a 

biomythographer, links a cyborg begetting a cyborg. Though her child never concedes 

that she “wrote”, Harriet is characterized as “remarkable”, “extraordinary”149—

adjectives that fall into commonplace tropes of black excellence, also called genius. 

The cyborg is prelapsarian, having no recourse for penitence under the guise of 

utter depravity; its machinist grandeur teaches the body something about the pleasure 

of flesh—metalloid, hybrid: it survives big and little bangs. It challenges myths that, like 

the inessential father, shroud the begotten—the child who carries the parent’s spitting 

imago—under a veil of difference. The cyborg attends (to) these plenary sessions because 

                                                        

147 Douglass, MBMF, 400-1. 
148 Prichard, 159. The picture of Ramses the Great is on page 157. 
149 Douglass, MBMF, 58. 
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his mother, moonlighting as a slave, has pored over pedagogy and curricula in order to 

instill that “[t]he fact of domination is alterable only to the extent that the dominated 

subject recognizes the potential power of its own ‘double consciousness.’ The subject is 

certainly seen, but she also sees. It is this return of the gaze that negotiates at every point 

a space for living, and it is the latter that we must willingly name the counter-power, the 

counter-mythology.”150 The Mother is antiWest and anteWest: her name is Harriet, a 

cyborg no different than her mother Betsey, daughter of the protocyborg Jenny.151 This is 

Darwin’s worst at its Darwinian best—the Mother proving that “survival of the fittest” 

is not natural selection, but rather textual insurrection, a remonstrance against Western 

narration, that privileges those who are not often enveloped between the leaves of 

books, just as their blood resounds from those associated with trees.  

If, then, the fight with Mr. Covey, as read through a mother’s literacy, teaches 

anything, it is precisely what Arthur Riss summarizes: 

If Douglass establishes a sentimental relationship to his mother only retroactively, this is 
not to say that Douglass’s sentimentalized mother is in some sense not real or that his 
real mother remains fundamentally mysterious or unknown . . . If slavery creates one

 kind of mother, freedom creates another. There remains no absolute or innocent mother 
for him to recover, no impersonal or absolute reality to which he must submit and 
conform. There are simply two competing mothers, one Douglass knows when a slave, 
the other he knows when free. And the difference between these two mothers is 

                                                        

150 Spillers, “Interstices: A Small Drama of Words”, in Black, White, and in Color: Essays on American Literature 
and Culture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 163. When referring to the subject who sees, 
Spillers, like Wallace, probably points to Hagar who, after fleeing Abram/Abraham and having God help 
her and her newborn Ishmael, names God El-roi—“the one who sees me”—because she too has seen God. 
See Genesis 16. 
151 Fought outlines the family tree of Douglass tracing as far back as his great-grandmother Jenny. See 
Fought, 11-2; 306. 
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fundamentally sentimental and political rather than natural and given.152 

Douglass, slave and citizen, comprehends his mother through the narrative of an 

American slave, written by himself, and through the bound-made-free; this may solidify 

why the last autobiography is, simply, the life and times.153 This cataloguing traffics in 

the belief that Harriet Bailey was never a lost object. Hence, the shift might be 

Douglass’s artifact resigning into a timeless posture that confirms its initial power and 

sourcing as birthed “in Tuckahoe, near Hillsborough, and about twelve miles from 

Easton, in Talbot county, Maryland.”154 Harriet, a woman bearing death in the form of a 

death-bound-subject, imbues her occasion of childbirth as nothing but symbolic because 

she, akin to Morrison, likely never felt more free in her life until she had Frederick; he 

was just the opposite of a burden. For a black woman, enslaved, to have a child that she 

was responsible for, that was really hers, that was really freedom. Because they took 

those children—you didn’t have children. You may have produced them, but they 

weren’t yours; they could be sold, were sold: to be a mother was unbelievable 

freedom.155 Harriet bondaged. Harriet freedomed. 

                                                        

152 Riss, 113. 
153 Frederick Douglass, The Life and Times of Frederick Douglass (New York: Dover Publications, 2003 [1892]). 
154 Douglass, Narrative, 21. 
155 Starting at “ . . . she likely never . . . ”, these sentences are a rewording of sentiments uttered by Toni 
Morrison. See “Toni Morrison and Junot Diaz”, 44:20-45:55, YouTube, 13 December 2013, accessed 21 January 
2017, https://youtu.be/J5kytPjYjSQ?t=44m20s. 
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Doubling back to Mackey, then, we witness Douglass embodying Harriet as the 

changing same. And the continuance of this premise brings finality to the matter of the 

mother:  

These ideas concerning process are important to an understanding of the synonymy of 
blackness with spirituality . . . Having come to see artifact worship or a preoccupation 
with things as the dominant characteristic of the Western mind, he [Baraka] sees the 
prominence of the African and the Afro-American in the more spiritual (or at least 
“nonmaterial”) areas . . . as the sign of an opposing dispensation, one more in keeping 
with the reality of process and change. Black people come to be seen as having privileged 
insight as well as input into the working out of alternative courses of the future.156 

The provocation of the spiritual as the “nonmaterial” maintains the difference between a 

tangible and intangible materiality, the (in)direct correlation of the material and the 

material: the spirit of the mother, the Almighty as an opposing dispensation, arms her 

helpless infant with an elixir called literacy, pointing to a future which allows readers to 

access and peruse a nightmare that they recline, in leisure, to theorize as a dream. The 

melancholy and genius of this welcomingly rude awakening is assuredly a privileged 

insight, one through which the world can be better read. 
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Chapter 2: 

Travel | Ralph 
 

A Reading from an American Grammar Book 

Perhaps one of Ralph Ellison’s most renowned essays, “The Little Man at 

Chehaw Station: The American Artist and His Audience” is illuminating and concealing. 

It performs a double duty insofar as its anecdotal wisdom provokes as many questions 

as it provides answers: 

It was at Tuskegee Institute during the mid-1930s that I was made aware of the little man
 behind the stove. At the time I was a trumpeter majoring in music and had aspirations of 

becoming a classical composer. As such, shortly before the little man came to my 
attention, I had outraged the faculty members who judge my monthly student’s recital by 
substituting a certain skill of lips and fingers for the intelligent and artistic structuring of 
emotion that was demanded in performing the music assigned to me . . . I had sought 
solace in the basement studio of Hazel Harrison, a highly respected concert pianist and 
teacher . . . 
“But, baby,” she said, “in this country you must always prepare yourself to play your 
very best wherever you are, and on all occasions.” . . . 
“All right,” she said, “you must always play your best, even if it’s only in the waiting 
room of Chehaw Station because in this country there’ll always be a little man hidden 
behind the stove.” 
“A what?” 
She nodded. “That’s right,” she said. “There’ll always be a little man whom you don’t 
expect, and he’ll know the music, and the tradition, and the standards of musicianship 
required for whatever you set out to perform!” 
Speechless, I stared at her. After the working-over I’d just received from the faculty, I 
was in no mood for joking. But no, Miss Harrison’s face was quite serious. So what did 
she mean? . . . and as I stood beside Miss Harrison’s piano, visualizing the station, I told 
myself, She has GOT to be kidding!1 

                                                        

1 Ralph Ellison, “The Little Man at Chehaw Station: An American Artist and His Audience”, The American 
Scholar, Vol. 47, no. 1 (1978): 25-6. Hereafter, I will refer to the text as “TLM”. 
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Something of importance exists here, something that an inattentive reader may miss for 

his desire to speed-read a narrative he purports to know very well. This affective 

response is no different than that of our collegiate Ellison’s grasp of performative 

excellence. 

When he italicizes the text, no doubt to add emphasis to what Miss Harrison 

shares with him about the little man, he focuses the reader’s attention on what the little 

man produces but not the gravity of his know-how to produce: “Music”. “Tradition”. 

“Musicianship”. All receive Ellison’s deliberate slant with no compensatory highlighting 

that the little man knows these things, thus his relevance. In a Cartesian frame, because 

the little man thinks, therefore he is, just as his thoughts on the Zeitgeist equally bring 

such cultural productions into being as forms of “matter”. His knowledge of aesthetic 

practices foretells his accounting of taste, or lack thereof as believed by our young 

musician; this is a momentary lapse when the student conceives progress to outweigh 

process. But what is amazing when reading this essay is the level of incredulity Ellison 

imposes on the person to whom he retreats to proverbially lick the wounds from his 

instrumental misstep with the hope that she has adequate dressing.2 

                                                        

2 Lawrence Jackson refers to the failed recital as a “humiliating dressing-down”, thus the necessity of 
Harrison’s “dressing(-up)” post-performance. See Lawrence Jackson, Ralph Ellison: Emergence of Genius (New 
York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2002), 114-5; hereafter, I will refer to the text as REEG. Likewise, according to 
Arnold Rampersad’s retelling of the story and its later utility in Ellison’s corpus, the essay’s first iteration 
was heard as a commencement address at the Curtis Institute of Music in Philadelphia on May 10, 1975. In 
this way, Ellison ostensibly steps into the assistive office previously occupied by Harrison. See Arnold 
Rampersad, Ralph Ellison: A Biography (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2007), 501. 
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Again, the italics, as windows into the body and its language, tell the story: a 

dubious “what?” followed by a speechless stare; an independent clause with a caps-

locked “got” which generally supposes transcribed, inner monologic yelling or, at the 

very least, a raised tone. Miss Harrison does not invite “solace” to her studio; Ellison 

arrives there seeking it, believing she will assuage his waning strokes of genius, as 

revealed in digital and labial dexterity on the trumpet, taking precedence over the music 

department’s rigor in the execution of precision. Hence, the question is not can one play, 

but rather can one play well?—the difference between mechanics and histrionics, and 

how the strictness of one incites the freedom of the other. 

Considering his reaction, it appears Ellison cannot handle Harrison’s truth. As 

well, he seemingly neglects Miss Harrison’s own genius and precursory wanderings 

prior to arriving in Tuskegee, Alabama: “Miss Harrison had been one of Ferruccio 

Busoni’s prize pupils, had lived (until the rise of Hitler had driven her back to a U.S.A. 

that was not ready to recognize her talents) in Busoni’s home in Berlin, and was a friend 

of such masters as Egon Petri, Percy Grainger, and Sergei Prokofiev.”3 Moreover, “[a] 

social recluse on campus and an insatiable practitioner of her craft (she wore down to 

                                                        

3 Ellison, “TLM”, 25. To my mind, a quasi-contemporary reading of such performative acts in the face of 
adversity emerges in W. E. B. Du Bois’s writing on operatic soprano Florence Cole Talbert, whom he refers 
to as “Madame”, and her time spent studying the genre in Italy; ironically, the piece is called “Genius”. In it, 
he implicates the tentacles of American racism when he suggests, “It is said time and time again that when 
the Negro race exhibits real talent and genius, then it escapes the petty prejudice and annoyances which 
surround it in America. This is not only not true but often American prejudice actually pursues and attacks 
Negro genius beyond the confines of its own country.” See Du Bois, “Genius”, The Crisis: A Record of the 
Darker Races, Vol. 31, no. 2 (December, 1925): 87-88. 
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the wood the keys of a brand new Steinway in four years), Harrison was a large, 

matronly woman, single and in her early fifties. The incredible black pianiste [sic] of her 

generation, . . . she tempered the provinciality of campus life with her international 

flair.”4 Harrison meets us where we are at the outset of “The Little Man at Chehaw 

Station”, and to such an end that we cannot help but navigate free interchanges in order 

to trace the emergence, travel the course, of materiality. 

This modality of the trace resonates because if one were to place value on 

potential, then “[t]his presence of the commodity within the individual is an effect of 

reproduction, a trace of maternity.” Likewise, “[o]f equal importance is the containment of 

a certain personhood within the commodity that can be seen as the commodity’s 

animation by the material trace of the maternal—a palpable hit or touch, a bodily and 

visible phonographic inscription”.5 In other words, a ventured guess may resolve that 

one’s productivity, his performativity, is reducible to the reproducibility that very one 

has enacted upon himself by the one: the mother. Such actualization creates a certain 

material residue always trailing behind her so that in theory and praxis, she is constantly 

marking her territory because 

. . . enslavement—and the resistance to enslavement that is the performative essence of 
blackness (or, perhaps less controversially, the essence of black performance) is a being 
maternal that is indistinguishable from a being material. But it is also to say something 
more. And here, the issue of reproduction (the “natural” production of natural children) 

                                                        

4 Jackson, REEG, 99.  
5 Fred Moten, In the Break: The Aesthetics of the Black Radical Tradition (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 
2003), 17-8 (emphasis mine). 
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emerges right on time as it has to do not only with the question concerning slavery, 
blackness, performance, and the ensemble of their ontologies but also with a 
contradiction at the heart of the question of value in its relation to personhood that could 
be said to come into clearer focus against the backdrop of the ensemble of motherhood, 
blackness, and the bridge between slavery and freedom.6 

Although this evidentiary instantiation of “follow the leader” reads like aimless wander, 

could it instead be comprehended as a preconditioned postpartum travelogue in the 

cause of freedom? 

To be clear, Harrison joins a cadre of black expatriates, including W. E. B. Du 

Bois,7 who venture abroad, specifically to Germany, to gain a new perspective on 

putative Americana. One envisages, as dictated by Ellison, that as Harrison returns to 

her natal dwelling, this ambassador, also known as a prophet, is without honor in her 

own country and among her peoples. She, no different than the little man at Chehaw 

Station, stands as an archetype of the human riddle.8 Continuing with this puzzlement, 

these occurrences, paramount as they are, contrast with what may be the most 

intriguing turn in the essay: when Ellison, searching for restoration after his failed 

performance, stages an encounter with Miss Harrison, he must descend to her studio in 

a basement. This spatial coincidence leads to a case study of sorts, thinking with and 

through the life and writings of Ellison, in order to excavate the meeting ground of the 

                                                        

6 Moten, 16. 
7 See Hortense J. Spillers, “The Idea of Black Culture”, CR: The New Centennial Review, Vol. 6, no. 3 (Winter 
2006): 7-28; Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (New York: Verso, 1993), 111-
45; and Nick Bromell, The Time is Always Now: Black Thought and the Transformation of US Democracy (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2017 [2013]), 98-100. 
8 Ellison, “TLM”, 30. 
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material and the maternal. More specifically, conflating Fred Moten and Ellison, if the 

former is correct that this trace of the material, which is to say the maternal, sets one on a 

path to freedom, is said trace always and ever invisible, and/or can the progenitor of that 

trace—the mother, in manifold forms—be coded tropically as the originary invisible man? 

Answering these questions will have necessarily sobering ramifications for the artist and 

audience in concert. 

 

#travelnoire: A Theoretical Pitstop at Chehaw Station 

The word “Chehaw” always elicits a kind of onomatopoeic sentiment in my ear 

because whenever someone states it or it passes the eye, it conjures the sounds that twin 

boys made as they tended their family’s land amidst the morning’s dew: “gee” and 

“haw” were directional maneuvers which informed wild asses whether to move left 

(GEE!) or right (HAW!) in order for the large tracts of field to be conditioned to reap an 

optimal bounty for those residing in the homestead.9 While one should not read into this 

auditory similarity as the Station called Chehaw being a site of prepubescent labor, on 

par with certain forms of linguistic “work” that rendered men boys,10 a more generous 

metaphorizing would be that just as a donkey can understand African American 

                                                        

9 Here, I am thinking about stories my father told me when he and his twin rose early in the morning to tend 
the family acreage before “daily life” began; this is how they maneuvered the donkey in the field. They 
would often yell, “GEE!” and “HAW!” so loud that my grandmother said they would be quite far away 
from the house and you could hear them, their bodies making tracks in fields of growth taller than them. 
10 Lee H. Butler, Jr., Listen, My Son: Wisdom for African American Fathers (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2010), 
10-1. 
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Vernacular English, Chehaw Station was, and presumably still is, a site where language 

holds no bounds. When one returns to the opening scene of the essay, he wonders if that 

pivotal moment in Ellison’s maturation occurs during his second year at Tuskegee 

because the rhetorical moves he made then appear immensely sophomoric now.11 

By his own assessment, Chehaw Station is “a lonely whistle-stop where swift 

north- or southbound trains paused with a haughty impatience to drop off or take on 

passengers; the point where, on homecoming weekends, special coaches crowded with 

festive visitors were cut loose, coupled to a waiting switch engine, and hauled to 

Tuskegee’s railroad siding.”12 The Station is the pinnacle of what Ellison will later refer 

to as the “melting pot”, “function[ing] as a point of arrival and departure for people 

representing a wide diversity of tastes and styles of living.”13 Therefore, a panoply of 

persons—from the trustee on the Board to a green first-year with only a suitcase to his or 

her name to the matriarch whose life wish was to view the family’s first college graduate 

walking across the stage to a professor returning from sabbatical—would hypothetically 

pass through Chehaw Station, if for nothing else than a fast-track, literally, to the 

                                                        

11 According to Gerald Early, Ellison’s tenure at Tuskegee lasts from June 24, 1933 to the end of his junior 
year in 1936, with his leaving due to “money struggles”. Thus, the premonition of when the Harrison-
Ellison conversation occurs may not be too far afield. Arnold Rampersad also speculates that the studio 
event occurs “[o]ne day, probably at the time of the annual music school recital in the spring of 1934”, which 
would have been the period between Ellison’s freshman and sophomore years. See Gerald Early, Ralph 
Ellison: Invisible Man (New York: Marshall Cavendish Benchmark, 2010), 23-7; and Rampersad, 71-2; 78-80. 
Likewise, Spillers and I, although arrived at through different hermeneutical avenues, are in agreement 
regarding Ellison’s sophomoric affect. See Hortense J. Spillers, “‘The Little Man at Chehaw Station’ Today”, 
boundary 2, Vol. 30, no. 2 (2003): 9-10; hereafter, I will refer to the text as “TLMT”. 
12 Ellison, “TLM”, 26. 
13 Ibid., 33; 37; and Spillers, “TLMT”, 7-8. 
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Institute. In a real sense, even onomatopoeically, Chehaw is the prime vantage from 

which people on the left and right side of the tracks amalgamate, in a banal railroad car, 

to inscribe a liberal ubiquity across lines of class, ethnicity and race. Like the tube of 

London, ikhumbi of Pietermaritzburg, or the Bull City Connector of Durham, Chehaw 

Station, and the passengers finding themselves at the whistle-stop, convokes a notion-in-

motion of “a paradigm of global concourse.”14 Nonetheless, Ellison’s positing of an 

essentialist claim, racial and classist, takes on a tenor of the reductive for the essay’s 

titular muse. 

The manner in which the little man behind the stove is theorized connotes that 

he is somehow autochthonous to the train station; this offers no credence to the reality 

that all who linger at the whistle-stop, even its primary laborer, have to take a form of 

transportation to “get there”. Furthermore, the little man behind the stove only cognizes 

“haunting, blues-echoing, train-whistle rhapsodies” and not the “classics”.15 Translation: 

taking into account his status behind the stove, and thus the presumptive joke of his deft 

ability to “throw down” in a kitchen, one salivates at the thought that he fries some of 

the best chicken this side of Gus’s in Memphis and, by sleight of hand, knows the proper 

measure of water for a fabulous peach cobbler, but has no semblance of the joy of cooking 

                                                        

14 Spillers, “TLMT”, 12-3. 
15 Ellison, “TLM”, 26. 
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to prepare a bouillabaisse or make a mean baklava! The invocation of the “melting pot” 

allows engagement in a bit of play alongside Ellison. 

By having the little man “behind” the stove, one has a multiplicity of options for 

deducing what exactly he does at the Station. Residence behind the stove does not 

necessitate gastronomic proclivities; the little man may be there to procure and/or vend 

tickets for connecting trips to and from the Institute, or to keep the station warm by 

filling the stove with lumps of coal in the winter, hence him being referred to as “the 

little stove warmer”.16 But somehow Ellison’s little man is also “the seemingly homeless, 

seemingly ignorant man who sits in the stove at the train station but is conversant with 

the Classics.”17 The little man’s residential status and affective disposition, as well as the 

turn of using “in” as opposed to “behind” in that phrase, signifies the dubiousness of the 

little man’s occupation: should one read him not as the cook or the coal wielder, but 

rather as the meal or the folkloric coal-turned-diamond? Such play furthers the comical: 

“ . . . Ellison affirmed that in America, the absence of class and the easy, trickster-like 

play on identity mean that anyone can be anything at any time, no matter what others 

think, and this is the joke . . . For Ellison, the reality of the American joke called for 

individuals to be cultures unto themselves, to ‘always be your best,’ because one never 

                                                        

16 Ibid., 27. 
17 Kathryn Bosher, et al, “Introduction”, in The Oxford Handbook of Greek Drama in the Americas, eds. Kathryn 
Bosher, et al (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 11 (emphasis mine). For more on the conversation 
between blackness and the Classics/the classical tradition, see David Withun, “African Americans and the 
Classics: An Introduction”, Black Perspectives, 7 September 2017, accessed 31 December 2017, 
http://www.aaihs.org/african-americans-and-the-classics-an-introduction/. 
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knows whether the person with whom you are interacting might be a connoisseur of 

music, fine art, or the Classics.”18 I would add “cuisine” to the list and, à la Kenneth W. 

Warren, insist “on the impossibility of fixing individuals within a single tradition”,19 

while gesturing to Hortense J. Spillers who presumes Ellison—in Juneteenth for her, and 

“The Little Man at Chehaw Station” for me—to eat in the diaspora.20 The little man is a 

“teachable moment”, jocular and semantic, for us all. That in mind, one now rereads 

Miss Harrison’s arrival at Tuskegee. 

As an accomplished classical pianist, she provokes from her student the 

assumption that somehow her professorial occupation precludes her from having had 

contact with the little man at Chehaw Station (“I told myself, She has GOT to be kidding!”). 

However, her pianistic travelogue would concede that having gotten to Tuskegee from 

Berlin, she probably had a run-in at the Station. Undoubtedly, it would have been 

difficult to wheel her grand piano on and off the railroad car into Chehaw to perform a 

sonata. But is it plausible that in an attempt to “set the mood” while warming the stop, 

the little man opted for classical ambient music while he worked, hoping that an ear as 

attuned as his could place the artist, year and orchestra of the recording of 

Rachmaninoff’s Piano Concerto no. 3 in D minor, Opus 30 that would have been circulating 

                                                        

18 Bosher, et al, 11 (emphasis mine). 
19 Kenneth W. Warren, So Black and Blue: Ralph Ellison and the Occasion of Criticism (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2003), 96-8. 
20 Spillers, “Peter’s Pans: Eating in the Diaspora”, in Black, White and in Color (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2003), 2. 
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during Ellison’s matriculation? Nonetheless, Ellison recounts this Bildungsroman some 

four plus decades after the fact in essay form, and these instances elicit consideration of 

his magnum opus. 

In the 1981 “Introduction” to Invisible Man,21 another walk down re-memory lane 

more than three-and-a-half decades on, he offers a glimpse into the confluence of events 

that shape the novel. At the onset, one recognizes the locative negations that catalyze his 

inspiration: 

It all began during the summer of 1945, in a barn in Waitsfield, Vermont, where I was on
 sick leave from service in the merchant marine, and with the war’s end it continued to 

preoccupy me in various parts of New York City, including its crowded subways: In a 
converted 141st street stable, in a one-room ground-floor apartment on St. Nicholas 
Avenue and, unexpectedly, in a suite otherwise occupied by jewelers located on the 
eighth floor of Number 608 Fifth Avenue. It was there . . . I discovered that writing could 
be just as difficult in a fellow writer’s elegant office as in a crowded Harlem apartment. 
There were, however, important differences, some of which worked wonders for my 
shaky self confidence and served, perhaps, as a catalyst for the wild mixture of elements 
that went into the evolving fiction.22 

The interest in these introductory words lies in the nature of where the writing takes 

place; Ellison spends as much time above ground as he does under neath,23 or at least as 

close as one can get to the netherworld. The up and down, in and out, above and below 

                                                        

21 Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man (New York: Vintage Books, 1995 [1952]). Hereafter, I will refer to the text as 
IM. 
22 Ellison, IM, viii.  
23 Amiri Baraka, “So the King Sold the Farmer #39”, in S O S: Poems 1961-2013 (New York: Grove Press, 
2014), 274. 
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of these writing occasions proffers a “negating negation” with relation to forms of 

spatiality that one architecturally understands to be a hypothetical section drawing.24 

When Ellison intimates another negated negation as seen in the sanctity of one’s 

workplace—an elegant office, presumably on Fifth Avenue, versus a crowded Harlem 

apartment—, he attends to networks, often of the subterraneous sort, that shelter 

collectivities. This is simultaneous to him writing a classic American novel for insertion 

in a longstanding literary genre: “Given the ubiquity of the Classics as a ‘subterranean 

thing’—their presence under the ground, as it were, as material as the black soil, whose 

‘enduring value’ need not be argued—the archaeological metaphor of Greek drama in 

the Americas is apt . . . Social constructions of race, class, and gender confront the 

Americas as if permanent realities, and yet right beneath the surface is the truth of more 

permanent artifacts, such as the primitivism concomitant with proclaimed 

modernities.”25 Piecing together the realities of Chehaw Station and the crowded 

subway car, the peopling of transportation systems affords this writer-as-passenger the 

chance to reimagine what traveling the bygone underground railroad with fellow 

sojourners toward a prescribed destination must have felt like. While his more “selfish 

                                                        

24 Section drawings are intriguing in part because they expose non-space or negative space as revealed 
through a hypothetical “cut” of a solid form by the inquiring eye and hand to understand the essence of said 
space. For examples of this, and the gesture made when hypothesizing that if one were to cut into the spaces 
in which Ellison writes the novel, across boroughs, one might realize the negative spaces that produce space 
across levels of ground, see The Angry Architect, “The Perfect Drawing: 8 Sensational Sections That Raise 
The Bar For Architectural Representation”, Architizer, 6 May 2014, accessed 15 September 2015, 
http://architizer.com/blog/cross-sections/. 
25 Bosher, et al, 12 (emphasis mine). 
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gain” is to constitute a teleology toward authorial liberty, it makes sense that he 

acknowledges the “important differences” with relation to the communal: 

Thus actually and symbolically the eighth floor was the highest elevation upon which the 
novel unfolded, but it was a long, far cry from our below street-level apartment and 
might well have proved disorienting had I not been consciously concerned with a 
fictional character who was bent upon finding his way in areas of society whose 
manners, motives and rituals were baffling . . . most of the novel still managed to get 
itself written in Harlem, where it drew much of its substance from the voices, idioms, 
folklore, traditions and political concerns of those whose racial and cultural origins I 
share.26 

 
The writer’s deep yearning to go “home”, below street-level, presents the conundrum 

that even though the premise of the fiction is to composite a character who is oriented to 

a concretized life, albeit baffling, there is the sneaking suspicion that the elevation of 

one’s self, whether in the cause or effect of obtaining natural light and solitude, can be so 

disorienting that it borders on the vertiginous. The bulk of the novel being formed and 

written in Harlem, the concrete jungle, signifies Ellison being grounded, even while 

finding camaraderie in the undercommons. 

As Ellison further exposes the groundwork for his fiction, clues begin to emerge 

as to whom he had in mind during the initial writing process: 

The narrative that was upstaged by the voice which spoke so knowingly of invisibility 
(pertinent here because it turned out to have been a blundering step toward the present 
novel), focused upon the experiences of a captured American pilot who found himself in 
a Nazi prisoner-of-war camp in which he was the officer of highest rank and thus by a 
convention of war the designated spokesman for his fellow prisoners . . . for my pilot 
there was neither escape nor a loved one waiting. Therefore he had either to affirm the 
transcendent ideals of democracy and his own dignity by aiding those who despised 

                                                        

26 Ellison, IM, viii; xi. 
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him, or accept his situation as hopelessly devoid of meaning; a choice tantamount to 
 rejecting his own humanity.27 
 
This meditation is what Spillers calls “signatural Ellison—the high moral seriousness, 

conceptual elegance, and, above all, the staunch conviction of American 

‘exceptionalism’.”28 The lattermost ideal refers to nationalistic chutzpah in the face of 

forthcoming harm when the pilot is captured behind enemy lines. Yet one views the 

Negro in distress to be a site of democratic and cultural maintenance, for country and 

comrade, of loyalty and valor (regardless of such an allegiance being “rendered absurd 

by the prevailing mystique of race and color”).29 This piggybacks to an earlier 

formulation around the commodity, and requires a referendum on materiality. 

If one engages the quotation through a mode of anamnesis, in tow with the 

understanding of the material-maternal trace, she can track the Tuskegee piano teacher’s 

global imprint. This is to say that the Negro American pilot could easily be construed as 

Miss Hazel Harrison. Another rereading: Harrison finds herself in the midst of Nazi 

Germany as it ascends to the apex of “ethnic cleansing”—a different little man with an 

all-too-terrible, and terribly different, fascination with stoves—, but instead of marking 

her territory by way of footprint residue, she carries exculpatory evidence on herself as a 

fact of blackness. A pre-disposition to PTSD: post-traumatic skin disorder. One thinks here 

about the work of Jennifer DeVere Brody on the typography of Invisible Man with regard 

                                                        

27 Ibid., xi-xii. 
28 Spillers, “TLMT”, 6. 
29 Ellison, IM, xiii. 
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to the ellipsis. If “the ellipsis is ambivalent, enigmatic, paradoxical—the presence of 

absence [or vice versa] that like the blackness of blackness ‘is and ain’t’” such that “‘the 

entanglement of the subject and the object embraces the reader within the narrative as a 

variable ‘you’ who is fully dependent on, and constitutive of its corollary, the ‘I’’”,30 then 

Harrison, an enfleshed ellipsis in Berlin, exhibits the indirection of who she “ain’t”—her 

artistry as irreducible to her personage—being illegible based on direct actions against 

her for who she “is”—a black woman far from “home”. An equally rich comprehension 

of the ellipsis arrives via Keguro Macharia: “Ellipses figure affective excess: they mark 

the place where language struggles to create, and fails. This place can be figured as the 

gap of the asymptote . . . One can speculate into this gap. I am interested in the fissures 

of possibility created when those who fall or are pushed into that impossible gap are 

figured as representative. What can they represent, and how?” 31 Just as Macharia’s read 

of ellipses cites “Scenes of Speculation” by David Kazanjian, the deployment of Harrison 

as elliptical here is in fact a mode of overreading.32 That is, the speculation into the 

“impossible gap”, an act often called eisegesis, regarding what Harrison represents may 

allow the reader to wholly understand whom Ellison, and by extension invisible man, is; 

or that the bridge called Harrison’s back, ensemblic with motherhood and blackness, 

                                                        

30 Jennifer DeVere Brody, “The Blackness of Blackness . . . Reading the Typography of Invisible Man”, in 
Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man, ed. Harold Bloom (New York: Infobase Publishing, 2009), 96.  
31 Keguro Macharia, “black . . . gay”, The New Inquiry, 30 April 2017, accessed 2 May 2017, 
https://thenewinquiry.com/blog/black-gay/. 
32 David Kazanjian, “Scenes of Speculation”, Social Text 125 (December 2015): 80-1. 
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provides Moten’s allusive path “between slavery and freedom” as one travels from 

representation to realization, from valor to value. The mining of this gap perhaps better 

defines what Brody points to as entanglement insofar as it lays itself bare when someone 

cannot object to the very circumstances to which she is the subject(ed), yet somehow 

continuously projects poise. Ellison, thus, is clear to elucidate that not only does the 

pilot, understood here as the pianist, “find support for his morale in his sense of 

individual dignity and in his newly awakened awareness of human loneliness,” but also 

that “[t]he crowning irony of all of this lay in the fact that neither of his adversaries was 

aware of his inner struggle.”33 

The rank of pilot is a malapropism for Harrison’s routinization as a pianist with 

basic training in classical music; she is the only Negro among the Europeans34 in the 

aesthetic encampment that is Ferruccio Busoni’s Berlin home and its surrounding parts. 

She must “find [her] way within a crowd of other lonely individuals”35 as she embarks 

on an unprecedented journey. The between-a-rock-and-a-hard-place-ness of her 

“passionate rejection of native and foreign racisms” and her “upholding [of] those 

democratic values which [she] held in common with [her] fellow white [musicians]”36 

expose themselves. 

                                                        

33 Ellison, IM, xii. 
34 Ibid., xi. 
35 Ellison, “TLM”, 36. 
36 Ellison, IM, xii. 
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Harrison maintains her dignity in order to shore up, as a stranger in a strange 

land, these democratic ideals that the powers that were (and be) desired for her “able-

bodied” “Americanness”37 to project on to the world as an endeavor in optical illusions. 

She is a walking metonym on a reconnaissance mission. Because one is unsure of the 

singular national dismissals, or escapes, of other musicians housed under Mr. Busoni’s 

roof, the politics of situatedness purport that her exile from Berlin likely is not meted out 

to other tickling fingers. Her life, and her artistic dedication, is of more value in certain 

eyes—if she opted to remain a German expatriate,38 the double jeopardy of her race and 

gender may have meant that she would “go first”. Meaning in this milieu, her life was 

“of lesser value than the lives of whites making the same sacrifice” for their craft,39 and 

yet she must and does flee. She has asylum Nowhere40 because the gravity of her 

                                                        

37 Ibid., xii, and Ellison, “TLM”, 33. For more on the construction of “Americanness” Ellison deploys as a 
form of pragmatism and culture, see Ross Posnock, Color and Culture: Black Writers and the Making of the 
Modern Intellectual (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998), 184-219. 
38 There are multiple perspectives on the “black experience” in Germany during the early twentieth century, 
especially those expatriates contemporaneous to Harrison’s tenure there. See Tina Campt, Other Germans: 
Black Germans and the Politics of Race, Gender, and Memory in the Third Reich (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 2004); and Sergio, “Consider the Story of Mohamed Husen, a Black Actor of Nazi Germany 
Cinema, for Your Next Film”, Shadow and Act: On Cinema of the African Diaspora, 4 November 2015, accessed 
15 December 2015, http://blogs.indiewire.com/shadowandact/consider-the-story-of-mohamed-husen-a-
black-film-actor-of-nazi-germany-cinema-for-your-next-film-20151104. Likewise, Ellison’s departure from 
Tuskegee coincided with the 1936 Summer Olympics in Berlin, specifically Jesse Owens’s success. However, 
his performances overshadowed other athletes and their political stances against the Third Reich. See Steven 
J. Niven, “Cornelius Johnson and a Forgotten Protest Against Hitler at the 1936 Olympics”, The Root, 24 
February 2016, accessed 24 February 2016, 
http://www.theroot.com/articles/history/2016/02/cornelius_johnson_and_a_forgotten_us_protest_against_hi
tler_at_the_1936.html. 
39 Ellison, IM, xii. 
40 Ellison’s construction of “Nowhere” can be tracked from his essay “Harlem Is Nowhere” to latter parts of 
Invisible Man. The criticism I find most appealing to reading Ellison’s spatial theory of “Nowhere”, criticism 
apposite to my sentiments about the precarity of Harrison at this moment in her performative life and in line 
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playing corpus, both as a material trace and the social construction of race, marks 

displacement as always and ever being her address. She reifies that 

pseudoscientific sociological concept which held that most Afro-American difficulties 
sprang from our ‘high visibility’; a phrase as double-dealing and insidious as its more 
recent oxymoronic cousins, ‘benign neglect’ and ‘reverse discrimination,’ both of which 
translate ‘Keep those Negroes running—but in their same old place.’ . . . Thus despite the 
bland assertions of sociologists, ‘high visibility’ actually rendered one un-visible—
whether at high noon in Macy’s window or illuminated by flaming torches and 
flashbulbs while undergoing the ritual sacrifice that was dedicated to the ideal of white 
supremacy.41 

 
Through conjecture, Harrison’s decision to “stay black” in Berlin may have been the 

death of her. But does this occurrence find its inverse in Harrison’s basement studio, 

pointing to her mastery of conjuring as a defense mechanism she will share with her 

student? Ellison is clear that the little man is her “riddle” in that despite his theorizations 

as a “[c]onnoisseur, critic, trickster . . . like Brer Rabbit”,42 the initial griot43 is indeed the 

woman atop the stool, whether it is belongs to the bar at Chehaw or under a piano. The 

                                                        

 

with the overarching theme of democracy, comes from Badia Sahar Ahad. All this to say, it is interesting 
that Harrison flees fascism only to return to deeper and perhaps more entrenched anxiety. See Ellison, 
“Harlem Is Nowhere”, in Shadow and Act (New York: Vintage Books, 1995 [1964]), 294-302 (hereafter, I will 
refer to the text as SA); and Badia Sahar Ahad, Freud Upside Down: African American Literature and 
Psychoanalytic Culture (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2010), 97. 
41 Ellison, IM, xv. 
42 Ellison, “TLM”, 30. As well, the connotation of invisible man being akin to Brer Rabbit only helps what 
this chapter will propose regarding the little man. See Ellison, IM, xxi. 
43 I use the term “griot” here because of Henry Louis Gates, Jr.’s evocation of “Esu[-Elegbara], the little man 
whose earthly dwelling place is the crossroads, . . .” in a Yoruba poem. The little man ostensibly acts as this 
Africanism in American flesh because for Ellison as critic, he wants “to live at the intersection of these 
crossroads”, especially that of the American artist and his audience. See Gates, Jr., The Signifying Monkey: A 
Theory of African American Literary Criticism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 65. 
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tropic import of that recently mentioned cultural archivist enables speculation as to the 

relationship between Harrison and Ellison. 

When she finds the trumpeter in her basement studio to rehash his instrumental 

assessment, she addresses him utilizing a term of endearment: “‘But, baby,’ she said, ‘in 

this country you must always prepare yourself to play your very best wherever you are, 

and on all occasions.’” Sounding this utterance verifies its possibility to fuse together a 

bond that was once presumed musical, or better still material, but may in fact be 

maternal: 

In African-American communities, fluid and changing boundaries often distinguish 
biological mothers from other women who care for children . . . As a result, 
othermothers—women who assist bloodmothers by sharing mothering responsibilities 
traditionally have been central to the institution of Black motherhood . . . Motherhood 
whether bloodmother, othermother, or community othermother—can be invoked by 
African American women as a symbol of power. Much of Black women’s status in African 
American communities stems not only from actions as mothers in Black family networks 
but from contributions as community othermothers . . . Black mothers also pay the cost of 
giving up their own dreams of achieving full creative ability . . . as Alice Walker queries, 
“when . . . did my overworked mother have time to know or care about feeding the 
creative spirit?” Much of that creativity goes into dimensions of Black culture that are relatively 
protected from the incursions of the dominant group. Many Black women blues singers, poets, and 
artists manage to incorporate their art into their daily responsibilities as bloodmothers and 
othermothers.44 

Harrison is Ellison’s othermother, and her usage of a kinship term demonstrates a 

nomenclatural power many of us heard from the church elder on Sunday who handed 

                                                        

44 Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment (New 
York: Routledge, 1991), 119; 132; 136. See also Andrea O’Reilly, Toni Morrison and Motherhood: A Politics of the 
Heart (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2004), 1-9; and Frankie Y. Bailey, African American 
Mystery Writers: A Historical and Thematic Study (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers, 
2008), 81. 
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out peppermints, albeit stale, from her purse; or the godmother who conferred wisdom 

on topics your parents were too afraid to broach. Her othermother status is precisely a 

field of potentiality that materializes via her creative ability being squelched across the 

pond. Meanwhile, this conjure woman girds her otherchild with the timeworn and 

routinized defensive postures of the intracommunal that are measured as a series of 

numerary and/or abecedary functions repeated ad infinitum: 

You must work twice as hard to get half as much! 

Always mind your p’s and q’s! 

Always bring your A game! 

Dot every “i” and cross every “t”! 

Harrison divulges to Ellison the necessity of study in order to show himself 

approved, even through the performative frame of “truth”. This is her pedagogical 

responsibility when students like him arrive at her basement studio to come to grips 

with their mundane presentations at ground level, mimicking the mediocrity of 

“others”. One runs with this theory regarding othermotherhood based on Ellison’s 

admission, decades before it became pop cultural secondhand, that “as I leaned into the 

curve of Miss Harrison’s Steinway and listened to an interpretation of a Liszt rhapsody 

(during which she carried on an enthusiastic, stylistic analysis of passages that Busoni 

himself has marked for expressional subtlety), the little man of Chehaw Station fixed 

himself in my memory. And so vividly that today he not only continues to engage my 
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mind, but often materializes when I least expect him.”45 Harrison imparts knowledge and 

then does her work, leaving her otherchild to consider doing as she says and as she does. 

In the groove of Harrison’s grand piano is where one finds Harrison’s baby-grand pupil, 

learning what it means to be excellent, post-melancholy. To be genius. One could 

hypothetically name this or the forthcoming section of this chapter: How Ralph Got His 

Groove Back!46 In fact, why not? 

 

How Ralph Got His Groove Back; or, The Tragedy of Happy Accidents 

The little man behind the stove transforms from a myth to a man right before our 

very ears as we aurally fixate on the mastery of Liszt by the othermother; the little man’s 

current instauration occurs in the curvature of the pianistic womb for the otherchild. 

Rebecka Rutledge Fisher acknowledges the “womb” in the sphere of Ellison when she 

traces invisible man listening to the phonographic feminine as a return to that initial 

space: 

In the Prologue, the invisible man’s first descent into his memory, history, and 
imagination comes by way of song . . . It is as though by descending from Armstrong’s 
conscious world into the unconscious realm of the black mother, Ellison’s character 
descends into a preternatural site rife with sacrament and mystery . . . His return to the 
space of the maternal—the movement toward the maternal is always a ‘return,’ since the 
maternal is antecedent to human life—obviates the simple trope that would make of 
Ellison’s descent and prospective ascent a rescinding of the West’s normative negation of 

                                                        

45 Ellison, “TLM”, 27 (emphasis mine). 
46 For another germane reading of the politics of the groove, especially in the works of Ellison, see Alexander 
G. Weheliye’s Phonographies: Grooves in Sonic Afro-Modernity (Durham: Duke University Press, 2005), and 
more specifically “Intro: It’s Beginning to Feel Like . . . ”, and chapters 2 through 4: “‘I Am I Be’: A Subject of 
Sonic Afro-Modernity”; “In the Mix”; and “Consuming Sonic Technologies”. 
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black being. Ellison’s return to the womb of the maternal is, rather, a complex return to 
the very embrace of human life that idealizes agape love, makes eros possible, and holds 
thanatos . . . at bay. Again, Ellison seems to say, the descent into the womb, while 
seemingly a remanding of a daemonic place, is a prolegomenon, a propaedeutic to the 
world that love demands.47 

This reasoning confirms one’s understanding of the studio moment at Tuskegee, as 

enacted by Harrison, in that the kinship bond is an act of agape, a love ideal for living, as 

uttered by the maternal to the filial. Ellison casting invisible man as a propaedeutic—the 

preparer of the lesson, the teacher—for what it means to revere the one who is the 

antecedent and precedent, as in the exemplar, evokes the ingestion of his prior basement 

instruction in order to conceive of a fictional “man” in that same space. The descent into 

“memory, history, and imagination” and the ascent toward the generative 

problematizing of Western conceptions of blackness converge to show that as Ellison, 

vis-à-vis invisible man, “spirals down” in this world, and the textual other, it is a prime 

opportunity for him to be “lifted up” in the “under neath”. Notwithstanding the 

parallelism of music in both underground experiences, which will be subsequently 

important, our most immediate interrogation now is whether Invisible Man is 

(auto)biographical.48 

                                                        

47 Rebecka Rutledge Fisher, Habitations of the Veil: Metaphor and the Poetics of Black Being in African American 
Literature (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2014), 337-8. 
48 Rampersad, 224-36. In line with Rampersad’s general concession that Invisible Man is not autobiographical, 
Ellison states that the book is “not an autobiographical work.” However, after being asked, “You weren’t 
thrown out of school like the boy in your novel?”, he confesses, “No. Though, like him, I went from one job 
to another.” See Alfred Chester, et al, “The Art of Fiction: An Interview”, The Paris Review, no. 8 (Spring 
1955): 57. http://www.theparisreview.org/interviews/5053/the-art-of-fiction-no-8-ralph-ellison. As an aside, 
although Invisible Man may not be characterized as such, one does see gestures to the autobiographical in 
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One maintains an abiding interest in the interpretive work Spillers deploys via 

her hermeneutic in “Ellison’s ‘Usable Past’: Toward a Theory of Myth”.49 She argues that 

during one of the most oratorically splendid scenes in Invisible Man when “blind Homer 

Barbee” gives “a speech or sermon” that “doesn’t matter” in terms of genre, “the master 

speech of this type is given . . . in an evocation of the founder, perhaps modeled, in its 

symbolic import, on Booker T. Washington.”50 Therefore, when invisible witnesses 

Barbee—“the fat man . . . playing upon the whole audience without the least show of 

exertion”51—ushering his listeners into the “presence”, teeming with their senses on 

edge during what could be Convocation or Founder’s Day at the fictional school, it is 

possible that this homiletical prowess orates itself on the lawns of an institute like 

Tuskegee. Gerald Early surmises, “He [Ellison] heard a spellbinding lecture about ‘The 

Founder,’ Booker T. Washington, on Founder’s Day in 1936, delivered by Emmett J. 

Scott of Howard University, who had been second-in-command when Washington was 
                                                        

 

Ellison’s oeuvre. Rampersad (99-100) and Jackson (REEG, 195) refer to the short stories “Boy on a Train”, 
“Hymie’s Bull”, and “I Did Not Know Their Names”, this latter story chronicling, according to Jackson, “his 
train ride to college in even greater detail . . . He began by making the protagonist and narrator an articulate 
musician on his way from Oklahoma to Alabama to attend music school.” Ellison riding a train to college 
may mean he encountered the little man at Chehaw Station, no different that Miss Harrison presumably. For 
“Boy on a Train” as autobiography, see Tim Parrish, “Invisible Ellison: the fight to be a Negro leader”, in The 
Cambridge Companion to Ralph Ellison, ed. Ross Posnock (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 137-
56; and for the (auto)biography as genre in Ellison’s life, see Lawrence Jackson, “Ralph Ellison’s invented 
life: a meeting with the ancestors”, in The Cambridge Companion to Ralph Ellison, ed. Ross Posnock (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2005), 11-34. 
49 Hortense Spillers, “Ellison’s ‘Usable Past’: Toward a Theory of Myth”, Interpretations, Vol. 9, no. 1 (1977): 
53-69. Hereafter, I will refer to the text as “EUP”. 
50 Spillers, “EUP”, 62-3. 
51 Ellison, IM, 123. 
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president of Tuskegee . . . Ellison would later rework this lecture in Invisible Man as 

Homer Barbee’s sermon.”52 Another interpretation of this address, as noted by H. 

William Rice, presumes that the speech was “likely modeled on an actual speech 

delivered in chapel at Tuskegee Institute . . . Major Robert Moton, president of the 

college, delivered an oration during the fall of Ellison’s freshman year in which he 

described a dying Booker T. Washington summoning Moton to his bedside and saying 

‘‘Major, don’t forget Tuskegee.’’”53 This historicist scope puts into relief the novel’s 

protagonist probably traversing Chehaw Station; on his way to collegiate matriculation, 

he may have met the man-myth-legend behind the stove. The protagonist may have also 

crossed paths with someone like Miss Harrison after his own examination during the 

fictional music department’s monthly instrument recitals. 

With the layout of this (auto)biographical mapping, another reason why this line 

of inquiry is plausible is because Ellison, whether in Harlem or Tuskegee, experiences 

fascinating occurrences in basements. But what gives more legitimacy to this query, 

through a commingling of Louis Armstrong and Ellison’s own instrumentality, is that in 

his travel toward the basement studio of Miss Harrison, he could have easily set his 

journey underground to a groove. A groove in which his arrival at the studio, having 

been given an opportunity for self-reflection, would have merited him entreating of the 

                                                        

52 Early, 27. 
53 H. William Rice, “The Invisible Man in Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man”, in Ralph Ellison, ed. Harold Bloom 
(New York: Infobase Publishing, 2010), 120. 
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pianist: what did I do to be so black and blue?54 If Harrison, laboring under neath, is the 

maternal figure to which the otherchild runs, is she symbolic of the “invisible man” 

trope based on her locativity? 

The spatial nod here riffs off of what Spillers understands to be the mythic 

quality of the novel’s visible and invisible structures, and its inherent circularity: 

The architectonics at work here ensure that the points-of-transition in the dream state 
relate to specific historical and symbolic detail whose overriding influence is religious . . 
. What this mental survey shows are the layers of conflict and renewal which invisible 
man must work through in a reversed order of things. Above ground, the dreaming 
mind, intruded upon by reality, does not dominate, except at peril to the individual. By 
having subconscious forces confiscate, with impunity, the normal order of differentiation 
and succession, Ellison suggests that the “truth” for invisible man is mobilized in a 
return to a racial source . . . The second order is entirely memorial on the part of the 
“author,” and we tend to forget that the place or situation of the narrative has not shifted 
from underground . . . The third order of circularity, articulated through certain figures 
of archetype, is imposed on the second and consists of commonly identifiable symbols of 
authority . . . For mythic studies, the archetype becomes an indispensable figure since the 
myth is ordained by a common ancestral meaning.55 

When Ellison meets Harrison, he is in a haze, rather than a blaze, of glory insofar as he 

has been equipped with performative tools for excellence that he willingly compromises 

for ephemeral visions of grandeur: he is content with the lightning bug when he could 

have the lightning. These words, dictated to Spillers by her first instructor in American 

                                                        

54 Louis Armstrong’s aesthetic interrogation maintains contemporary heft as seen in Glenn Ligon’s curatorial 
work at the Pulitzer Arts Foundation in St. Louis, MO called “Blue Black”. For more on this, see Hilarie M. 
Sheets, “How Glenn Ligon Is Using Black and Blue to Begin a Dialogue”, The New York Times, 2 June 2017, 
accessed 10 June 2017 (https://www.nytimes.com/2017/06/02/arts/design/how-glenn-ligon-is-using-black-
and-blue-to-begin-a-dialogue.html); and Holland Cotter, “Glenn Ligon Rethinks the Color Line in the Show 
‘‘Blue Black’’”, The New York Times, 10 August 2017, accessed 15 August 2017 
(https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/10/arts/design/glenn-ligon-rethinks-the-color-line-in-the-show-blue-
black.html). 
55 Spillers, “EUP”, 60-1 (emphasis mine). 
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Literature, Professor Elizabeth Phillips of Memphis State University, were admonished 

after she submitted one of her “student themes”. Serendipitously, the circumstances 

behind this recollection—a quip on work that Spillers contends was “lame”56—can be 

likened to Ellison remembering Harrison’s riddle post-recital failure. He seeks solace in 

Miss Harrison because someone in another life has inculcated him with the substance of 

a tradition, aesthetic and radical, to show him what is good and what the Art requires of 

him: the lightning! With this newfound understanding, we can resolve whether Invisible 

Man is an (auto)biography. 

The main character acts in contradistinction to the student viewed in Harrison’s 

basement studio. It is no wonder that invisible man siphons “a power line”, to the tune 

of 1,369 light bulbs’ illumination, “into the building and [runs] it into [his] hole in the 

ground” from Monopolated Light & Power.57 He, unlike Ellison, wants the light(n)ing. 

This obsession with power58 manifests itself, not because it is inaccessible by those above 

ground—those who believe themselves to wholeheartedly have a monopoly—to those 

underneath. Rather, it is that very power, that light(n)ing, which cements the bedrock 

that fosters a darkness visible, a power that shields communities from the incursions of 

dominance. The power is part of a communal conglomerate, a power grid so to speak, 

                                                        

56 Ibid., 53. 
57 Ellison, IM, 13. 
58 Tim Parrish counteracts the idea of Invisible Man as not (auto)biographical; how one views Ellison, post-
recital, jibes with how Parrish reads invisible man’s quest to understand power internally and externally. 
See Tim Parrish, Walking Blues: Making Americans from Emerson to Elvis (University of Massachusetts Press, 
2001), 125.   
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that foments the African American counterfeit tradition of the “protection”: “Much like 

the cosmologies found buried in the attic [in Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave 

Girl], such symbolic retreat resembles Invisible Man’s hideout in [the] book’s prologue: 

‘Please, a definition: A hibernation is a covert preparation for a more overt action’.”59 To 

possess the light(n)ing is the intertwining of the covert and the overt, an exercise in the 

dark to ready oneself to let her light so shine . . .60 

                                                        

59 Kevin Young, The Grey Album: On the Blackness of Blackness (Minneapolis: Graywolf Press, 2012), 28-9. 
60 Matthew 5:16 (KJV). With the invocation of lightning bugs, or fireflies, I happened upon a completely 
different, and rather stunning, way to situate reading these scenes of the underground in both “The Little 
Man at Chehaw Station” and Invisible Man. According to Sara Lewis, author of Silent Sparks: The Wondrous 
World of Fireflies (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016), the bioluminescence of fireflies has multiple 
purposes—“[i]t’s a courtship signal. And it is also a warning signal” such that “scientists have discovered 
that firefly light first evolved in the juvenile stage. Fireflies spend the majority of their lifespan, up to 2 
years, in a juvenile stage, living underground . . . And we have discovered that their light first evolved as a 
warning signal, a way of signaling in the dark—underground, bright colors are useless—a way of flashing 
out like a neon sign: I am toxic! Stay away! By reconstructing fireflies’ evolutionary past, we’ve discovered 
that the very first fireflies didn’t light up once they became adults.” The interview continues with Lewis 
stating, “A lot of the flashes that we see are in the air—they’re males, and they’re flashing their hearts out. 
They’re trying to get a response from females of their own species. They are desperately looking for love. 
Meanwhile, down on the ground, . . . There are females . . . and those females are pretty coy. They’re not 
going to respond with a flash of their own to every single male that passes by. It’s only when they see a 
particularly attractive male that they give them a flash back.” 
 While the piece goes on to express the “dark side” of the firefly, what interests me is the idea of 
male juvenile flashing, which may actually be flashiness. Is this not what Ellison exhibits during his monthly 
recital, an attempt to “show off” his trumpetic acuity? Nevertheless, if invisible man lives underground, in 
what Lewis understands to be the “juvenile stage”, then siphoning electricity from Monopolated Light & 
Power can actually be read as a manipulation, confirming what Tim Parrish has already surmised. Invisible 
man as firefly flashes in order to convey that he is toxic, that people should stay away from him; by stealing 
power, not only does he conserve his own energy, even as a mode of the “protection”, but he also witnesses 
what the harnessing of power can actually accomplish in the cause of “high visibility”. Therefore, the 
underground might be a space that, under the ruse of shelter, gives way to the necessary act of chrysalis. 
While I do not want to suggest a courtship between the teacher Harrison and her pupil Ellison, it is 
intriguing to read that the originary fireflies, when mature or adult, no longer flash with their previously 
youthful verve. Couple this with the mating ritual—the males, juvenile at best, flashing in the air while the 
females reside on the ground—and I do not find it coincidental that after his flashy recital on some 
randomized floor in a building on Tuskegee’s campus, Ellison searches for stability in the underground 
studio of Harrison who feels no need to flash because she has already experienced metamorphosis post-
Germany and the Third Reich. Moreover, if the males’ flashiness in the air is meant to signal to females on 
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This preoccupation with power can be subsumed into that formulation one 

comprehends really should be called othermotherhood: if Invisible Man as mythic text 

concerns itself with a return brought about by an exit—Spillers’s “racial source” and 

“common ancestral meaning”—, then one’s attention ought to be invested in who is 

speaking and listening in the basement. The phonograph in invisible man’s lair grants us 

entrée into a space of dark mat(t)er where the groove takes up residence by any means 

necessary. That is, the forthcoming reading of acoustemology—what Robert Beckford 

defines as “the study of sound, an exploration of sonic sensibilities—how sound enables 

us to make sense of reality”61—indexes that for Ellison, the basement is an especial noise-

producing space in that the manner in which such sonics become sensate there marks it 

as a location where acoustics, and thus sound, generatively run amok. 

Having smoked reefer, invisible drifts on a memory toward an ontological 

encounter, intimating that 

[i]nvisibility . . . gives one a slightly different sense of time, you’re never quite on the beat. 
Sometimes you’re ahead and sometimes behind. Instead of the swift and imperceptible 
flowing of time, you are aware of its nodes, those points where time stands still or from 
which it leaps ahead. And you slip into the breaks and look around . . . So under the 
spell of the reefer I discovered a new analytical way of listening to music. The unheard 
sounds came through, and each melodic line existed of itself, stood out clearly from all 

                                                        

 

the ground that they are looking for love, one reimagines the profundity of Harrison calling Ellison “baby” 
in her studio: it is confirmation of his arrival at a transformative destination in order to receive an immense 
gift because Harrison has harnessed her power, which is to say her flash. See NPR Staff, “The Dark Side to 
the Firefly’s Flare”, NPR, 2 July 2016, accessed 25 July 2016, http://www.npr.org/2016/07/02/484474012/the-
dark-side-to-the-fireflies-flare. 
61 Robert Beckford, Jesus Dub: Theology, Music and Social Change (New York: Routledge, 2006), 25. 
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the rest, said its piece, and waited patiently for the other voices to speak. That night I 
found myself hearing not only in time, but in space as well. I not only entered the music but 
descended, like Dante, into its depths.62 

This scene is reminiscent of how Freud codifies mourning, the fraternal twin of 

melancholia: “In what, now, does the work which mourning performs consist? . . . 

Reality-testing has shown that the loved object no longer exists, and it proceeds to 

demand that all libido shall be withdrawn from its attachments to that object. This 

demand arouses understandable opposition— . . . This opposition can be so intense that 

a turning away from reality takes place and a clinging to the object through the medium 

of a hallucinatory wishful psychosis.”63 While charting invisible man’s travel itinerary, one 

inquires like Farah Jasmine Griffin: who set you flowin’?64 

This account of hazing flips spatiotemporality on its head since this listening 

party for one establishes the cliché that time, and space, heals all wounds. By tapping 

into the nadir, one wrestles with the gravity of the phonograph’s defective needle—its 

never-quite-on-the-beat-ivity—in the cause of re-membering the self. Therefore, the site 

of this descent being populated by women, including an old woman singing a spiritual 

and, most importantly, a wailing mother, gives pause. One claims these collectively 

                                                        

62 Ellison, IM, 8-9 (emphasis mine). 
63 Sigmund Freud, “Mourning and Melancholia”, in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of 
Sigmund Freud, Volume XIV (1914-1916): On the History of the Psycho-Analytic Movement, Papers on 
Metapsychology and Other Works, trans. James Strachey (London: Hogarth Press, 1957), 244 (emphasis mine). 
64 For more on the sensorial and spatiotemporal as it relates to this underground lair, see Griffin, “Who Set 
You Flowin’?”: The African-American Migration Narrative (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 134; and 
Nathaniel Mackey, Discrepant Engagement: Dissonance, Cross-Culturality, and Experimental Writing (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1993), 245. 
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phonating women as the no-longer-existing loved object, and the consumption of reefer 

as the clinging rebuttal to the libidinal demand to withdraw attachment from her. 

Beckford would say that hearing the women in the underground “is related to cognition 

because we have to make sense of what we hear. In other words, hearing is not limited 

to the ears, as perceiving is intimately connected to the body, requiring a physiological 

reaction involving our brains, heads, and nervous system. Because sensing involves the 

body, particular sounds are often linked to particular spaces and locations, further 

enabling us to sense and locate that sound in time and space.”65 I contend that Ellison 

situating such sound in a basement lair is nothing more than a remixing of the 

phonation Harrison provides in her studio, whether as a spiritual conversion which 

helps her student solve an aesthetic riddle for posterity, or as a wail one contemporarily 

deems constructive criticism. Therefore, one reinscribes the chronology of Moten’s black 

mo’nin’, or mo(ur)nin(g) (via Freud’s differentiation between and similitude of 

melancholia and mourning66). One must sit with the sound of the phonograph, 

                                                        

65 Beckford, 25. 
66 Freud, 243-7. Ellison was quite knowledgeable about Freud and his work. Lawrence Jackson accounts for 
two occasions in which Ellison encounters The Interpretation of Dreams: in 1924, roughly at age 10, Ellison 
happens upon a copy at Dentist William L. Haywood’s home, a moment characterized as “unsupervised, 
heavyweight intellectual exercises” (48); and in an “Introduction to Psychology” class at Tuskegee in which 
Jackson surmises, “ . . . the class stressed the ‘application’ of psychology to solve problems, and probably 
made Ellison and his classmates familiar with the terms of Freudian psychoanalysis” (120). If Ellison is read 
up on Freud, then one can only imagine he might also have read “Mourning and Melancholia”, written not 
long after his birth, in this class. Coincidentally, for a speculative account of the conflation of Ellison’s novel 
and Freud’s essay, see Anne Anlin Cheng, “Ralph Ellison and the politics of melancholia”, in The Cambridge 
Companion to Ralph Ellison, ed. Ross Posnock (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 121-36. 
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machined and embodied (“‘I moan this way ‘cause he’s dead,’ she said.”67), as preceding 

that of the developed-and-published photograph, though these flashpoints of sonicity—

the loss of sons—are purveyed by the mother, i.e., Can you be BLACK and listen to 

this?68 

Invisible man, this blueblack essence, is indeed listening because “beneath that 

lay a still lower level on which [he] saw a beautiful girl the color of ivory pleading in a 

voice like [his] mother’s as she stood before a group of slaveowners who bid for her naked 

body . . .”69 The protagonist’s mother, embodied by his othermother, is heard in the 

ontological basement that some pronounce as Hell; some call limbo, beckoning Dante;70 

while some sing “This Bitter Earth”. The reader is awestruck that this constitution of 

spatiotemporality flows like a needle on vinyl, lying up71 the metronome, and that the 

othermother’s ivory complexion brings to mind the hewed reality of a piano. This is the 

bodily and visible phonographic inscription, the palpable hit or touch. This is the 

“something” gestured to earlier—the machinations of othermotherhood—which 

counterintuitively spurs identifying whether she, the material-maternal, is a man 

invisible. 

                                                        

67 Ellison, IM, 10. 
68 Moten, 192-211. For the article from which Moten’s formation extends, see also Elizabeth Alexander, “‘Can 
you be BLACK and Look at This?’: Reading the Rodney King Video(s)”, Public Culture, Vol. 7, no. 1 (1994): 
77-94. 
69 Ellison, IM, 9 (emphasis mine). 
70 Spillers, “EUP”, 59-60. Barbara Foley purports that vis-à-vis Invisible Man, Ellison invokes Dante, among 
others, as an “ancestor”. See Barbara Foley, Wrestling With the Left: The Making of Ralph Ellison’s Invisible 
Man (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010), 69. 
71 Young, 17-9; 24; 29-31. 
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One accedes to Spillers’s theory that “the ‘little man’ is a type of ‘invisible man,’ 

unprecedented and unlocatable, though this address to ‘him’ travels through the 

terminus of Chehaw . . .”72 The dubiousness around him as exhibited by her scare 

quotes—or, in another grammatological posture, the inverted commas she utilizes in 

order to further her own marked territory—signifies that even she may wonder about 

the being of the trickster. If, in the face of gender, this return to “‘The Little Man at 

Chehaw Station’ Today” commences a reconceptualization of Ellison’s essay, then what 

one happens upon is no longer othermotherhood, but rather otherparenthood. What I 

mean is, when the eye scans the first paragraph of that magisterial essay by Spillers and 

hears, “My country needs me, and if I were not here, I would have to be invented,”73 that 

same eye hears nearly a decade earlier: 

Perhaps if they were fully aware of his incongruous existence, the little man’s neighbors 
would reject him as a source of confusion, a threat to social order, and a reminder of the 
unfinished details of this powerful nation. But out of a stubborn individualism born of 
his democratic origins, he insists upon the cultural necessity of his role, and argues that if he 
didn’t exist he would have to be invented. If he were not already manifest in the flesh, he 
would still exist and function as an idea and ideal because . . . he is a linguistic product of 
the American scene and language, and a manifestation of the idealistic action of the American 
Word as it goads its users toward a perfection of our revolutionary ideals.74 

If this excerpt entrusts one with a tracking device to re-trace Spillers’s theoretical residue 

for conceiving her otherparentage, then Ralph Ellison is her otherfather in the same way 

that Professor Elizabeth Phillips is her othermother. The inventory of inventions, and the 
                                                        

72 Spillers, “TLMT”, 9. 
73 Hortense J. Spillers, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book”, Diacritics, Vol. 17, no. 2 
(1987): 65. Hereafter, I will refer to the text as “MB”. 
74 Ellison, “TLM”, 28 (emphasis mine). 
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categorization of flesh, generates a body of work that circulates, like vinyl on a 

phonograph, for the transmission of cross-generational speech acts—in musical terms, 

melismas—for learning to recapitulate the familial tongue: the patented parent groove. 

And if otherparentage is made legible via ruminations from “The Little Man at Chehaw 

Station” and his occupancy as a site and citation of Americana, when applying this 

reading practice to Ellison, the ambiguity of the “who” that constitutes Spillers’s “him” 

may be found in her own titular offering. 

If Ellison is other-“mama” Harrison’s baby, then his “papa” may be, must be, the 

little man behind the stove insofar as his vernacular and syntactical wit solidifies an 

American Grammar Book: the little man “is a linguistic product of the American scene 

and language”. For theorists such as Houston Baker, “the black reality—and by 

extension American reality—could be embodied, literally. In whatever way the 

circumstances of slavery, freedom, and the vernacular expression of the blues came to be 

arranged in literature, these circumstances were real and part of an American literary 

corpus . . . [He] interprets the Little Man as the vernacular, which ‘always absorbs 

‘classical’ elements of American life and art.’”75 While this is provocative, one has to 

wrestle with this notion through a different lens, or biological gesture that supplies 

deoxyribonucleic acidic certitude since the little man did not conceive Ellison alone. 

Miss Hazel Harrison, like the little man, must also be a type of “invisible man” in that 

                                                        

75 Rankine, 184-5. 
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she gives rise to an otherchild who runs with her riddle in order to verify his own 

navigation of vernacularity as trafficked through masculinism, through “him-ness”. In 

other words, Harrison’s “advice [to Ellison] takes on a strange, oracular quality as [her] 

words flow.”76 She is Spillers’s figuration of the black woman as “the last man standing”: 

the essence who historically defined her freedom through race, but now reaches for self-

meaning through her performance—gendered and otherwise—of speech. She is the 

enunciative subject that occasions the perpendicular pronoun, the independently 

codependent “you” who incites the corollary, interdependent “I”.77 

The indeterminacy of Invisible Man, whether the novel or the protagonist, 

establishes itself in the invisibility that precedes “him” in the form of a lacking article: 

definite (The) or indefinite (An). Such attention to grammar runs in line with Toni 

Morrison’s own critical splendor: “You write a book and call it Invisible Man. Invisible to 

whom? Not me!”78 A level of wonderment floors the ground upon which this undoing is 

built because the very ambiguity of “his” name shows that invisible, and invisibility writ 

large, could be, belongs to, any one, just as the identity of the little man is ubiquitous. 

Therefore, Harrison is a type of invisible man because of this recently embraced 

                                                        

76 Ibid., 185 (emphasis mine). 
77 Hortense J. Spillers, 1:04:30-1:08:52, “Women and Republican Formation”, Distinguished Scholar in 
Residence Public Lecture, John Hope Franklin Humanities Institute, Duke University, 21 September 2010, 
accessed 15 September 2015, https://fhi.duke.edu/events/spillers-lecture. 
78 “Toni Morrison and Junot Diaz”, YouTube, 13 December 2013, accessed 1 September 2015, 
https://youtu.be/J5kytPjYjSQ. 
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perplexity. But Ellison further notates the invisibility of those who impart vernacular to 

him by way of discursive shadowing: 

As one who operates within the historical frame, the artist may direct itself to those who 
are conscious of the most advanced state of his art: his artistic peers. But if his work has 
social impact, which is one gauge of its success as symbolic communication, it will reach 
unto unpredictable areas. Many of us, by the way, read our first Hemingway, Fitzgerald, 
Mann in barbershops, heard our first opera on phonographs. Thus, the ideal level of 
sensibility to which the American artist would address himself tends to transcend the 
lines of class, religion, region, and race—floating, as it were, free in the crowd. There, like 
the memory registers of certain computer systems, it is simultaneously accessible at any 
point in American society. Such are the circumstances that render the little man at 
Chehaw Station not only possible but inevitable.79 

 
Possibility and inevitability are one and the same inasmuch as they make visible that 

which is mythic—the little man. Yet Ellison’s desire to acknowledge the space in which 

he got “cut up”80 for a kind of come-up effectively gifts us with an obvious invisibility. In 

other words, the reader, regarding citation, has no knowledge as to whom she can 

attribute this “success as symbolic communication” for the operatic, while that unnamed 

barber, or his place of business, is a scene of literacy. Someone is lost in that clause on 

aesthetics: who is the barber’s “artistic peer”? 

Ellison’s re-memory surfaces now regarding the conclusion of that sentence. One 

relives with him the pivotal moment when such listening first occurred: 

RICHARD G. STERN: Last night we were talking about the way in which your literary 
situation has been special, the way in which you as a Negro writer have vaulted the 

                                                        

79 Ellison, “TLM”, 30 (emphasis mine). 
80 It is interesting that all these years on, what Ellison proposes as his in/formal education still manifests 
today. See Cameron Keady, “Barber Gives Free Cuts to Kids Who Read Aloud In His Chair, And It’s Shear 
Genius”, The Huffington Post, 14 August 2015, accessed 1 September 2015, 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/barber-free-haircuts-kids-reading_55cdfaace4b07addcb42a9f3. 
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parochial limitations of most Negro fiction. Accepting this, not debating it, would you 
want to talk a bit about the sources of strength by which you escaped them? 
RALPH ELLISON: Well, to the extent that one cannot ever escape what is given I 
suppose it had less to do with writing per se than with my desire, beginning at a very 
early age, to be more fully a part of that larger world which surrounded the Negro world 
into which I was born . . . Then there were the accidents through which so much of that 
world beyond the Negro community became available to me . . . The other accident from 
that period lay in my mother’s bringing home copies of such magazines as Vanity Fair 
and of opera recordings which had been discarded by a family for whom she worked. 
You might say that my environment was extended by these slender threads into the 
worlds of white families whom personally I knew not at all. These magazines and 
recordings and the discarded books my mother brought home to my brother and me 
spoke to me of a life which was broader and more interesting, and although it was not 
really a part of my own life, I never thought they were not for me simply because I 
happened to be a Negro. They were things which spoke of a world which I could some 
day make my own.81 

The inquisitiveness that presumes Harrison’s invisibility produces a level of 

containment for the primary maternal’s own hiddenness. The othermother’s elision is 

the reworking of the obscurity of the bloodmother, Mrs. Ida Ellison, by her child 

affectively. The reader could take umbrage with the shadow dance Ellison choreographs 

when the phonograph deals in heavy rotations of a genealogical sort, swapping one 

occasion of maternity out for another. That very umbrage could be because the child 

refers to his mother’s actions as “accidents”, which one should be more than content 

with if Ellison is indeed the product of such mishaps. But that is it: by referencing these 

culturally educable moments as “accidents”, he proposes that his mother enacts these 

intentional appropriations of material as a matter of happenstance, spurts of sheer luck 
                                                        

81 Ralph Ellison, “That Same Pain, That Same Pleasure: An Interview”, in SA, 3-5. For another example of a 
parent, namely the mother, imparting systems of knowledge to her child, specifically the son, see Mark 
Anthony Neal, “Oddities of the Family: Toward an Intellectual Legacy”, NewBlackMan (in Exile), 31 January 
2016, accessed 28 February 2016, http://www.newblackmaninexile.net/2016/01/oddities-of-family-toward-
intellectual.html. 
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that could have been forgone if his mother was in the wrong place at the wrong time. 

But imbuing the mother as the occasion of the “accident” is the epitome of misspeaking: 

she is the first, as opposed to Harrison as the last, man standing, even as the first “little 

man at Chehaw Station” in the life of Ellison. One receives a confirmation of sorts when 

recognizing that someone in Oklahoma City, one guesses “her”, had the vernacular 

acumen to have an encounter with Ralph Waldo Emerson. In so doing, she thinks enough 

of her child to namesake him in order to convey the first R. W. as her R. W.’s otherfather, 

a second skin for the American Artist. This imaginative trace enlists a necessary return to 

the (auto)biographical. Let us begin with Ellison’s understanding of ancestry. 

The essay “The World and the Jug” is Ellison’s response to Irving Howe’s treatise 

“Black Boys and Native Sons”; how he sutures his genealogy in the piece is revelatory as 

it relates to the limbs of the “family tree”. At the outset, Ellison writes, “[Richard] 

Wright himself is given a diversity of roles (all conceived by Howe): He is not only the 

archetypal and true-blue black boy—the ‘honesty’ of his famous autobiography 

established this for Howe—but the spiritual father of Ellison and Baldwin and all other 

Negroes of literary bent to come. Further, in the platonic sense he is his own father and 

the cultural hero who freed Ellison and Baldwin to write more ‘modulated’ prose.”82 

Ellison, understandably, does not embrace Howe’s descriptive lineage of black writing. 

In the second half of the essay, originally titled “A Rejoinder”, he declares: 

                                                        

82 Ellison, “The World and the Jug”, in SA, 108. 
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I sought out Wright because I had read Eliot, Pound, Gertrude Stein and Hemingway, 
and as early as 1940 Wright viewed me as a potential rival, partially, it is true, because he 
feared I would allow myself to be used against him by political manipulators who were 
not Negro and who envied and hated him. But perhaps you will understand when I say 
he did not influence me if I point out that while one can do nothing about choosing one’s 
relatives, one can, as artist, choose one’s ‘ancestors.’ Wright was, in this sense, a ‘relative’; 
Hemingway an ‘ancestor.’ Langston Hughes, whose work I knew in grade school and 
whom I knew before I knew Wright, was a ‘relative’; Eliot, whom I was to meet only 
many years later, and Malraux and Dostoievsky [sic] and Faulkner, were ‘ancestors’—if 
you please or don’t please!83 

While it seems obvious why such rhetoric is alluring, the reader, too, has a rejoinder. 

Discounting Wright as a father, all the way to presumable patricide, seems 

routine for the purposes of masculine competition and highbrow “trash talk”. But 

Ellison’s aim to insert himself into modernism, or the “classics”, via an allegiance to an 

ilk of writers who have since been caught playing in the dark,84 pales in comparison to 

the reality that modernity substitutes for maternity in Ellison, a writer with a penchant 

for invisibility—matricide is, in fact, the first order. That said, the allusion to Gertrude 

Stein confirms this because her reference resounds as a hollow afterthought: she is only 

“read” and ostensibly not in the running to be a “relative”. This relativism urges the 

problematization of Henry Louis Gates’s theorization of the little man as the 

signification of the Africanism Esu-Elegbara. Ellison’s read of race is that it is the 

                                                        

83 Ibid., 140 (emphasis mine). 
84 Because Ellison mentions Hemingway, it behooves examining his, and others’, relationship to blackness in 
the literary canon. For examples regarding Hemingway, see Toni Morrison, Playing in the Dark: Whiteness 
and the Literary Imagination (New York: Vintage Books, 1993). For Eliot, see Young, 46; 142; and Michael 
North, “Old Possum and Brer Rabbit: Pound and Eliot’s Racial Masquerade”, in The Dialect of Modernism: 
Race, Language, and Twentieth-Century Literature (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 77-99. Stein 
receives a similar reading by North in the chapter “Modernism’s African Mask: The Stein-Picasso 
Collaboration”, 59-76. 
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inheritance of “‘group style’ . . . ‘bound less by blood’” in that “the ‘group style’ was not 

genetically transmitted but, says Ellison, was ‘taught to me by Negroes, or copied by me 

from those among whom I lived most intimately’.”85 I assert, then, that Africa, similar to 

the maternal, is not on Ellison’s aesthetic radar when considering a material genealogy 

(irrespective of whether his private art collection contains a Janus-figure of the 

Africanism).86 One could make the same conjecture about black Americanism(s): “ . . . if 

the Little Man is a protean trickster, he might be white, black, or both at the same time . . 

.”87 Thus, the “little man” could singularly inhabit the persona of Hemingway, Eliot, 

Malraux, Dostoevsky, Faulkner, or others if Ellison’s perusal of their texts constitutes a 

life “lived most intimately”. But even this move has a counterpoint. 

While Ellison attempts to categorically distance himself from Wright, it is 

fascinating to view that roughly six years before the publication of Invisible Man, the 

motifs of Harlem, light, and the underground emerge in Wright’s essay “Psychiatry 

Comes to Harlem”: 

Psychologically, repressed need goes underground, gropes for an unguarded outlet in 
the dark and, once finding it, sneaks out, experimentally tasting the new freedom, then at 
last gushing forth in a wild torrent, frantic lest a new taboo deprive it of the right to exist. 
As with human personality, so with human institutions which seek to administer to 
human needs. Social needs, too, go underground when they have been emotionally or 
morally rejected, only to reappear later in strange channels and in guises as fantastic as 
the images of a nightmare . . . One of the least thought of and most obvious examples of 
“idealism protecting corruption” is that of the total lack—until very recently—of any 

                                                        

85 Posnock, 201 (emphasis mine). 
86 Gates, 34. 
87 Rankine, 185. 
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real, sustained psychiatric aid for the 400,000 hapless black men, women, and children 
who inhabit a ghetto popularly known as Harlem.88 

What all of this might mean is that “Richard Wright establishes the tropes others who 

follow him must respond to and/or reject,”89 or, as argued here, must rehearse and/or 

reconstruct. Moreover, Ellison’s catachresis around the aphorism of choice regarding 

relatives and ancestors is permissible when he warns that only the “artist” can 

accomplish such subterfuge. Though this change appears as nothing but an artful 

dodge—where “ancestors” is a ruse for “friends”—, one ponders how the critique of the 

critique of Wright as “his own father” stands up when the Native Son from Oklahoma 

City, the Black Boy from Tuskegee, coordinates himself as “motherless”, having been 

birthed by his “fathers”/unto himself; or, plainly, when the son’s feminine “ancestors” 

and “relatives” are indeed invisible. 

Having written comprehensive biographies on Ellison, Arnold Rampersad and 

Lawrence Jackson give an accounting of his origin story that mirrors the nascence 

narrative in the aforementioned essay: both texts link Ellison’s writerliness, as tracked 

via his namesake, through the “ancestral” “father”. Jackson writes, “He [Lewis Ellison] 

named his second son Ralph Waldo after the famous American poet and philosopher 

                                                        

88 Richard Wright, “Psychiatry Comes to Harlem”, Free World, 28 (September, 1946): 49. Likewise, 
subsequent to Wright’s piece, Ellison’s “Harlem Is Nowhere”, written and unpublished in 1948, is also about 
Harlem and LaFargue Clinic; it opens with the sentence, “One must descend to the basement and move 
along a confusing mazelike hall to reach it.” See Ellison, “Harlem Is Nowhere”, in SA, 294-302; and for more 
on the confluence of Wright and Ellison and the psychoanalytic in their work, see Ahad, 82-109. 
89 Griffin, 124. 
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Ralph Waldo Emerson. After the loss of his first child, Lewis Ellison had developed an 

acute interest in the correlation between his name and destiny. He was determined to 

invest enormous potential in his infant son . . . He deliberately named his son after the 

founder of the American Renaissance in literature and philosophy, telling family and 

friends that he was ‘raising this boy up to be a poet’.”90 Rampersad writes that after his 

father’s death, Ellison 

inherited no money but rather a powerful physique; a nimble mind; a worn copy of a 
book of verse, which would perhaps compel Ralph to write his own book; and the name 
Ralph Waldo Ellison, in honor of Ralph Waldo Emerson, the famous American poet and 
essayist of the nineteenth century . . . When he died in 1916, Lewis left behind the well-
thumbed ‘thick anthology of poetry’ that became one of Ralph’s dearest possessions. 
What did his father know of Emerson, really? Lewis’s letters to Ida—the few that have 
survived—suggest a poor education, though it’s possible that he had started life with 
certain interests and tastes only to have them, and his entire sensibility, coarsened by 
racism.91 

 
The respective chapters that house these quotations, “Geography is Fate: 1913-1916” and 

“In the Territory”, point to Ellison and the practical conceit of travel and locativity. But 

Rampersad inquiring as to what Lewis Ellison really knows about Emerson provides an 

opportunity to make room for his mother Ida. Although in these biographies, the mother 

is metaphorically absent insofar as the son’s birth narrates itself through the paternal, 

she exerts more of a shaping force on Ellison than expected. If there is a question as to 

the caliber of education Lewis had, why is it not plausible that Ida named Ralph, i.e., if 
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Lewis possessed the anthology, is it feasible that Ida professed it through the continuation 

of a name?92 

This seems all the more convincing because in the very interview in which the 

reader finds the implication that Lewis wants to raise up a poet, Ellison, in response to 

where his creative drive comes from, intuits: 

I don’t know where it comes from. Maybe it had something to do with my father’s 
working as construction foreman, building buildings . . . But maybe the desire to write 
goes back to a Christmas gift. One Christmas my mother gave me—I must have been 
five—a little roll-top desk and a chair, not a swivel chair but a little straight chair, oak, 
and a little toy typewriter. I had forgotten that . . . I was also given a chemistry set. Now 
this might have been unusual in such a relatively uneducated families—I think my 
mother to the eighth grade in school—but she felt these were the kinds of things that her 
boys should have.93 

 
Jackson writes about this Christmas gifting,94 though Rampersad’s account occurs as a 

rather terse nod: with her intention of giving her sons “a better chance of reaching 

manhood”, Mrs. Ellison sold the gifts in order to obtain money to move to Gary, 

Indiana, leaving “Ralph seethed with rage”.95 Right before this passage, Rampersad 

concedes, “Filial tributes from Ralph to Ida are few and far between in his writings. ‘I 

loved her very much,’ he wrote once about his mother for a publication, but he did so 

then to forestall any inference that he loved a certain woman (his main music teacher) 

                                                        

92 For more on how the nomenclatural namesaking of Ellison and Emerson converge, see Ellison, “Hidden 
Name and Complex Fate”, in SA, 144-66; and Michael Magee, Emancipating Pragmatism: Emerson, Jazz, and 
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93 John Hersey, “‘A Completion of Personality’: A Talk with Ralph Ellison”, in Conversations with Ralph 
Ellison, eds. Maryemma Graham and Amritjit Singh (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1995), 276. 
94 Jackson, REEG, 26. 
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more.”96 This music teacher, Mrs. Zelia N. Page Breaux, at Ellison’s elementary 

institution, the Douglass School, was 

 charmed [by Ellison] . . . She taught him to think of himself as an artist. “It was Mrs. 
 Breaux who introduced me to the basic discipline required of the artist . . . and it was she 
 who made it possible for me to grasp the basic compatibility of the mixture of the 
 classical and vernacular styles which were part of our musical culture . . . Mrs. Breaux was 
 a sort of second mother.” . . . Without the tension that marked his relationships with men, 
 Ralph opened himself to Breaux. In the process, he found the embryo of his life’s work.97 

This juxtaposition elicits aesthetic intrigue inasmuch as it may be best to unpack 

backward. 

To learn about the first othermother, Mrs. Breaux, and note that Ellison cites her 

as implanting vernacular in him as the germination of what his eventual career would 

be, piques one’s interest in part because of the language Rampersad utilizes to tell their 

story. His dictional choices reconfigure a tale that sounds like that of one Oedipus Rex. 

Nevertheless, when reading that Breaux co-owned The Aldridge Theater, which 

“showed movies but also staged concerts by classical, jazz, and blues performers such as 

Bessie Smith and Ma Rainey, whom Ralph met . . . Ralph became one of Breaux’s 

darlings. Sometimes in concerts she accompanied him on the piano or lent him her own 

instruments, including her prized soprano saxophone,”98 one reads with awe the love—

                                                        

96 Ibid., 18. 
97 Ibid., 26 (emphasis mine). 
98 Ibid., 26. For another example of an othermother inciting vernacular and aesthetic prowess in her “son” 
along similar pianistic lines, Katherine Grace Thomas narrates Nina Simone’s stint in Liberia where Steve 
Tolbert, son of the finance minister and the nephew of then President William R. Tolbert Jr., “learned his 
first scales from Simone, cupping his fingers over hers so he could gauge the weight of the ebony sharps”; 
and his brother, William A. Tolbert, had Simone’s voice “burned into his brain. ‘In the nineties, I was 



 

174 

the agape—shared between the two. She not only provides room for Ralph to digest the 

blues as documented and performed by black women, but also becomes the in media res 

maternal figure buttressed by Hazel and Ida. No wonder he leans into the bend of Miss 

Harrison’s piano: his fingers have already contoured its ivory surfaces, learning of its 

ways as a budding teenager. We track this hypothetical camaraderie when Jackson 

confirms, “Ellison introduced himself to Harrison, whom he took piano from that fall . . . 

Harrison became Ellison’s confidant and wise matron in place of Breaux, offering the 

talented youngster advice and instilling in him the importance of practice and 

discipline.”99 

Moving farther backward, while Ellison’s forgetfulness when speaking of his 

mother’s gifting is telling, it is noteworthy that he presents the father as one who lays 

the foundation and the mother as the one who makes the home. Thus, part of the reason 

why questions of citation abound here is because he references his mother as likely 

being the impetus behind his desire to write, as well as her having “something to do 

with encouraging my interest in reading. She had no idea that I was going to become a 

writer, or if she did, she had more insight into me than I had into myself . . . And she 

                                                        

 

watching the movie Point of No Return, and I heard Nina’s voice on the soundtrack,’ he said. ‘It sounded so 
familiar, almost maternal to me. I felt that it could have been my mom, or someone that close to me.’” See 
Katherine Grace Thomas, “Nina Simone in Liberia”, Guernica, 19 June 2017, accessed 31 December 2017, 
https://www.guernicamag.com/nina-simone-in-liberia/.  
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understood that that was what was going on.”100 Ellison states all of this in 1974. That 

some four years later, when writing “The Little Man at Chehaw Station”, he does not 

allude to the mother in that moment on opera is significant, though minor. But if we take 

Rampersad’s notation on citation seriously, it is apropos that neither she nor Breaux 

obtain citational function there. This carries over to Miss Harrison. 

In Early’s text, Miss Harrison receives a rather terse paragraph regarding 

Ellison’s time at Tuskegee. One then peruses two full pages dedicated to Morteza 

Sprague, “the most influential of all of Ellison’s teachers at Tuskegee”.101 The irony is 

Sprague has Shadow and Act dedicated to him—“A dedicated dreamer in a land most 

strange” 102—while these three women lurk in the shadows, acting on behalf of their 

beloved “son” to ingratiate him with an intellect that has outcomes considered “genius”. 

These are they who in another life show the artist what is good and what the Art 

requires of him. Riffing on D’Angelo & the Vanguard, I bet they wouldn’t know that in 

another life, I bet they were his girls. 

It is not the case that the mother convenes an “accident”, as a rhetorical eggcorn, 

but rather contrives access, a foretaste of cultural capital. John S. Wright, speaking about 

invisible man siphoning electricity, writes, “Ultimately for him, acts of sabotage and the 

                                                        

100 Hersey, 273. 
101 Early, 24. 
102 For more on how Ellison “traces his schooling”, no doubt through his parents, such that the text’s 
dedication could be possible, see John S. Wright, Shadowing Ralph Ellison (Jackson: University Press of 
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art of illumination become inseparable facets of his own ‘spiritual technology’ and, for 

us as readers, the site of one more ‘electrifying’ Ellisonian joke—evidence that, waking 

or dreaming, in this thinker-tinker’s theory- and concept-toting world of high fidelity 

and calculated distortion, the ways of invisibility remain willfully and invariably 

mysterious, their ‘accidents’ and wonders to perform.”103 This line of thinking is helpful 

for how one reads Ellison’s ideation of the maternal “accident”. His “forgetfulness” may 

be an act of sabotage and art of illumination; the question is: of whom? With regard to 

Ellison, it reads as citationally suspicious; for the mother, the instantiation of 

happenstance lends itself to her acts of intellectual stimulus not being “thought out”. 

One may lean more to the former if he senses that Ida Ellison was completely intentional 

in her motives, hence the concession, by her son no doubt, that she had more insight into 

him than he himself. Thus, it is truly a performance of wonder that such a distortion of 

his mother’s overwhelming foreknowing is actually Ellison showing fidelity to her and 

her aesthetics. This is no “accident” at all: Ida Ellison provides her son with a 

phenomenological burst, a power surge one might say, to which he has unlimited access 

to “tap in”, while she remains an invisible source, among many others, on the grid. 

This insurgent network further simulates systems of power because if Mother 

Ellison is the matrilineal primary that brings forth Miss Hazel Harrison, her “artistic 

peer”, all with investments in a groove, then the vinyl on the phonograph is so large that 
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one supposes that its circularity, its tracking, its blackness, spans from Oklahoma City to 

the steel laid at the whistle-stop called Chehaw Station: Ellison learns the groove in a 

round. But this now beckons a tackling of the tragedy of the happy accident: if Invisible 

Man is (auto)biography, or allegory, Ellison casts invisible man as solipsistic. Though he 

narrates, “I play the invisible music of my isolation”, even he seemingly wants to retract 

that admission by then asking, “That last statement doesn’t seem right, does it? But it is: 

you hear this music simply because music is heard and seldom seen, except by 

musicians.”104 Yet there is evidence that he, the trumpeting musician as possible 

(auto)biographical subject, sees the music because the materiality of the art itself is 

handed over to him in the form of vinyl and sheet music and periodicals that 

phonographically and photographically make real the mater in his midst: the missing 

signifier. 

This provocation of the psychoanalytic as it relates to signification offers itself 

through Todd McGowan: “The missing signifier does not reside elsewhere, on a 

separate plane, but rather operates within the signifying structure . . . Because the 

missing signifier is present as an absence, it exerts a constant pressure . . . we would see that 

the missing signifier, despite appearances, does not concern those who are properly 

represented. It concerns the system of signification itself, the law itself.”105 McGowan 

                                                        

104 Ellison, IM, 13. 
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proposes that this presence as absence, à la Brody, in which “[t]he task of a 

psychoanalytic politics involves bringing conceptual location of the feminine—or the 

missing signifier—to light” (!),106 undoes what is generally understood to be the 

regulative (and rather hackneyed) structuring of ontology. One then prepares to ratify a 

new set of rules called the “mother’s law”. The son being “handed [the aesthetic] by her”, 

the mother, is a “human and historic development” that “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.”107  

The paradigm of the mother’s law is radical with relation to that “prevailing 

social fiction”. McGowan outlines the structures, affective and epistemological, that can 

legislate such legalism as it aims to be the alegality of its predecessor: 

The missing signifier indicates the failure of any set to close itself as a whole. By 
emphasizing this failure through one’s political activity, one works to effect a 
fundamental change in the relationship between inclusion and exclusion. As long as the 
logic of wholeness or success predominates, inclusion within a set will provide a certain 
symbolic identity for those who are included, and those who are excluded will experience the 
absence of this identity. The logic of the whole secures a stable barrier that creates vastly 
different experiences on each of its sides, but this stable barrier is always an illusory one. 

                                                        

106 McGowan, 279 (emphasis mine). 
107 Spillers, “MB”, 80. 
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The logic of the failure of any closure does not eliminate the barrier between the inside 
and the outside or deconstruct the difference between inclusion and exclusion. Instead, it 
reveals the speculative identity of inclusion and exclusion. The two positions become 
visible as the same through their very difference.”108 

The visibility of inclusion and exclusion as the differing same correlates with another 

important moment in Ralph Ellison: A Biography: Ellison has a “lifelong distaste” for 

sociology, as seen through “grades [that] were not nearly as good”, though he is deemed 

“much more impressive in that subject” than English. Rampersad provides a short 

anecdote regarding this disciplinary disdain: Ellison’s sociology instructor, Howard M. 

Nash, does not challenge an “offensive passage” in Robert E. Park and Ernest W. 

Burgess’s Introduction to the Science of Sociology in which “the authors assert that while 

the Jew stands for idealism, the East Indian for introspection, and the Anglo-Saxon for 

adventure, the Negro ‘is primarily an artist, loving life for its own sake. His métier is 

expression rather than action. He is, so to speak, the lady among the races’.” On the 

precipice of his exit from Tuskegee in May 1936, “Ralph had already matched his dislike 

of sociology with an equal dislike for black racial propaganda,” anticipating “aspects of 

his fight with Black Power separatists some thirty years later.”109 

 This “political activity” toward “fundamental change”—whether to reconstitute 

one’s hereditary line, or to view the black human, “him” specifically, as “a co-worker in 

the kingdom of culture, to escape both death and isolation, to husband and use his best 

                                                        

108 McGowan, 279 (emphasis mine). 
109 Rampersad, 77-8. 
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powers and his latent genius”110—is indicative of McGowan’s “two positions”, 

respectively. Hence, to include and exclude is predicated on whether black women’s 

lives matter: in the former case, white paternity gets taken up, at the exclusion of the 

maternal in totality, to exhibit Negro work as having reputable “standing” as fodder for 

the canon; in the latter, the exertion of masculinity shows that the community’s “art” is 

no longer complicated by “the lady” so that when the gathering of the races commences, 

blackness finds inclusion at the shindig. It is sensible, then, that the little man presents 

himself as a racial chameleon for Ellison—a protean trickster—, while Harrison likely 

understands “him” to be a racial and gendered disambiguation to the degree that she 

stands as the mugging of the metaphor, the “powerful and shadowy evocation”. 

 In the wholesale determination to alleviate the black woman from the “kingdom 

of culture”, the inclusion becomes exclusion, and vice versa, insofar as the missing 

signifier pressures, meaning she is never not there. Speaking “sociologically”, she is 

always and ever “the lady” “in waiting”. Fisher underscores this when she considers the 

“body” in Invisible Man: 

 The “body” of Ellison’s novel is itself, like the black body of his metaphorics, situated in 
 caesura . . . I want provisionally to consider the novel and its text as a body . . . One 
 might say it is a body birthed from a certain womb that served as both home and 
 reprieve from a racist onslaught: the body of the black mother . . . That each of these 
 maternal figures appears in the oneiric, multiple folds of the invisible man’s Prologue, 
 analogous to the unconscious levels of the mind where, Ellison has contended, the Negro 
 is repressed in the American psyche, should give us some indication of the ritual 
 significance of these elided feminine black figures. I would argue that it is from their repressed 

                                                        

110 W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk (New York: Penguin Books, 1996 [1903]), 5. 
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 yet mythological presence—narrative myth being one of the primary ways in which human 
 beings seek to make sense of their existence by configuring a story of origins and roots, in 
 short, a narrative of originary birth and home, and thus a narrative of originary maternality 
 that springs a metaphorics of black being.111 

Through the spectral force the black mother enforces toward her child, he denies and 

becomes her. Fisher, thinking in a metaphorical frame, contrives the novel and its text as 

a womb. But this line of conjuration can be extended: the basement, the underground, is 

itself a womb such that invisible man’s daily departure to interact with the world 

connotes a constant rebirth; and if one of “the distinguishing mental features of 

melancholia” is “cessation of interest in the outside world,”112 then invisible man’s daily 

retreat back to the underground signals the “protection”, a process of regeneration—this 

is melancholy and genius, a reification of the epic as a narrative of ascent and 

immersion.113 Furthermore, the phonographs in the basement audiovisualize invisible 

man’s desire to recapture the haunting resonance of a mother playing music enceinte 

when she would have placed invisible headphones of anachronistic transcendence on 

her womb or blasted a record and danced “never quite on the beat”, introducing culture 

and vernacular to her offspring through skin-to-ear contact, a bonding session between 

                                                        

111 Fisher, 336; 340 (emphasis mine). 
112 Freud, 244. 
113 Though I find this line of thought appealing, I believe my intervention, in conversation with Rutledge 
Fisher, among others, fortifies the foundation that Stepto lays. By extension, then, I presumably would ask 
of him: what about the women? See Robert B. Stepto, “Literacy and Hibernation: Ralph Ellison’s Invisible 
Man”, in From Behind the Veil: A Study of Afro-American Narrative (Illini Books, 1991 [1979]), 163-94. 
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the motional and the gestational.114 The ultimate chance for mother and child to spend 

valuable time together before the world renders them invisible, to each other and at 

large. Perhaps this is Derridean hauntology as the sonic, turned all the way up. 

With the acknowledgement of “the missing”, that realization itself is a 

memoriam. However, this moment of remembrance undergoes subversion insofar as 

[f]rom Ellison’s opening gambit and wonderfully illustrative succeeding examples, I infer 
that the vernacular (in its expressive adequacy and adept critical facility) always absorbs 
“classical” elements of American life and art. Indeed, Ellison seems to imply that 
expressive performers in America who ignore the judgments of the vernacular are 
destined to failure. Although his injunctions are intended principally to advocate a 
traditional “melting pot” ideal in American “high art,” Ellison’s observations ultimately 
valorize a comprehensive, vernacular expressiveness in America. Though he seldom 
loses sight of the possibilities of a classically “transcendent” American high art, he 
derives his most forceful examples from the vernacular: Blues seem implicitly to 
comprise the All of American culture.115 

 
Baker’s presumption that performers who ignore the vernacular are destined for failure 

seems inappropriate for our causes here inasmuch as the tragedy one reads into Mrs. 

Ellison and Miss Harrison and, to an extent, the little man at Chehaw Station is 

reminiscent of each one of them singularly engaging the vernacular but having 

disengagement visited upon them by their vernacularized progeny. The comfort and 

ease with which we can refer to these persons as blues people—the most forceful 

examples from the vernacular, a comprisal of the All of American culture—is done with 

                                                        

114 Rebecca Milzoff, “Ask a Best Doctor: Is Music in the Womb Good?”, nymag.com, 22 April 2013, accessed 
27 December 2016, http://nymag.com/daily/intelligencer/2013/04/ask-a-best-doctor-is-music-in-the-womb-
good.html. 
115 Houston A. Baker, Jr., Blues, Ideology, and Afro-American Literature: A Vernacular Theory (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1984), 12-3. 
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a calculation of misgivings because there must be a realization of how their failure to be 

named, as they themselves name, is the foundation for (an) individual(’s) success, 

someone’s genius. More pointedly, the little man is nameable in manners that Miss 

Harrison and Mrs. Ellison are not: that is the blues, the melancholy. This disembodied 

riddle(r) is more visible in his invisibility than the two real women, made un-visible, 

who not only substantiate the enigma, but also secure its explanation. 

 

A Wheel of Fortune 

In its both public and private narration, the trace of the material and the 

maternal—the remnant—is suggestive of what Christina Sharpe recently coined as an 

essence being left in the wake. This essence has potential insomuch as the trace is the 

“continued imagining of the unimaginable: its continued theorization from the ‘position 

of the unthought.’ . . . as conscious modes of inhabitation of that imminence and 

immanence (revealed everyday in multiple quotidian ways) ground our work as we 

map relations between the past and the present, map the ways that the past haunts the 

present?”116 This wheel, then, is emblematic of the commonplace as it relates to the 

spatiotemporal which is to say, it seems that one often bulletpoints the chronological, 

epitomized by quotidiana, via cataclysm, no different than say ante- and postdiluvian 

existence or the ante- and postbellum South. Then again, in a more mundane frame, an 

                                                        

116 Christina Sharpe, “Black Studies: In the Wake”, Black Scholar, Vol. 44, no. 2 (Summer 2014): 59-60. 
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alternative valence of this ante- and post-ness may be the revelation of a risky category 

like “before and after” when one deals and wheels his fortune in order to win the jackpot. 

And yet, one flick of the wrist, under the guise of amassing more cash to solve a puzzle 

he has knowingly deciphered, may leave the player of the game bankrupt at worst, or 

with a lost turn. So when returning to the polyphony of the women over and against the 

phonograph in the underground in Invisible Man, or the pianist in the basement studio at 

Tuskegee in “The Little Man at Chehaw Station: The American Artist and His 

Audience”, one is tasked with unearthing how the unimaginable is positioned as the 

unthought, and thus the un-visible, while this wheel maintains its hypervisibility. This 

fortunetelling does not depend on the manipulation of a multicolored circular 

contraption with spokes protruding out of it, but rather relies on bodies that somehow 

circulate, that are mobile, that travel, to foment knowledge and aesthetic practices. 

What is put into relief is the “irruption of phonic substance that cuts and 

augments meaning with a phonographic, rematerializing inscription.”117 One might say 

this is how the vinyl and its scratch or the vinyl and its track(ing)list—the black object 

and its scar, or the black object as a vehicle for the Word—, holds up with relation to a 

man, his art and his parentage, more specifically his mother(s). Then again, that optical 

phonographic marking finds its intelligibility primarily in that black object: the vinyl. 

The capability and capacity of the sonic thingamajig is contingent on its inclusion of and 

                                                        

117 Moten, 14. 
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the utilitarianism extant in that black thing making its rounds, and occasionally eliciting 

a masterful jig. The gramophone as an auditory conduit lives into its own definitional 

possibility through the grammar and phonemics—the language, mouthed and 

unmouthed—of that blackness to bring in ‘da noise, bring in ‘da funk on the spinning 

wheel.  

These are the sounds of blackness! 

This comparative understanding occurs while staging that recent perception, 

despite the analogous sites of action118 being generally understood in verso: the 

phonograph spins the hit(s), while the receiver of the palpable touch—the needle 

making contact with the black object—is the inner ear, the body: the flesh. Unless the 

“hit” manifests as an instance of disciplinary action, described previously as 

compassionate “chastisement” for misplaced instrumental vigor, and the “touch” is the 

meticulous love one invests in the vinyl as she situates it carefully on the record player 

for its own fortunate circularity. A variant flicking of the wrist to yield the phonographic 

fantastic when hands hand the blackness on a turntable. These sonic, also known as 

speech, acts are what one might call the flow(in’). 

Flow(in’), this affinity as dictated by The System that resounds don’t disturb this 

groove—the crevices that the vinyl, the blackness, belies except when the eye, naked, gets 

up close and personal—signifies an invasive procedure one coins unvolumizable joy. 

                                                        

118 Ibid., 17-8. 
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When a microscope, magnified to a chiliadic degree, examines the groove, one sees the 

waveforms of the music itself; the needle rides the waves formed by the left and right 

channels of the groove, permitting the “I” to see the music!119 The onomatopoeic gravity 

of Chehaw Station effectually materializes as a site for working out a groove theory. The 

presentation of these grooves elicits a joy that, when remixed, gains comprehension as 

jagged little thrills—this is what life is like as the (black) world turns. Sadly, what 

threatens this mirthful transience is that this close reading of sound elicits a poetics as 

dark as the vinyl itself. The grooves bring to mind something like Baraka’s “#39” in that 

his charting of the travails of slavery, expressed in poetic form, becomes sensorial and 

induces anxiety. His calculation of linearity forces the eye to connote the poem as akin to 

the wake of a seafaring vessel headed for the New World with a full hull—an emergent 

travelogue that is difficult to cartograph without properly reconciling the severe 

impediments of flotsam and jetsam once overthrown. 

This new rendition of the wake is indeed a remnant, not necessarily like that left in 

Israel.120 Rather, it is a remnant that is the occasion of a momentary commemoration by 

being present at a wake for the formerly departed, regardless of the funeral services 

being almost four hundred years removed. What was once melancholy transforms into 

mourning here because the one being memorialized is the “who” that likely imparted 

                                                        

119 “Microscopic photo of vinyl record grooves”, kottke.org, 6 November 2014, accessed 12 August 2015, 
http://kottke.org/14/11/microscopic-photo-of-vinyl-record-grooves. See also Katherine McKittrick, 
“Rebellion/Invention/Groove”, Small Axe, Vol. 20, no. 1 49 (March 2016): 88-91. 
120 Micah 5:8 (NLT). 
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“the flow” from the start: the manifestation of a loss being found. Having received the 

indictment “from on high” that the death of the giver of the flow was brought about by a 

vehicular homicide at sea of epic proportions, one can better grapple with the double 

entendre of the vinyl’s left and right channels as an encodation of the afterlife of slavery: 

“to engage the past, knowing that its perils and dangers still threatened and that even 

now lives hung in the balance . . . skewed life chances, limited access to health and 

education, premature death, incarceration, and impoverishment.”121 Saidiya Hartman, 

uncannily, vibes with Ellison when he states, “The American creed of democratic 

equality encourages the belief in a second chance that is to be achieved by being born 

again—and not simply in the afterlife, but here and now, on earth.”122 The melding of 

Hartman’s “past” and Ellison’s “here and now” rings with an areligiosity that entreats 

of us to wrestle with the history of scattering that is our contemporary plight. This is to 

say the cataclysm of this break, emblematic of a skipping needle, is such that even when 

one returns to that place called “home”, where a locative claim can be staked as the site 

of one’s birth, that catastrophic damage engenders an estrangement so timely that she, 

like invisible man, travels in a haze. Even when one constitutes the self as a member of 

the Diaspora, it may not be easy to find footing again at that initiating location where the 

seed was tragically dispersed. 

                                                        

121 Saidiya Hartman, Lose Your Mother: A Journey Along the Atlantic Slave Route (New York: Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux, 2008), 6. 
122 Ralph Ellison, “An Extravagance of Laughter”, in The Collected Essays of Ralph Ellison (New York: Modern 
Library, 2003 [1995]), 634 (emphasis mine). 
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The manifestation of this scattering happens in two different iterations. On the 

one hand, some explorer, at the behest of a monarchy, commissioned a fleet that mistook 

oceans for channels because the empire did not have adequate instruments to measure 

the scale of the catastrophe it would soon propagate. On the other hand, because some, 

to this day, still have a resilient investment in circumventing the act and repercussions 

of that former circumnavigation, there is an ever-present desire to change the channel to 

an uninterrupted, regularly scheduled program already in progress because it is simply 

too tough to ingest the breaking (wave) news bulletin coming through the very high 

frequency. This brings to mind a hypothetical conversation between Robert Hayden and 

Howard Thurman. 

In his poem “Middle Passage”, using primary sourced “fragments of history in 

the form of names, diaries, and snatches of disembodied ruminations”,123 Hayden 

(re)writes: “‘That there was scarcely room ’tween-decks for half the sweltering cattle 

stowed spoon-fashion there; that some went made of thirst and tore their flesh and 

sucked the spurting blood:’”124 This runs in tandem with the writing of Howard 

Thurman when he opines, “Often there is a real struggle to call in one’s self from some 

phase of experience that has one deeply involved in a consuming fashion. It is often 

quite subtle. The experience keeps claiming one’s thoughts, one’s unconscious attention. 

                                                        

123 Jon Woodson, “Consciousness, Myth, and Transcendence: Symbolic Action in Three Poems on the Slave 
Trade”, in The Furious Flowering of African American Poetry, ed. Joanne V. Gabbin (Charlottesville: University 
of Virginia Press, 1999), 155-6. 
124 Robert Hayden, “Middle Passage”, Phylon (1940-1956), Vol. 6, no. 3 (3rd Qtr., 1945): 249. 
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The hold may be so great upon the life that one has to tear away literally, leaving a part 

bleeding and lacerated, as mute but dramatic testimony to the searching character of one’s 

involvement.”125 Although Thurman’s read of the “hold” is definable as a claim on one’s 

thoughts, a grasping for/of, the juxtaposition of Hayden and Thurman points to the 

material trace in my estimation. Thurman’s “hold” is like Hayden’s insofar as such scars, 

whether as a means of sustenance or testimony, memorialize survival. Both writers 

invest in narratives of the migratory sort, performed in literal and figurative 

bloodletting, which respectively invoke theodicy and theophany upside down. The 

instantiation of the trace locates itself in the gravity of the all-consuming preoccupation 

of involvement still existent post-Maafa—a psychosomatic hold, the residual of scar 

tissue, no different than Hartman and Ellison’s belief in the “afterlife”. 

Acknowledging this mode of “channel surfing” spurs reframing the 

interrogation related to flow. Although the “who” maintains perpetual pertinence, a 

more significant question might be: as the recipient of this insistently fluid gift—being 

set (up) for the get-down—, how does one maintain the survival of it, the flow, when that 

needle does indeed skip? Some semblance of an answer is: having repaired the 

phonographic needle, the first album on deck should be a blues compilation featuring 

                                                        

125 Howard Thurman, “In the Moment of Pause, the Vision of God”, in Meditations of the Heart (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1981), 30 (emphasis mine). 
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the likes of Bessie Smith and Ma Rainey and Mrs. Ida Ellison and Mrs. Zelia N. Page 

Breaux and Miss Hazel Harrison. The title of the project: Say Her Name. 

These women are signposts for the blues, a blues that renders their bodies 

invisible to the very person/s whose opticity needs to track, or better still trace, them the 

most, often with the pinpoint accuracy of a global positioning system. And to that end, 

this attempt at re-membering and re-memory intends to join together again what has 

been torn asunder. To relate relatives back to what some folks call right relationship. To 

reunite the band that was disbanded. To renew membership in a coterie, a body, of 

actors who recently suffered a paradigmatic dismemberment. This re-membering, even 

of the eye to the ear, necessitates a rerelease of the vinyl and the replacement of the ever-

skipping needle in order to optimize the listening pleasure of seeing the music. This 

trace, this sonic vestige, marks the writer and the written (on), even if the stencil as a 

frame arrives at the moment of facsimile broken because the boning was brittle. What 

this trace accounts for is something like a wheel of fortune, emerging from under neath, 

in the wake of us, encouraging one to embrace the political becoming the personal. 

Better still, now I. can speak. 

To this point, one attempts to not only recall the groove and the flow, but also to 

re-member the sever instantiated between the giver and its recipient. If this current 

move is a stride to not reconvene the tragedy of happy accidents, then the piecing of the 

frame, in order to become citationally correct, can commence here using “The Little Man 
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a Chehaw Station” as the prototype: although I. never knew the little man at Chehaw 

Station, I. does know the little woman at Lincoln Drive who, despite the likely 

procurement of an eighth-grade education, if that, always wanted to learn how to play 

the piano but could never afford lessons. As a futural gesture, she procured an upright 

for her home, and when given a child to be responsible for, this little woman thought 

she would thrust her dreams onto the child. At the same time, she somehow became 

aware of Miss Alfreda McPherson, a trained Juilliard pianist living in town, and 

presumed that lessons from someone with such a pedigree would be of value for her 

child, even if the little woman had never left South Carolina. (How she knew of Juilliard 

having never left her home makes one ponder: could anything good come from Lincoln 

Drive?) And so she reared the child who became a prodigy, playing the piano all about 

town. The child went on to attend Talladega College, in another part of Alabama, and 

majored in piano, minored in organ. The happy accident of this child-cum-woman’s tale 

is that she gave all of her children music, a solace she found as a result of a situation in 

which she was a castaway; the tragedy of that music, however, is that she never taught I. 

how to play piano. But I. can sing. And both lives are songs worth singing, even now, 

living in the wake of them. Post-cataclysm. 

Therefore, if one returns to that ever-important question as posed by Griffin—

who set you flowin’—, hopefully there has been a full disclosure of the “who” of the 

flow. The response to the “how”, particular to Ralph getting his groove back, may be to 
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always write oneself into the vernacular he has been given, as well as to right citational 

errors as to whom the “who” really is. Another way to say this is to take an enunciative 

page from the founder of Tuskegee and impose that very utterance on Ellison: “Ralph, 

don’t forget your mothers.” 
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Chapter 3: 

Man | Marvin 
 

The Hearing Eye—Do You See What I See? 

 On a first listen of Marvin Gaye’s “Trouble Man”—the instrumental frenzy that 

is the introductory bars: the snare and cymbals, the violins, the xylophone, the piano; the 

percussive and the stringed—, fully aware that there are lyrics but equally unaware as to 

what they might be, the brain commences its own fashioning of autotune. If not for the 

ability to google the lyrics or the record company’s publication of the liner notes, 

audiophiles would be left in the dark: when the tenor Gaye begins singing on the record, 

it sounds like he enunciates, “I come apart baby/But now I’m cool/I didn’t make it, 

sugar/Playin’ by the rules/ . . .” A lyrics search ensued post-listening for clarification, 

only to show that he actually confesses, “I come up hard baby”. But is it improper to 

admit a personal and theoretical desire for what I thought I saw, through hearing, in lieu 

of what was songwritten? 

This auricular puzzle, evoked as ambient listening, illumines the aims of this 

moment, but seems to be amiss as if going in one ear and out the other. “Coming up 

hard”, as opposed to “coming apart” (or even “I come a part baby”?), sonically appears 

to stage Gaye’s desire to jumble his words, mindful that the scrambling is emblematic of 

his own rearing. This is to say, “coming up hard/apart” might convey, in no uncertain 
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terms, “I don’t mean to say that I have already achieved these things or that I have 

already reached perfection . . . but I focus on this one thing: Forgetting the past and 

looking forward to what lies ahead, I press on to reach the end of the race and receive 

the heavenly prize . . .”1 One notes this affinity for forgetting and looking forward when 

acknowledging that Gaye had a hand in suppressing the words to “Trouble Man” 

roughly a decade after its recording: “Strangely enough, the lyrics didn’t appear on the 

sleeve, as they had on What’s Going On. In fact, it wasn’t until 1982, when he left 

Motown to join CBS, that Marvin reprinted the lyrics on his album. Why? ‘I respect 

poetry,’ Gaye answered, ‘and I try to write subtly, but lyrics really aren’t poems. 

Printing them like poems can make them seem silly. Besides, I like the idea of everyone 

guessing at what I’m singing. I like mystery.’”2 

The search to achieve knowability, with relative listening ease, regarding what 

Marvin Gaye sings offers the listener an opportunity to be haunted by his compositional 

and aesthetic decisions. These opening remarks mean to highlight black flesh as perhaps 

always and ever being capable of talking to the otherworldly or the dead, and that such 

a correspondence is wholly communal, dare one say reparational. In effect, such a 

                                                        

1 Philippians 3:12-14a (NLT). All other references will come from this version unless otherwise specified. 
2 David Ritz, Divided Soul: The Life of Marvin Gaye (New York: Da Capo Press, 1991 [1985]), 163-4. 
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practice of speaking with the “dead” often has the etiology of edifying the living. I call 

this ghostolalia.3 

This neologism riffs on the word “glossolalia” which connotes speaking in 

tongues as the outpouring of the Spirit on the day of Pentecost.4 The aim of this new 

word is to situate how hypernormal communication, whether through word or song, 

manifests as an act of the quotidian specter. So too, this is a chronicle of what happens 

when one receives an invitation to partake in such a communicative endeavor, 

contriving “Trouble Man” as precisely such a call. This argumentation enlists two 

moves: because this phenomenological flourishing biblically renders itself as “cloven 

tongues of fire”, there is a tenor of the religious, revealed under the auspices of heat, that 

is paramount to the forthcoming narrative outline of Marvin Gaye. Likewise, the 

edification of the community through tongues fosters itself only when someone is there 

to interpret this “spirit speech”, à la Luke Powery, hence the admonition that Gaye is 

that very interpreter, among others cited here. Therefore, does Gaye’s life, and his 

                                                        

3 I first used the term “ghostolalia” in a review of D’Angelo & the Vanguard’s 2014 album Black Messiah. 
“Ghostolalia” captured the nature of that piece in part because some of the early criticism given to the 
album was that listeners were unable to understand much of what D’Angelo was singing; he, in the office of 
the interpreter, published the lyrics on the album’s website. I wanted to place that affective and 
performative move by D’Angelo in a genealogy, as referenced in the piece itself, of ghostolalic reverence, a 
genealogy that includes Marvin Gaye’s “Trouble Man” as an ancestor. Thus, ghostolalia is “a call to the 
spirits to come sit in the lushness”. See Keith Murphy, “A Guide to Understanding D’Angelo’s ‘Black 
Messiah’”, vibe.com, 16 December 2014, accessed 10 September 2016 (http://www.vibe.com/2014/12/guide-
understanding-dangelos-black-messiah/); and I. Augustus Durham, “The D’Angelo Cycle”, NewBlackMan 
(in Exile), 19 December 2014, accessed 10 September 2016 (http://www.newblackmaninexile.net/2014/12/the-
dangelo-cycle.html). 
4 Acts 2:1-4. 
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penning and performance of a title song for an eponymous film, have its apparitional 

complement in a work of theory, that being Hortense J. Spillers’s “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s 

Maybe: An American Grammar Book”, and at what reparative cost? To answer these 

questions, one must in fact go to the movies, or better still the soundtrack, in order to 

commence “movin’ down the line”. 

 

Cherchez LaGhost—Do You Hear What I Hear? 

 The term cherchez laghost—“to look for the ghost”—finds its translational 

foremother in the work of one Alexandre Dumas père.5 Having already recognized the 

politics of translation and interpretation, a hermeneutics so to speak, to which this 

chapter finds its debt, this phrase allows one to track the mantra and instantiation, 

respectively, of “communing with the dead” and the “shadow book”.6 These ideas are 

critical undertakings in the discipline of black studies, regardless of whether everyone 

“can do” and “has access to” it, or the spectral innovation is simply and singularly 

carried out by a people colored. This ghostolalia, with an interpreter on the premises, 

                                                        

5 In his novel Les Mohicans de Paris, Alexandre Dumas père first used the phrase cherchez la femme, which 
translates “to look for the woman”. This phrase has taken on “a life of its own” in that it has acquired a 
number of iterations, inclusive of a record by Ghostface Killah called “Cherchez LaGhost”. Ironically, the 
Ghostface record samples a disco record by Dr. Buzzard’s Original Savannah Band called 
“Whispering/Cherchez La Femme/Se Si Bon”. See Fred R. Shapiro, ed., The Yale Book of Quotations (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 219; Ghostface Killah, “Cherchez LaGhost”, Supreme Clientele (New 
York: Epic Records, 2000); and Dr. Buzzard’s Original Savannah Band, “Whispering/Cherchez La Femme/Se 
Si Bon”, Dr. Buzzard’s Original “Savannah” Band (RCA, 1976). 
6 Kevin Young, The Grey Album: On the Blackness of Blackness (Minneapolis: Graywolf Press, 2012), 11-9. 
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produces what Nathaniel Mackey refers to as “the story of the tribe”7 in the form of a 

shadow record that is “Trouble Man”. The familial account of Marvin Gaye’s prenatal 

life calls forth a narrative of tribal schism, and sets up the construction of the song’s 

titularity: 

“It was important that I have a male child,” Mr. Gay said in the living room of the 
Gramercy Place home when I interviewed him, with his wife by his side, in 1982. In her 
husband’s presence, Mrs. Gay appeared almost a different person from when she’d 
spoken to me alone. Before she was anxious to discuss her country upbringing. Now she 
was remarkably reticent, saying only a few words, while her husband spoke for hours. 
“A namesake is what I wanted,” Father (Mr. Gay) continued. “The day he was born, I felt 
he was destined for greatness, I thanked God for the blessing of his life. I thanked God 
for Marvin. I knew he was a special child.” “My husband never wanted Marvin,” Mrs. 
Gay told me. “And he never liked him. He used to say that he didn’t think he was really 
his child. I told him that was nonsense. He knew Marvin was his. But for some reason, he 
didn’t love Marvin and, what’s worse, he didn’t want me to love Marvin either. Marvin 
wasn’t very old before he understood that.” The tragic triangle was established at birth—
Father and Son competing for Mother’s love—a tension that only grew over the years, 
finally exploding in two angry blasts of gunfire.8 

 
To say that one does not behold a manner of hauntology here would be to give up on 

the ghost speaking from the pages. This passage signaling the end, in a chapter titled “In 

the Beginning”, suggest that notions of time are inept when the conjure man (read: 

biographer) speaks. This haunting is made further demonstrable when one realizes that 

the spelling of the familial surname differs between the artist and his people. This 

ghostwritten “e”, which will later substantiate itself in this narrative, compels our 

consideration of Marvin as Gay(e). 

                                                        

7 Joseph Donahue, “Epic World”, Poetry Foundation, 6 May 2014, accessed 10 September 2016, 
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/features/articles/detail/70116. 
8 Ritz, 6-7. 
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Nonetheless, perhaps unknown to biographer David Ritz, though highly 

unlikely, his triangulation of the parents-child bond gives pause because the presence of 

Trinitarian perichoresis presupposes that the competition for the “Mother’s love” 

between the Father and the Son is in fact an attempt to be embraced by the Holy Ghost, 

the comforter, who “ . . . when [s]he comes/[S]he will guide you/Into all truth.”9 The 

sentential juxtaposition of the dreams of a father and a mother’s intuition may reveal 

that persons, who presumably “love” each other, can live under the same roof but under 

different rules; or that such contrasting recollections of Marvin’s arrival into the Gay 

house beg the question of whether those who lack love most constantly attempt to talk 

themselves into that selfsame endearing posture they verbally construct for the world to 

see. The parental units: the father—devout, loquacious, more invested in a namesake 

than paths of righteousness for His name’s sake10—and the mother—anxious, 

volitionally reticent, the interpreter of maladies in the paterfamilias beside whom she 

sits. 

Gay(e)’s nativity reading compounds the affective labor of this saga, certainly 

with regard to the Mother’s wariness about marrying the Father, because “[o]nly later 

on did [she] learn about the awful violence of the Gay family back in Lexington. There 

                                                        

9 Edwin Hawkins and the Edwin Hawkins Singers, “The Comforter”, The Comforter (Los Angeles: Birthright 
Records, 1977). 
10 Psalm 23:3b. 
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were stories of shootings—Gays against Gays.”11 Yet his birth marks, rather shockingly, 

convergent archetypes of melancholy and mourning. Those who once suffered 

unfathomable loss apart eventually unite in holy matrimony and birth a son—this 

affective “reaction” is what Sigmund Freud tracks as the byproduct of “some 

abstraction”12—because “‘[t]here was tragedy in [the] younger life’” of Mother Gay as 

well: “My father, for instance, was a violent man who once shot my mother. Mama 

survived, but the fear still lives inside me. My father died in a hospital for the insane.”13 

One ponders not only if the comforter exhibits some level of discomfort, residential and 

interpersonal, but also how crime gets familiarized amongst kinfolk. All of these events 

coordinate Gay(e)’s location at “the locus of confounded identities, a meeting ground of 

investments and privations in the [familial] treasury of rhetorical wealth”14 and, for that 

matter, histories of violence on both sides of the helix. In this way, “[t]here was nothing 

beautiful or majestic about his appearance, nothing to attract us to him. He was despised 

and rejected—a man of sorrows, acquainted with the deepest grief.” Furthermore, and 

perhaps incalculably sad, one might deduce that “[Mother] turned [her back] on him 

and looked the other way. He was despised and [she] did not care.”15 

                                                        

11 Ritz, 6. 
12 Sigmund Freud, “Mourning and Melancholia”, in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of 
Sigmund Freud, Volume XIV (1914-1916): On the History of the Psycho-Analytic Movement, Papers on 
Metapsychology and Other Works, trans. James Strachey (London: Hogarth Press, 1957), 243. 
13 Ritz, 6. 
14 Hortense J. Spillers, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book”, Diacritics, Vol. 17, no. 2 
(1987): 65. Hereafter, I will refer to the article as “MB”. 
15 Isaiah 53:2b-3. 
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As the biography continues, a father’s wishes as words are skinned: 

Marvin Pentz Gaye, Jr. was born at Freedman’s Hospital in Washington, D.C., on April 2, 
1939, a Sunday, the same day of the week he died. In the same city, exactly one week 
later, the great black contralto, Marian Anderson, barred from singing at Constitution 
Hall by the Daughters of the American Revolution, would perform at the Lincoln 
Memorial before seventy-five thousand spectators on Easter morning . . . “I felt a kinship 
to Miss Anderson, just as I’d always feel a great kinship with Mahalia Jackson . . . My 
father himself had a great voice and the capacity to become a great singer. Early on, I 
realized—largely through dreams—that I, too, was destined to be such a singer.” Marvin 
had precise recollections of childhood dreams, but were these dreams engendered while 
awake or asleep? “Both,” he replied with an inflection both regal and street. “They were 
more visions than dreams.”16 

 
This plot summary of nascence mirrors a similar in-breaking for one Richard Franklin 

Lennox Thomas Pryor III (another namesake!) who, on the day of his birth in Peoria, 

Illinois, heralds two features that ran in that day’s local periodical The Peoria Journal 

Transcript: a chronicle of the latest bellicosity in Europe, and an article subtitled “Parents 

Can Help a Child Develop a Likable Personality” in Myrtle Meyer Eldred’s column 

“Your Baby and Mine”.17 Such a conflation—the postpartum making of a war-torn 

personality—affirms the affective disjointedness alluded to earlier in the side-by-side 

interview by Father and Mother Gay. Even in his likeness, exceeding namesakehood, to 

the Pryor narrative, Gay(e) gives way to a discourse on serendipity. In fact, perhaps this 

                                                        

16 Ritz, 9 (emphasis mine). This notion of kinship with Mahalia Jackson is reminiscent of Dagmawi 
Woubshet’s sentiments regarding her and Jessye Norman; this psychic relationship is more intriguing to me 
because Woubshet reads it through his melancholy, and his being “[i]n trouble”. See Dagmawi Woubshet, 
“Tizita: For Rafael”, Callaloo, Vol. 30, no. 2 (Spring, 2007): 510. 
17 John A. Williams and Dennis A. Williams, If I Stop, I’ll Die: The Comedy and Tragedy of Richard Pryor (New 
York: Thunder Mouth Press, 1991), 18. 
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piece could end here simply for the purposiveness of permitting one the proper room to 

bask in the extant possibility of being born to live a life worth singing. 

To acknowledge that a child bound to a named affiliation is birthed under the 

shelter of a freedman’s neonatal nursery; that what was meant for evil was turned to 

good in the person and works of Miss Anderson, the contralto foremother of Marvin; 

that Mahalia Jackson and her dark soprano timbre can be heard saying to Gay(e) instead 

of King, that being Martin Luther, Jr., through the annals of the black aesthetic and 

radical tradition, “Tell them about the dream, Marvin!”;18 that music is an inheritance 

passed down by the one who despises you the most, the one whom you also, 

stunningly, become;19 that what could have been a dream deferred does explode?20 with 

such force that it troubles a body to wakefulness, a somnambulator’s eye-opening 

inversion, at times yet asleep; that a wonderful change could come over a man whose 

nostalgia as a juvenile visionary enables him to code-switch, conveying to the 

biographer the King’s English and the hoodese of the urban dictionary in a single word. 

                                                        

18 Drew Hansen, “Mahalia Jackson, and King’s Improvisation”, New York Times, 27 August 2013, accessed 10 
September 2016, http://www.nytimes.com/2013/08/28/opinion/ -jackson-and-kings-rhetorical-
improvisation.html. 
19 “For this reason the exciting causes of melancholia have a much wider range than those of mourning, 
which is for the most part occasioned only by a real loss of the object, by its death. In melancholia, 
accordingly, countless separate struggles are carried on over the object, in which hate and love contend with 
each other; the one seeks to detach the libido from the object, the other to maintain this position of the libido 
against the assault. The location of these separate struggles cannot be assigned to any system but the Ucs., 
the region of the memory-traces of things (as contrasted with word-cathexes).” Although one could surmise 
that Marvin’s accounting is precisely “word-cathexes”, we will later see the “memory-traces of things” 
enacted. See Freud, 256-7. 
20 Langston Hughes, “Harlem [2]”, in The Collected Poems of Langston Hughes, ed. Arnold Rampersad (New 
York: Vintage Books, 1995), 426. 
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The triumph of Gay(e)’s reverence for Anderson and Jackson is that he channels the 

power of yes to the female within,21 the foregrounded installation of Fred Moten’s 

performative materiality.22 This occurs concurrent to Marvin being deemed his Father’s 

child. 

Just as arresting, fully cognizant of the Judeo-Christian liturgical calendar, is that 

Anderson’s “sunrise surprise” on Easter compels sitting with the fact that Marvin Pentz 

Gay(e), Jr., born a week earlier on April 2, 1939, makes his own triumphant entry into 

the new Jerusalem that is this nation’s capital on Palm Sunday. What would it mean, by 

way of Jean-Baptiste Faure and Charles H. Gabriel, to belt the hymn “The Palms” from 

the rafters, grasping the gravity of lyrics about a suffering servant-savior oddly jibing 

with the birth of Marvin Gay(e)?23 Is this the Dasein—the being-there (or the being, 

there)—that qualifies whatever notions of predestination one might grasp for in the wee 

small hours of the morning, or rather in utero? Peter Schwenger forecasts this 

Heideggerian conceit when he gives voice to the fleshliness of the scream as an affective 

category via Emmanuel Lévinas’s resistance of Heidegger—“the horror of being-there” 

versus the “‘there is’—what Lévinas calls the il y a”. This is revelatory in light of how the 

scream signifies one’s birth which is to say, when a newborn does not scream, those in 

                                                        

21 Spillers, “MB”, 80. 
22 Fred Moten, In the Break: The Aesthetics of the Black Radical Tradition (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 
2003), 17-8. Hereafter, I will refer to the text as ItB. 
23 Charles H. Gabriel, “The Palms”, in The National Baptist Hymnal (Nashville: National Baptist Publishing, 
1977), 72. 
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the birthing room presume something to be wrong. Couple this with the doctor’s routine 

posterior “slap”, and Lévinas’s argument becomes intelligible as a kind of horror which 

determines, to borrow from Spillers, that “before the ‘body there is the ‘flesh’”.24 

Likewise, contemplating Ritz in the chapter “In the Beginning”, the Father ending his 

son’s existence, that very son being beloved because he is his namesake, foretells 

Marvin’s birth scream because it conveys an anxiety over death that will eventuate to be 

accomplished by the Father. One, then, is convinced that “it was [their] weaknesses 

[Gay(e)] carried, it was [their] sorrows that weighed him down. And [they] thought his 

troubles were a punishment from God, a punishment for his own sins!”25 It would 

appear not only that Gay(e)’s life is paraliturgical, but also that such a life becomes the 

parallactic nadir for comprehending what it means to be wanted by the very person(s) 

who will lay in wait for your descent, and then voice dissent regarding such a fall. 

All of this religious rhetoric would not be lost on the Son: Father was a pastor; 

the church was the homestead.26 And Father chastises the Son as a means of strict 

adherence to his “law”: 

“It wasn’t simply that my father beat me . . . though that was bad enough. By the time I 
was twelve, there wasn’t an inch of my body that hadn’t been bruised and beaten by him. 
But Father did something else far worse. You see, he’s a man with a subtle mind. He 
understood that if you’re interested in inflicting pain, prolonging the process adds to the 

                                                        

24 Let me also say that insomnia as Lévinas’s world interrupting, world suspending, bodily repercussion of 
“continual play” prefigures Freud insofar as one of his diagnosed symptoms of melancholia is sleeplessness. 
See Peter Schwenger, “Phenomenology of the Scream”, Critical Inquiry, Vol. 40, no. 2 (Winter 2014): 389; 
Spillers, “MB”, 67 (emphasis mine); and Freud, 246. 
25 Isaiah 53:4. 
26 Ritz, 10; 15. 
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excitement . . . The only way to short-circuit the agony was to provoke him even more and 
just get the beating over with. When he finally struck me, I knew—children know these 
things—that something inside him was enjoying the whole thing.” . . . “I thought I could 
win his love through singing, so I sang my heart out . . . I could never please him, and if it 
wasn’t for Mother, who was always there to console me and praise my singing, I think I 
would have been one of those child suicide cases you read about in the papers.”27 

 
The invocation of a “death drive”28 casts Gay(e) in comprehensive company with the 

likes of Richard Wright and James Baldwin29 in that all can somehow cite parental 

behaviors, along the lines of religiosity and rite, as circumventing whatever “calling” is 

existent to mete out grace as it has been apportioned. The Gay home as church 

constructs itself as the site of a makeshift plantation where disobedience to discipleship 

provokes the threat, promise and manifestation of “specifically externalized acts of 

torture and prostration that we imagine as the peculiar province of male brutality and 

torture inflicted by other males.”30 

This endogamous, intraresidential short-circuitry incites a perusal of the 

manufacturing of systems of compulsory impulse, most often corporeal, that materialize 
                                                        

27 Ibid., 11-2; 13 (emphasis mine). 
28 “The self-tormenting in melancholia, which is without doubt enjoyable, signifies, just like the 
corresponding phenomenon in obsessional neurosis, a satisfaction of trends of sadism and hate which relate 
to an object, and which have been turned round upon the subject's own self in the ways we have been 
discussing. In both disorders the patients usually still succeed, by the circuitous path of self-punishment, in 
taking revenge on the original object and in tormenting their loved one through their illness, having 
resorted to it in order to avoid the need to express their hostility to him openly. After all, the person who has 
occasioned the patient's emotional disorder, and on whom his illness is centred [sic], is usually to be found 
in his immediate environment. The melancholic's erotic cathexis in regard to his object has thus undergone a 
double vicissitude: part of it has regressed to identification, but the other part, under the influence of the 
conflict due to ambivalence, has been carried back to the stage of sadism, which is nearer to that conflict. It is 
this sadism alone that solves the riddle of the tendency to suicide which makes melancholia so interesting—
and so dangerous.” See Freud, 251-2. 
29 See the lynched cat scene in Richard Wright, Black Boy (New York: HarperCollins, 1993 [1944]), 11-6; and 
James Baldwin, Go Tell It on the Mountain (New York: Bantam Dell, 1981 [1952]).  
30 Spillers, “MB”, 68. 
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here in the Father—“the ‘overseer,’ standing the length of a whip”—who “has popped 

[the Son’s] flesh open.”31 One sits in awe not only because Marvin is the pain receptor, 

but also because this violence endows her with the capacity to translate these 

“hieroglyphics of the flesh”.32 The razing of Marvin’s skin is the earliest musical lesson 

for the Son in discerning and sight-reading the sheet music that is his body as a 

composition: “the extended movement of a specific upheaval, an ongoing irruption that 

anarranges every line”, even of flesh, “a strain that pressures the assumption of the 

equivalence of personhood and subjectivity.”33 The Son becomes a party to an 

“apparatus”, which includes a “‘[man] of God’”, that “apparently colludes with a 

protocol of ‘search and destroy.’”34 However, what would appear to be the Gay 

disciplinarian’s “critical distance”, as extended from his hand to the end of his switch, 

making contact with his beloved namesake’s corpus, actually posits a manner of 

intimacy. Ritz’s second chapter, “Original Sin”, points to the gravitas inherent in 

Gay(e)’s specific natal community and his defiance of it. However, it also engenders what 

will be understood in chapter three to be “Sexual Confusion”, a presumptive nod to his 

futural call for “Healing”. Might such music be the resistance of the object who is 

Gay(e)? 

                                                        

31 Ibid., 68. 
32 Ibid., 67. 
33 Moten, ItB, 1. 
34 Spillers, “MB”, 67. 
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The move to speak about homebound disciplinarity as a mode of intimacy in 

part comes from what is viewed as a form of filial rage, given the Mother’s admission of 

familial crime and a neighbor’s account that “Mr. Gay’s violent streak . . . was especially 

sad and hurtful, because he’d tell me how his own father, back in Kentucky, would beat 

his wife, Mr. Gay’s mother. He’d describe the blood and the horror he saw.”35 The Father 

as the quintessential product of his environment retains a memory of domestic abuse 

that finds its enactment in and throughout his own household, the spatially concomitant 

church—the site of praise and punishment. In the office of hegemon, he propagates an 

oppressive love that puts into relief what is contemporarily called giving queer realness: 

A strong sexual ambiguity surrounding Mr. Gay was something I’d [Ritz] noticed the 
first time I met him in 1979 . . . His speech and body language were soft and overtly 
feminine . . . “My father . . . likes to wear women’s clothing. As you well know, that 
doesn’t mean he’s a homosexual. In fact my father was always known as a ladies’ man . . 
. There have been periods where his hair was very long and curled under, and when he 
seemed quite adamant in showing the world the girlish side of himself. That may have 
been to further embarrass me. I find the situation all the more difficult because, to tell you 
the truth, I have the same fascination with women’s clothes. In my case, that has nothing to do 
with any attraction for men. Sexually, men don’t interest me. But seeing myself as a 
woman is something that intrigues me. It’s also something I fear. I indulge myself 
only at the most discreet and intimate moments . . . After all, indulgence of the flesh is 
wicked, no matter what your kick. The hot stuff is lethal. I’ve never been able to stay away 
from the hot stuff.”36 

 
In a way, though Yasiin Bey née Mos Def could not have foreseen his residence at the 

site of prophecy, this account of troubling gender connotes that his album, The New 

                                                        

35 Ritz, 13. 
36 Ibid., 17-8 (emphasis mine). 
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Danger, tracks, whether by listing or critical framing, a “Modern Marvel”,37 even if the 

record interpolates as an homage to and an interpretation of What’s Going On. 

(By way of minor detour, Bey has created, or at the very least permitted, some 

fascinating projects in the past few years that utilize parts of his discography under the 

portmanteau Yasiin Gaye; I believe the impetus for these recordings started with The 

New Danger. The two recent projects that further this musicological blend have occurred 

by way of two mixtapes, quite literally, called Yasiin Gaye: The Departure [Side One] and 

Yasiin Gaye: The Return [Side Two] by Amerigo Gazaway.38 When I say the projects are 

“mixtapes”, what I mean is Gazaway has taken Bey and Gay[e]’s singular discographies 

and merged them in such a way that the tracks are neither samplings nor interpolations, 

or even remixes, in my opinion. The best way to understand them would be to say they 

are meta-music, even meta-musicologies. For example, The Departure [Side One] has a 

track—“The Panties [featuring Teddy Pendergrass]”—where Gazaway overlays Mos 

Def’s singing on “The Panties” from The New Danger with interpolations from Gay[e]’s 

“What’s Going On” [or is it “Mercy Mercy Me [The Ecology]”?], “What’s Happening 

                                                        

37 On The New Danger, there is a track called “Modern Marvel”, an homage to Gaye that sonically references 
“Flyin’ High (In the Friendly Sky)” and “Mercy Mercy Me (The Ecology)”, all records from the album What’s 
Going On. See Mos Def, “Modern Marvel”, in The New Danger (Rawkus/Geffen, 2004).  
38 In an e-mail correspondence with musicologist Andrew Flory, I learned that “Bey had no involvement 
with the Amerigo Gazaway tracks. (As far as I know.) I first heard about them from my contacts [at] 
Universal Music, but it was all sort of a joke because later they demanded that it be taken down because it 
was all done without permission. And then they turned a blind eye. When I contacted him [Bey I presume] 
to say that I loved the fact that he used my voice on the tracks (he certainly hadn’t asked permission), he 
seemed to be relieved that I wasn’t annoyed.” Andrew Flory, e-mail message to I. Augustus Durham, 9 
February 2018. 
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Brother”, and “Sexual Healing”; Teddy Pendergrass’s “Come Go With Me”; and André 

3000’s “Where Are My Panties?” The amalgamation is so seamless, it is difficult to track 

where songs begin and end through tempo changes that shift the key signature. As well, 

the projects exhibit surprise as shown on the mixtape covers: The Departure shows 

Gay[e]’s face cropped beside Bey’s in order to appear as one congruous entity, and The 

Return presents a cartoon which “features Mos Def and Marvin Gaye aboard a spaceship 

piloted by none other than Amerigo himself. [Fun fact, and maybe a subtle reference 

here: Kanye West’s ‘Spaceship’ samples a Marvin Gaye song.]” Ironically, the sample is 

“Distant Lover”. Likewise, on the cover for The Return, Gay[e] and Bey are discussing 

The Departure mixtape.39) (Figures 4 and 5) 

                                                        

39 Amerigo Gazaway, Yasiin Gaye: The Departure (Side One) (Nashville: 2014) 
(http://soulmatesproject.com/2014/01/09/yasiin-gaye-the-departure-free-download/); Amerigo Gazaway, 
Yasiin Gaye: The Return (Side Two) (Nashville: 2014) (http://soulmatesproject.com/2014/06/04/download-
yasiin-gaye-return-side-two/); Sama’an Ashrawi, “Revolt Premiere: Yasiin Gaye: The Return, Side Two”, 
Revolt.tv, 4 June 2014, accessed 6 July 2014 (http://revolt.tv/news/revolt-premiere-yasiin-gaye-the-return-
side-two/33E7B2AC-9E63-4CC3-84AD-A52F49A0F59F). 
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Figure 4: The cover of Yasiin Gaye: The Departure (Side One), 2014 

 

Figure 5: The cover of Yasiin Gaye: The Return (Side Two), 2014 
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This retelling is necessary so as to offer a full airing of the hermeneutical scope to 

which I previously referred. If one wrestles with what the passage intimates, what he 

concludes is the existence of a politics with relation to haunting and heat, i.e., the haint 

in the Gay home signals those very systems of compulsory impulse but under a 

stereotypically different white sheet or, to continue Morrison’s metaphor, an 

alternatively hued “pool of red and undulating light”.40 Here is literature on feet, 

whether of Baldwin’s Go Tell It on the Mountain or the hull of Morrison’s Beloved ship, in 

that the physicality of bodies being touched—quickened, unctioned—catalyzes a 

truthfulness that reaches a fever pitch. After discussing the psychic diminution of the 

melancholic, Freud himself pivots to speak about the truth: “He [the melancholic] also 

seems justified in certain other self-accusations; it is merely that he has a keener eye for 

the truth than other people who are not melancholic. When in his heightened self-

criticism he describes himself as petty, egoistic, dishonest, lacking in independence, one 

whose sole aim has been to hide the weaknesses of his own nature, it may be, so far as 

we know, that he has come pretty near to understanding himself; we only wonder why 

a man has to be ill before he can be accessible to a truth of this kind.”41 While this 

rendering of “truth” is compelling, it is precisely the pathology that one must be “ill” to 

encounter it that behooves pushback. That is to say, Gay(e) speaking his truth is 

                                                        

40 Toni Morrison, Beloved (New York: Plume, 1998 [1987]), 15. 
41 Freud, 246 (emphasis mine). 
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necessarily an act of wellness; such an utterance ostensibly sets him free—the object can 

and does resist, in word and, soon enough, song. 

The home-as-church makes room for a threshing floor, a black bottom, which 

becomes an unorthodox spatial category. This is holy ground where cloven tongues of 

fire, whether of the divine order or delivered by the unspared rod,42 as the power to 

equip one with “the anointing” for the preparatory cause of doing “the work”, undoes 

whatever one believes he understands about bodily affliction: these symptoms of heat-

stroke insure the apoplectic onset of “hot stuff” metastasizing into a hot thing.43 “The 

new danger”—the threat and eventual destruction of peace of mind and the virtuous 

life44—in the sexual dubiousness enacted by the male Gays is that one’s forbearers 

seemed on to something, though he may shudder to think it, when they said that 

children can’t be what they ain’t seen. Ritz furthers this underlying perspective with the 

inclusion of the Mother’s confessional: “Did he [Gay(e)] believe his father was 

homosexual? ‘I didn’t know. I didn’t want to know. I just drove the thought out of my 

mind.’ I asked Mrs. Gay the same question about her husband. ‘I’m not certain. I do 

know that five of his siblings were homosexuals. And it’s true that he liked soft clothing. 

                                                        

42 Proverbs 13:24. 
43 This passage from Beloved is worth being entirely transcribed. But the most paramount words for this 
section of the chapter, and what is written after it, read as such: 
“she wants her earrings   she wants her round basket   I want her face   a hot thing 
in the beginning the women are away from men and the men are away from women   storms rock us and 
mix the men into the women and the women into the men.” 
This is “fantasy in the hold”. See Toni Morrison, Beloved (New York: Plume, 1998 [1987]), 210-3 (emphasis 
mine). 
44 Ritz, 17. 
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Soft things of all kinds attracted him. He liked to wear my panties, my shoes, my gowns, 

even my nylon hose. Marvin would see him like that sometimes.’”45 Mother Gay, the 

third of one in the perichoretic order, opines that sexuality has a hereditary basis as 

revealed in behavior: the comforter just gave up the ghost. 

The laterally familial, as it relates to siblings—horizontality—and the 

transversally familial, with regard to offspring and parentage—verticality—, puts forth a 

mapping of sexual crossing, and cross-dressing, in this tribal epic. Marvin’s admission 

that he too finds intrigue and action in his Father’s sartorial pastime prepares us for the 

sacramental on par with transubstantiation: “Sapphire” is an affective designation in the 

Gay genealogical line, whether Junior or Senior. Junior steps into the avatar that is 

“Sapphire” as he “enacts [his] ‘Old Man’ in drag, just as [his] ‘Old Man’ becomes 

‘Sapphire’ in outrageous caricature.”46 Ritz asserts, “Shame and guilt haunted Marvin as 

a child. ‘I wanted to beat the shit out of the guys when they teased me about Father . . . I 

wanted to smash their faces and cut their throats, but I was afraid. I suppose I was afraid 

that I was just like him—that I was too much of a woman to fight back. Instead of taking 

blows like a man, I ran. My main memories of growing up have to do with running.’”47 

Freud surmises: 

In melancholia, the occasions which give rise to the illness extend for the most part 
beyond the clear case of a loss by death, and include all those situations of being slighted, 

                                                        

45 Ibid., 18-9. 
46 Spillers, “MB”, 66. 
47 Ritz, 18 (emphasis mine). 
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neglected or disappointed, which can import opposed feelings of love and hate into the 
relationship or reinforce an already existing ambivalence. This conflict due to 
ambivalence, which sometimes arises more from real experiences, sometimes more from 
constitutional factors, must not be overlooked among the preconditions of melancholia . . 
. If the love for the object—a love which cannot be given up though the object itself is 
given up—takes refuge in narcissistic identification, then the hate comes into operation on 
this substitutive object, abusing it, debasing it, making it suffer and deriving sadistic 
satisfaction from its suffering.”48 

 
Ritz alludes to this narcissistic identification when he writes, “He [Marvin] was unable 

to lose the feeling that the world revolved around him; a spiritual, childlike egocentricity 

would be one of Marvin’s lifelong characteristics. His father shared the same quality of 

self-centeredness.”49 Nonetheless, though the projection of suffering enacts itself 

cerebrally, the substitutive object—the Father, whom Marvin fears in and as himself—

has his comeuppance hypothetically displaced onto strangers with tongues that 

stammer with precision, running mouths that cause feet to behave similarly in the cause 

of modalities of the mobile and dissimilarly in the cause of protective retreat such that 

“some people wanna run things; other things wanna run.”50 In this way, language 

becomes the manner through which Marvin suffers bullying as he casts himself, through 

forms of masculine parody, as a bulwark, a fortress that deflects the pangs of 

debilitating speech acts; “[w]e might concede, at the very least, that sticks and bricks 

                                                        

48 Freud, 251 (emphasis mine).  
49 Ritz, 10. 
50 Fred Moten, 46:25-29, “Black Kant (Pronounced Chant): A Theorizing Lecture at the Kelly Writers House”, 
University of Pennsylvania, 27 February 2007, accessed 21 December 2016, 
https://media.sas.upenn.edu/pennsound/authors/Moten/KWH_02-27-07/moten-
fred_KWH_theorizing%20lecture_02-27-07.mp3. 
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might break [Marvin’s] bones, but words will most certainly kill” him,51 or expedite his 

potential to kill. 

 Spillers observes, like Gay(e), that through a biopower that attempts to rend 

indulgent flesh of its wickedness, one inevitably “ungenders” the feminine insomuch as 

black women can perhaps never be “mothers”. Based on what has been recounted 

heretofore, the inquiry that arrives at this juncture is: does the ungendering of the 

masculine occur vis-à-vis discipline as couched in rage, which is to say “coming up 

hard” necessarily initiating “coming apart”, inasmuch as black men can perhaps never 

be “fathers”? And to such stunning effects that in this particular case, the Gay household 

thrives on the intrigue of—or, more to the point, “pleasures” in—role reversals that 

allow “fathers” to be “mothers” in order to make their “sons” “daughters” (or even 

sadomasochistic “lovers”), and every other permutation, as experienced through 

intimate out-rage, dalliances in “touching” homosociality?52 Marvin would conclude 

“Ain’t That Peculiar”; some might express, “Isn’t it gay?”; while others could call it the 

                                                        

51 Spillers, “MB”, 68. 
52 Fred Moten, “Bridge and the One: Improvisations of the Public Sphere”, in Performing Hybridity, eds. May 
Joseph and Jennifer Natalya Fink (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1999), 245; hereafter, I will 
refer to this article as “Bridge”. Endnote 16 of this article is of particular interest; triangulating Frederick 
Douglass with Sandy Jenkins and Mr. Covey, while also acknowledging the haunting of Aunt Hester’s 
scream, Moten writes, “The animation of the object/fetish by a woman’s resistant scream, its derivation of its 
character from that scream, and its being exchanged between men is a double operation . . . What remains, 
and what this essay can only weakly preface and call for is a much fuller understanding of how utopian 
resistance actually emerges from the connection and disconnection of acoustical mirroring and male 
homosociality.” I surmise the object/fetish animates itself precisely through the haunting of the feminine in 
the Gay family. Nonetheless, Douglass will become important going forward, as will “Trouble Man”, as 
utopian resistance catalyzed by the homosocial/homoerotic. 
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queer art of failure. What I mean is, while I am careful not to presume Gay(e)’s 

childhood as exemplary of a “queer fairy tale”, it is here that the record produces 

precisely a generative model of failure, that being an insistence on trouble and 

brokenness.53 If this constitutes Gay(e)’s childhood as a queer fairy tale, then there 

certainly is a “Hollywood ending”, though immensely unhappy, when the Father kills 

the Son over a dispute with the Mother, the Holy Ghost. Then again, maybe such an act 

is the pinnacle of queer failure considering that Marvin dies in 1984 on April Fools’ Day, 

the day before the anniversary of the arrival of his flesh.54 

Spillers’s statement that “before the ‘body’ there is the ‘flesh’”, that 

spatiotemporal obstacle as given by the preposition, makes all the difference in the very 

same way, donning an architectural hat, that vestibularity is a fascinating concept. The 

conundrum with the vestibule is that one can be in the space, but not be of the place. 

(One faintly hears Pastor Gay on a bygone Sunday in his church-home—“You are in the 

world, but not of the world.”) Carrying Spillers’s metaphor to this narrative, one now 

reimagines Marvin’s birth and the ceremonial nature of his naming. On the one hand, 

who is to say that Gay(e)’s nascence is not the occasion in which flesh of flesh, bone of 

bone, is birthed to people who are a collective embody-me(a)nt before, as in “to behold in 

                                                        

53 I see congruence with “Trouble Man”, and its linkage to a movie, and Judith (Jack) Halberstam’s reading 
of Finding Nemo. This is to say, the filmic as a vehicle for familial saga signifies something like the forgetting, 
losing, and looping, and the father-son relationship/search for the phallus in the Pixar darling. As to how, I 
am yet unsure. See Judith (Jack) Halberstam, The Queer Art of Failure (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011), 
53-86; 118-21; 184. 
54 Ritz, 331-4. 
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front of”, that newborn-and-quickly-diminishing flesh? That is, bodies in the presence of 

the neonatal that as soon as the flesh “crowns”,55 the nascent joins the cadre of bodies in 

the delivery room as a new initiate, freshly ripened for undergoing the “[nth] degree of 

social conceptualization that does not escape concealment under the brush of discourse, 

or the reflexes of iconography.”56 On the other hand, might Marvin’s birth also be 

prototypical of disembody-me(a)nt after the flesh because, striking the chiasmus, if 

“before the ‘body’ there is the ‘flesh’”, then “after the ‘flesh’ there is the ‘body’”? In other 

words, the Father namesaking the Son in the presence of the motherly Holy Ghost 

makes real the “Word being made flesh and dwelling among” them, let alone “full of 

grace and truth,”57 and/or bringing them goodness and light,58 even if the newborn 

flesh’s maturation and eventual degradation toward bodiliness has a duration of 

roughly nine months. 

                                                        

55 My read of Gaye’s “crowning” at birth resonates with Ritz, albeit in a postnatal manner: “Confusion about 
manhood would become another great theme in Marvin Gaye’s life. His search for strong male role models 
led him into boxing rings and onto football fields while he fought to prove, fought to deny, fought to win his 
self-respect—gallant attempts which proved futile . . . If Marvin saw Father as a king, he quickly began perceiving 
himself as a prince”. See Ritz, 19-20 (emphasis mine). This reference to Gaye and football is interesting in that 
he actually did tryout for the Detroit Lions. See Justin Tinsley, “How Marvin Gaye’s NFL tryout changed his 
career”, espn.com, 20 August 2015, accessed 11 September 2016, 
http://www.espn.com/nfl/story/_/id/13464184/marvin-gaye-tryout-nfl-detroit-lions. 
56 Spillers, “MB”, 67 (strikethrough mine). 
57 John 1:14 (KJV). 
58 Here, the use of the Christmas standard “Do You Hear What I Hear?” as the section headings becomes 
important: if Gaye’s life vibes with that of Jesus, then their nativities hold similitude as well. The lyrics “The 
child, the child, sleeping in the night/He will bring us goodness and light” conclude the verse that begins, 
“Said the king to the people everywhere/Listen to what I say”. The aforemetioned culminating phrases are 
what the king says—this is the Word, as dictated by the face of the empire, being made flesh, even if the 
flesh itself is associated with “the least of these”, the one for whom there is “nothing beautiful or majestic”. 
See Noël Regney, “Do You Hear What I Hear?” (1962). 
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This is a Gaye reading of Hortense, or Spillers’s residence in Marvin’s Room. 

 

When Gaye Meets Gershwin—Do You Know What I Know? 

Marvin becoming his Mother-Father when he “gives up the ghost” about his 

own haunting of the feminine exhibits a kind of latent heat that warms in the midst of an 

all-too-frigid world. Through this penchant for rhetorical prowess as a tool of combat, 

among other examples, one reasons through why “[h]is debut album was the point at 

which Gaye officially added the ‘e’ to his name. In addition to wanting to distance 

himself from Father, he also thought the extra letter lent a certain class.” Marvin’s 

nomenclatural establishment of personal space, divorcing himself from Father Gay, 

transfigures to be his self-actualization: with a touch of “class” (and in homage to Sam 

Cooke),59 Gay(e) transforms to Gaye—neither the extrinsic muse of outrageous 

caricature for his Father nor the intrinsic occasion of making “real” the Lacanian mirror-

stage when he envisions and enacts himself in drag—simply by metaqueering his name. 

The trouble of masculinity problematizes Gaye’s upbringing until he becomes his 

own man. He creates a subversive persona on the record in order to be acquainted with 

his deepest self: “Trouble Man was one of only two albums where Gaye wrote every song 

alone. He lost himself in the mood of the movie, a mood corresponding to the dark side 

of his own soul . . . The transitions from the lofty spirituality of What’s Going On to the 

                                                        

59 Ritz, 74.  
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bleak pessimism of Trouble Man was astounding, though no more astounding than the 

contradictions in Marvin’s personality . . . In it he identified with the hero-victim, 

bringing to the suite a distinctively, frighteningly autobiographical voice.60 The album as 

autobiography troubles “the history of the book” in that it reifies anew the genius and 

once-conceived naïveté of Olaudah Equiano, and the foresight of one Stevie Wonder: 

there is such a thing as a talking book.61 If the listener, akin to Equiano, takes “Trouble 

Man” and puts her ears to it, when alone, in hopes it would answer,62 this audible living 

history vocalizes so pristinely that it foreshadows Mackey’s tribal narrativization. The 

record becomes the ghosting one always wanted to embrace but did not know would 

hug him back due to his all-too-anxious fear that the specter was immaterial, the not-real 

mother who he thought would say NO! to his existence as a response to him saying YES! 

to her immanence. Gaye sings himself into a sound that gives way to Ritz’s titular 

offering of his “divided soul”—the “gangster” and the preacher’s kid, the sexual healer 

and the painfully shy guy, the daughter and the son, mama’s baby and papa’s maybe.63 

                                                        

60 Ibid., 163. 
61 Stevie Wonder, Talking Book (Tamla, 1972). 
62 Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, Or Gustavus Vassa, The African by 
Himself (Hogarth Blake Ltd. E-book, 2008 [1789]), 39, http://www.hh-bb.com/equiano.pdf; 
63 This list runs in tandem with Jan (Janis) Gaye, Marvin’s second wife, and her account of attending 
Marvin’s concert: “Soon he was singing ‘Trouble Man.’ He was Trouble Man—sexy and dangerous, gentle 
and sweet. He was flying high in a friendly sky, he was whispering ‘Mercy, mercy me,’ warning us of the 
fate of our ecology, he was walking through the inner-city landscape of blues. All this was fine. All this was 
cool. All this was well-mannered and mellow Marvin. But when the romantic Marvin emerged, and he 
broke into the opening strains of ‘Distant Lover,’ pandemonium broke out. Women lost their minds. The 
piercing screams shattered the night.” See Jan Gaye, After the Dance: My Life with Marvin Gaye (New York: 
HarperCollins, 2015), 84. Hereafter, I will refer to the text as AtD. 
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To behold an album where only one track holds any form of vocality becomes the 

reading of an American Grammar Book that transcends category, even if the European 

avant-garde hearer considers it “innovative”.64 

The Americanity of this singular Gaye Grammar Book is found in its necessity to 

have one self-fashion a complex story about his personal communion with evil—“the 

dark side of his own soul”—and his fascination with the underworld. Moreover, the 

provocation of a talking book reveals something along the lines of Spillers’s “American 

Grammar Book”. However, it may be better to rename such literature as the American 

Songbook according to Gaye’s inspiration: “‘This is probably my favorite work,’ Marvin 

told me, though he said the same thing about I Want You. ‘I was listening to a great deal 

of Gershwin at the time, and I really wanted to do something great. I was amazed at my 

concentration. It had never been this intense before.’”65 This admission pushes us toward 

our next immediate inquiry regarding “Trouble Man” and its creation: what Gershwin 

was Gaye listening to? 

Speaking to the broader musical influences on Gaye during the Trouble Man 

project, Geoffrey O’Brien writes: 

This was around the same time he [Gaye] told Rolling Stone that he felt capable of 
everything Beethoven had been capable of, only it might take him a little longer because 
he lacked the technical training. Trouble Man was as close as he would get to the kind of 
seamless symphonic work he had in mind. It was the idea of movie soundtrack as object 

                                                        

64 Ritz, 163. 
65 Ibid., 164. Moten equally does a close reading of the record, “Since I Had You”, from the I Want You 
album. See Moten, ItB, 224-9. 
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that gave him the long form he needed for a freedom otherwise unavailable, a freedom even 
from lyric and song structure. There is not a movie large enough to be accompanied by 
that music. It is best imagined with eyes closed, in the process becoming something like 
Korngold’s “opera without singing”: a fluid spectacle not underscored but directed by 
music, narrative created by music’s will, sound as world-creating action. The album itself is 
the movie.66 

Trouble Man as opera is portentous of the Gershwin to which Gaye may have been 

listening, in the same way that sound as a generative universality foreruns the 

upcoming close listening of the singing on the record. In essence, “Trouble Man” is “[a] 

private soundtrack [that] becomes the public soundtrack, the assertion of a continuum, a 

republic of music.”67 If the album is “sound as world-creating action”, then that previous 

deferral becomes fulfillment in that Marvin ghostolalically calls it such when he 

continues dreaming out loud: “Visions of myself on stage, while all the world watched 

and waited for me to sing something so stupendous that life as we know it would be 

forever altered. I was brought here to make a change.”68 This democratic listening by 

Gaye further concretizes the exclamation of YES! to the female within because Marian’s 

influence emerges, presumably via genre, no different to that of Mahalia. 

With the operatic nod of the project in tow, the song also expands the larger 

sonic canon of blaxploitation music, as per Nelson George, because 

this celebration/rejection friction was a by-product of a transition between the gospel core 
that underpinned soul and the secular citified attitude that would partially replace it in 

                                                        

66 See Geoffrey O’Brien, “Interrupted Symphony: A Recollection of Movie Music from Max Steiner to 
Marvin Gaye”, in This is Pop: In Search of the Elusive at Experience Music Project, ed. Eric Weisbard 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004), 101 (emphasis mine). 
67 O’Brien, 101. 
68 Ritz, 9-10. 
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the next (now current) generation. Marvin Gaye’s “Trouble Man” is easily the most 
complex P, P & P [Pimps, Players & Private Eyes] track musically and lyrically. Soft and 
seductive, the song swingingly blends minor chords, scat singing, big band brass, 
boppish piano, and soaring flutes into a sound that defies categorization. Lyrically, Gaye 
provides a coolly articulated defense of street life that unlike his peers, he never once 
apologizes for. ‘I didn’t make it, baby, playing by the rules,’ he croons subtly, managing 
to imply a vision that the rappers who sample his music use eight lines to crudely 
announce.69 

The communion of opera and gospel, a confluence of Gaye’s listening practices, does not 

make Gershwin as muse seem that far afield. That his songbook—an equal blend of 

minor chords and soaring instrumentation—elicits such intensity in the production of 

Trouble Man, one speculates on whether “Rhapsody in Blue” was in heavy rotation in the 

small apartment on Cattaraugas Avenue on the west side of Los Angeles.70 But if I, like 

Wonder and bygone homileticians, were to use my mind’s eye, I believe Gaye was likely 

listening to Porgy and Bess, more assuredly “My Man’s Gone Now”, in order to 

reinterpret Serena’s scream. 

 If the scream, and the subsequent ruminations on it, becomes the medium 

through which ghostolalia occasions itself, what one yearns for now is a mode of 

translation that surprisingly arrives (or perhaps not so much) by way of Frederick 

Douglass and the chronicling of his relative’s scream. This gesture to the vocalizable 

                                                        

69 Nelson George’s reading of the track as a complex hybrid of musical traditions, while undefinable by 
category, sets the tone for what I find to be its extraordinary execution, albeit through melancholy means. 
See Nelson George, Buppies, B-boys, Baps, and Bohos: Notes on Post-Soul Black Culture (Cambridge: Da Capo 
Press, 2001 [1992]), 71 (emphasis mine). For more on the historicity of the Trouble Man soundtrack in a larger 
scope of blaxploitation soundtracks of the era, and what the author refers to as Motown’s “manifest destiny” 
toward the West Coast of the United States, see Andrew Flory, I Hear a Symphony: Motown and Crossover 
R&B (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan, 2017), 150-3. 
70 Ritz, 173. For more on the time spent at Cattaraugus Avenue, see also Frankie Gaye, Marvin Gaye, My 
Brother (San Francisco: Backbeat Books, 2003), 93-4; and Jan Gaye, “8850 Cattaraugas”, in AtD, 45-57. 
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readies Hester to be the “Aunty” of Spillers’s rhetorical wealth.71 As a “translation of a 

translation”, along the lines of risk and stress, we are privileged with the opportunity to 

taste Gaye’s archive; no different than how one wears her hat or sips his tea, this 

subsequent interpretation of a phonographic paroxysm may be “eviscerated beyond 

utility into a synonym of culture itself.”72 

 

“The horror! The horror!”—Listen to What I Say 

Saidiya Hartman’s discontent with the rehearsal of black suffering, vis-à-vis 

Aunt Hester’s screaming, offers Fred Moten a reading of her theoretical boycott when 

the reader peruses the beginning of In the Break.73 But what compels Aunt Hester’s 

inclusion here is her earnest beckoning by Hartman, a move akin to how Moten discerns 

the discourse: “I have chosen not to reproduce Douglass’s account of the beating of Aunt 

Hester in order to call attention to the ease with which such scenes are usually 

reiterated, the casualness with which they are circulated, and the consequences of this 

routine display of the slave’s ravaged body . . . What interests me are the ways we are 

called upon to participate in such scenes.”74 To aim at describing this scene of subjection 

would be difficult because we were not there. Hence why “[t]he reader is the one who is 

                                                        

71 Spillers, “MB”, 65. 
72 Brent Hayes Edwards, “The Taste of the Archive”, Callaloo, Vol. 35, no. 4 (2012): 952. 
73 Fred Moten, ItB, 1-24. 
74 Saidiya Hartman, Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century America (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 3. 
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presumed to be outside the circle, the one whose distance is supposed to allow a certain 

analytic objectivity, the one who exhibits mastery, the one who makes demands, the one 

who demands or evokes precisely that sound that he will not hear.”75 The masculinist 

gaze of Douglass evokes the mise en scène for the theatricality notated by Hartman, 

whether such theater is that of the absurd or the terrible, and also gives “the reader” a 

lens for theorizing the spectacular. But Hartman’s expressed interest in “the call” to the 

participatory feels counterintuitive if for nothing else than the idea that her proposition 

conflates to be the (super)imposition of an invitation, the antiphon toward the 

communal.  

The case of Aunt Hester is interesting because the topography for her screaming 

appears to be her surreptitious getting-along with a paramour, one Lloyd’s Ned also 

known as Ned Roberts. Douglass hints at a peculiar ambiguity around why his first 

master, Captain Anthony, the autobiographer’s whispered-about father, “had ordered 

[Hester] not to go out evenings, and warned her that she must never let him catch her in 

company with [the] young man.” Such ambiguity posits a seemingly unrequited love by 

the Captain for Douglass’s “own aunt”, “a woman of noble form, and of graceful 

proportions, having very few equals, and fewer superiors, in personal appearance, 

among the colored or white women of our neighborhood.”76 (While the term “Aunt” is 

                                                        

75 Moten, “Bridge”, 241. 
76 Frederick Douglass, The Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave (LaVergne, 2009 
[1845]), 21-4; hereafter, I will refer to the text as Narrative. 
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certainly one of kinship in black social life, I want to uphold the idea of Douglass and 

Hester having blood relation. If the rumors are correct regarding the Captain’s paternity, 

Hester is the sister of Harriet Bailey, Douglass’s mother, meaning the Captain whips his 

common-law “sister-in-law”, who may also be his “lover”, in front of his “son”.77) The 

staging of this vocalizing meets a gender troubling methodology under the auspices of 

out-rage: 

I have often been awakened at the dawn of the day by the most heart-rending shrieks of an 
own aunt of mine, whom he used to tie up to a joist, and whip upon her naked back till 
she was literally covered with blood . . . I remember the first time I witnessed this 
horrible exhibition. I was quite a child, but I well remember it. I shall never forget it 
whilst I remember any thing. It was the first of a long series of such outrages, of which I 
was doomed to be a witness and participant . . . It was a most terrible spectacle . . . and 
soon the warm, red blood (amid heart rending shrieks from her, and horrid oaths from 
him) came dripping to the floor. I was so terrified and horror-stricken at the sight, that I 
hid myself in a closet, and dared not venture out till long after the bloody transaction was 
over. I expected it would be my turn next. It was all new to me. I had never seen anything 
like it before . . . I had therefore been, until now, out of the way of the bloody scenes that 
often occurred on the plantation.78 

 
There is a form of synesthesia here that requires taking an exhaustive critical position. 

                                                        

77 These family ties read like those of one Thomas Jefferson. His relationship with Sally Hemings is mired in 
the quasi-incestuous fantastic, or more like sister wives: Sally Hemings was the half-sister of Jefferson’s wife 
Martha Wayles Skelton Jefferson. Therefore, the six children fathered by Jefferson would have also 
constituted his nieces and nephews. See Lucia Stanton, “Sally Hemings”, monticello.org, February 2012 
(October 1994, November 1989), accessed 12 September 2016 (https://www.monticello.org/site/plantation-
and-slavery/sally-hemings); and Salamishah Tillet, “Freedom in a Bondsmaid’s Arms: Sally Hemings, 
Thomas Jefferson, and the Persistence of African American Memory”, in Sites of Slavery: Citizenship and 
Racial Democracy in the Post-Civil Rights Imagination (Durham: Duke University Press, 2012), 19-50. For more 
on the actual blood relation between Frederick and Hester, among others in the family tree, see Leigh 
Fought, “‘A True Mother’s Heart’”, in Women in the World of Frederick Douglass (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2017), 9-40. 
78 Douglass, Narrative, 24-5 (emphasis mine). 
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Douglass ruminates on this moment of the plantation quotidian by stating that 

he cognizes this primal terror because he hears, “has been awakened” by, it. But the 

change in tense, from present perfect—“have been awakened”—to simple past—

“witnessed”—connotes that Douglass might “view” the autobiographically momentous 

whipping prior to his auditory rehearsals of those that followed. What prompts the 

sensorial exchange from watching his Aunt at the end of the pericope to hearing her at 

its beginning, the sequence of morphing from a character eyewitness to an (un)willing 

participant?79 That duality signifies the sensory overload he experiences first in the 

visualizing, and later autotuning, of Aunt Hester. Perhaps Douglass takes up that 

Pauline epistolary recollection of the prophet Isaiah, and seemingly positivizes the 

correspondence by surmising that eyes have seen and ears heard;80 he retorts YES! to the 

versed yuletide interrogations rehearsed as this piece’s numerical movements. And 

what an extraordinary interpretation of strife, as opposed to an imitation of life, that the 

out-rage produced at the hands of Captain Anthony—“the master, the father, the (failed) 

moral educator/immoral aggressor in Douglass’s primal scene”81—toward the 

ungendering of Aunt Hester compels Douglass to flee to a closet where the possibility of 

his “outing” would metamorphose his corpus from a son—nephew, grandson—to being 

akin to an aunt, a sister, the daughter who is the child of his very own grandparents. The 

                                                        

79 Vince Brewton, “‘Bold defiance took its place’—’Respect’ and Self-Making in Narrative of the Life of 
Frederick Douglass, an American Slave”, The Mississippi Quarterly, Vol. 58, no. 3-4 (Summer-Fall 2005): 707-8. 
80 Isaiah 64:9. 
81 Moten, “Bridge”, 241. 
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fear of the Captain breaking Douglass’s body, down to the flesh, propels the literary 

making of an identity inasmuch as he “may fear that he . . . will be the next victim of his 

master’s specifically sexual rage—an experience that will render his later claims to full 

masculine subjectivity even more problematic than they already are.”82 

What becomes legible here is that just as the autobiographer retreats to a closet to 

watch, or hear, his Aunt, one’s anamnesis thrusts forth a remembrance of the Father, 

Pastor Gay, and his own mother traversing the “blood-stained gate” in Lexington as the 

scenes of “the blood and the horror he saw” were simulcast in Technicolor and surround 

sound. If such rage constitutes the counterintuitive “outing” of the Senior namesake, as 

preceded by his perorational abolitionist kin, the Hesters of history affectively utter: as 

the “intermittent presence of the Mother . . . one of a chain of substitution(s), [that] won’t 

stay . . . in [my] appearances and disappearances and reappearances, [my essence] fades 

in and out, simulates, modulates, remains, in a way the father doesn’t, as the radical 

absence of a problem.”83 Thus, “[i]n this play of paradox, only the female stands in the 

flesh, both mother and mother-dispossessed . . . [O]ut of the traditional symbolics of 

female gender, [I] task [you] to make a place for this different social subject . . . Actually 

claiming the monstrosity (of a female with the potential to ‘name’), which her culture 

imposes in blindness, ‘Sapphire’ might rewrite after all a radically different text for 

                                                        

82 Bruce Burgett, Sentimental Bodies: Sex, Gender, and Citizenship in the Early Republic (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1998), 202 (emphasis mine). 
83 Moten, “Bridge”, 237. 
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female empowerment”84 when you—nephew Freddy, son Marv, man in general—

subsume, which is to say trouble, your masculinity: would you like to be my (discursive) 

bridge (from the otherworld to your own) and (my +) one? No longer screaming, Hester 

becomes “Miss Ebony First” because her kin need her and she does not have to be 

invented:85 this is ghostolalia. 

The imbrication of such events, so as to imply danger and violence, aims for 

resolution by chronicling history, a history conceding that 

. . . 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 syntax possible; 2) to introduce a new semantic 
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 . . . each represent both narrative 
ambitions as they occur under the auspices of “author.”86 

 
Spillers’s occasion of twinning brings to mind Mackey’s reading of The Song of the 

Andoumboulou in that her discourse is a gesture “of striving, strain, abrasion, an all but 

asthmatic song of aspiration. Lost ground, lost twinness, lost union and other losses 

variably inflect that aspiration, a wish, among others, to be we, that of the recurring two, 

the archetypal lovers who visit and revisit the poems, that of some larger collectivity an 

anthem would celebrate.”87 Douglass’s escape to the closet is due to the fact that Aunt 

                                                        

84 Spillers, “MB”, 80. 
85 Ibid., 65. 
86 Ibid., 79 (bold emphasis mine). 
87 Nathaniel Mackey, Splay Anthem (New York: New Directions Publishing, 2006 [2002]), xi (emphasis mine). 
Hereafter, I will refer to this text as SA. 
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Hester shares a space with him under less cruel purposes, one might say the 

maintenance of the family under one roof. When that structure collapses, through vocal 

strain and eye-popping spectacle, she (un)knowingly includes him, invites him, to the 

watershed (read: bloodshed) Passage in which he beholds her coming “apart”, in 

juxtaposition with his coming “up hard”, baby, in order to ingratiate him with the 

syntactical room to constellate truth to power. To be clear, how Douglass finds himself 

cowering, closetedly, “before” Aunt Hester as her flesh is popped open, and why, is a 

quandary to which one will never know the answer. But if Douglass is called on to 

participate in order to qualify his status as testifying to its sheer inanity, what culpability 

do we have when occupying the vestibule, when our constant rehearsals of the primal 

allow us to become “familiar” but not family, “kith” but not kin, “in” but not of? Or are 

we both/and? Perhaps one’s invitation is to consummate the audio co-conspiratorial, 

that is to know each other by making some noise. 

There is a moment in Douglass’s second autobiography, My Bondage and My 

Freedom, where he suggests that “[a] silent slave is not liked by masters or overseers. 

‘Make a noise,’ ‘make a noise,’ and ‘bear a hand,’ are the words usually addressed to the 

slaves when there is silence amongst them. This may account for the almost constant 

singing heard in the southern states.”88 David Messmer continues with this reading of 

sound when theorizing about the whipping of Aunt Hester and how Douglass bookends 

                                                        

88 Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom (New York: Dover Publications, 1969 [1855]), 97. 
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the moment with his discourse on the slave songs in the first autobiography. Tending to 

how Hester makes “unmeaning jargon”, Messmer concludes, “Douglass only reveals the 

songs as a powerful form of discourse after he has carefully shown that the slave owners 

depended upon the coercion of sound as a means of performing the regulatory power of 

the slave system” such that “there is little danger in revealing the discursive nature of 

the songs since the subversive power that they contain is one that the slave owners 

cannot regulate due to their own dependence upon the songs.”89 Moten regards this 

slave narrative ethos as a moment of “analysis, self-analysis, repetition with a difference 

scream + one . . . It is precisely that unheard, unworded sound of Hester’s shriek that, 

though it is repressed, though Douglass resists it, returns in his narrative. It returns in 

his description as what he would describe in the slave songs, returns as the echo of these 

songs and what they echo . . . thereby tapping what is motivated and nonarbitrary about 

the signifier’s relation to the signified (or, more radically, breaking down the psyche’s 

adherence to the signifier’s law), thereby tapping into the gap that happily separates 

voice and speech (in ‘our’ language).”90 

The astonishment regarding the scream of Aunt Hester is the manner in which it 

confirms what James H. Cone, via Paula Fredrickson, calls a “public service 

                                                        

89 David Messmer, “‘If Not In the Word, In the Sound’: Frederick Douglass’s Mediation of Literacy Through 
Song”, ATQ—The American Transcendental Quarterly, Vol. 21, no. 1 (March 2007): 15-6. 
90 Moten, “Bridge”, 239-40. 
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announcement”91 to the enslaved: through ceremonial acts of torture, sonorous flesh is 

forced to employ sound coterminous to someone being beaten. This is to say, the 

likelihood is it that they made a noise, bore a hand—sang—in tandem with someone 

screaming: that one’s whipping was literally, if in fact there was “constant singing”, set 

to a soundtrack. Douglass’s narrative, as outlined through Messmer, almost contrives 

that slaves were asked to make a noise while watching and hearing violence to break the 

monotony of silence. To have enslaved onlookers engage in this activity while someone 

screams for his/her life is twisted in that it constitutes the caveat of “This could be your 

fate too if you ‘disobey’ me”, while also convening the communal insofar as I scream- 

you scream-we all scream to shut up the silence. What Messmer seemingly intuits, as he 

sings the countermelody to Moten, is “to scream with” may be equivalent to “to stand 

with/beside”. These subjected scenes virtually become instantiations of an anachronistic 

think-tank, a microcosm in which the enslaved are constantly analyzing themselves and 

the other—the father, the lawgiver—amongst cacophony. In other words, whether 

receiving the whip or “performing” in its midst, they scream loud and project 

nothing(ness) as mysticism in the flesh.92 

“The reader”, in turn, occupies the site of the enslaved with the hope that his/her 

analysis screams/sings as the screamer’s/singer’s guest: the “scream + one”. Moten 

                                                        

91 James H. Cone, The Cross and the Lynching Tree (New York: Orbis Books, 2011), 31. 
92 Fred Moten, “Blackness and Nothingness (Mysticism in the Flesh)”, South Atlantic Quarterly, Vol. 112, no. 4 
(2013): 737-80. 
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further relays, “A demand is placed on Douglass by the reader and all that the reader 

doubles in transference, in his attempt to pierce, enter, play, violate the circle.” Hence, 

one demands to know now of Douglass’s theorizations: how did the enslaved know 

when to stop screaming or singing, or did the selection end once the screaming one 

appeared to have “escaped”? That is, the body was “there” but the flesh was Elsewhere as 

in “Up above my head/I hear music in the air/ . . . /There must be a god somewhere” to 

soothe me from the troubles of this world—the hearing of music at the happening of 

one’s mutilation. If the slave narrative is a work of self-analysis, then in these primal 

scenes, one is a participant in and a witness to how the enslaved are constantly making 

split-second decisions of sonic gravity in order to forgo the splitting of their flesh as well 

as to cease the tension of the symphonic sublime.93 

Perhaps they are still screaming and singing now . . . 

I digress. 

Let us listen to Serena as a mode of invitation akin to the autobiographical 

breaking apart of things in order to build them anew en masse. 

“My Man’s Gone Now” poses a resonant performative interjection, a classical 

(int)irruption, for our musings because not only does the aria’s premise presuppose a 

                                                        

93 For more on enslavement and the sonic, see Shana L. Redmond, “Tip Toes and River Rolls: Overhearing 
Enslavement”, Black Camera: An International Film Journal, Vol. 7, no. 1 (Fall 2015): 150-61, especially “[w]hile 
perhaps heightened in the daily experiences of enslaved musicians, these qualities of transfiguration are the 
natural attempts at survival within a system that required minute-by-minute negotiations to preserve life” 
(151). 



 

232 

similitude of operatic proportions to our ghostolalic conjectures, but it also presents a 

manner of communalism purposed and proposed by auxiliary characters and not 

protagonists. The libretto of Porgy and Bess precedent to the aria is that Serena has lost 

her husband Robbins at the hands of Crown during a crap game in Catfish Row. But the 

affect that lends a reading tantamount to our overarching thematic is that the wake and 

funeral being held for Robbins take place inside his and Serena’s residence, and that she 

has invited, albeit explicitly one conceives, the people of Catfish Row into their home in 

order to carry out a proper sendoff. Prior to the aria, the ensemble piece “Gone, Gone, 

Gone” is sung; Porgy gives Robbins his “last rites”, and the community encourages itself 

to “fill up the saucer ‘til it overflow” with a bowl atop Robbins’s body in order for 

Serena to properly bury her recently deceased husband. 

The police, at the funeral proceedings no less, suddenly bust into Serena’s home 

and wrongfully apprehend Peter, instead of Crown (whom Porgy calls “a killer an’ 

forever gettin’ into trouble”), for Robbins’s death. The operatics continue: 

PORGY: But there go Peter to be lock up like a thief. 
ENSEMBLE MEMBER: Like a thief! 
PORGY: An’ here be Robbins with his wife and his fadderless chillen an’ Crown done 
gone his ways drinkin’, gamblin’, swearin’ to do the same thing over and over 
somewheres else. 
ENSEMBLE: Gone, gone, gone! 

Crown, surely a “trouble man”, imbues the residents of Catfish Row with the threat of 

danger to the point of not only offering up Peter as a sacrificial lamb, but also 
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forewarning future dangers to come. Nevertheless, this brief interlude presages Serena 

singing “My Man’s Gone Now”. Here is what one hears from Serena: 

My man’s gone now 
Ain’t no use a-listenin’ 
For his tired footsteps 
Climbin’ up de stairs 
 
Old Man Sorrow’s 
Come to keep me comp’ny 
Whispering beside me 
When I say my prayers 
 
Ain’ dat I mind workin’, 
Work an’ me is travellers 
Journeyin’ togedder 
To de promised land 
 
But Old Man Sorrow’s 
Marchin’ all de way wid me 
Tellin’ me I’m ole now 
Since I lose my man 
 
Ensemble: Since she lose her man 
 
Since I lose my man 
 
Old Man Sorrow’s 
Sittin’ by de fireplace 
Lyin’ all night long 
By me in my bed 
 
Tellin’ me de same thing 
Mornin’, noon, an’ evenin’ 
That I’m all alone now 
Since my man is dead 
 
Since I lose my man 

Similar to the rehearsing immemorial, and perhaps in memoriam, of Aunt Hester’s 

scream, the retyping of the lyrics to “My Man’s Gone Now” do not do justice to Serena 
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or, for that matter, Robbins; it is a piece that must be heard and felt, not thought and 

seen, because “[t]he white father’s told us: I think, therefore I am. The Black mother 

within each of us—the poet—whispers in our dreams: I feel, therefore I can be free.”94 

Audre Lorde’s words not only affirm the feminine within, across racial lines, but they 

also validate dreams. But how should one understand the whisper as opposed to the 

scream—does the black mother ever scream, and if so, what analogy does she provoke? 

An answer will hopefully soon follow. Nevertheless, the reason “My Man’s Gone Now” 

is so pivotal to our considerations is its call and response. 

In listening to the aria, Serena sings by herself up until she looks melancholy in 

its face and announces that she lose her man. But the ensemble, noticeably unprovoked, 

stands beside and sits with her in mourning and sings back what she sings, only to have 

her repeat it again—Since I/she lose my/her man. The remainder of the song occurs with 

the ensemble simply accompanying Serena in the background until the last lyrical line 

and, for lack of a better term, the vamp. The last utterance of “Since I lose my man” has 

an approach that belies Serena’s overall sentimentality: in a moment of multiple octave 

swoon and boom,95 Serena sings up the scale until she pitches a high B(5) on the lyric 

“Since”; “I” sung on an A(5); “lose”, now a lyric polysyllable, transitions back to the B(5) 

                                                        

94 George Gershwin, “Gone, Gone, Gone”; “My Man’s Gone Now”, Porgy and Bess, dir. Trevor Nunn, The 
London Philharmonic, London, UK, 1989 (http://youtu.be/1Gq0euIvKPI and http://youtu.be/VK0Ts-cH7bI 
respectively) and Audre Lorde, “Poetry is Not a Luxury”, in Sister Outsider (New York: Ten Speed Press, 
2007), 38 (emphasis mine). 
95 Moten, “Bridge”, 232.   
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then to the A(5); “my” G(5); man E(5). Serena, the lyric soprano, the newfound widow, 

issues her operatic blues in the fifth pianistic octave. All the more interesting is 

subsequent to the scream, there is a terse musical interlude where the orchestra plays, as 

a form of mimicry, the opening lyrical chords of the aria instrumentally. Then it 

happens: the orchestra loses itself, becoming quasi-silent, and in that relative absence, we 

find the ensemble, crescendoing to its own collective scream that finds its operatic 

conclusion in Serena screaming anew an ineffable B(5): she does not enunciate lyrics—

she simply screams—with an orchestral thud pronouncing the aria’s finality. I find it not 

so coincidental that in my own dalliances in classical training, one of my instructors 

stated that singing operatically is a process in learning the proper way to scream. 

The musically collective affect of Serena and the ensemble is Gershwin’s doing 

with the aid of one (Edwin) DuBose Heyward, a descendant of one of the signatories of 

the Declaration of Independence.96 Langston Hughes presumes Heyward to be a man 

who saw “with his white eyes, wonderful, poetic qualities in the inhabitants of Catfish 

Row that makes [sic] them come alive.”97 But what is it about this (white) man that gives 

him insight into the (black) human, the (African) American, condition such that he could 

pen “My Man’s Gone Now”? Could it be that Heyward, akin to his almost namesake W. 

E. B. Du Bois, summons his gifting of a “second-sight in this American world” in order 

                                                        

96 James M. Hutchinson, Dubose Heyward: A Charleston Gentleman and the World of Porgy and Bess (Jackson: 
University Press of Mississippi: 2000), 4. 
97 Trish Foxwell, A Visitor’s Guide to the Literary South (Woodstock: The Countryman Press, 2013), 148. 
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to illumine “a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking 

at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world 

that looks on in amused contempt and pity”?98 When one learns that Heyward spent the 

better part of his young adulthood sickly—contracting polio, typhoid fever, and pleurisy 

such that he had “a cadaverous look”99—she presumes that he has a nearness to 

comprehending what it means to live under the crippling weight of circumstances out of 

one’s controls, and is death-driven. Furthermore, around the corner from where 

Heyward penned the novel Porgy, there is “Rainbow Row—a profusion of vibrantly 

colored row houses that became the inspiration for the book’s Catfish Row . . . His 

haunting story Porgy revealed Charleston’s strong African American influences as well 

as its Gullah culture. While employed as a dockworker, Heyward listened to stories and 

observed the African Americans, basing Porgy on Sammy Small, a disabled man who 

got around Charleston on a goat cart. In fact, many of the characters in the book are 

based on actual individuals he observed.”100 

With these context clues, as one shudders once more to write this forthcoming 

sentence in light of the recent past when terror was once again enacted in a space for 

worship, it appears that some (black) Charlestonians have the capacity to communicate 

with the (white) sick, as opposed to the (white) dead, as well as to enact the haunting 

                                                        

98 W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk (New York: Penguin Books, 1996 [1903]), 5. 
99 Hutchinson, 11. 
100 Foxwell, 148. 
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themselves. It is as if Heyward invests in a form of bricolage101 while working on the dock 

of the bay and in so doing, writes himself into the novel-cum-opera as a (black) man 

disabled: Sammy Small is Porgy is DuBose Heyward. Does one now hear “My Man’s 

Gone Now” with newly cleansed eardrums? Heyward seems to be preoccupied with, 

making a figuration of, black study inasmuch as regardless of the camaraderie he has 

forged via connections on the Row, he is actually reminiscent of the character Thomas 

created for Toni Morrison’s Home: the victim of a policeman’s stray bullet that leads to 

“a bad arm”, the whiz kid Thomas, when asked by the protagonist Frank what he wants 

to be when he grows up, replies, “A man.”102 In an alternate register, masculinity 

appears as the dream that forms of disability, whether psychic or somatic, defer. For 

Thomas and Heyward, affliction inflicts the dominant requirement to master a 

compulsory impulse, here revealed in a respective dance—picking a hambone or the 

Charleston (!)—, toward manhood that posits their status, through perceived 

choreographic inability, as inhabitants of a masculinized never-land. This notion makes 

                                                        

101 “Literally, bricolage means a makeshift repair, making something work by patching it together with 
whatever materials are at hand, a kind of ad hoc improvisation . . . This results in idiosyncratic assemblages 
of signs and symbols, combining the available symbols, images, cultural codes and texts into novel semiotic 
systems.” While I think this term is more than apropos for what Heyward creates vis-à-vis his experiences in 
Charleston, such events may also count as braconnage, or “poaching”: “According to [Michel] de Certeau, 
consumers of television, magazines, and popular fiction practice ‘an art of using’ that is like poaching in ‘its 
clandestine nature, its tireless but quiet activity.’ . . . ‘[they] are travelers; they move across lands belonging 
to someone else, like nomads poaching their way across fields they did not write, despoiling the wealth of 
Egypt to enjoy it themselves.’” Though is not the totality of what I believe occurs in the making of Porgy, it is 
intriguing to consider Heyward as moving across “lands”, or areas, populated by black citizens in order to 
write a story “belonging to someone else”. See Kelton Cobb, The Blackwell Guide to Theology and Popular 
Culture (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2005), 59-60. 
102 Toni Morrison, Home (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2012), 30-3. 
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the aria fascinating: it is not Serena’s love ballad to her dearly departed Robbins. In fact, 

Robbins only ever finds evocation in the song as “my man” and is never explicitly 

named. The song is really a conversation between Serena and the “Old Man (of) 

Sorrow”, or, at the very least, his presence as apostrophe, a guest that has overstayed its 

welcome in her and Robbins’s home. Sorrow is enfleshed—verbose (“Tellin’ me de same 

thing/Mornin’, noon, an’ evenin’”); aged (“Old Man Sorrow”); languid (“Sittin’ by de 

fireplace/Lyin’ all night long/By me in my bed”)—through a contextualization that is not 

bestowed on Robbins. The “Old Man” of Spillers’s discursive whimsy makes another 

cameo in outrageous caricature. Though Heyward writes “My Man’s Gone Now” for the 

character Serena to sing, perhaps the man “lose” is the composer’s inward-yet-

outwardly constructed man in masquerade as Robbins. The projection itself acts as a 

ruse for the masculine essence Heyward will never encounter or have the capacity to 

resurrect in light of his “disability”, which peculiarly eventuates to be the fructifying 

forecast that is his novelistic and operatic productivity of an aesthetic. Can you hear it: “I 

don’t mean to say that I have already achieved these things or that I have already 

reached perfection . . . but I focus on this one thing: . . .”? This hearing finds relevance 

for Serena and Aunt Hester as well. 

Because these black women suffer the loss of their black male significant others, 

that momentous bodily chasm forwards their status as race men. Which is to say, 

standing with/beside Hazel V. Carby’s formulation, and thereby departing from Du Bois 
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as rendered through her seeing, hearing, and knowing of him, one proposes that the 

ramifications of what these black women experience make “their lives similar” to that of 

black men such that they become “race leaders”, albeit of the “racial” “family”,103 

constituted by respectively divergent circumstances. One might suggest that Spillers 

proffers a like-minded claim: “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 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.”104 As sung by Porgy—“An’ 

here be Robbins with his wife and his fadderless chillen . . .”—Serena, through Robbins’s 

passing, remains a mother while becoming a father to the fadderless. Aunt Hester’s 

rendition of the aria opines that with her man, Ned Roberts, “gone now”, as in absent 

from the primal scene, the rage Captain Anthony would have saved for him must be 

exerted upon her as if she were him, ungendering her literally and the person hiding in 

the closet with the door ajar psychically. Thus, “Douglass may intentionally desexualize 

that rage so as to construct a gender-indifferent interpretation of the violence inflicted on 

both male and female slaves . . . a set of rhetorical strategies for describing sexual and 

sexually violent relations . . . while also preserving a writing position that is 

                                                        

103 Hazel V. Carby, Race Men (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998), 9-10. 
104 Spillers, “MB”, 72-3. 
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uncontaminated by those descriptions.”105 It is not as if these women are unaware that 

this form of gender-bending can occur but rather, they marvel because this mode of 

corporeal camouflage is such stuff as dreams are made on, that is until it happens in real 

time. Given the formation of gender skeuomorphism here, it finds equivalence in the 

provocative impartation that the world has made me the man of my dreams.106 However, as 

uncanny as the aforementioned lyrical hearing, in the cases of Serena and Aunt Hester, it 

is the man of her nightmares, of her trouble, insomuch as each woman officially becomes 

a trouble man—coming apart under hard conditions—left behind to fend for herself and 

those she loves. One hears disparate resonances from the residents of Hitsville, USA as 

label mates feature themselves in this theoretical remix: with such confusions, don’t it 

make you wanna scream; or make me wanna holler, where the unvoiced addendum is 

“[t]he way they do my life/This ain’t livin’”?107 

One construes Gaye to have been listening to “My Man’s Gone Now” as the 

muse for “Trouble Man” because he engages in aesthetic sampling from the aria:108 an 

                                                        

105 Burgett, 202 (emphasis mine). 
106 Meshell Ndegeocello, The World Has Made Me the Man of My Dreams (Emarcy/Umgd, 2007); “The world 
has made me the man of my dreams”, YouTube, 6 June 2008, accessed 15 September 2016, 
http://youtu.be/dp1VT-KkdjI. 
107 Michael Jackson, “Scream (featuring Janet Jackson)”, HIStory: Past, Present and Future, Book I (New York: 
Epic, 1995); and Marvin Gaye, “Inner City Blues (Make Me Wanna Holler)”, What’s Going On (Detroit: 
Tamla, 1971). 
108 My theory about Marvin Gaye’s listening practices has an interesting complement in that according to 
Andrew Flory, Gaye was known to record “interpretive ‘strains’” of songs he wanted to record. In one case, 
via the Frank Loesser ballad “I Wish I Didn’t Love You So”, arranged by Bobby Scott, Gaye interprets the 
song three different ways: he alters the rhythms of the original (strain 1); preserves none of the “melodic, 
textual, or rhythmic elements of the original (strain 2); and “mixes the two strains together, superimposing 
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orchestral arrangement that often mimics the form and frame in which he sings; the A-B 

skeleton of verses and a terse, makeshift chorus; the dynamic quality. But just as similar 

is the fact that Marvin himself screams! He has this moment of clarity (that I might add 

has rhetorically become a pop cultural go-to): “There’s only three things that’s for 

sure/Taxes, death and trouble/This I know babe/This I know sugar.” (Is this triad not the 

confluence one hears pre-Serena’s screaming when the community takes up the 

responsibility to “fill up the saucer ‘til it overflow”: the neighborhood call and response 

to raise money to aid Serena in paying for Robbins’s burial in order to ward off 

impending financial [taxes] and funereal strain [death], as well as the threat of his killer 

remaining on the loose to cause more havoc because he is “forever gettin’ into” it 

[trouble]?) And then he sings, “I won’t let it sweat me babe”, which is followed by a 

brief orchestral interlude of quasi-silence109 where the instruments layer themselves 

upon themselves, gaining in volume. They are heard, in a steady procession, like 

“[a]ntelope-horn trumpets blast[ing] and bleat[ing]” and “when the listening ends, 

marking the entry of the deceased into the other life, evoking, Di Dio writes, ‘the wail of 

                                                        

 

the higher voice of strain 1 over that of strain 2.” I hypothesize that he may have imposed a similar 
interpretive approach to “My Man’s Gone Now” in the creation of “Trouble Man”. See Flory, “Marvin Gaye 
as Vocal Composer”, in Sounding Out Pop: Analytical Essays in Popular Music, eds. Mark Spicer and John 
Covach (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2010), 70-5. 
109 Mark Anthony Neal, What the Music Said: Black Popular Music and Black Public Culture (New York: 
Routledge, 1999), 67-8. For a further reading of Gaye’s project, and Neal’s theorizations on it, see Michael 
Eric Dyson, Mercy, Mercy Me: The Art, Loves and Demons of Marvin Gaye (New York: Basic Civitas Books, 
2004), 86-92. 
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a new-born child, born into a terrifying world’ . . . ”,110 Marvin screams, “Got me singing 

YEAH! YEAH!” One again arrives at a moment when this piece could definitively end 

here, but alas, the apparent and forthcoming finale for this movement necessitates a 

return to the body-flesh dichotomy. This instance of the Gaye scream, realizing the 

nuances of the human voice, is stupefying because it is basically the only instance in 

“Trouble Man” when Marvin sings from his chest (voice), often called a belt, because the 

rest of the song is predominantly sung in his head (voice), or better yet his falsetto.111 In 

making this return, one is required to pick up Nathaniel and Fred and Yasiin and 

Hortense. Again! 

In Bedouin Hornbook, Mackey sits in the pocket around the act of singing in one’s 

false voice. His summation, by way of Flaunted Fifth, finds its rehearsal In the Break: 

                                                        

110 Mackey, SA, ix. 
111 There is ongoing debate over what constitutes the head voice and the falsetto. To an extent, one could say 
that what Marvin Gaye achieves is actually a mixed voice, which may peculiarly run in line with what this 
chapter argues. However, the falsetto designation is more appropriate based on Gaye’s generally 
understood performativity: “Yet another route from the minstrel tradition led to the Soul Stirrers and the 
ecstatic falsetto of Rebert Harris, who ‘introduced the soaring false soprano which has become fundamental 
to gospel’. From their gospel music developed soul, doo-wop and Motown, and with it the falsetto singing 
of Curtis Mayfield, Franki Valli and Michael Jackson. When we venture one move further down the path, 
into disco, pop and rock, the roster of singers who have used falsetto as part of their vocal style is vast. The 
best-known of these are worth listing, if only because it can be a shock to realise (so natural can it sound) 
that falsetto really is used by all of them: Eddie Kendricks (The Temptations), Russell Thompkins Jr. 
(Stylistics), Brian Wilson (The Beach Boys), Phillip Bailey (Earth, Wind, and Fire) . . . Marvin Gaye . . .” 
Ironically, this passage is from a chapter called “The Angel’s Voice”. Either way, to my own ear, the falsetto 
of Bailey is different than that of Gaye, which is more akin to Kendricks or Mayfield, insofar as Bailey’s 
takes on more of a classical soprano-like sound. Nonetheless, this passage confirms Nelson George’s reading 
of the Trouble Man soundtrack as a hybrid of gospel and “citified” secular sounds, as well as the fact that for 
many years, and perhaps in some cases still, a necessary aspect of a black male singer’s repertoire for 
success was precisely having a nuanced falsetto. See Simon Ravens, The Supernatural Voice: A History of High 
Male Singing (Woodbridge, Suffolk, UK: The Boydell Press, 2014), 203. For more on the slight differentiation 
between the head voice and falsetto, see “Ep. 21 ‘Falsetto Vs. Head Voice’-Voice Lessons To The World”, 
YouTube, 27 July 2012, accessed 27 September 2016, https://youtu.be/qxQOespT4Bs. 
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One point I think could bear more insistent mention: What you term “the dislocated 
African’s pursuit of a meta-voice” bears the weight of a gnostic, transformative desire to 
be done with the world. By this I mean the deliberately forced, deliberately “false” voice 
we get from someone like Al Green creatively hallucinates a “new world,” indicts the 
more insidious falseness of the world as we know it. (Listen, for example, to “Love and 
Happiness.”) What is it in the falsetto that thins and threatens to abolish the voice but the wear 
of so much reaching for heaven? At some point you’ll have to follow up this excellent essay 
of yours with a treatment of the familial ties between the falsetto, the moan and the shout . . . 
Always these sounds render the indescribable, implying, “Words  can’t begin to tell you, 
but maybe moaning will.” If you let “word” take the place of “world” in what I said 
above the bearing this has on your essay should become pretty apparent . . . Like the 
moan or the shout, I’m suggesting, the falsetto explores a redemptive, unworded realm—
a meta-word, if you will where the implied critique of momentary eclipse of the word 
curiously rescues, restores and renews it: new word, new world . . . Flaunted Fifth was 
suddenly haunted by once having written that the use of the falsetto in black music, the 
choked-up ascent into a problematic upper register, had a way, as he’d put it, of “alchemizing 
a legacy of lynchings.” He’d planned to make use of this idea again in his 
lecture/demonstration, but the prospect of a cop’s arm around his neck reminded him 
that every concept, no matter how figural or sublime, had its literal, dead-letter aspect as 
well.112 

 
Here is Harney and Moten’s take, an octave lower than Flaunted Fifth: 

7. But blackness still has work to do: to discover the re-routing encoded in the work of 
art: in the anachoreographic reset of a shoulder, in the quiet extremities that animate a 
range of social chromaticisms and, especially, in the mutations that drive mute, labored, 
musicked speech as it moves between an incapacity for reasoned or meaningful self-
generated utterance that is, on the one hand, supposed and, on the other hand, imposed, 
and a critical predisposition to steal (away). In those mutations that are always also a 
regendering or transgendering (as in Al Green’s errant falsetto or Big Maybelle’s bass—
which is not but nothing other than basic—growl), and in between that impropriety of 
speech that approaches animality and a tendency towards expropriation that approaches 
criminality, lies blackness, lies the black thing that cuts the regulative, governant force of 
(the) understanding (and even of those understandings of blackness to which black 
people are given since fugitivity escapes even the fugitive.)113 

 

                                                        

112 Nathaniel Mackey, Bedouin Hornbook (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 1986), 51-2; 201 (emphasis 
mine); and Moten, ItB, 193-4. 
113 Stefano Harney and Fred Moten, The Undercommons: Fugitive Planning & Black Study (New York: Minor 
Compositions, 2013), 50 (emphasis mine). 
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The peculiar coincidence encountered here is that analogously, Flaunted Fifth is to 

Serena as the undercommons is to Marvin. This is because Serena screaming in the fifth 

pianistic octave, that high B(5), finds its repetition, its rehearsal, in Marvin: when he 

shouts “YEAH!”, it is a high, for the masculine voice, A(4), an octave and full step under 

the sonic moment of blast and bleat heard in “My Man’s Gone Now”. One now 

understands that apart from the constraints of time between the penning of “My Man’s 

Gone Now” and “Trouble Man”, Serena, through Gershwin, poses an invitation to 

Marvin to stand beside her—sonically, operatically—as they scream with each other over a 

lose-loose manhood. Serena’s invitation to Marvin to perform opera beside her finds an 

ironic twist via Bey: in a documentary on Gaye’s life and art, he ruminates on the album 

Here, My Dear and the record “Anna’s Song” when Gaye screams, “A-NNA!” In the 

footage, Bey mimics Gaye’s musicality on the track and then states that the affect created 

is “opera”. This can also be heard on the track “Anna’s Love Song” on Gazaway’s Yasiin 

Gaye: The Return (Side Two). The track, like other records on the project, is immensely 

metamusicological in presentation: Bey’s documentary mimicry of Gaye plays at the 

beginning of and throughout the track, all while interspersed with Gaye’s scream in 

“Anna’s Song” and Mos Def’s “Love” from Black on Both Sides. The track ends with 

primary sound source material from the documentary: David Ritz theorizing about Here, 

My Dear, then Bey’s mimicry and then Gaye’s scream.114 But what of the falsetto? 

                                                        

114 Sam Pollard, “Marvin’s Divorce from Anna—Exclusive Scene”, in Marvin Gaye: What’s Going On, 7 May 
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Taking up Flaunted Fifth and Di Dio, if the end of the instrumental bombast 

evokes a thanatopic transition, how does one reconcile the limits of the voice and its 

subsequent arrival postmortem? While the voice, anathema, but often similar, to the 

instrument, disrupts the funeral procession and announces a birth like that of a 

newborn, what does this mean? Well, if one recalls Gaye’s birth and the 

transmogrification from flesh to body, perhaps the performance of falsetto is the 

signpost at which Marvin “step[s] out on [sonic] space/And he [looks] around and 

[screams]:/I’m lonely—/I’ll make me a world”:115 new word (YEAH!), new world as 

ghostolalic redress. Marvin and Motown songwriter/producer Lamont Dozier 

understand this: 

MARVIN GAYE: Motown producers pen [sic] everything as high as they could for 
anybody, you know. It’s just, in all those records, I was just discovering my voice, and 
they were killing me with them, and the keys were atrocious. 
LAMONT DOZIER: Now he was going to give us a lot of mouth, a lot of lip, about 
“You’re cutting me in these so effing eff keys, and I can’t sing this stuff like this.” Then he 
would sing and he would take the demo and then transform the relationship, and start 
sliding into falsetto and the parts that were too high for him to scream it out, and he 
would subtly make the song his own. [Video footage of performance of “How Sweet It 
Is”, 1964.] He gave you a spice of life in his voice that you heard, you know. You heard 
the pain and the anguish, and the sweet and the love, cuz he would go to hot to cold and 
meek [sic], lukewarm you’d get all of these different feelings.116 

                                                        

 

2008, accessed 22 September 2016, http://www.pbs.org/wnet/americanmasters/episodes/marvin-
gaye/exclusive-clips-from-the-program/75/; Gazaway, “Anna’s Love Song”. 
115 James Weldon Johnson, “The Creation”, in God’s Trombones (New York: Penguin, 1990 [1927]), 17. 
116 Jeremy Marre, What’s Going On: The Life and Death of Marvin Gaye (UK: Eagle Rock Entertainment, 2005) 
(emphasis mine). This ploy of placing music in keys higher than the singer could accomplish was 
commonplace by Dozier and his writing team Holland Dozier Holland (HDH): the same thing often 
occurred to lead singer of The Four Tops, Levi Stubbs. See Flory, 56. 
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Marvin patents, and patently understands the need to fashion, a new standard to 

compensate for the script being penned for and outside of him, even by record company 

bigwigs who generally do not sing. This is why the vocal tackling of “Trouble Man” is 

genius. 

The transition of a song predominantly in falsetto—a false voice—to that 

moment of belting—when he screams out in his chest voice—is definitive of Gaye’s 

body of work because reading the song through hearing, that is the definitive act of 

coming apart: the flesh calling forth authentically, and the falsetto as the 

willingly/willfully voiced construction of a “body” in that it is not true or false. It is a 

voice, simply, that comes up, in guttural speciousness, hard with deliberate force à la 

Mackey; “if it is forced from us as a response to the horror of pure existence, to being 

trapped by existence, it belongs itself to the order of things that are wiped clean of 

personal being. Essentially, every scream is like every other; and no scream can 

reconstitute the I that emits it. And so the redoubling of the scream is not an acoustic 

cloning of our personal selves; what it redoubles is the horror of existence at degree 

zero.”117 While Spillers is not mentioned by name here, the rearranged recitation of the 

“zero degree” confirms Gaye’s scream as having underpinnings of the flesh. 

                                                        

117 Schwenger, 395.  



 

247 

Cognizant of the necessity of microphonal amplification, the voice 

simultaneously produces and breaks apart from the reducible limit its “author” is 

placing on it as manifested, whether in the closet or as a faint din, a crescendo or an 

aria’s culmination, through the scream. This necessitates understanding the mechanics 

of the voice in such an aural endeavor: “When viewed through a stroboscope, in our 

modal voice the vocal folds are seen to make contact with each other completely during 

each vibration, closing the gap between them fully, if just for a very short time. This 

closure cuts off the escaping air. When the air pressure in the trachea rises as a result, the 

folds are blown apart, . . . In falsetto, however, when the vocal folds are blown open, . . . a 

permanent oval orifice is left in the middle between the edges of the two folds through 

which a certain volume of air escapes continuously as long as phonation continues.”118 

Marvin’s scream of YEAH! is the modal structure of his vocal flesh coming together as 

preceded by the corporeal falsity of his twin chords coming apart—the oval as 

invagination in masculine interiority, “an internal pocket larger than the whole; and the 

outcome of [a] division and of [an] abounding [that] remains as singular as it is 

limitless.”119 

That air takes on a personality of escapism in these infinitesimal moments of 

Gaye charting his melancholy, throated, signals that feet are not the only “body” parts 

                                                        

118 Ravens, 7-8 (emphasis mine). 
119 Jacques Derrida, “The Law of Genre”, in Signature Derrida, trans. Avital Ronell (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2013), 7. 
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that go rogue, become fugitive, steal (away)—so too can the voice. This 

acknowledgment invites auscultation: 

Burton [Anatomy of Melancholy (1621)] works with the assumption of melancholy as a 
disorder. If we work rather with Butler’s [Judith] paradigm of melancholy as an enabling 
condition, then a new paradigm in the history of music and musical aesthetics appears. I 
am filling this gap with what I am calling the anxiety of articulation—the gap between 
music and speech, between music and meaning, between music and the world. This is 
the melancholia of music itself . . . If music wants to achieve the state of speech, it also 
contains in itself through its very inarticulacy an unsignifying precision that speech itself 
may not be able to attain. Like two desires crossing each other in the wind, music wants 
the status of speech while speech strives for the status of music: “What the music I love 
expresses to me is not thought too indefinite to be put in words, but, on the contrary, too 
definite.”120 

 
If one listens to the vocal chords while concurrently, somehow, watching them, as well 

as the mouth, the invitation sent to our doorsteps is that coming up hard and coming 

apart are catalysts for the coming (to) be. That, and the ever-present caveat of practice 

makes perfect. Or, to put it in terms of the reparative, the nominality—the cost—this 

piece initially sought the value of has fully appreciated such that we must put our 

commodity where the mouth is: Gaye’s vociferousness provides the constant and 

nostalgic reminder that silence is not protection, even when speech and music, 

melancholic in their own ways, become blurred. 

Marvin comprehends this because the scream ought to hear like a consistently 

tempered troubling in the soul insofar as “‘you’re never really a whole person if you 

remain silent, because there’s always that one little piece inside you that wants to be 

                                                        

120 Steinberg, 310. 
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spoken out, and if you keep ignoring it, it gets madder and madder and hotter and hotter, 

and if you don’t speak it out one day it will just up and punch you in the mouth from 

the inside.’” Shared between a pupil and her parent, these words, meant to encourage 

the latter in preparation for a conference presentation, exhibit the cyclical nature of how 

an elder’s whisper transforms to be her child’s imperative and boisterous declaration for 

widespread edification.121 M. NourbeSe Philip would contrive this as the daughter 

trying her tongue, although it is her mother’s silence that softly breaks as the “Black 

Woman at the [MLA] Podium”.122 YEAH! YEAH! is the Gaye vocal punch from the 

fantasy of a hold where a hot thing maintains its abode, even if this spatiality 

fantastically documents itself as the Father grabbing his Son in order to “hold” him, still, 

as the Holy Ghost listens and watches in horror to the act of disciplining. This makes the 

intentions behind re-memories to tell the story how we’ve overcome such that we 

understand that overcoming better by and by.123 

In essence, the record of Aunt Hester, and the “hysteria” propelled onto her body, 

is actually the prime moment for us to reconfigure Gwendolyn Brooks’s poem “The 

                                                        

121 Originally given as a paper for the Modern Language Association on 28 December 1977, these words 
were imparted to Audre Lorde by her daughter. See Lorde, “The Transformation of Silence into Language 
and Action”, in Sister Outsider, 40-4; the cited passage is on 42 (emphasis mine). 
122 Marlene Nourbese (M. NourbeSe) Philip, “She Tries Her Tongue, Her Silence Softly Breaks”, in She Tries 
Her Tongue, Her Silence Softly Breaks (Havana: Casa de las Américas, 1988), 69-86; and Spillers, “MB”, 65. 
What is perhaps most interesting about the self-titled poem in Philip’s collection is that she equally 
understands the power of glossolalia/ghostolalia in the trying of the tongue: she quotes Acts 2:1-6! (77) 
123 Charles Albert Tindley, “We’ll Understand It Better By and By”, in The New National Baptist Hymnal 
(Nashville: National Baptist Publishing, 1977), 325. 
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Anniad” as an all but asthmatic song of aspiration, Mackey’s anthem of celebration, now 

titled by its former name: “The Hesteriad”! This performative curation 

is built on contradictions. Locating their “answer” or meaning constitutes the [song’s] 
puzzle and reward . . . By means of slurs and puzzles of language, the action is hustled 
on, and circumlocution—“tell all the truth, but tell it slant”—becomes a decisive aspect of 
the work’s style. This Song of [Hester] is a puzzle to be unraveled, and the catalogue of 
physical and mental traits deployed . . . becomes a set of clues. Not unlike games or 
riddles played by children, the [song] gathers its clues in [lyrics], and just as the 
questioner in the child’s game withholds the solution, the [singer] here does the same 
thing, often to the [listener’s] dismay. However, once we know the answer, the game 
becomes a ritual where feigned puzzlement is part of the ceremony.124 

While Brooks’s process behind naming “The Anniad” reads as nonchalance, there is 

intrigue surrounding her initial choice of name and why she discards it for Annie: “Well 

the girl’s name was Annie, and it was my pompous pleasure to raise her to a height that 

she probably did not have. I thought of The Iliad and said: ‘I’ll call this ‘The Anniad.’’ At 

first, interestingly enough, I called her Hester Allen, and wanted then to say ‘The 

Hesteriad,’ but I forgot why I changed to Annie . . . I was fascinated by what words might 

do there in the poem. You can tell that it’s labored, a poem that’s very interested in the 

mysteries and magic of technique.”125 Could Brooks’s writing-moment decision prove 

that she had Aunt Hester in mind when she first penned the epic poem? Maybe that is 

the contradiction that yields a reward: having lifted Annie, born Hester, to a height she 

                                                        

124 Hortense J. Spillers, “Gwendolyn the Terrible: Propositions on Eleven Poems”, in Black, White and in Color: 
Essays on American Literature and Culture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 121-2. Hereafter, I will 
refer to the text as “Gwendolyn the Terrible”. 
125 Gwendolyn Brooks, Report from Part One (Detroit: Broadside Press, 1972), 158 (emphasis mine). For more 
on “The Anniad” and Brooks’s work writ large, see Lovia Gyarkye, “The Importance of Being Ordinary”, 
New Republic, 19 July 2017, accessed 30 December 2017, https://newrepublic.com/article/143927/importance-
ordinary. 
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did not have with pompous pleasure, Brooks makes room for my feigned puzzlement of 

this recent speculation in order to play into the continuous circumlocution in black 

study of the ceremony, one of mystery and technique that situates the unpublished 

lyrics of “Trouble Man” in its genealogy. The commemoration of Aunt Hester’s scream, 

which eventually begets “Trouble Man” and locates “My Man’s Gone Now” in the in-

between, is the all that and then some of this listening session. Therefore, if “[e]ven Aunt 

Hester’s words, her notes, were bent; even the sound of the ‘H,’ hard 

aspiration/plantation peculiarity, remains in place when, in revision, Hester becomes 

Esther and shriek (not muted but mut[at]ing) turns to meaningful plea”,126 perhaps the 

dead-letter aspect of this narration, even when posed anagrammatically127 by the 

autobiographer,128 is the phoneme “H”, just as for Marvin it is the invisible “e”. 

Marvin’s falsetto, as per Mackey, “reaching for heaven” (“ . . . Forgetting the past 

and looking forward to what lies ahead, I press on to reach the end of the race and 

receive the heavenly prize . . .”), is the rendering of the indescribable because like 

Serena, one notes perplexity in that the personification of a “trouble man” could be the 

calling out of the haphazard sovereign or hegemony writ large. Although one reasons 

                                                        

126 Moten “Bridge”, 240 (emphasis mine). 
127 For more on the anagrammaticality of blackness, see Christina Sharpe, In the Wake: On Blackness and Being 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2016), 75-7. 
128 Frederick Douglass, The Life and Times of Frederick Douglass (New York: Dover Publications, 2003 [1892]) 
24-34; John Carlos Rowe, At Emerson’s Tomb: The Politics of Classic American Literature (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1997), 115-8; and Fought who states that Hester was also sometimes called, ironically, 
“Easter” (14). 
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that Gaye is in fact the “trouble man”, he divorces the listener from that notion when he 

calls the trouble man out, stating, “ . . . don’t get in my way.” Yet the clarion call for the 

“trouble man” remains thought provoking in that a weird dissociation does occur. 

Marvin, like Serena, converses with someone for the song’s entirety. But if one parses 

out “I come up hard/apart, baby”, could it be that Marvin is singing to his boyhood, the 

Manchild in the (Never) Promised Land that is the sphere of dominant cultural 

masculinity? Or could it be that fugitive planning and black study is on to something when 

they invoke regendering and transgendering vis-à-vis the falsetto? 

If Marvin as son becomes the daughter his father (never, but then again always) 

wanted, due to homosociality, homoeroticism and cross-dressing, then when the song’s 

dialogue names  “baby” and “sugar”, perhaps Gaye is situating his voice as the intimate 

tryst, by soundscape, with and as the woman he earlier conceived as a point of intrigue: 

this is Marvin saying YES! to the female within as his very own self. This is the 

regulative, governing cut that obliges the generativity of the unrestrictive, liberating 

stitch. This is Marvin’s rendition of “Love No Limit” as an inmate in solitary 

confinement. This is, if such vocalizing is the “alchemizing of lynching”, “Trouble Man” 

hypothetically dubbing “The Hesteriad” for its inclusion on the forthcoming 

compilation of Solid Gold Soul. This is Gaye espousing Glissant’s “consent not to be a 
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single being.”129 This is Foucault (did he ever read Frederick’s narrative, consume 

George’s opera, listen to Marvin’s soundtrack?) as a witness in the great cloud of black 

studies in that we “will be astonished, no doubt, that we were capable of identifying 

such a strange kinship between what, for a long time, was dreaded like a scream and 

what, for a long time, was considered a song.”130 

“Trouble Man” is to “My Man’s Gone Now” is to Aunt Hester is to Frederick 

Douglass is to Marian Anderson is to Mahalia Jackson is to Marvin Gaye is to Hortense 

J. Spillers is to Nathaniel Mackey is to Saidiya Hartman is to Fred Moten is to Yasiin 

Bey-Gaye is to you is to I. too. And when we, of our spiritual strivings (and our 

theoretical ones), find the ghosts we have been and will forever be looking for, then we 

not only scream the promise of YEAH! with Marvin and the ancestors—standing beside 

and screaming with each other—, but we also bank on, travailing to fill up the saucer ‘til 

it overflows, this glottisinal expertise, this open-mouthedness which once found 

translation as la noche boca arriba,131 this translabial ultrasound—inverted (!)—aiding us 

in the Gaye-Spillers construct of moving (on) down the line.132 A promise for which we 

equally scream: AMEN!

                                                        

129 Édouard Glissant, “One World in Relation: Édouard Glissant in Conversation with Manthia Diawara”, 
Nka: Journal of Contemporary African Art, no. 28 (2011): 5. 
130 Michel Foucault, “Madness, the Absence of Work”, in Foucault and His Interlocutors, ed. Arnold I. 
Davidson (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1997), 104. 
131 Julio Cortázar, “La noche boca arriba”, Ciudad Seva. 
http://www.ciudadseva.com/textos/cuentos/esp/cortazar/la_noche_boca_arriba.htm. 
132 As the last phrase uttered in “Trouble Man”, these words resonate with the title of an essay by Spillers. 
See Hortense J. Spillers, “Moving on Down the Line”, American Quarterly, Vol. 40, no. 1 (Mar., 1988): 83-109. 
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Chapter 4: 

Woman | Octavia 
 

The Tale of Two Butlers 

The 10th Anniversary Edition of Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble includes two 

prefaces: one from 1999 and the other from 1990, respectively. However, it is the latter 

preface that sparks this current investigation. In that edition, she shares: 

Contemporary feminist debates over the meanings of gender lead time and again to a 
certain sense of trouble, as if the indeterminacy of gender might eventually culminate in 
the failure of feminism. Perhaps trouble need not carry such a negative valence. To make 
trouble was, within the reigning discourse of my childhood, something one should never 
do precisely because that would get one in trouble. The rebellion and its reprimand 
seemed to be caught up in the same terms, a phenomenon that gave rise to the subtle 
ruse of power: the prevailing law threatened one with trouble, even put one in trouble, 
all to keep one out of trouble. Hence, I concluded that trouble is inevitable and the task, 
how best to make it, what best way to be in it. As time went by, further ambiguities 
arrived on the critical scene. I noted that trouble sometimes euphemized some 
fundamentally mysterious problem usually related to the alleged mystery of all things 
feminine.1 

 
In a way, one could claim that Butler engages in an act that has garnered significance in 

the endeavor of public discourse: me-search.2 The basic gist, which is certainly more than 

that, is that any work a scholar undertakes in which s/he finds resonance in said work 

may be invalidated because the person is essentially looking for the me in the (re)search. 

                                                        

1 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 2008 [2006, 
1999, 1990]), xxix. Hereafter I will refer to the text as GT. 
2 Another term for this is autoethnography. For more on this, see Carolyn Ellis, The Ethnographic I: A 
Methodological Novel about Autoethnography (Walnut Creek: AltaMira Press, 2004); and Heewon Chang, 
Autoethnography as Method (New York: Routledge 2016 [2008]). 
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Hence, the academic nod to “critical distance”, a sterility to one’s project and/or the 

community the work highlights. Yet one contemplates whether something of worth 

generates from me-search insofar as regardless of its supposed stigmatization, when the 

“me” and the research somehow conflate, the likelihood is the construction of a vehicle 

for illuminating the mysterious. Such an ideation is akin to Richard Wright speculating 

that “‘all writing is a secret form of autobiography.’ . . . referring not to a deliberate 

intention of concealing information but to an unconscious purpose, uniquely personal 

and inscribed in all language use by every individual. This secret marks the text with 

distinctive characteristics as much as an individual author’s signature would.”3 

Nonetheless, Butler’s terse excerpt falls into an equally shunned category of academic 

rhetorical maneuvers: incorporating the self in one’s work, even aphoristically. Yet while 

reading her words, I, somewhat comically, envisioned Alice Walker, as many a black 

mother has with her index finger, beckoning Judith Butler to “come real close”; and then 

whispering in her ear, “You acting womanish!” 

The term “womanish” derives from the term “womanist” as contrived by Walker 

in the preamble of her text In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens.4 Complicating Butler’s self-

induced status, by definition, to speak openly about making and being in trouble is an 

                                                        

3 Claudia Tate, Psychoanalysis and Black Novels: Desire and the Protocols of Race (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1998), 94. See also Richard Wright, “On Literature”, unpublished MSS in Wright Archive, Beinecke 
Library, Yale University Press (New Haven). 
4 Alice Walker, “Womanist”, in In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens: Womanist Prose (Orlando: Harcourt Books, 
2003), xi. 
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act of “outrageous, audacious, courageous or willful behavior. Wanting to know more 

and in greater depth than is considered ‘good’ for one. Interested in grown-up doings. 

Acting grown up. Being grown up. Interchangeable with another black folk expression: 

‘You trying to be grown.’ Responsible. In charge. Serious.”5 Butler’s admission beside 

Walker’s definition in miniature suggests that maturity is proportionate to the 

cultivation of trouble in that such an affective inevitability may not be “good” for oneself 

or, for that matter, the community at large. And when compounding certain constructed 

realities—race, gender, sex—on the infallibly evolving body, one is inclined to believe 

that a certain kind of body may immemorially be rendered troublesome, or better yet 

corpus perturbata, semper perturbanda6—a body troubled, always troubling. Homo 

tribulationis.7 Therefore, if Judith Butler, in a moment of transparency, is “acting 

                                                        

5 Walker, xi. 
6 In light of my matriculation at Princeton Theological Seminary, an institution affiliated with the 
Presbyterian Church, I borrow here from the denominational formulation ecclesia reformata, semper 
reformanda—the church reformed, always reforming.   
7 This notion of a trouble (hu)man is immensely helpful in this moment hence the epigraphic incorporation 
of Marvin Gaye’s “Trouble Man”. The lyrics are quite revelatory over and against Butler and Walker in that 
Gaye posits “coming up hard” as a means by which there is not only an embrace of trouble, but also a 
reaction to the trouble in others (“ . . . /I come up hard baby/But that’s OK/Trouble man/Don’t get in my 
way/ . . .”). Nonetheless, perhaps the most interesting lyrics of the song appear at its end when Gaye speaks 
to “ . . . /Movin’ down the line”. Gaye may be connoting trouble as a life’s project in somehow moving 
forward. At the same time, I cannot help but also hear the voice of Hortense J. Spillers illuminating the 
genius, in the midst of a troubled existence, of African American vernacular performance in the homiletic 
tradition via her own iteration of “moving (on) down the line”. Considering this, I wonder if in some way 
Judith Butler is attempting to wrestle with what Spillers, Walker, and Gaye are laying bare in their 
disparately commingled works: what does it mean to be the hyphen in, or the space(s) between, a doubly (or 
triply!) conscious existence? To be bookended with two immense realities that may not be commensurate 
with each other, e.g., African American; lesbian feminist; black human. What is the significance of 
determining to dwell in/at a site that appears overdetermined? Moreover, if Gaye is speaking to an 
existential truth that is picked up by the likes of Spillers and Walker, and could be formative to Butler, could 
“Trouble Man”, despite its masculinist tone, be a kind of womanist anthem due for a vocabularily inclusive 
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womanish”, trying to be “grown”—causing trouble—could that same prescription be 

rendered upon her text through which this instance of the personal is cast? In other 

words, is the formulation of “gender trouble” a move that, in its truthfulness, helps us to 

understand melancholy and genius when put in conversation with the work of another 

Butler, namely Octavia E.? 

When taking up this cultural comportment espoused by Walker, any number of 

people, from intellectuals to everyday interrogates, postures the womanist affect as 

something only African Diasporic, specifically black American, women do. A snapshot: 

there has been a turn in black studies, specifically a strain in the epistemic intramural 

called black optimism, which contends that “[t]he paraontological distinction between 

blackness and blacks allows us no longer to be enthralled by the notion that blackness is 

a property that belongs to blacks (thereby placing certain formulations regarding 

non/relationality and non/communicability on a different footing and under a certain 

pressure) but also because ultimately it allows us to detach blackness from the question 

of (the meaning of) being.”8 That in mind, during attendance at a lunch talk on 

                                                        

 

update in the 21st century? Or, because of their socially race-gendered positions, could “Trouble Man” be 
translated as an inversely specific complement to Gender Trouble? See Marvin Gaye, “Trouble Man”, in 
Trouble Man Motion Picture Soundtrack (Los Angeles: Tamla Records, 1972); and Hortense J. Spillers, “Moving 
on Down the Line: Variations on the African-American Sermon”, in Black, White and In Color: Essays on 
American Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago, 2003), 251-76. 
8 Fred Moten, “Blackness and Nothingness (Mysticism in the Flesh)”, South Atlantic Quarterly, Vol. 112, no. 4 
(2013): 749-50. 
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womanism some years ago, someone asked, “If a running thematic in Africana/African 

Diasporic Studies is that blackness, and its study, is for everybody, can a white woman 

be a womanist?” The unequivocal response: “No, they cannot! They can access the 

methodology and use the tools, but they cannot be womanists, and neither can men” 

(though some would argue that Alice Walker may surmise she, and he, could be9). 

As the primary definition dictates, a womanist is “a black feminist or feminist of 

color.”10 That said, the ensuing remarks at this event provide more insight into the 

interest with mystery: (paraphrase) “Only a human can be a woman; when you turn to 

                                                        

9 I offer Walker’s feelings on Richard Wright’s Black Boy as exemplary of my contention. She states, “I 
realized sometime after graduation [from Sarah Lawrence in 1964 having left Spelman, ‘a school that [she] 
considered opposed to change, to freedom, and to understanding that by the time most girls enter college 
they are already women and should be treated as women’], that when I had studied contemporary writers 
and the South at this college— . . . —the writings of Richard Wright had not been studied and that instead I 
had studied the South from Faulkner’s point of view, . . . It was only after trying to conduct the same kind of 
course myself—with black students—that I realized that such a course simply cannot be taught if Black Boy is 
not assigned and read, or if ‘The Ethics of Living Jim Crow’ is absent from the reading list.” Although these 
words are from a 1970 paper, roughly a decade before positing the definition of “womanism”, Walker’s 
canon formation interests me, specifically how a text coded as deeply masculinist, to the point of being read 
as misogynistic, let alone its author, becomes included as what she deems “required reading”. Even more 
intriguing is precisely that such a move counteracts the very “review” offered of Wright’s work by the 
person Walker resurrects: Zora Neale Hurston. In all, I am not necessarily making a claim that Wright is a 
womanist; what I am saying is twofold: in a more banal manner, people are apt to change their minds, 
regardless of whether their late(r) consciousness seems antithetical to that initial change, and perhaps our 
definitions are more inclusive than superficially expected in that we can love people despite the reality that 
those who shaped us told us they never loved us back. See Walker, “The Unglamorous but Worthwhile 
Duties of the Black Revolutionary Artist, or of the Black Writer Who Simply Works and Writes,” 130-1. And 
for more on readings and rereadings of Wright, see Zora Neale Hurston, “Stories of Conflict,” review of 
Uncle Tom’s Children by Richard Wright, Saturday Review of Literature, 2 April 1938, 32; Trudier Harris, 
“Native Sons and Foreign Daughters”, in New Essays on Native Son, ed. Keneth Kinnamon (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990), 63-84; Cheryl Higashida, “Aunt Sue’s Children: Reviewing the 
Gender(ed) Politics of Richard Wright’s Radicalism”, American Literature, Vol. 75 (June 2003): 395-425; and 
Robert Butler, “Richard Wright’s Rite of Passage and a Reconsideration of His Portrayal of Women”, in 
Richard Wright: Writing America at Home and from Abroad, ed. Virginia Whatley Smith (Jackson: University 
Press of Mississippi, 2016), 52-65. 
10 Walker, xi. 
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the animal kingdom, the counterpart to the male/masculine (animal) is the 

female/feminine, but only a human can be a woman.” Though one likely views the 

problematics of this discursive move, if they have been missed, understandably, here is 

an attempt to lay them bare: many black feminists differentiate themselves from 

womanists, ostensibly going against the definition and forming a chasm that still 

conjures a level of inquiry. (I once heard someone vehemently oppose being considered 

a “womanist” because she found the category insufficiently capacious.) Nonetheless, to 

stage the aforementioned analogy means it is possible that even in the work of 

humanizing the dehumanized, one devolves to engagement in animalizing in return. 

Nevertheless, while I am not necessarily saying that Judith Butler’s work indexes 

her womanism, the aforementioned response at the campus chat and chew likely points 

to her work precisely as womanish, a tooled characterization that may reify what it 

means to commit gender trouble as grammatically imposed in the dubious nature of the 

suffix. In other words, Sharon Patricia Holland’s words reverberates in reference to the 

“somewhat banal pairing otherwise known as the black/white binary”, even as she 

qualifies the binary by suggesting that “[i]n queering the inquiry . . . –in returning to the 

black/white binary and asking what really happens or happened there—we might be 

able to consider, at least for a moment, what our ‘pleasure’ might look like; what being 

together, figuratively and literally, might yield—aside from, at times, the miscegenated 
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being.”11 Holland’s logic effectively solidifies that of Toni Morrison, who once stated, 

“The function of freedom is to free someone else”; or Audre Lorde who declared, “I am 

not free while any woman is unfree, even when her shackles are very different from my 

own . . . Nor is any one of you”.12 If these are general presumptions that couch this duo, 

staged by a surname, is it not possible to read Judith as liberating fictitious body 

constructs by attempting to speak to their trouble—their melancholy—through a case 

study of “the law”, in the same way that Octavia’s new world orders speak to the genius 

of the black aesthetic tradition by undoing dominant fantasies regarding who we believe 

ourselves to be affectively by crafting all that we could become narratively? Put another 

way, with the preceding chapters’ attempted illumination of “the mother’s law”, what 

happens when iterations of “her”, whether potentiated in a courtroom or fantasized by 

an author, have peculiar interactions with the law as she simultaneously subverts it? In 

this tale of two Butlers, of two practitioners of “science” and its fictions, one hopes that 

the worst of times, theoretically, catalyzes the best of times, creatively. 

 

Call the Law: Before and After the Call and the Response 

Let’s face it. Those marked by “the law” have rendered it to such metonymic 

conventions that it is a wonder anyone still calls it by that name. “The man” and “the 

                                                        

11 Sharon Patricia Holland, The Erotic Life of Racism (Durham: Duke University Press, 2012), 7-9  (emphasis 
mine). 
12 Audre Lorde, “The Uses of Anger: Women Responding to Racism”, in Sister Outsider (New York: Ten 
Speed Press, 2007), 132-3. 
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po-po”, “the “penal system” and “5-0”, “court”, “hegemony”, “patriarchy”: these 

describe a locus of culturally reductive identities, a meeting ground of discipline and 

punishment in the national hall of records for rhetorical nomenclature. A nation needs the 

law and if it were not here, it would have to be invented. But could the absence of law as 

a moment of invention be an opportunity to better manifest the (im)possibility of a 

poetics called utopia? 

With all the nameable iterations “the law” has garnered, its enactment as a kind 

of enunciative agent seems catachrestical—it can be named and yet also names, confers 

reflexive designations on bodies that seek to disavow it, rail against it. This, in and of 

itself, sounds a lot like trouble. But whereas “the law” being named is perhaps an 

obvious reactive position, the law naming those under its umbra is precisely where one 

may be able to lay bare the paradoxical whimsy of subjectivity: this is interpellation. 

Interpellation appears quite formative to the theoretical tasks Judith Butler 

undertakes in The Psychic Life of Power: 

Althusser’s doctrine of interpellation continues to structure contemporary debate on 
subject formation, offering a way to account for a subject who comes into being as a 
consequence of language, yet always within its terms. The theory of interpellation 
appears to stage a social scene in which a subject is hailed, the subject turns around, and 
the subject then accepts the terms by which he or she is hailed. This is, no doubt, a scene 
both punitive and reduced, for the call is made by an officer of “the Law,” and this officer 
is cast as singular and speaking . . . Interpellation, on this account, is not an event but a 
certain way of staging the call, where the call, as staged, becomes deliteralized in the 
course of its exposition or darstellung. The call itself is also figured as a demand to align 
oneself with the law, a turning around (to face the law, to find a face for the law?), and an 
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entrance into the language of self-ascription—“Here I am”—through the appropriation of 
guilt.13 

The language of doctrine here rings like an (a)theological move to account for the 

ecstatic expression of call and response. The simultaneity of “the law” engaging in 

enunciation, as well as its expectance of respondent (re)capitulation, becomes significant 

for “understanding performativity as linguistic and casting it as theatrical” in that “[t]his 

ambiguity has consequences for the practice of coming out, for the insurrectionary 

power of the speech act, for language as a condition of both bodily seduction and the 

threat of injury.”14 

Butler notating blocking directions for this call, this staging, may misconstrue 

interpellation with dramaturgy. Then again, Shakespearean epistemology dictates that 

such theatricality is as you like it inasmuch as after being called, with relative certainty, to 

nation building as a soldier, the next stage of maturation is being cast as the justice15 

                                                        

13 Judith Butler, The Psychic Life of Power (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997), 106-7. Hereafter I will 
refer to the text as PLP. 
14 Butler, GT, xxvi-xxvii. 
15 “All the world's a stage, 
And all the men and women merely players: 
They have their exits and their entrances; 
And one man in his time plays many parts, 
. . . Then a soldier, 
Full of strange oaths and bearded like the pard, 
Jealous in honour, sudden and quick in quarrel, 
Seeking the bubble reputation 
Even in the cannon's mouth. And then the justice, 
In fair round belly with good capon lined, 
With eyes severe and beard of formal cut, 
Full of wise saws and modern instances; 
And so he plays his part. . . .” 
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(even if the nation does not acknowledge that the one who returns home to “do justly” 

could simultaneously be shell-shocked). Nevertheless, one attests to the interpellative 

moment as a byproduct of the time-space continuum. That said, when the law 

interpellates on bodies, does the manner in which one theorizes that declamation over 

and against time-space become representative of subjectivity? Though it would be wise 

here to invoke Foucault—“time becomes the foundation of space”16—is there an existent 

discursive potentiality that casts time-space as a binary disparity? To be clearer, is it 

possible in the exercise of discourse that rhetorical maneuverings can acknowledge 

bodies in time but locate them as lost (and hoping to be found) in space? This may be the 

intellectually immanent tussle one encounters in Butler’s oeuvre. 

Early on in Gender Trouble, she seeks understanding of “woman” as subject. And 

when she evokes the situation of subjectivity with relation to “the law”, one takes into 

account her theoretical calisthenics: 

Indeed, the question of women as the subject of feminism raises the possibility that there 
may not be a subject who stands “before” the law, awaiting representation in or by the 
law. Perhaps the subject, as well as the invocation of a temporal “before,” is constituted by 
the law as the fictive foundation of its own claim to legitimacy . . . The performative 
invocation of a nonhistorical “before” becomes the foundational premise that guarantees 
a presocial ontology of persons who freely consent to be governed and, thereby, 
constitute the legitimacy of the social contract.17 
 

                                                        

 

See William Shakespeare, As You Like It, Act II, Scene VII. http://shakespeare.mit.edu/asyoulikeit/full.html. 
16 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (New York: Routledge, 2002 
[1989, 1970, 1966]), 340. 
17 Butler, GT, 4 (emphasis mine). 
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In these terse rhetorical gestures, it is as if she engages both the ontologic and somehow, 

strangely, the oxymoronic. If one embraces the Foucauldian construction of time-space, 

then Butler’s preliminary moves seem to be putting us on the right track. 

The subject, who is not one, “stands ‘before’ the law”, presumably in response to 

her staged call as a window into a spatial category. But something happens in the both 

the predicate(d) reality of that statement and its concluding present participial 

phrasticity: as per the sentence, subjectivity, as a manner and/or matter of ontological 

interrogation, constructs itself, is worthy of raising, if there is a contingent possibility 

that the one occupies the space of a-waiting (body)—for representation, for recognition. 

Thus, at the turn of her “Perhaps”, Butler attempts to solve and resolve the quandary of 

space she gives way to in the preceding declaration. The “perhaps” is a prime moment 

for the anti-Shakespearean “justice” one seeks to illumine: 

Paradoxically, it is because of this overflowing of the performative, because of this 
always excessive haste of interpretation getting ahead of itself, because of this structural 
urgency and precipitation of justice that the latter [the Levinasian notion that “Truth 
supposes justice”] has no horizon of expectation (regulative or messianic). But for this 
very reason, it may have an avenir, a “to-come,” which I rigorously distinguish from the 
future that can always reproduce the present. Justice remains, is yet, to come, à venir, it 
has an, it is à-venir, the very dimension of events irreducibly to come. It will always have 
it, this à-venir, and always has . . . “Perhaps,” one must always say perhaps for justice. 
There is an avenir for justice and there is no justice except to the degree that some event is 
possible which, as event, exceeds calculation, rules, programs, anticipations and so forth. 
Justice as the experience of absolute alterity is unpresentable, but it is the chance of the 

 event and the condition of history. No doubt an unrecognizable history, of course, for 
those who believe they know what they’re talking about when they use this word, 
whether it’s a matter of social, ideological, political, juridical, or some other history.18 

                                                        

18 Jacques Derrida, “Force of Law: The ‘Mystical Foundation’ of Authority”, in Cardozo Law Review, trans. 
Mary Quaintance, 11(5-6): 969; 971. 



 

265 

Derrida here concludes that Butler’s “Perhaps” should commence a just cause. The 

architectural allusions structuring Derrida’s diction are constitutive of his categorical 

exegesis of institutions that, through linguistic speciousness, feign to have utilized bricks 

that are made without straw. That is to say, he takes up the motif that people have an 

affinity for talkin’ loud and sayin’ nothin’, even unto the work of justice. And yet, the 

Derridean interpolation of justice appears to be the lovechild of the time-space 

copulative: the syntactical performance of justice—the “excessive haste of 

interpretation”—subjects the actuating of justice itself to the haphazard erection of “time 

‘after’ time”. Thus, there is no regard for the generativity of justice as the archetype for 

the (eschatological) hope of the infinitive avenir, even in the form of ecstasy. Because the 

future betrays the kinetic potential energy to give birth to the present, one reconciles that 

truth and justice may in fact be frenemies.19 

But if one were to embrace such a stark reality, then in effect, the unthinkable 

must occur via Derrida and Hortense J. Spillers: with the telos of providing the “arriving 

company a clearer space for [the] work” after drafting the blueprints to destroy this 

“regulative” tabernacle for the “messiah”, there must be as little debris as possible left 

after the demolition. Therefore, one commences cleaning this house.20 This is Derridean 

justice as it “opens up for l’avenir the transformation, the recasting or refounding of law 

                                                        

19 Barnor Hesse, “Marked Unmarked: Black Politics and the Western Political”, South Atlantic Quarterly, Vol. 
110, no. 4 (2011): 980-3. 
20 Hortense J. Spillers, “The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual: A Post-Date”, in boundary 2, Vol. 21, no. 3 (1994): 
116. 
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and politics,”21 an absolute alterity that while unpresentable, has the opportunity, 

perhaps, to be unimaginably fecund. Though it may be the case that Judith Butler 

gestures toward this oncoming fruition, one is again met with befuddlement when 

rereading her words inasmuch as her rhetorical revision may not do what we initially 

comprehended. If “before” is a temporal construction, an honorific of time, should one 

read “the (non-)subject who stands ‘before’ the law” not as exemplary of spatiality, but 

rather as a moment when the (non-)subject stands for something: an act of meaning, or 

the Niebuhrian formulation of revelation—the intelligible event that makes all other 

events intelligible?22 Judith Butler would assert, “Hence, the sexuality that emerges 

within the matrix of power relations is not a simple replication or copy of the law itself, 

a uniform repetition of a masculinist economy of identity. The productions swerve from 

their original purposes and inadvertently mobilize possibilities of ‘subjects’ that do not 

merely exceed the bounds of cultural intelligibility, but effectively expand the 

boundaries of what is, in fact, culturally intelligible.”23 Furthermore, if in fact one stands 

as a witness to the revelatory, what will the utterance of that testimony be? What will it 

sound like? Such a revelation equally begs the question: is space, in its quintessence, 

always and ever temporal? At this moment, it may be necessary to invoke a character 

                                                        

21 Derrida, 971. 
22 H. Richard Niebuhr, The Meaning of Revelation (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2006), 50. 
23 Butler, GT, 40. 
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witness of one standing “before the law” as a symbol of intelligibility, replete with 

melancholy and an end result that could be read as genius. 

In her text Private Bodies, Public Texts: Race, Gender and a Cultural Bioethics, Karla 

FC Holloway posits a rather arresting account of exposure “before” the law. In 1924, 

Alice Jones, a woman of color in New Rochelle, New York, married Leonard “Kip” 

Rhinelander. Although an interracial marriage at this time “in the North” would 

presumably not come under certain societal judgments, due to the region’s consensus as 

a “free” space, one, unfortunately, stands to be corrected. In fact, according to Earl Lewis 

and Heidi Ardizzone, “[w]hile never openly accepted, interracial marriages had always 

been legal in the state of New York . . . although there had been a 1910 attempt to 

modify the state constitution to bar such unions . . . there was no barrier to the marriage 

of self-proclaimed interracial couples in New York State, or at least in New Rochelle.”24 

Nonetheless, this relationship lays bare a number of issues that bring about staging a call 

to “the law”: “She was from a working family, and he was from a wealthy family who 

were descendants of the French Huguenots. The marriage had her family’s approval, but 

the vehement disapprobation of his. In fact, when Leonard’s father learned that Alice 

was colored, he ordered his son to have the marriage annulled”, citing that the marriage 

                                                        

24 Earl Lewis and Heidi Ardizzone, Love on Trial: An American Scandal in Black and White (New York: W. W. 
Norton & Company, Inc., 2001), 23; 34-5. 
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was “a fraudulent contract—claiming that [Kip] did not know [Alice] was colored.”25 As 

suggested in the Daily Mirror, legal counsel for Leonard Rhinelander, Isaac Mills, “dealt 

out sensational detail after sensational detail in a story of how the scion of one of New 

York’s wealthiest and most aristocratic families . . . was ‘inveigled’ into an alliance with 

a girl of colored blood whose own father does not remember his parentage.”26 Despite 

acknowledging the Rhinelander’s “heritage”, W. E. B. Du Bois is unabashed in 

suggesting that the family unit “passes” as well: “That high Nordic stream which 

produces super-men is here represented by a poor decadent descended from the best 

blood of white America . . . Magnificent Nordic morality!”27  

The public confirmation of this marital union catalyzes a multivalent critique of 

the subject, race (as revealed through miscegenation), class, and progeny. Though the 

implicit tenor of the senior Rhinelander’s “call” appears to be an attempt to maintain 

familial nomenclature, the father’s law actually usurps any form of subjectivity the son 

could seemingly exert, up to and including him choosing Alice as his wife. By further 

compounding Alice’s race and class status on this wedded matrimony, the father may 

have sought to include the law in the destruction of the union in order to provide a 

proverbial tabula rasa, thus the move to marriage annulment—an “as if” of the nuptials. 

                                                        

25 Karla FC Holloway, Private Bodies, Public Texts: Race, Gender, and a Cultural Bioethics (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2011), 39. 
26 Lewis and Ardizzone, 55. 
27 W. E. B. Du Bois, “Rhinelander”, in “The Opinion of W. E. B. Du Bois”, in The Crisis: A Record of the Darker 
Races, Vol. 31, no. 3 (January, 1926): 112-3. 
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Hence, in a role reversal where the law “calls” junior Rhinelander in the future, it 

bleaches him of any guilt for both marrying down and outside the color lines. Likewise, 

there is patriarchal unease with the contamination of the bloodline. Regardless of Alice’s 

ability to pass as a “dusky white woman”, thus making her “physically attractive to 

white men”,28 the ambiguous complexion-cum-raced body becomes the evidentiary 

moment of trouble. 

Such a phenotypic designation falls in line with the ongoing question of what 

constitutes “blackness”. Holloway writes, “Alice’s father’s color is visible evidence of his 

daughter’s lineage, even though Alice’s complexion was at least light enough to sustain 

a court trial. She became ‘the body of evidence’ with regard to the petition’s claim of 

fraudulent deceit.”29 The invocation of Alice’s father, George Jones (whose “early 

descriptions of . . . physical appearance often suggested but didn’t specify that [he 

wasn’t] white”30), and her own racialization further chart how bygone social media 

platforms sought to express certainty under the auspice of enquiring minds wanting to 

know, even through faulty logics: 

The most straightforward definition of blackness was simply that someone is black who 
looks black. This was, of course, a circular definition, but one with great popularity and 
power . . . Pictorial or verbal descriptions of Alice’s appearance, or that of her family, 
were the easiest means for newspapers to alert their readers to the issue of race . . . She 
was “dark”; she was “of light complexion”; she was “dusky”; she was “a pretty girl of 

                                                        

28 Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment (New 
York: Routledge, 1991), 81. 
29 Holloway, 40 
30 Lewis and Ardizzone, 24. 
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the Spanish type”; she was “of medium height, dark and of a Spanish or Latin type of 
features. Her straight black hair is worn in a long bob”; she was “a comely young woman 
with bobbed black hair and a complexion of Spanish tint.”31 

Alice produces a racial impasse, just as hackneyed narratives emblematic of passing 

impose themselves upon her. The illegibility of the social construct supposes that race is 

in the eye of the beholder, and that the construct itself is made up as one goes. In like 

manner, one ponders how someone who evokes indiscernibility might stay black and 

die as a legal and political act. 

This story gains more intrigue because the aforementioned racial poetics pose 

such trouble that the judge declares Kip, ironically, “‘brain-tied,’ effectively placing him 

outside of the norm of the upstanding and intelligent white males who were judging his 

case and who could not be so easily deceived. It was ‘not unknown for middle class 

white families to explain their children’s wayward behavior by accusing them, quite 

literally, of being insane or otherwise damaged.’”32 This conveyance of a mental 

handicap plays into Freud’s reading of melancholia and mourning because “[b]y 1918, 

then, Leonard Rhinelander had lost his mother and one brother to death, while another 

brother left home after he married. His sister had already left home for school and 

eventually her own marriage. When Leonard met Alice in 1921, he was the only child 

still emotionally and financially dependent on his father.” Coterminous to the 

publication of “Mourning and Melancholia” in 1917, Rhinelander exhibits the telltale 

                                                        

31 Ibid., 24. 
32 Holloway, 41. 
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symptoms of Freud’s dichotomous and eponymous states—vis-à-vis the loss of his 

mother, primarily, and brother, secondarily—transforming into his “mania” such that he 

shows “the regular alternation of melancholic and manic phases which has led to the 

hypothesis of a circular insanity.”33 The plea of insanity as justification for Rhinelander’s 

“behavioral” miscegenation arrives to be the crux of his legal counsel’s argument for the 

marriage annulment. 

Mania founds an interesting formation in Freud’s essay because “[i]n mania, the 

ego must have got over the loss of the object (or its mourning over the loss, or perhaps 

the object itself), and thereupon the whole quota of anticathexis which the painful 

suffering of melancholia had drawn to itself from the ego and ‘bound’ will have become 

available. Moreover, the manic subject plainly demonstrates his liberation from the 

object which was the cause of his suffering, by seeking like a ravenously hungry man for 

new object-cathexes.”34 It appears that Mills understood this, although his prosecutorial 

affect discerns it backwards: 

The crowded courtroom gasped as Mills described Leonard as a “brain tied,” . . . When 

                                                        

33 Sigmund Freud, “Mourning and Melancholia”, in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of 
Sigmund Freud, Volume XIV (1914-1916): On the History of the Psycho-Analytic Movement, Papers on 
Metapsychology and Other Works, trans. James Strachey (London: Hogarth Press, 1957), 253. Lewis & 
Ardizzone cite Freud as a theorist of note because “[t]he 1920s marked a period of transition in the nation’s 
social confrontation with sexuality . . . Others, however, found solace in a modern world that enabled them 
to discuss love and romance in both oblique and transparent ways. They sought out romantic love, love that 
led them to surrender a part of themselves for the sake of a lasting and fulfilling relationship. They had 
probably heard of, even if they didn’t fully understand, the work of Austrian psychiatrist Sigmund Freud. 
In this more modern world, sexuality lay at the center of both male and female psychological development” 
(147). 
34 Freud, 255.  
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he met Alice he was a patient at an institution for nervous disorders in Stamford, 
Connecticut . . . In Mills’s scenario Alice and her sister Grace were sexually experienced 
women who walked the streets preying on gullible young men. Not quite daring to call 
them prostitutes . . . In fact, he continued, Elizabeth [Alice’s mother] taught her

 daughters to pursue white men by any means necessary. Under her mother’s coaching, 
Mills charged, Alice had seduced a naive and unsophisticated boy, taking advantage of 
his innocence and forcing him to fall in love with and eventually marry her.35 

Embedded within the backwardness of Mills’s logic is what Du Bois calls “the awful 

truth” of this ordeal which he attempts to reroute back to its proper path: “ . . . if 

Rhinelander had used this girl as concubine or prostitute, white America would have 

raised no word of protest; white periodicals would have printed no headlines; white 

ministers would have said no single word. It is when he legally and decently marries the 

girl that Hell breaks lose and literally tears the pair apart.”36 Divested of decency, the 

state, compelled by the father, must begin working on behalf of the brain-tied to 

disentangle what is deemed a rogue union in the social sphere. 

If it is the case that the lost object, that being the mother, catalyzes one’s 

melancholy and mania, Mills projects Alice, not Kip, as the “ravenously hungry man” 

whose “new object-cathexes” are white flesh, more specifically that “feebleminded”,37 

“naïve”, “unsophisticated”, “brain tied” “boy”. Likewise, Elizabeth Jones’s role as the 

psychosexual groomer of her daughters seems counterfactual because as an 

Englishwoman, she married George, “‘a native of England, . . . said to be of West Indian 

                                                        

35 Lewis and Ardizzone, 52-3 (emphasis mine). 
36 Du Bois, 113.  
37 Lewis and Ardizzone, 52. 
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descent’.”38 (This ethnic facticity exacts complication because George intimates that “his 

white mother had told him that his father was an East Indian rather than the West 

Indian often reported.”39) Mills’s line of reasoning “dovetails neatly with the racist 

presumption that black women are sexually voracious golddiggers, so one might argue 

that these ancillary arguments only served to bolster the larger accusation of racial fraud 

— how could a woman who behaved in this way pretend to be anything but black?”40 

That said, it is quite fascinating to consider the hinge of one’s (in)sanity hanging 

threadlike on the mixed expression of his private sexuality, those behind-closed-door 

rendezvouses publicly displayed in masquerade as fraud on the part of his mutually 

consenting partner. Moreover, “[s]ince rights were adjudicated in part by color, in both 

legal and extralegal systems, it would have been disruptive and disturbing to believe 

that color was not discernible and that social orders and assignments were unreliable. 

Kip’s claim could not stand.”41 

Having set up the fictive scientific foundation for this narrative’s claim to 

legitimacy, there are two material conditions associated with this case which may help 

one grasp time-space better: the epistolary and the body politic. Holloway recounts: “ . . 

. their private marriage became a public scandal. Local and national newspapers 

                                                        

38 Ibid., 11. 
39 Ibid., 66. See also Jinny Huh, The Arresting Eye: Race and the Anxiety of Detection (Charlottesville: University 
of Virginia Press, 2015). 
40 Sarah E. Chinn, Technology and the Logic of American Racism: A Cultural History of the Body as Evidence (New 
York: Continuum, 2000), 190. 
41 Holloway, 41.  
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followed the often titillating events of the trial. Alice’s and Kip’s love letters were read 

aloud, and the intimate details of their sexual activity—some of which implied intimacies 

that violated the sexual mores of the era—ensured that the story had a wide and 

interested audience.”42 A lens into the private epistolary moments: 

Giving a taste of the testimony to come, Mills read from a few of Alice’s letters in which 
she alluded to their sexual relationship: “Do you remember the night you and I were in 
the [Marie] Antoinette [Hotel] and I was lying in your arms”; “You will always be 
welcome to put your shoes under my bed dearie”; “I have never let a fellow love and 
caress me the way you do, Leonard, because you make me feel so happy and lovable 
toward you dear. But wouldn’t it be awful if you had me, myself, alone? What you 
would not do to me I cannot imagine.” Even when they were physically apart, such 
“knockout” letters, Mills asserted, made him her slave, body and soul. The stages of her 
seduction shifted from asking for an apartment, to a ring, and finally to marriage.43 

The utterance, exhibited through publicity, does a surprisingly different kind of work 

through the utility of the newspaper in tandem with the amorous epistles. 

Hypothetically, the production of media is generally not under the auspices of 

maintaining privacy, or silence, meanwhile love letters accomplish precisely that. The 

space elevated for its predisposition to freedom of speech and the press—the 

newspaper—accomplishes its end as it gives way to linguistic, often sounded, 

unrestraint, laudable to the time-honored practices of the periodical and the exercise of 

citizens’ nation-given right(s). All the while, inscribed intentionality, in the form of love-

letter writing, becomes the gambit through which private, written words—speech 

equally unrestrained but generally unsounded—engender a public curatorial debut of 

                                                        

42 Ibid., 40 (emphasis mine). 
43 Lewis and Ardizzone, 52. 



 

275 

intimate art. In other words, such a revelation could be conceived as a soon-to-be “brain-

tied” man in his not so distant past endeavoring periphrastically toward a psychosexual 

de-concatenation (read: an unchained melody). The liberalism inherent in such explicit 

re-livings of one’s sexual forays “in the dark” (or is it with “the dark”?) would suggest 

that when spoken “in the light”, the epistolary, as a momentous right to remain silent, 

can and will be used against him/her in the court of law, and public opinion, as a 

testament to freedom. Butler surmises, “We can press the argument further by pointing 

out that ‘the before’ of the law and ‘the after’ are discursively and performatively 

instituted modes of temporality that are invoked within the terms of a normative 

framework which asserts that subversion, destabilization, or displacement requires a 

sexuality that somehow escapes the hegemonic prohibitions on sex.”44 The letters are 

constitutive of that very subversion, destabilization, and/or displacement; they provide 

the paramours with a passionate “way out”. Yet the hegemonic prohibitions on sex 

resurface with the chronologics of the law on hand, speeding up the eventual 

qualification of Alice as a vamp and Kip as a dupe: “the female vamp was always sexual 

and overtly dangerous . . . Men, not women, were expected to be the sexual aggressors. 

Women, not men, were expected to subordinate their desires and needs to those of their 

partner . . . in Mills’s tirade, the vamp reversed these roles and conquered her desired 

                                                        

44 Butler, GT, 40. 
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mate through seductive manipulation,”45 thus exposing Alice’s Freudian hunger. But race 

is never not on the scene, even in this epistolary publicizing. 

In one of the letters, Alice refers to a “strutting party”, or “struttin’ pahty” as 

“asked by Mr. Davis, rolling it out in the best negro dialect . . . Thus, without Alice 

Rhinelander’s ever uttering a word . . . Davis imputed to her patterns of diction and 

intonation that clinched her negro identification . . .” In this same way, when making 

remarks to reporters in her lawyers’ offices after being asked if she and Leonard were 

“very much in love”, her response—“We was, yes.”—elicits what reporters called “her 

first grammatical slip”: “While the slip also signaled Alice Rhinelander’s class status . . . 

the centrality to the case of her racial identification . . . made it the salient issue in the 

post-trial interview, in which it grounded reporters’ implicit conception of her as a 

stereotypically ignorant negro with laughably grandiose social aspirations.”46 Hence, the 

father’s law must step in for the purposive end of staving off the risk of having 

generationally-removed progeny, bound up to a nomenclatural prestige, who, on one 

striation of the helix, are rich and (vis-à-vis miscegenation) declared “insane”; and on 

the other, literal and figurative occupiers of a second-class citizenry that can and does 

                                                        

45 Lewis and Ardizzone, 56. For more on the historicism of the vamp and the dupe in this case, see the 
chapter, “The Vamp and the Dupe”, 48-62; as well as Jamie L. Wacks, “Reading Race, Rhetoric, and the 
Female Body in the Rhinelander Case”, in Interracialism: Black-White Intermarriage in American History, 
Literature, and Law, ed. Werner Sollors (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 167-9. 
46 Philip Brian Harper, Are We Not Men?: Masculine Anxiety and the Problem of African-American Identity (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 135-6; for more on the case, see the section “Racial Perceptibility in the 
Rhinelander Case”, 132-9. 
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pass for the deceitful through language and complexion.47 The only rivals to her letters, 

unsurprisingly, were those of Kip the brain-tied. With the transcription of his letters in 

newspapers, or their recounting aloud during the court proceedings, the public 

marveled at the incidences of ellipses throughout them. And to such a degree that parts 

were considered “unsuitable for publication”. Meant to obfuscate “unnatural acts” like 

masturbation, sodomy, and oral sex, the ellipses, and the spaces between them, 

fenestrated the intimacy of Alice and Kip, and gave to readers, whose imaginations were 

already wild, permission for further reckless abandon as bound by ink and parchment.48 

Of equal weight to the epistolary exhibition is the corporeal one in the 

Rhinelander v. Rhinelander case. Alice performs the quintessence of exposure to solidify 

her acquittal: 

Alice never testified at her trial. She did not have to: the public spectacle of her naked 
body spoke for her. The primary evidence of the defense against the charge of fraud had 
to be that, given their intimacy, Kip could not have been ignorant of her color . . . To 
make their claim indisputable, Alice’s attorneys devised what may be the most 
extraordinary spectacle ever entered into evidence in any courtroom in the United States. 
The court details this extraordinary jurisprudential moment: 

The Court [i.e., the judge], Mr. Mills, Mr. Davis [Alice’s attorney], Mr. 
Swinburne, the jury, the plaintiff, the defendant, her mother, Mrs. George Jones, 
and the stenographer left the courtroom and entered the jury room. The 

                                                        

47 Elizabeth M. Smith-Pryor, Property Rites: The Rhinelander Trial, Passing, and the Protection of Whiteness 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2009), 127. Holloway also does a sustained reading of the 
capitalistic underpinnings behind the annulment as it relates to miscegenation (44). 
48 Lewis and Ardizzone, 137-155. Although Lewis and Ardizzone state that “[t]he trial transcript has been 
lost, which puts modern-day readers at a similar disadvantage” to “speculate about what followed the 
ellipses” (142), to read the cross-examination of Kip Rhinelander, which the prescribed pagination shares in 
abridged form, see Francis L. Wellman, “The Cross-Examination, by Lee Parsons Davis of Leonard Kip 
Rhinelander, in his notorious annulment action against his colored wife, Alice Jones Rhinelander”, in The 
Art of Cross Examination (New York: Touchstone, 1997 [1964, 1951, 1936, 1932, 1931, 1923, 1904, 1903]), 264-
90. 
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defendant and Mrs. Jones then withdrew to the lavatory adjoining the jury room, 
and, after a short time, again entered the jury room. The defendant, who was 
weeping, had on her underwear and a long coat. At Mr. Davis’ direction she let 
down the coat, so that the upper portion of her body, as far down as the breast, 
was exposed. She then, again at Mr. Davis’ direction, covered the upper part of 
her body and showed to the jury her bare legs, up as far as her knees. The Court, 
the counsel, the jury and the plaintiff then re-entered the court room. 

Some readers may be puzzled, thinking that if it were a matter of being able to see Alice’s 
skin color, her arms and legs would have sufficed. But there was a more intimate social 
expectation regarding an anticipated biology of difference at work—that her nipples and 
areolas would be brown rather than pink, like white woman’s—and that that revelation 
would win Alice’s case. The expectation that prompted Alice’s disrobing was that private 
color might intimately reveal itself— . . . There was no need for Alice’s voice here— . . . 
Onwuachi-Willig writes that “her body spoke for itself on the issue of race.”49 

The above is lengthy in order to fully showcase the vicissitudinal at work. Holloway 

takes care to acknowledge that throughout this whole ordeal, Alice, akin to another 

figure facing albeit similar circumstances, never says a mumbling word.50 However, 

some aspects of note in the concluding scope of this trial are worth exhaustive wrestling. 

According to Holloway, Alice’s attorneys devise the moment of epidermal 

revelation in the jury room. However, considering the notion of attorney-client privilege, 

as well as consultation, then the aforementioned lawyerly strategy reads as though Alice 

had no agency in her public denuding. Can we make the leap to believe that the only 

                                                        

49 Holloway, 41-2 (emphasis mine). See also Angela Onwuachi-Willig, According to Our Hearts: Rhinelander v 
Rhinelandar and the Law of the Multiracial Family (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013), 79. 
50 I make the move to conflate Alice Jones with Jesus in part because just as the compulsion presents itself for 
her to “prove her race” by disrobing, leading up to his crucifixion, he too experiences disrobing. It is in this 
process of the exposure of the flesh that he receives interrogation as to whether he is the “King of the Jews” 
(Matthew 27:11-54). In both narratives, the preoccupation to confirm the “burden of proof” instantiates itself 
not only by the law/state with relation to the corporeal (the law consummates its inquiry under the guise of 
“proper naming”), but also by those very bodies standing “before” the law/state. Although liable to suffer 
literal and figural “social death” by way of the revelation of the body, Jones and Jesus seemingly 
“exonerate” themselves through that very occasion of intelligibility that could be deemed corporal 
punishment in varying degrees. 
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reason why such a bodily spectacle occurred is because Alice permitted it, the possibility 

that she proposed to her attorneys that she should disrobe “before” the law—that she 

consents to her exposure? One speculates on this because as per Onwuachi-Willig, 

“Little is known of this key moment during the trial.”51 Secondly, is it not generatively 

unsettling that the jury room could be reconfigured as a spatiotemporal palimpsest? 

That is, the paper-bound scribbles that were the Rhinelander love letters are eventfully 

superimposed on bodies within a site—the jury room—that, by all accounts, reduced 

people (especially the junior Rhinelander who could evidence “knowing” Alice and her 

body) to objects jostling for vision lines in order to behold what was certainly a/the 

“truth” there in front of their eyes, even though they equivocally believed there was no 

“there” there. In a moment of imaginatively historiographic homage, and certainly 

considering the manner in which Alice exposes herself, do we not wonder if she actually 

enacts an utterance, i.e., while standing in the jury room as she clothes herself anew, and 

the stenographer fumbles to get the machine up and working, does Alice inquire of her 

fellow citizens, with socio-ontological gravity, “Ar’n’t I a (Black) Woman?” This is to 

say, is this the visually determinative flip(-off)—her selling the substance to support the 

                                                        

51 Onwuachi-Willig, 78. She continues, “After having to reveal parts of her body to the jury at trial, Alice, the 
public was told, suffered a breakdown that rendered her unable to testify as scheduled” (79). One 
contemplates: what more could her representation expect her to say after being fully exposed? 
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shadow52—in that by exhibiting her body, Alice preserves her flesh long after her 

disrobing has ended, retaining a place in the imagination of her spectators as they return 

to the world of justice-seeking? 

(The Sojourner Truth allusion is not lost on Lewis and Ardizzone in that they 

insert Alice’s saga into a larger chronology regarding blackness, particular to women, 

and exposure: 

This excrutiating image both demands and defies explanation. It reverberates through a 
violent racial history and flickers with the remembrances of a multitude of atrocious 
vignettes: enslaved men and women standing on auction blocks, stripped before the 
examination of potential purchasers . . . Sara Baartman . . . Sojourner Truth baring her 
breasts to prove to a hostile audience at the Akron, Ohio, Women’s Rights Convention 
that she was a woman, reminding them that white men had seen her breasts before when 
she wet nursed them as a slave; that the shame of her nudity was theirs, not hers. As 
well, slave narratives detailed depictions of brutal beatings, rapes, and tortures inflicted 
on African Americans by slave owners . . . Even in the 1920s eugenic and anthropological 
studies produced endless photographs, measurements, and assessments of the bone 
structure, skin color, facial features, hair texture, and sexual organs of Africans and 

 African Americans.53 
 
One surmises that this theorizing constitutes a rereading of the legal case and its 

precedent, in line with its historical predecessors, as emblematic of a neo-slave narrative. 

Held in a state of limbo due to the powers of patriarchy and racialization, Alice 

convenes a longstanding history of black women’s bodies being scenes of subjection. All 

the more, even if the effect of “the display of Alice became pornographic,”54 she gains 

                                                        

52 Augusta Rohrbach, “Shadow and Substance: Sojourner Truth in Black and White”, in Pictures and Progress: 
Early Photography and the Making of African American Identity, eds. Maurice O. Wallace and Shawn Michelle 
Smith (Durham: Duke University Press, 2012), 88-90. 
53 Lewis & Ardizzone, 156-7. 
54 Ibid., 157. 
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empaths, experiencing a metamorphosis in print media from a vamp to a “modern 

Cinderella”. Explaining her saga as typical of rags to riches, newspapers invested in 

recuperating her image as that of a “heroine”.55 That said, like the fairytale ingénue, 

Alice’s life undergoes cinematic interpretations as based on the true story.56) 

Via the epistolary and corporeal, one recognizes the performance of enunciation: 

the body sounds itself, whether penning romantic thoughts to paper or its partial nudity 

is read as a cipher for racial authenticity, even when nothing “makes noise”. All the 

more, it enunciates the symptoms of a collectively all-seeing eye that has steadily 

contracted early-onset blindness. But what does this have to do with interpellation 

and/or time-space? Holloway’s summation of this case is that the jury ruled in Jones’s 

favor to reify the social construction of race that the law had previously ratified; “[t]o 

preserve the social order that depended heavily on racial discernment in order to 

differentially assign rights, the jury had to rule against one of their own (the jury was all 

white and all male . . .) and return a verdict in favor of the colored girl.”57 In a rather 

                                                        

55 Ibid., 153-5. 
56 The film, Night of the Quarter Moon (1959), takes its cue from the case, even as it is set in California; and 
Oscar Micheaux patterns two films—The House Behind the Cedars (1923, also based on Charles W. Chesnutt 
eponymous novel from 1900) and Thirty Years Later (also called Thirty Years After [1928])—after the 
Rhinelander case. The former film title may be somewhat tongue-in-cheek because the woman cast in the 
“role” of Alice, Julie London, “happens to be ‘one fourth Portuguese-Angolan’”. For more on the former 
film, see Howard Thompson, “Racial Love Story”, The New York Times, 5 March 1959, accessed 25 July 2017 
(http://www.nytimes.com/movie/review?res=9F02E0D7173DE73ABC4D53DFB5668382649EDE#), and 
Onwuachi-Willig, 79-80; and for Micheaux, see Charlene Regester, “Headline to Headlights: Oscar 
Micheaux’s Exploitation of the Rhinelander Case”, The Western Journal of Black Studies, Vol 22, no. 3 (1998): 
195-204. 
57 Holloway, 42. 
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ironic twist of fate, apparently the law’s chickens roost in the form of a decision in favor 

of the defendant. This reference to the animal world finds a complement via Du Bois 

and his continued hermeneutic of the case: “When therefore the busy-body press 

discovered it [Alice’s blackness] and advertised it, he and his family ran like rabbits to 

cover and whined. Why could the press persecute, ridicule and strip naked, soul and 

body, this defenseless girl? Because so many white Americans have black blood which 

might come to light, they pounce and worry like wolves to prove their spotless family. 

What this poor girl wanted of this specimen of a man is more than we can fathom.”58 

Whiteness, animalized as rabbits and/or wolves, transforms through Du Bois’s species 

bending such that the science of its privilege becomes a specimen for deducing the truth 

it hides from itself: its very blackness as, dare one suggest it, the lost object. Though he 

concludes his synopsis of the case by stating that “[i]t is a fine thing that contemptible 

appeals to race prejudice did not swerve the jury from the plain truth”,59 the verdict 

does, at the very least, pivot on its own legitimacy. 

The law must make good on its claim that whatever name, after a series of 

permutations, it decrees to call one by must in fact merit a response that is itself 

preconceived. But when the senior Rhinelander “calls the law”, does the law provide 

what one perceives as its own adequate response or does it adhere to its own 

                                                        

58 Du Bois, 112-3 (emphasis mine). 
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mirandizing? To be clear, it does seem weird that when Alice and her attorneys decide 

to unveil her, it happens in the jury room. Though one could reason that it does not 

happen in the courtroom in order to uphold certain ordinances regarding (in)decent 

exposure, could she equally reason that the plan devised by the defense is a reversal of 

fortune such that Alice and her people take the law into their own hands? That is, the 

intelligible revelation may be Alice’s exertion of force inasmuch as she wants to hold the 

law accountable for its illegitimacy on race and its discontents; she shames the law by 

suggesting that even when the most reputable of persons calls it, there is the likelihood 

that lines can be disconnected (the love letters, brain-tying, voyeurism). In other words, 

“the quarrel seems also to turn on the articulation of a temporal trope of a subversive 

sexuality that flourishes prior to the imposition of a law, after its overthrow, or during its 

reign as a constant challenge to its authority.”60 And the ontological weight of the 

challenger who sounds the proclamation regarding that communicable sever, the 

quarrel, may ingeniously invert what the law has called her over time-space. 

Having arrived at this moment of clarity, we are obliged to amend what has 

already been written: A nation needs “the law” and if it were not here, 

someone/something would have to create ontological essences, let us call them subjects, 

who could stand in the gap (or at the gate)61 for a burgeoning entity called “the law” 

                                                        

60 Butler, GT, 40. 
61 Franz Kafka, “Before the Law”, Franz Kafka online: The Works and Life of Franz Kafka, accessed 17 April 2017, 
http://www.kafka-online.info/before-the-law.html. 
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while it acquires power, and through the unmeritorious ruse of power “the law” fosters 

in itself, it will rename the once-ontologically-essential subjects “objects” so that when it 

calls, the response—“Here I am”—expedites making legible and intelligible its invention 

at its power-starved best; a process, under the guise of (re)generation, of which it had no 

part and by which it will never be satiated. Hardt and Negri intuit: “Modern 

bureaucracy is the essential organ of the transcendental . . . Bureaucracy operates the 

apparatus that combines legality and organizational efficiency, title and the exercise of 

power, politics and police. The transcendental theory of modern sovereignty, thus 

reaching maturity, realizes a ‘new individual’ by absorbing society into power. Little by 

little, as the administration develops, the relationship between society and power, 

between the multitude and the sovereign state, is inverted so that now power and the 

state produce society.”62 The transformation from the ontological essence of the 

“subject” to the newfound status of “object” is the state’s making of the “new 

individual”, revealed by and through “the law”; in this case, the power it works in 

tandem with can be called Rhinelander, that is in the name of the father. And yet, 

resistance, even under the aegis of object abjection, is not always already futile. 
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A Voice Cast Out to Talk Us In:63 The Visitation of a “Bloodchild” 

Another example of the fictions of science and the law inciting object resistances 

emerges in Octavia E. Butler’s short story “Bloodchild”. The premise of the tale is her 

desire to explore the flight of her own fancy: 

On one level, it’s a love story between two very different beings. On another, it’s a 
coming-of-age story in which a boy must absorb disturbing information and use it to 
make a decision that will affect the rest of his life. On a third level, “Bloodchild” is my 
pregnant man story. I’ve always wanted to explore what it might be like for a man to be 
put into that most unlikely of all positions. Could I write a story in which a man chose to 
become pregnant not through some sort of misplaced competitiveness to prove that a 
man could do anything a woman could do, not because he was forced to, not even out of 
curiosity? I wanted to see whether I could write a dramatic story of a man becoming 
pregnant as an act of love—choosing pregnancy in spite of as well as because of 
surrounding difficulties.64 

Depending on how one chooses to perceive Butler’s admission, perhaps it is that she, 

just like Alice Jones and her defense team, equally takes a number of laws—biological, 

literary, romantic—into her own hands. At the same time, does her account as to why 

she writes “Bloodchild” not seem fraught, in the best of ways, with latent trouble? 

Perhaps it is that the first line of the story casts the penumbra over this instance 

of writerly genius and calls us to affective attention: “My last night of childhood began 

with a visit home.”65 Not only does that sound like the early wondrous life of Judith 

Butler, but it also presupposes that the character speaking is somehow living “outside” 

                                                        

63 This formulation relays itself titularly from Ed Roberson’s Voices Cast Out to Talk Us In (Iowa City: 
University of Iowa Press, 1995). 
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the law, even if this iterative instantiation of legality is that of the father,66 the law of 

home. In like manner, the fact that such an admission of maturity is in the first-person 

possessive would suggest that Octavia Butler must be preoccupied with, desires to put 

under pressure, the literary making of the subject, the power of one, even if the latter 

half of her text breaks with the prescribed “matrix of normative gender relations”.67 

This break equally brings to mind what Judith Butler asserts while conversing 

with Michael Haar and Monique Wittig: “In a commentary on Nietzsche, Michael Haar 

argues that a number of philosophical ontologies have been trapped within certain 

illusions of ‘Being’ and ‘Substance’ that are fostered by the belief that the grammatical 

formulation of the subject and predicate reflects the prior ontological reality of substance 

and attribute . . . Wittig provides an alternative critique by showing that persons cannot 

be signified within language without the mark of gender . . . gender not only designates 

persons, ‘qualifies’ them, as it were, but constitutes a conceptual episteme by which 

binary gender is universalized.”68 Although the “my” of that opening statement is a 

secondary ruse for the substance, the being, of “I”, Octavia Butler disproves the logic 

proffered by the other Butler, via the summation of her interlocutors, because the 

possessor of the sentence does not intimate a gender construct. Thus, the subject and 

predicate of that initial sentence sustains the indelible link between one’s upbringing 
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and the space in which one is brought up, a universality in which the substance of one’s 

prehistory constitutes itself through a locational attribute. Moreover, while the character 

uttering this vulnerably declarative statement, Gan, elicits a tenor of melancholy, the 

reader will soon witness the trouble this protagonist impresses upon gender. 

Gan and his family, as Terrans, have a precarious relationship with T’Gatoi, a 

Tlic government official in charge of the Preserve; this narrative arc requires its own 

troubling. The fact that the Terrans dwell in the Preserve likely connotes an existence 

lived in the Diaspora, whatever that formulation may mean for Butler. Likewise, one 

again encounters the “outside”: 

T’Gatoi was hounded on the outside. Her people wanted more of us made available. 
Only she and her political faction stood between us and the hordes who did not 
understand why there was a Preserve—why any Terran could not be courted, paid, 
drafted, in some way made available to them. Or did they understand, but in their 
desperation, they did not care. She parceled us out to the desperate and sold us to the 
rich and powerful for their political support. Thus we were necessities, status symbols, 
and an independent people. She oversaw the joining of families, putting an end to the 
final remnants of the earlier system of breaking up Terran families to suit impatient Tlic.69 

With the portrayal of T’Gatoi as a practitioner of law enforcement, her status as being 

harangued “outside”, presuming that “outside” is the extralocational boundaries of the 

Preserve, might mean that even the one who enforces the law has confrontations with 

certain forms of the legal too. Yet T’Gatoi maintains a status similar to what Saidiya 

Hartman refers to as the “home-visitor”: “The domestic sphere . . . was a threshold 

between the public and private rather than a fortified private sphere . . . the fragility of 
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the private, or more aptly, the lineaments of the social, was exemplified by the intrusion 

of strangers and ‘friends of the race’ who policed the management of household affairs, 

regularly trespassing the border between the home and the world. . . . The home-visitor 

was the predecessor of the social worker; she dispensed household advice and assessed 

the character and development of the freed.”70 T’Gatoi dwells at the liminal space of 

being an alien who shapes the goings-on of the abode. 

If one acknowledges the aforementioned affinity for subjectivity deployed in the 

text, then in a matter of a few lines not only does the reader find resonance with Judith 

Butler’s construction of power, but also complicates, albeit fictionally, what it means for 

an ontological essence to stand “before” the law because there is a likelihood that the 

law has the self-serving need of being capable of standing “beside” you. Considering 

this section of “Bloodchild”, yes—“Power, rather than the law, encompasses both 

juridical (prohibitive and regulatory) and the productive (inadvertently generative) 

functions of differential relations.”71 But by the same token, if the law exercises its power 

starvation by having its cake and eating it too—parceling out bodies for political gain and 

thus affirming its need for them, and making the decision to be an intercessor for those 

selfsame bodies when their existence hangs in the balance—then it appears that the 

formulation of a-waiting (body) is faulty. The law, of its own volition, will comport itself 

                                                        

70 Saidiya Hartman, Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century America (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 160. 
71 Butler, GT, 40. 
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as a mode of representation. However, the reactionary protocol to such an enactment 

must be the transformation of the subject, who is supposedly not one, from the ontic 

status of may-not-be to yes-I-am in the cause of representing the self. A novel detour 

here will help initiate a point of convergence. 

In the opening scenes of Butler’s fledgling, the first time any utterance is made in 

the text is when the protagonist Shori encounters the character of Wright Hamlin on the 

side of the road: 

I was surprised when the car stopped alongside me. The person inside was, at first, just a 
face, shoulders, a pair of hands. Then I understood that I was seeing a young man, pale- 
skinned, brown-haired, broad and tall . . . He lowered his window, looked out at me, 
and asked, ‘Are you all right?’ . . . I opened my mouth, cleared my throat, coughed, then 
finally managed to say, ‘I . . . am. Yes, I am all right.’ My voice sounded strange and 
hoarse to my own ears. It wasn’t only that I couldn’t recall speaking to anyone else. I 
couldn’t remember ever speaking at all. Yet it seemed I knew how.72 

The precarity of Shori’s language raises intrigue regarding subjectivity, especially with 

relation to how Butler situates this enunciative moment. When Shori registers the man in 

the truck, it is interesting that one later finds him, the character Hamlin, to be her 

protector; he does in fact occupy a space that has some semblance of “the law”. This is 

further true because when Hamlin encounters her, he, an adult, beholds her as a child. 

That said, when “the law” calls Shori in a chance encounter on the side of the road, it 

appears as a moment of the psychosocial reversal of the Kafkaesque gate. What is 

masterful about the summarizing of this initial dialogue is that it occurs in chapter two. 

                                                        

72 Octavia Butler, fledgling (New York: Grand Central Publishing, 2007), 7-8. 
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In other words, a narrative surrounding the amnesiac constitutes itself in chapter one! Is 

the chronological narration utilized a moment when one notices Octavia, extraformally, 

rethinking Judith’s theoretical tasks as they relate to one’s “calling”? 

According to Judith Butler, 

[t]he narrative that seeks to account for how the subject comes into being presumes the 
grammatical “subject” prior to the account of its genesis. Yet the founding submission 
that has not yet resolved into the subject would be precisely the non-narrativizable 
prehistory of the subject, a paradox which calls the very narrative of subject formation into 
question. If there is no subject except as a consequence of subjection, the narrative that 
would explain this requires that the temporality not be true, for the grammar of that 
narrative presupposes that there is no subjection without a subject who undergoes it.73 

 
If one reads the aforementioned passage through the grammatology of parallelism, the 

non-resolution engenders the non-narrativizable prehistory; the presence of lack 

presupposes an equally lacking subject, existentially, that has no history. However, what 

if Butler, through the literary development of Shori, positivizes the parallel and in turn 

constructs the parallax, i.e., the possibility, the resolution, even through the guise of 

fiction, that there is a “before” prior to the “before” may not be contingent on a modality 

of subjection, but rather on the existence of anamnesis, a narrativizable prehistory. 

Therefore, when the girl who “awoke from darkness” steps into the marvelous light of 

enunciation, or better yet when the asymptotic power of one is re-imagined, albeit 

counterintuitively, to somehow beget the consciousness of two, one not only envisions 
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the ontological gravity of “correct totality”—the all right-ness of being—, but she also 

stands awestruck at the incorporation of the Tetragrammatonic: the I AM. 

This linguistic rumination is also found in Judith Butler’s work through the lens 

of Althusser’s reference to Old Testament theology: “It is important to remember that 

the turn toward the law is not necessitated by the hailing; it is compelling, in a less than 

logical sense, because it promises identity. If the law speaks in the name of a self-

identical subject (Althusser cites the utterance of the Hebrew God: ‘I am that I am’), how 

is it that conscience might deliver or restore a self to oneness with itself, to the 

postulation of self-identity that becomes the precondition of the linguistic consolidation 

‘Here I am’?”74 Her preoccupation with the ramifications of the hailing as the recognition 

of identity is important. However, the formulation in fledgling posits that there is a self-

identifiable being before an entity ever speaks to, let alone is spoken to by, some external 

source. Furthermore, the fictional narrativizing of Shori reads quasi-biblical in that the 

utterance of the Tetragrammaton occurs in Exodus, the second book of the Bible, which 

is subsequent to the first book: Genesis. Hypothetically, YHWH, “the Law”, has a 

comprehension of self-identity long before anything, including its very self, speaks or is 

                                                        

74 Ibid., 108. As an extension of this moment with relation to the religious, and in line with the earlier parts 
of the chapter that deal with Butler and notions of the prohibitions surrounding sexuality, Slavoj Žižek 
states, “For an example, let’s take Judith Butler, and her thesis that our sexual identity isn’t part of our 
nature but is socially constructed. Such a statement, such a feminist position, could only occur against a 
background of a Christian space.” One could claim the same “position” regarding her theorizing of the law. 
See Doug Henwood, “Interview with Slavoj Žižek (with Joel Schalit); Introduction by Charlie Bertsch”, in 
The Anti-Capitalism Reader: Imagining a Geography of Opposition, ed. Joel Schalit (New York: Akashic Books, 
2002), 81. 
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hailed. Then again, the only biblical recounting of a person naming the Omniscient One 

enacts itself through the person and works of the Egyptian Hagar who interpellates in a 

state of fugitivity.75 Taking this into consideration, perhaps it is not far-fetched to 

“understand how female and strong work together. Or young and wise. Or Black and 

divine”.76 

Speaking of divinity, a more local testament to this notion of a narrativizable 

prehistory is found in the gospel music tradition where one song professes: 

When He calls me, I will answer 
When He calls me, I will answer 
When He calls me, I will answer 
I’ll be somewhere listening for my name.77 

If the song is listened to in its entirety, three successive moments of import occur. Firstly, 

there is an actual move to call and response where the lead singer states, “The 

Lord/Jesus might call me…” and the ensemble singers give times of the day. Notice how 

the “call” is given in a conditional tense, leading me to believe that not every hail is 

worthy of a tropological concession; or that “the law” is fickle or has fictive agents 

feigning in its place. Also notice that the lead singer names the entity that will eventually 

call her. Secondly, the lead singer begins to call each of the ensemble singers’ names and 

each singer’s response takes on some variation of the aleatory. Does she herself occupy a 
                                                        

75 Genesis 16. 
76 Joan Morgan, “They Call Me Ms. Hill”, essence.com, 16 January 2006, accessed 16 Nov 2013, 
http://www.essence.com/2006/01/16/they-call-me-ms-hill/. 
77 Reverend Maceo Woods’ Christian Tabernacle Ensemble, “When He Calls Me”, Message of Hope (Gary, IN: 
Vee Jay Records, 1963). For the sound recording, see “‘When He Calls Me’- Christian Tabernacle Ensemble”, 
YouTube, 25 October 2008, accessed 7 August 2017, https://youtu.be/JYHzMxGVvTQ. 
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space of the Black and divine insofar as when she calls their names, they all, in their own 

sundry ways, answer? Lastly, there is a move toward celebration when the call is finally 

lodged. Though the song is some gesture to a hopefully futural excess on par with 

Derrida’s l’avenir, is the jubilance heard at the song’s end (“And then we’ll all go 

walking, talking, shouting, singing/Whenever the Savior calls my name”) is partly that 

hope and partly the fact that finally, someone or something gets my name right. 

 Although interpellation resides in these brief lines in that the actee “I” awaits the 

call by the actor “He”, the concluding surprise that the “I” will already be thriving, 

surviving, somewhere in Diasporic splendor plays with subjectivity as well as power 

insofar as the a-waiting (body) is holding out for the law to traverse past its gate. (That 

formulation is not so faulty after all!) Meanwhile, the move to answer when called upon 

is in juxtaposition with self-determination in that the name of “I” already constitutes 

itself so that “the law”—the “He”—must engage in nomenclatural reconnaissance in 

order to properly call the person it has been a-waiting (body) for: this is, before & after, 

the quintessence of call and response. 

(An intervening literary example to this song, which picks up on a resonant 

reading of interpellation, stages itself through Richard Wright’s story “Bright and 

Morning Star”, and the critical analysis of it by Mikko Tuhkanen.78 The character of An 

                                                        

78 Richard Wright, “Bright and Morning Star”, in Uncle Tom’s Children (New York: HarperPerennial, 2004), 
221-63; and Mikko Tuhkanen, The American Optic: Psychoanalysis, Critical Race Theory, and Richard Wright 
(Albany: SUNY Press, 2009). 
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[Aunt] Sue “succumbs to the seduction of his [the character Booker who An Sue suspects 

is an informant] voice, whose interpellative address pulls her back from the ‘droning’ to 

sentient life: ‘feeling somehow that she existed only by the mercy of that white face . . . 

she heard her name being called . . .’ As Booker, extending her a lifeline, proceeds to 

extract from her the names of the other comrades—ostensibly, to warn the party 

members of the sheriff’s moves—Sue hesitates: . . .”79 However, subsequent to her 

“[telling] Booker the comrades’ names, she becomes the casualty of her body’s failing in 

programmatic communism’s imaginary vise.”80 Tuhkanen’s account of interpellation is 

intriguing in light of how he chronologizes Wright’s story: he tells the narrative out of 

order. Moreover, he relates a direct quotation regarding the flesh [“ . . . she had trapped 

herself with her own hunger; to water the long dry thirst of her faith her pride had made 

a bargain which her flesh could not keep . . .”] with his theorization of An Sue’s “body” such 

that it appears he is making a theoretical move like Spillers, revising what Wright has 

written. Nonetheless, I contend that in line with the conceptual notion of a narrativizable 

prehistory, carried out by “the self” as constitutive of a subjectivity that is irreducible to 

the moment of subjection that is interpellation, then if/when “the law” “calls” and the 

being called upon “turns”, that appropriative “guilt” automatically transfers a flesh-

being into a body-being. That said, like Butler’s Shori, Wright’s narrative interpellation 

                                                        

79 Tuhkanen, 87. 
80 Ibid., 86. 
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occurs in section four of the story,81 meaning that for three sections prior, An Sue 

narrativizes an enfleshed [pre]history that essentially gets “fleshed out” by the utterance 

Booker enacts. This leads to the theologically lapsarian—the formation of a “body 

politic” as indexed by fallenness or failure.) 

Now, let us return to “Bloodchild”. 

Octavia Butler’s construction of melancholy is somewhat counterpunctual in 

light of “Bloodchild” being an experiment in masculine pregnancy. Yet that very 

speculative counterpoint renders a highly theoretical interpretation of what it means to 

find tenure in a state of negative capability.82 Moreover, one sees how she becomes a 

proto-Freudian science fiction writer, and the manner in which she and Judith vibe. 

After Gan explains T’Gatoi’s locative reality, one is made privy to the kind of 

pull the Tlic official has on this specific Terran-ical family in the Preserve: 

Now T’Gatoi used four of her limbs to push me away from her onto the floor. “Go on, 
Gan,” she said. “Sit down there with your sisters and enjoy not being sober. You had 
most of the egg. Lien, come warm me.” . . . “Nothing can buy him from me.” Sober, she 
would not have permitted herself to refer to such things. 
“Nothing,” T’Gatoi agreed, humoring her. 
“Did you think I would sell him for eggs? For long life? My son?” 
“Not for anything,” T’Gatoi said, stroking my mother's shoulders, toying with her long, 
graying hair. 
I would like to have touched my mother, shared that moment with her. She would take my hand 
if I touched her now. Freed by the egg and the sting, she would smile and perhaps say 
things long held in. But tomorrow, she would remember all this as a humiliation. I did 
not want to be part of a remembered humiliation. Best just be still and know she loved me 

                                                        

81 Wright, “Bright and Morning Star”, 242. 
82 Marilyn Chandler McEntyre, Caring for Words in a Culture of Lies (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing, 2009), 54. 
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under all the duty and pride and pain.83 

To begin unpacking the melancholic here, one must deal with the home-visitor engaging 

in a type of unrestricted, “soft violence”, with no semblance of serving and protecting 

the abode; this alien liberty is due in part to the parental unit being intoxicated by 

pleasure to the point of airing “dirty laundry”. Elyce Rae Helford observes that “[h]e 

[Gan] must watch as she [his mother] is unwillingly reduced from a defiant state of 

tension and rigidity to one of drugged tranquility as T’Gatoi strokes her shoulders, ‘toys’ 

with her hair, convinces her to ingest the liquid from a sterile egg, and finally stings her 

to sleep with a scorpion-like tail”.84 Coupling the aforementioned enactment of violence 

with the maternal figuring her progeny, specifically Gan, as an exchangeable good, it 

appears that she practices negligence in the presence of the visitor.  

Although one could easily connote the mother’s status as that of being a “lost 

object”, Gan, ever doubtful, becomes like his precursor Didymus85 insofar as he cannot 

help desiring to put his finger in his mother’s metaphorical wounds as if to see whether 

her resurrectionary power is real, if non-inebriation would loose her tongue and compel 

                                                        

83 Butler, Bloodchild, 5; 7 (emphasis mine). 
84 Elyce Rae Helford, “‘Would you really rather die than bear my young?’: The Construction of Gender, 
Race, and Species in Octavia E. Butler’s ‘Bloodchild’”, African American Review, Vol. 28, no. 2 (Summer, 
1994): 267. 
85 I am thinking about the biblical character Didymus, also known as Thomas/The Twin, and the manner in 
which his doubts about the return of post-resurrection Jesus cause him to also desire touching his bodily 
wounds, more specifically those in his hand. See John 20: 24-29. 
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her to reach out and touch him—to be still and know that she is godly,86 that she is the 

truth, that she is indeed his mother. Yet these ruminations themselves are met with a 

fear of private shame, even in the inner sanctum, because they render personal 

humiliation in front of a “public servant”. Therefore, Gan’s homebound affectations 

compel the reader to believe that even indoors, he is an outsider. Culturally, therefore, 

mothers of yore would say that Gan smells like outside. This recognition forces a return to 

the opening sentence of “Bloodchild”: the last day of Gan’s childhood as a visit home, 

rhetorically opining that the language of “visit” suggests estrangement, provides the 

prehistoricist conjuration that Gan has been dwelling outdoors. 

Spatial survival in the outdoors invokes none other than Morrison, who shows 

us still a more excellent way for comprehending such a social location: 

Outdoors, we knew, was the real terror of life. The threat of being outdoors surfaced 
frequently in those days. Every possibility of excess was curtailed with it . . . Sometimes 
mothers put their sons outdoors, and when that happened, regardless of what the son 
had done, all sympathy was with him. He was outdoors, and his own flesh had done it . 
. . There is a difference between being put out and being put outdoors. If you are put out, 
you go somewhere else; if you are outdoors, there is no place to go. The distinction was 
subtle but final. Outdoors was the end of something, an irrevocable physical fact, 
defining and complementing our metaphysical condition . . . But the concreteness of 
being outdoors was another matter—like the difference between the concept of death 
and being, in fact, dead. Dead doesn’t change, and outdoors is here to stay.87 

The reader realizes that through circumlocution, the outdoors is a site-specific poetics 

that a protagonist internalizes. The italicizing calculation of Morrison further solidifies 

                                                        

86 The turn of the phrase “be still and know” allows me to consider whether Octavia maneuvers through the 
biblical text in a way similar to Judith. This is to say, such wording is psalmodic. See Psalm 46:10. 
87 Toni Morrison, The Bluest Eye (New York: Vintage Books, 2007 [1993, 1970]), 17-8. 
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Butler’s narration along the lines of a subtly final distinction: when one is put out, there 

remains the possibility that one can still be let in; whereas when one is put outdoors, 

power rests with whomever resides behind said doors because that is where the locks 

are. While it is unclear whether Gan’s mother, Lien, is “heartless enough to put [her] 

own kin outdoors”, one presumes that his flesh is not off the hook because he makes the 

choice to visit home, as in he may have been “slack enough to put [himself] outdoors”—

a mode of being “criminal”, of being fugitive, somehow worthy of receiving our 

sympathy.88 Moreover, such fugitivity is generational since Gan has already been 

outside with T’Gatoi, just like his mother: “I had lived outside with her. I had seen the 

desperate eagerness in the way some people looked at me. It was a little frightening to 

know that only she stood between us and that desperation that could so easily swallow 

us. My mother would look at her sometimes and say to me, ‘Take care of her.’ And I 

would remember that she too had been outside, had seen.”89 Therefore, in differentiating 

between death and the outdoors in “Bloodchild”, what becomes clear is an agonism of 

distinction that is just as subtle as it is final, which is to say that “home is not just the 

manifest geographic place that we’re born to, grow up in, and in many ways want to 

return to. It’s something else. It’s a sense of arrival, but to have that sense of arrival you 

have to come from some place. You lose the sense of arrival when you sit still. It’s the 

                                                        

88 Morrison, 17. 
89 Butler, Bloodchild, 5. 
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getting home that strikes so deeply . . . , that sense of having gotten home. But there’s 

also a sense that home gets up and leaves after you’ve gotten there that propels the 

agitation and unrest . . . It’s as if you get there and home gets up and leaves and you 

have to go chase it. It keeps moving on.”90 The mobility and loss of home, and returning 

there as a visitor—a movement in and of itself—, demonstrate melancholia and 

mourning.91 

The prehistory previously alluded to takes on skin when reading that this 

familiarity with dwelling in the out-side/-doors is in part because “it was an honor to 

have T’Gatoi in the family, but it was hardly a novelty. T’Gatoi and my mother had been 

friends all my mother’s life, and T’Gatoi was not interested in being honored in the 

house she considered a second home.”92 Likewise, “T’Gatoi had even introduced my 

mother to the man who became my father. My parents . . . married as T’Gatoi was going 

into her family business—politics . . . my mother promised T’Gatoi one of her children. 

She would have to give one of us to someone, and she preferred T’Gatoi to some 

stranger.”93 Michelle Erica Green puts forth that in “Bloodchild”, “[f]amilial 

relationships are quasi-incestuous. The narrator, Gan, and the Tlic whose children he 

                                                        

90 Joseph Donahue, “Epic World”, Poetry Foundation, 6 May 2014, accessed 17 July 2017, 
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/features/articles/detail/70116. 
91 Using Freud’s definition of mourning, which he conflates with melancholia, I twin Morrison and Mackey 
in order to cite the duality of “home” and living “outdoors” as “the loss of some abstraction”. See Freud, 
243.  
92 Butler, Bloodchild, 4. 
93 Ibid., 8. 
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will carry, T’Gatoi, are both children of the same father, whose sperm produced Gan and 

whose belly carried T’Gatoi.”94 While it appears that the hitch of the story reveals itself 

before we “get there”, we can confirm that “[s]he [T’Gatoi] had been taken from my 

father’s flesh when he was my age.”95 Does this not sound like a narrativization we 

know all too well? 

Contextually, one no longer casts T’Gatoi as the home-visitor, but rather as a 

common-law houseguest. A matchmaker with proclivities for politics. “A sister and aunt 

to her future spouse . . . a second mother to him as well.”96 An othermother of a different 

sort. T’Gatoi—the lawful politician—needs the Terrans because the Tlic have invented 

them: 

The circumstances that oppress the narrator do not stem from any metaphysical 
imperative; they are not historically inevitable, and therefore can be altered. The 
“biology” that complicates human-Tlic relationships is neither transparent nor 
predictable. The traits of human and Tlic nature that have placed Gan and T’Gatoi in the 
perverse relationship they negotiate are not “essential”; they are constructed out of social 
and material conditions that result in the appalling crisis at the start of the story—the Tlic 
have changed themselves and the humans before, and can do so again.97 

This “biology”, no different than the science fiction dictated in the aforementioned legal 

case, is what Green refers to as miscegenation in “Bloodchild”.98 Therefore, sameness 

                                                        

94 Michelle Erica Green, “‘There Goes the Neighborhood’: Octavia Butler’s Demand for Diversity in 
Utopias”, in Utopian and Science Fiction by Women: Worlds of Difference, eds. Jane L. Donawerth and Carol A. 
Kolmerten (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1994), 172. 
95 Butler, Bloodchild, 29. 
96 Green, 172. Helford also contrives Gan’s relationship with T’Gatoi as one in which he “must face both his 
love for this maternal figure and his growing repulsion from her as a controlling alien being” (260).  
97 Ibid., 172 (emphasis mine). 
98 Ibid., 169. 
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abounds between these two chronicles of gender trouble and the law. Through 

interwoven circumstances, the reader testifies not only the manifestation of what could 

be deemed the symptomaticity of intergenerational curses—whether in the accounting 

of one’s “purity” (Alice Jones) or pregnant men as incubators for the proliferation of 

their oppressors (“Bloodchild”)—, but also that fathers occupy positions 

overdeterminedly relegated to mothers. That being, Alice’s racial ambiguity and social 

standing track through her father, both in line with and over and against past and 

current “racial codes”,99 just as Gan’s father becomes exemplary for giving life through 

surrogacy as a result of his people’s “invention”: the respective mimicry, unknown and 

known, of children to be their fathers who, unknown and known, historicize maternity 

by way of subversion. Gender trouble indeed! The reader senses a moment of literary 

                                                        

99 Under the guise of partus sequitur ventrem, Alice was a free woman because of her mother’s freedom, 
granted through her white Englishness. Nonetheless, the social ramifications of her mixed race heritage 
offer her up to a kind of public “blackening”, which is to say “bondage”, as seen in the behaviors levied 
upon her during the case, behaviors that would have customarily been displayed toward her father. 
Moreover, Cathy J. Tashiro writes, “Prior to 1989, the race on a newborn’s birth certificate was determined 
by the race of the parents. An infant with one White parent was assigned the race of the non-White parent. If 
neither parent was White, the child was assigned the race of the father. Since 1989, the race of the mother 
has been indicated as the child’s race on the birth certificate. This raises obvious problems when the child’s 
parents are of different races.” Alice, and others, inevitably, would have posed such problems in modern 
contexts, even with the understanding that then, her father may not have been “black”—that is, West 
Indian—but rather “East Indian”, let alone how that designation traffics under British colonial rule. For 
more on partus sequitur ventrem and persons of the diaspora, specific to the geographical and presumed 
racial history of father Jones, and how European racialization carries over to the United States, see Annette 
Gordon Reed, “The Africans and the English”, in The Hemingses of Monticello: An American Family (New 
York: W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 2008), 41-7; and Christina Sharpe, In the Wake: On Blackness and Being 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2016), 13-17. As well, for more on racialization at birth, see Cathy J. 
Tashiro, “Mixed but Not Matched: Multiracial People and the Organization of Health Knowledge”, in The 
Sum of Our Parts: Mixed Heritage Asian Americans, eds. Teresa Williams-León and Cynthia L. Nakashima 
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2001), 177; and Thomas A. LaVeist, “Conceptual Issues in 
Race/Ethnicity and Health”, in Minority Populations and Health: An Introduction to Health Disparities in the 
United States (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2005), 15-29. 
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intelligibility: in spite of Butler’s own misgivings with associating the genre to her 

story,100 “Bloodchild” is akin to slave narratives, regardless of the effacement of race, 

namely blackness, by never assigning such a category,101 even as Isiah Lavender III refers 

to Gan as “an Asian boy”.102 

(One guesses that Lavender’s categorization comes from the names of Gan’s 

siblings, Qui and Xuan Hoa, and his mother, Lien, all ostensibly “Asian” names? 

However, what his presumption piques is its unspecific nature, as well as the 

dubiousness of a name marking one’s “race”. Considering my knowledge, albeit 

waning, of languages from Asia, “Xuan” could point to Mandarin Chinese or 

Vietnamese, for example—does Gan embody the “all” of Asia? Could Gan not be Asian? 

As well, contemplating my own name, going through customs during a trip to the 

Middle East provided me with intriguing nomenclatural surveillance such that agents 

were flummoxed as to whether I was Hebrew and/or spoke it; this further required 

motioning for another agent to verify my person, followed by a series of quizzical 

glances back and forth between my passport and face to discern if I was me. All this to 

say, such a characterization brings to mind readers’ ongoing racial “need to know” of 

                                                        

100 “It amazes me that some people have seen ‘Bloodchild’ as a story of slavery. It isn’t. It’s a number of other 
things, though.” See “Afterword”, Bloodchild, 30; and for another interview addressing the slavery trope in 
“Bloodchild”, see Larry McCaffery, “An Interview with Octavia E. Butler”, in Across the Wounded Galaxies: 
Interviews with Contemporary American Science Fiction Writers, ed. Larry McCaffery (Urbana and Chicago: 
University of Illinois Press, 1990), 56-7. 
101 “ . . . we are exposed to no literal human race relations in the story . . . Race relations become central to the 
story only in the metaphoric representation of alien-human conflict and the master-slave quality of the 
relationship between T’Gatoi and Gan.” See Helford, 266.  
102 Isiah Lavender III, Race in American Science Fiction (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2011), 70. 
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the protagonists in Morrison’s lone short story “Recitatif”,103 and causes me to ponder 

what the world would look like if the ease with which one deploys etymology could 

somehow “mark” one’s ethno-geographic identity—where “home” is: every [black] 

woman named Antoinette would be “French”, and every [white] man named Tyrone 

would be . . .) 

For Lavender, “Bloodchild” resonates, in form,104 as what he calls a meta-slavery: 

“sf [science fiction] constructions of slavery tend either to recontextualize captivity 

narratives in terms of new technologies or to employ technology to relocate in time the 

observation or experience of bondage as a cultural norm. Either approach uses 

technology or science to distance and defamiliarize the institution and practice of 

slavery . . .”105 Glimpses of this emerge in the plot, especially when Gan confesses, “She 

[his mother] lay down now against T’Gatoi, and the whole left row of T’Gatoi’s limbs 

closed around her, holding her loosely, but securely. I had always found it comfortable 

to lie that way, but except for my older sister, no one else in the family liked it. They said 

it made them feel caged.”106 One sees how Gan’s camaraderie with an outsider in the 

                                                        

103 Toni Morrison, “Recitatif”, in Confirmation: An Anthology of African American Women, eds. Amiri Baraka 
(LeRoi Jones) & Amina Baraka (New York: Quill, 1983), 243-61; and for more on Morrison’s racial 
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unreasonable to read slavery into the text of ‘Bloodchild.’ Certain events clearly evoke confinement—as 
when Gan’s sister lies against T’Gatoi’s multi-limbed body . . . Clearly the confinement and restriction are 
like enslavement” (33).  
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outdoors, or a proximity to Xuan Hoa such that “T’Gatoi certainly coerces Gan into 

carrying her children by threatening to impregnate”107 her, normalizes oppressive 

frameworks, even exoskeletally. The metaphor of being “caged”108 in comfort allows one 

to fantasize that perhaps Gan was a singing bird at home, simultaneously connoting 

himself as prey in the Preserve when he left. The Preserve as unsafe space is not lost on 

Green who cites T’Gatoi as being in charge of it, “the human dwelling on the Tlic planet 

(an animal farm, ghetto, Native American resettlement, and Nazi concentration camp all 

at once);”109 one imagines that she elides “plantation” because the reader gets the point. 

Either way, “ . . . there is room to interpret Butler’s story as a quasi-slave narrative of the 

future because it ‘can also be read as a sly allegory of the violations that historically 

occurred under the institution of chattel slavery’ . . . A close reading of ‘Bloodchild’ 

demonstrates several of the general themes attributed to slave narratives, especially the 

first-person narration by a captive minority, in this case a human.”110 That previous 

construction of may-not-be to yes-I-am resurfaces as a structural signifier in the making 

of subjectivity by Butler. Yet with all of this melancholy, reducible to Freudian 

“environmental influences”,111 does genius emerge? The answer, threefold, is certainly. 

                                                        

107 Lavender, 70. 
108 Ironically, Helford (269, 271) claims that the trope of “caging” can also be read as the Terrans being 
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To begin, there is a level of intrigue surrounding the configuration of meta-

slavery in sf as posited by Lavender, in part because he charts one of the earliest 

manifestations of it via Olaudah Equiano: “Evoking the sf theme of other worlds as long 

ago as 1789, Equiano speaks of trading ten thousand other worlds to be free of the 

inequities of slavery.”112 In this same way, Holloway reads meta-slavery into the 

pericope of our previously invoked foremother, Hagar, as a sociopolitical complement 

to Butler: “Hagar’s identity—she was an Egyptian slave, a colored woman—was not 

insignificant to her status and power in the biblical story. In some ways, Hagar’s 

position was not much different from those of the brother and sister who could carry the 

alien egg in Butler’s ‘Bloodchild.’ They could no more control their own reproductive 

potentials in the confines of the ruling aliens than could Hagar in the confines of 

slavery.”113 One then considers that “Bloodchild” accomplishes literary insertion into a 

broad canon of black study, spanning the diaspora, which has at its center the desiderata 

of escape. Whether through metaphor or first-person account, the home that is the genre 

of (black) (auto)biography welcomes a fantastical guest in the work of Butler precisely 

because as author, she, like Hagar, names the power by speaking truth to it. In the 

reworking of the genre, “Butler’s success at remaking history and our relation to it 
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demonstrates that slavery is an established part of sf, even with its long-standing record 

of critical neglect.”114 Equally as pertinent, and deft, is the recognition of what 

“Bloodchild” seeks to accomplish. 

In her interview with Larry McCaffrey, Butler makes clear that “some people 

assume [she’s] talking about slavery when what [she’s] really talking about is 

symbiosis.”115 She remains consistent in this line of thinking in the “Afterword” of the 

story when she states, “I tried to write a story about paying the rent—a story about an 

isolated colony of human beings on an inhabited, extrasolar world . . . Sooner or later, 

the humans would have to make some kind of accommodation with their um . . . their 

hosts. Chances are this would be an unusual accommodation. Who knows what we 

humans have that others might be willing to take in trade for a livable space on a world 

not our own?”116 What arrests the reader in this confession is that while the oppressed 

loses his innocence beginning with a return home, and the oppressor propagates “many 

of the ideologies and practices of patriarchalism: compulsory heterosexuality, 

reproductive colonization, marital rape, and oppression of the childbearing sex, to name 

the most deadly”,117 Butler troubles the quest for a home, “a livable space”, for all beings 

involved, even if said space is a mundane site like a womb. Though home can up and 

leave someone, one reifies a prior admonition in that homelessness, often referred to as 
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the outdoors, is the real terror of life. Perhaps this is why she puts forth the term “livable 

space”: who has investments in chasing after, capturing, an entity that conflates to be 

transient, static, and problematic singularly and/or all at once? Therefore, in that final 

scene of reckoning, when the ovipositor implantation catalyzes ontological 

destabilization,118 when the sonic doubling to “take care of” haunts because the originary 

utterance regarding the “second mother” now finds her declaring that selfsame 

sentiment to the “son” she impregnates in order to further insure communal survival,119 

when the blood child becomes the blood surrogate, we picture them: two world-less 

beings, alien and human, finding space in each other’s comfort. Beside the defeat and 

the terror, there would be this too: the glimpse of beauty, the instant of possibility.120 

Symbiosis. Coalition building. Togetherness. What Gan psychoanalyzes as the risk in 

dealing with a partner.121 

This moment of awakening for T’Gatoi, as announced by Gan, is subsequent to 

her entreating of him, “Would you really rather die than bear my young?”; he does not 

answer.122 Having maintained silence when the law questions him, Gan stages, again, an 

unintentional similitude with Alice and others, even as the prelude to his eventual 

disrobing (“Yet I undressed and lay down beside her. I knew what to do, what to expect. 

                                                        

118 Helford, 267-8. 
119 Butler, Bloodchild, 29. 
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I had been told all my life.”123). Nevertheless, that very inquiry situates as interrogative 

the retort of a spiritual where “bearing young” acts as a postmodern ruse for before 

being a slave being buried in one’s grave and going home to one’s Lord and being free. 

But if we conjecture what Gan might have said, even as his actions at the end of the 

story foreshadow the upcoming hypothetical remonstration, it would sound a little 

something like this—look: the problematic of coalition is that coalition isn’t something 

that emerges so that you can come help me, a maneuver that always gets traced back to 

your interests. 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? Gan occupies a position in which he 

has no place, no home, that he’s literally off center, off the track, unlocatable, which is 

more than important124 when he engages in an antiphonal caress ineffably. With this in 

mind, the reader agrees with the assertion that “Butler’s insistence on maintaining a 

closed family structure . . . serves as her means of emphasizing the vital need for 

collaboration underlying both the Tlic-human and the male-female relationships of the 

story; the future of both depends on a joint solution, with mutual extinction the only 
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alternative. . . . the need for cooperation rather than binarism—and accompanying 

hierarchialism—to structure an imperfect but just society.”125 

Notwithstanding these two instances of performative excellence by Butler, who 

takes various “laws” into her hands throughout “Bloodchild”, the last shimmer of 

genius happens unassumingly, as if the reader’s eyes walk past it in the paginated 

expanse of black lines and white spaces, not unlike one’s inability to notice the color 

purple in a field somewhere and piss God off in turn. The profundity of this mundane 

plotline poses what I consider the crux of the story, bridging and expediting our 

introduction to the machinations of the Preserve to the act of preservation conducted at 

the conclusion: Gan catalyzes his act(s) of resistance having accessed a tool, a rifle, 

placed among those of his mother’s garden. 

 

“Leave room in your garden for angels to dance.”: In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens 
(and Our Fathers’ Toolsheds)—A Redux 
 

Early on in her eponymous essay, “In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens”, Alice 

Walker wonders, “Did you have a genius of a great-great-grandmother who died under 

some ignorant and depraved white overseer’s lash?” This provocation comes after 

extended poesis regarding maternal figures not being “Saints, but Artists; driven to a 

numb and bleeding madness by the springs of creativity in them for which there was no 
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release.”126 This intervention seems apposite for how to discern the melancholy of Gan’s 

mother, Lien; while the reader is careful not to claim T’Gatoi to be “ignorant and 

depraved”, the complexity of a lifelong friend possessing the womb, the bones, the flesh, 

of children that are not hers re-presents the aforementioned modality with relation to 

frenemies. A white overseer’s lash transmogrifies to be an alien’s tail sting, which “drew 

only a single drop of blood from my mother’s bare leg”.127 New tool, same difference. If 

one is to sympathize with a son put outdoors by his mother, is there any sympathy for a 

mother put out of her maternity? It seems rather austere to judge Lien when her 

kowtowing to T’Gatoi is an extraterrestrial insurance policy to protect her children. Her 

affinity for self-medication, performed through puncture by T’Gatoi, is a temporary 

surrender for an assurance of filial permanence. Hence, “Gan’s mother knows that 

humans have no control over their lives, yet she still resists in whatever form possible 

(without risking further her children’s lives). Although Gan longs for the motherly 

affection that only submission to T’Gatoi will enable, he at least intellectually 

comprehends his mother’s resistance and is, perhaps, inspired by it later in the story.”128 

I want to dwell, albeit momentarily, on this intellectual comprehension as inspiration. 

As Walker continues in a mode of free association to consider the maternal, the 

Artist, as genius, she performs her own me-search: 
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. . . my mother adorned with flowers whatever shabby house we were forced to live in . . 

. Whatever she planted grew as if by magic . . . Because of her creativity with her flowers, 
even my memories of poverty are seen through a screen of blooms . . . because whatever 
rocky soil she landed on, she turned into a garden . . . I notice that it is only when my 
mother is working in her flowers that she is radiant, almost to the point of being 
invisible—except as Creator: hand and eye. She is involved in work her soul must have. 
Ordering the universe in the image of her personal conception of Beauty. Her face, as she 
prepares the Art that is her gift, is a legacy of respect she leaves for me, for all that 
illuminates and cherishes life. She has handed down respect for the possibilities—and the 
will to grasp them . . . the woman who literally covered the holes in our walls with 
sunflowers . . . Guided by my heritage of a love of beauty and a respect for strength—in 
search of my mother’s garden, I found my own.129 

This gorgeous passage in abridgment is Walker’s self-reflexive reply vis-à-vis readerly 

nosiness when she asks, “But when, you will ask, did my overworked mother have time 

to know or care about feeding the creative spirit?” This reaction as homage, Walker 

suggests, “is so simple that many of us have spent years discovering it. We have 

constantly looked high, when we should have looked high—and low.”130 An answer so 

low that it was right under the nose. Underfoot. The passage reads as parabolic insofar 

as it mimeticizes, rather uncannily, the parable of the sower undone. That this mother 

lands on rocky soil and sows seeds nonetheless, eventually reaping a garden, rebukes 

the notion that a seed on rocky soil represents children who hear their mothers’ 

messages and immediately receive them with joy; but since they don’t have deep roots, 

they don’t last long, falling away as soon as they have problems or are persecuted for 

believing in their mothers.131 This subversion occurs precisely because to be poor in 
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spirit is to survive off of the abundance of what one’s mother cultivates, the kingdom 

come on soil as it is in Elsewhere. One also gleans that because of this mother’s 

meekness, her humility, she inherits the earth, it bequeathing her an opportunity for 

Beauty. With either interpretation at hand, she, and her children, shall be called 

blessed.132 The blessing occurring outdoors, in a garden bed where the commingling of 

tending to seedlings mixed with patience may not always yield sprouts but rather hope, 

puts into relief what happens inside of the indoors. 

 Pressured to help T’Gatoi, while preparing to envision his future partum, Gan 

narrates: 

I went to the corner cabinet where my mother kept her large house and garden tools. At 
the back of the cabinet there was a pipe that carried off waste water from the kitchen—

 except that it didn’t anymore. My father had rerouted the waste water below before I was 
born. Now the pipe could be turned so that one half slid around the other and a rifle 
could be stored inside. This wasn’t our only gun, but it was our most easily accessible 
one . . . Firearms were illegal in the Preserve.133 

What gives pause here is the determinacy of what we know about Lien, and the 

indeterminacy of what we know about Lien. On the one hand, that she kept large house 

and garden tools suggests there was, is, a garden, meaning she too, amidst all of the Tlic-

ian mandates, still believed in beauty. On the other hand, one submits: was the gun a 

tool of the garden, even in its occlusion? With the death of the father, maybe she sought 

out added security in order to safeguard the lives she cherished. On the inside of the 
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inside of the indoors resides an instrument useful to Gan outside in the outside in the 

outdoors, just as its instrumentality provides a caveat when someone breaks the 

boundaries of the outdoors and comes indoors looking for “home”. At the level of a 

meta-excavation, the scene signals the depths at which Lien and her husband believe in 

armed resistance. And that in the search for the mother’s garden, and the father’s 

toolshed, children informed of and equipped with equipment for how to best stand their 

ground designates an act of love. Keeping more than one gun in the house, the parents 

likely purchased artillery for each child’s utility. I am not saying that guns are the 

answer, but they can elicit a response. 

If the rejoinder to the question about the occluded weapon is in the affirmative, 

perhaps the rifle concretizes an aesthetic kinship outlined by an ex-colored man 

experiencing his own mother’s garden: “I can see in this half vision a little house,—I am 

quite sure it was not a large one;—I can remember that flowers grew in the front yard, 

and that around each bed of flowers was a hedge of vari-colored glass bottles stuck in 

the ground neck down. I remember that once, while playing around in the sand, I 

became curious to know whether or not the bottles grew as the flowers did, and I 

proceeded to dig them up to find out . . .” The man also recalls that behind the little 

house, there was a shed.134 According to Jacqueline Goldsby, “Before and after 
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Emancipation, African Americans who kept subsistence gardens used bottles to protect 

crops and flowers from rabbits and moles, because the sound of wind blowing against 

the glass frightened such pests away. This folkway probably stemmed from an African 

(Kongo) tradition of tying bottles to tree limbs. The sounds created by this arrangement 

were thought to ward off evil spirits and thieves.”135 If a moment of analogy now 

beckons, the reader deduces that the bottle is to the rifle what the crops and flowers are 

to Qui, Xuan Hoa, and Gan. Or, more imaginatively, that the rifle is not far removed 

from being like the sunflowers that became wall fixtures in the Walker household. The 

youngest Terran comments: 

It was clearly hard for her to let go of the rifle. A shudder went through her and she 
made a hissing sound of distress. It occurred to me that she was afraid. She was old 
enough to have seen what guns could do to people. Now her young and this gun would 
be together in the same house. She did not know about the other guns. In this dispute, 
they did not matter.136 

The sound of wind blowing against a whizzing bullet frightens Tlic—the analogous 

rabbits and moles, pests, evil spirits, thieves—away. (Du Bois, is that you?) Gan wields 

protection in order to diminish T’Gatoi’s capacity for power, an intellectual 

comprehension of his mother’s oppression actualized with arms, seen and unseen. Said 

alternatively, despite reservations about the master’s tools never dismantling the 
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master’s house,137 perhaps one need not show the master all of his armamentaria in 

order to obscure the mystery of survival for future insurrection. 

Nevertheless, that Africanism in America correlates to what Walker projects after 

her own maternal-internal search and seizure: “And perhaps in Africa over two 

hundred years ago, there was just such a mother . . .”138 Reading “Bloodchild”, we 

restate this declaration: And perhaps in an extrasolar world called the Preserve some 

two hundred years from now, there will be just such a mother . . . who guides her son, 

through a love of beauty and a respect for strength, to search for her garden, and his 

father’s toolshed, in order to find his own radical and righteous indignation. This is 

what Janelle Monae concedes is a chance to “Dance or Die”: this “little bird is chirping 

and he’s singing a song/He’s shaking ‘em and waking ‘em and giving ‘em mas/As the 

clock tick tocks and the bodies drop”, coupled with the addendum “[a] long long way to 

find the one/[He’ll] keep on dancing ‘til [it] comes/These dreams are forever . . .” Oh 

freedom!—Gan “dances” to disrupt T’Gatoi’s gestational forever, rehearsing a routine 

for which his parents laid the ground work. (Coincidentally, or maybe not so much, in a 

recent article about an exhibit on Butler’s ephemera at the Huntington Library in San 

Marino, California, the piece ends saying that “[i]n several interviews Butler said she 

wrote because she had two choices: write, or die. ‘If I hadn’t written, I probably would 
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have done something stupid that would have led to my death,’ she said cheerfully.”139 In 

this way, to write and/or to dance receives construal as counterspeak for “to stay black”, 

a prolegomenon to epilegomenous gravity that is death.)  

Becoming his mother through instrumentation and his father through 

fertilization, Gan choreographs dictation: “Before he agrees to the implantation, 

however, Gan demands one thing more: that T’Gatoi treat him with the respect he 

deserves by allowing his family to keep the (forbidden) rifle which T’Gatoi knows he 

has . . . This is the compromise Gan achieves before submitting to implantation. He will 

have some measure of power to defend himself . . . thereby also complicating race 

relations and historical understanding in the world outside of the text.”140 The rifle 

compels Gan’s inside voice to pronounce itself, outside of himself, while indoors. He 

weaponizes words without ever having to discharge ammo. With the combinatory 

power of parents convoking to produce a radical(ized) subject in the person of their son, 
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a pressingly salient inquisition returns here: is Gan a womanist, “[f]rom womanish. (Opp. 

of ‘girlish,’ i.e., frivolous, irresponsible, not serious.)”?141 

By way of Alice Jardine’s Gynesis: Configurations of Woman and Modernity, Helford 

wrestles with what Jardine deems “to accept a metaphorization, a symbiosis of 

woman”:142 

. . . while examinations of cultural constructions of “woman” and “femininity” are 
proving extremely useful for feminist theorists and activists, and while it may not be 
possible to transcend the gender implications of language, the limitations inherent in 
reliance on a “metaphorization of woman” must be acknowledged. Perhaps the most 
promising rhetorical response involves overt acknowledgment—in the form of critical 
theory such as Jardine’s, and fiction such as Butler’s, which foregrounds and 
problematizes this process. When “woman” emerges through the metaphor of an 
impregnated young boy, as it does in “Bloodchild,” we are invited to examine and 
challenge our understanding of the construction of gender.143 

No different than the fleshliness of someone outdoors, Helford convicts the reader that 

such metaphorics around gender are exemplary of his/her flesh doing it. However, I 

posit that Butler, Octavia that is, actually engages in critical theory insofar as though the 

medium is not “typical”, “Bloodchild” predates what over half a decade later will be her 

surname namesake’s Gender Trouble.144 When observing how one Butler diagrams that 

“[t]he difference between the materialist and Lacanian (and post-Lacanian) positions 

emerge in a normative quarrel over whether there is a retrievable sexuality either 

‘before’ or ‘outside’ the law in the mode of the unconscious or ‘after’ the law as 

                                                        

141 Walker, xi. 
142 Alice Jardin, Gynesis: Configurations of Woman and Modernity (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985), 37. 
143 Helford, 261. 
144 “Bloodchild” was first published in 1984. See Octavia E. Butler, “Bloodchild”, Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction 
Magazine (June 1984): 34-54.  



 

318 

postgenital sexuality” such that “postgenital sexuality became the object of significant 

criticism from feminist theorists of sexuality, some of whom have sought a specifically 

feminist and/or lesbian appropriation of Foucault”,145 the reader contrasts how the other 

Butler is already thinking about the “after” of the law “before” when crafting Tlic-

human interactions (and with [dis]regard to Foucault, perhaps). Which is to say, if one 

applies sexuality, or gender, to the events in the Preserve, it is inclusive of “normative” 

(Lien and her husband, or T’Gatoi and the sons) and “non-normative” (Lien and 

T’Gatoi, or T’Gatoi and Xuan Hoa) expressions, in the same way that the metaphor of 

being “stung” by T’Gatoi is itself postgenital, even as performed by a “lawmaker”, 

because said “biology” is never made “intelligible” by Butler (and for that matter, 

neither is the genitalia of the “normal”). Moreover, and what is to be said here, as above, 

is rife with the limitations of language, what constitutes “man” and “woman” is 

debatable precisely because the impregnated young boy gains from his mother and 

father his “womanliness”, just as T’Gatoi’s “manliness” “extends” from “her” body. So 

while Walker’s secondary and tertiary definitions of “womanist” might further the 

symbiosis and metaphorization of woman, “Bloodchild” symbiotics would likely 

proffer, even if the affect is conferred reductively, that the boy Gan “[a]ppreciates and 

prefers women’s culture, women’s emotional flexibility (values tears as natural 

counterbalance of laughter), and women’s strength”; or that he is “[c]ommitted to 
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survival and wholeness of entire people, male and female”; or that he is “[n]ot a 

separatist, except periodically, for health”; or that he “loves dance”.146    

Butler toying with the spatiotemporal and the trouble of gender helps us resolve 

the conundrum of being “before” the law, and the repercussions of the “after”, because 

there is always an “outside” to the “inside”, an outdoors to the indoors, rationalizing 

that what one wants really is a livable space, a tabernacle exploded. X’s affinity for the 

field over the house because even in that deprivation, there’s an opening.147 Therefore, as 

a mother of sorts, whether of (black) sf148 or “Bloodchild”, we call her Artist, and 

acknowledge that “[b]lack art, like any others, is innovative, demanding and/or outside 

to the extent that it addresses the wings and resistances indigenous to its medium qua 

medium, address ranging from amorous touch to agonistic embrace, angelic rub [as they 

dance in the garden having been left room]. To don such wings and engage such 

resistances as though they were the stuff of identity and community is to have taken a 

step toward making them so.”149 

Butler not only takes that step, but she also takes care of you, reader.
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Conclusion 
 

“Stay black and die”: Black Study and its Content(ment)s 

I can recall, at a very young age, having my parents always preoccupy my 

siblings and me with telling the truth. That is, lying was not a relative presence in my 

household. But as children are prone to do, whenever I entreated of my parents, “I need 

x”, my mother almost always responded, “All you need to do is stay black and die.” 

To say that this level of truth telling was discernible to me in my most puerile 

state would render me a fibber. Nevertheless, I now comprehend the potentiality that 

though green and rather fresh-faced, many a black child, if his/her life mirrored mine, 

had quite a nearness to death being bound up with identity, what some might deem the 

quintessence of the death drive: “ . . . an ingenious concept from a theoretical viewpoint. 

It seems to concern death . . . allows one to deal with death, but without having to deal 

with the threatening elements in it, to discuss it and at the same time to abstain from 

such discussion. The essence of death, the frightening element in it, is not ignored, but 

rather directly countered.”1 This truth is as near as your next inhalation, intuitive and 

counterintuitive. Therefore, what would it mean to ponder whether blackness, even in 

the banality of the colloquial, is always and ever invested in a kind of “staying”, that is 

                                                        

1 Liran Razinsky, Freud, Psychoanalysis and Death (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 134. See 
also Sigmund Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle, trans. James Strachey (New York: W. W. Norton & 
Company, Inc., 1961 [1959]). 
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to say “living” power, and “dying”, which may be analogous to Freudian mourning and 

melancholia, respectively and retrospectively? The best way to approach this is to begin 

at what may be deemed the apogee of the life-death conundrum. 

At the beginning of Abdul R. JanMohamed’s text The Death-Bound-Subject: 

Richard Wright’s Archaeology of Death, the Introduction—“The Culture of Social-Death”—

outlines the premise of the book by way of significant interlocutors for the project, 

inclusive of Michel Foucault, Orlando Patterson, and, quite obviously, Richard Wright. 

However, it is precisely the (black) female theorists that JanMohamed references who 

give the spark to truth telling not wholly unlike that of my own mother. For him, the 

book’s critical gaze must be foregrounded in “the gradual shift”, that is “that this 

tradition of African American literary meditation about the death-bound-subject evinces 

a fascinating transformation—from relatively ‘impersonal’ meditations of early slave 

narratives, such as those of Jacobs and Douglass, to progressively more ‘subjective’ 

presentations of the same fundamental experience.” In so doing, “this gradual shift . . . 

reaches its climax generally in the work of Toni Morrison and most particularly in 

Beloved, which . . . raises that aporetic structure of the death-bound-subject to its 

excruciatingly painful and profoundly illuminating climax.” JanMohamed’s confession 

that he “would probably have been unable to understand and analyze Wright’s 

archaeology of death quite in the way that [he has] without the retrospective 



 

322 

illumination provided by Beloved”2 lends a level of intrigue to the feminine parallax as 

one continues traversing these introductory words. 

When JanMohamed invokes Hortense J. Spillers’s ruminations on the body and 

flesh,3 he commences enfleshing his own text: 

“Flesh,” I would contend is not quite the zero degree of “social conceptualization” or 
subjectivity, for, though denuded almost entirely of its subjectivity, flesh is still alive. Bare 
life/flesh is close to the zero degree of subjectivity in that it is defined as readily killable . . 
. meat, one can say, is insensate flesh. And, to the extent that meat rather than flesh is the 
absolute zero degree of subjectivity, my extension of Spillers’s formulation allows us to 
define the zone inhabited by “bare life” or the death-bound subject as that between flesh 
and meat.4 

In the subsequent paragraph, he proceeds to quote Sharon Holland’s Raising the Dead, 

where she posits that she “offers discontinuous readings of death—as a cultural and 

national phenomenon or discourse, as a figurative silencing or process of erasure, and as 

an emboldened entity or subject capable of transgression.”5 

At first glance, one could readily assert that JanMohamed, by way of Morrison, 

Spillers and Holland, is essentially calling forth “the power of ‘yes’ to the ‘female’ 

within”.6 However, something about his formulation senses something missing. In other 

words, in that selfsame Holland book, she writes: “‘Reduced to the machinery of bodily 

physical labor, black people learned to appear before whites as though they were zombies 

                                                        

2 Abdul R. JanMohamed, The Death-Bound-Subject: Richard Wright’s Archaeology of Death (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2005), 4. 
3 Hortense J. Spillers, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book”, Diacritics, Vol. 17, no. 2 
(1987): 67. Hereafter, I will refer to the text as “MB”. 
4 JanMohamed, 10. 
5 Ibid., 5. 
6 Spillers, “MB”, 80. 
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. . . Safety resided in the pretense of invisibility.’”7 Whether Spillers expressly invokes 

something like an apparition when staging her “American Grammar Book”, some time 

later when tackling “The Idea of Black Culture”, she suggests: 

And it is precisely that split of motives between current systems of thought (written in 
indelible despair)—in some ways, wholly reconciled to the technological supremacy that 
Herbert Marcuse identified several decades ago in his “one-dimensional man,” and 
wholly attuned to such apparatuses, in which case “culture” is not faring very well, while 
particular expressions of it, as in “black culture,” are no longer nameable—and those 
spaces of habitation that are organized and unfolded as if in an autonomy of values that 
is going to haunt any discussion of social formations that are assigned a cultural valence . 
. . before we can venture an idea about the “idea of black culture,” we must reestablish an 
outlook on the “idea of culture.”8 

Put in conversation with JanMohamed’s former reading of her work, one can take up 

Spillers’s epistemology and say of him: before we can venture an idea about the “idea of 

meat”, we must reestablish an outlook on the idea of “hunger” and, by default, why the 

slaughtering of “meat”, that is most often black, is necessary. This is an inquiry that 

surely Richard Wright understood vis-à-vis his own American Hunger.9 A national 

grammar subverted. 

When one is attentive to the utility of language espoused by each of the women 

JanMohamed includes by way of YES! in his text—“haunt”, “zero degree”, 

“concealment”, “figurative silencing”, “process of erasure”, “transgression”, 

                                                        

7 Sharon Holland, Raising the Dead: Readings of Death and (Black) Subjectivity (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2000), 14-5 (emphasis mine). 
8 Hortense J. Spillers, “The Idea of Black Culture”, CR: The New Centennial Review, Vol. 6, no. 3 (Winter 2006): 
10 (emphasis mine). Hereafter, I will refer to this text as “The Idea”. 
9 Here, I am thinking about how the second part of Wright’s autobiography, Black Boy, was entitled American 
Hunger, and is more widely understood as “Part 2: The Horror and the Glory”. See Richard Wright, Black 
Boy (New York: HarperCollins, 1993 [1945, 1944]). 
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“zombies”—these women are conjuring the ghost, or what Spillers-cum-Du Bois calls 

“the spirit”.10 If one jives with JanMohamed that the zone inhabited between flesh and 

meat is that of “bare life” or the death-bound-subject, when he chronicles the procedural 

shift to “meat”, the transmogrification occurs in four steps: (1) one kills flesh; (2) the 

killed flesh transforms; (3) the killed flesh dies; and (4) the dead flesh becomes meat.11 

Should not our interest, if black study is the undertaking of a critical position, be what 

comes of the ontos that is transformed in that interstitial site between flesh and meat? 

Have we stumbled upon some notion of “transcendence”? Perhaps our primary and 

secondary questions should be: is that transformed thing the zombie, the ghost, the 

haint; and can the specter speak? If early on there is a promise of black study and its 

content(ments), the answer to those respective questions is YES. 

Although it would appear that this conversation has no space for Freud, the 

instantiation of the spectral and its flesh being killed signposts a modality of his 1917 

treatise. And when put alongside notions of the death-bound-subject, one in fact sees 

that an affective something can amount to a psychic formulation of nothing: 

Melancholia, therefore, borrows some of its features from mourning, and the others from 
the process of regression from narcissistic object-choice to narcissism. It is on the one 
hand, like mourning, a reaction to the real loss of a loved object; but over and above this, 
it is marked by a determinant which is absent in normal mourning or which, if it is 
present, transforms the latter into pathological mourning . . . Just as mourning impels the 
ego to give up the object by declaring the object to be dead and offering the ego the 

                                                        

10 Spillers, “The Idea”, 17. See also W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk (New York: Penguin Books, 1996 
[1903]), 11; 214-5. 
11 JanMohamed, 4. 
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inducement of continuing to live, so does each single struggle of ambivalence loosen the 
fixation of the libido to the object by disparaging it, denigrating it and even as it were 
killing it . . . after the object has been abandoned as valueless . . .  The conflict within the 
ego, which melancholia substitutes for the struggle over the object, must act like a painful 
wound which calls for an extraordinarily high anti-cathexis.12 

With all that has been heretofore written, a rather substantial roadblock has seemingly 

emerged. What I mean is for JanMohamed, the death-bound-subject is “a systematic and 

thorough archaeology . . . conducted, partly through a series of conscious and deliberate 

decisions, but partly through extremely sharp intuitive, often unconscious choices . . . of 

the subject who is formed, from infancy on, by the imminent and ubiquitous threat of 

death.”13 In a counteractive manner, the one who experiences the loss of the love object 

preoccupies himself with the same existential crisis as the death-bound-subject in that 

the “gradual shift” from narcissistic object-choice to narcissism feels like a series of 

“conscious and deliberate decisions”, while each single struggle of ambivalence renders 

“extremely sharp intuitive, often unconscious choices.” Moreover, although the 

constitution of the death-bound-subject proves to be a project of archaeology, the 

presence of the lost love object could signify the birthing of a genealogy. 

To be sure, in the final chapter of Todd McGowan’s Enjoying What We Don’t 

Have: The Political Project of Psychoanalysis, the first listed subheading is “The Political 

                                                        

12 Sigmund Freud, “Mourning and Melancholia”, in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of 
Sigmund Freud, Volume XIV (1914-1916): On the History of the Psycho-Analytic Movement, Papers on 
Metapsychology and Other Works, trans. James Strachey (London: Hogarth Press, 1957), 250; 257-8 (emphasis 
mine). Hereafter, I will refer to the text as “MM”. 
13 JanMohamed, 2. 
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Deadlock”, which may be a ruse for the recent “substantial roadblock”. Furthermore, he 

concedes about the political project of psychoanalysis: 

. . . one must reenvision the deadlock that limits the political project of lifting repression. 
Rather than seeing the deadlock that projects from emancipation encounter as purely a 
stumbling block to be negotiated, one might embrace the deadlock as itself a political 
position. A properly psychoanalytic politics would transform it from an obstacle into a 
point of identification . . . The ultimate contribution of psychoanalytic thought to politics 
is its ability to provide a basis for an emancipatory politics of the limit. The fundamental 
symbolic deadlock the root of the disorder that plagues every signifying system involves 
the binary signifier, or the signifier of the feminine.14 

The momentous occasion of losing the love object, and the catalyzing of melancholy as a 

byproduct of said loss, is the quintessence of repression: through the ego’s substitution 

of the “struggle over the object” with melancholy, the registry of a “painful wound” as 

psychically corporeal calligraphy permits one to disavow a sustained investment of 

affective energy in deducing how such a hieroglyph15 marks the flesh in the first place. 

Though the analysand does not speak, the object, a stand-in for the “fundamental 

symbolic deadlock”, convokes a kind of intercession with an end that could be “violent”, 

devolving to disparagement, denigration, and death: the signifier being made meat, the 

degree of JanMohamed’s zero. 

Nonetheless, the death-bound-subject finds her emancipation precisely when she 

embraces the deadlock, that which seeks to negate her, as the substantiation of “negating 

                                                        

14 Todd McGowan, Enjoying What We Don’t Have: The Political Project of Psychoanalysis (Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 2013), 263-4 (emphasis mine). 
15 Spillers, “MB”, 67. 



 

327 

the negation”.16 Put differently: instead of disposing of said meat through a self-imposed 

famine, one chooses to feast, to halt hunger. And so when JanMohamed arrives at 

Wright through Morrison, he engages in a proto-psychoanalytic form that transforms an 

obstacle into a point of identification, a choice to acknowledge, dare one say love, the 

lost—a resounding “yes” to the widely held binary signifier. Hence, the aforementioned 

invocation of the maternal, and the provocation from a moment of anamnesis, clears 

theoretical ground. 

As the presumptive lost object, my mother problematizes Freud vis-à-vis the 

above aphorism: she conflates racial preservation—love—with the “death drive”—

loss—as a necessity. This need is no different than Langston Hughes who proposes about 

his own “Necessity”: “Work?/I don’t have to work/I don’t have to do nothing/but eat, 

drink, stay black and die.”17 Given the import of the mother in black studies, one reckons 

with the “staying power” of blackness and his/her “death” by internalizing that instance 

of cultural capital. Therefore, the colloquialism obliges examining melancholy through 

the tracing of the (auto)biographical, even my own, and the affectively contrapuntal role 

the mother/black feminine holds. This calculation is the occupation of a position I refer 

to as the triplicate-binary, the commingling of death-bound-subjectivity and lost-love-

                                                        

16 This rhetorical turn borrows from Abdul R. JanMohamed, “Negating the Negation as a Form of 
Affirmation in Minority Discourse: The Construction of Richard Wright as Subject”, Cultural Critique, no. 7 
(Autumn, 1987): 245-66.  
17 Langston Hughes, “Necessity”, in The Collected Poems of Langston Hughes, ed. Arnold Rampersad (New 
York: Vintage Books, 1995), 392.  
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objectivity. In a triplicate-binary construction, loss can be anathema to death; love can 

carry the possibility to liberally bind; and objectivity can coexist with subjectivity as 

vehicles for ontological thought. While this is my own formulation, it is supremely 

indebted to the early-twentieth century conception of “double consciousness” insofar as 

what JanMohamed calls “negative latency”—the convertibility between “flesh” and 

“meat” that constitutes “bare life”18—owes a debt as well to Du Bois’s interrogation: the 

forgone turn-of-the-century optic swap that readies for the Twenty-first;19 the ghost it-

self that pervades a multiveilent category; the wraithlike observer that meanders about, 

engaging in the spirit possession of its comrades’ bodies in order to envision itself 

through other selves as it repeats à la William Melvin Kelley: næϖ ləmi təljə hæϖ dəm 

foks liv . . .20 

This is black study. And yet, there is still work to be done . . . 

What follows will hopefully be a meditation on McGowan’s conceit that “[b]y 

identifying with the symbolic deadlock that impedes liberation, one can transform the 

                                                        

18 JanMohamed, 10. 
19 I am equally contemplating here a recent book review/article by Margo Natalie Crawford on how there 
has been a turn to melancholy in black studies in the not-so nascent 21st century, and how I situate my work 
in that broader dialogue. See Margo Natalie Crawford, “The Twenty-First-Century Black Studies Turn to 
Melancholy”, American Literary History, Vol. 29, no. 4 (Winter 2017): 799-807. 
20 Translated, this reads: now lemme tellya how dem folks live. Kathryn Schulz writes, “The epigraph to 
Kelley’s third novel, “dem,” is written in the International Phonetic Alphabet—written, that is, to capture 
the way people actually speak, even though, in doing so, it thwarts the way people usually read . . . those 
words mark a new willingness on Kelley’s part to make things difficult for his readers, linguistically and 
otherwise.” See William Melvin Kelley, dem (Minneapolis: Coffee House Press, 2000 [1969, 1967]); and 
Kathryn Schulz, “The Lost Giant of American Literature,” The New Yorker, 29 January 2018, accessed 18 
February 2018, https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2018/01/29/the-lost-giant-of-american-literature. 
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cause of past political failures into a source of success. But the cost of this transformation 

is a redefinition of success as clarifying and embracing a limit rather than transcending 

it.”21 As well, it provides room for the privilege, conversing with Joseph Winters, to 

consider rac(e)ing from death. 

 

The Promise of Blackness 

When Spillers ends her 1994 essay, “The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual, A Post-

Date” by stating, “ . . . And so, I cleaned my house”,22 what many readers will likely 

misrecognize is that the house may not have officially been tidied up until 2006 when 

she wrote “The Idea of Black Culture”. This is to say, she ends the new millennial essay 

by cleaning house: 

And here is the paradox: as black culture in its current avatar unfolds, it moves ever 
closer toward the posture that complements both democratic principles, at least on the 
face of it, and the imperatives of neoliberalist practices. As the “American Dream” is also 
a gleam in its eye, we experience black social formation today increasingly stressed and 
strutted toward “civilization” and those intellectual technologies, growing discredited 
and moribund . . . what is the price of “Americanization” when one of the last bastions of 
critique falls away? When the imagined moral credibility of black now translates into an 
enablement of the most repressive practices among world democracies today? In a sense, 
if there is no black culture, or no longer black culture (because it has “succeeded”), then 
we need it now; and if that is true, then perhaps black culture—as the reclamation of the 
critical edge, as one of those vantages from which it might be spied, and no longer 
predicated on “race”—has yet to come.23 

                                                        

21 McGowan, 263-4. 
22 Hortense Spillers, “The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual: A Post-Date”, boundary 2, Vol. 21, no. 3 (1994): 116. 
Hereafter, I will refer to this text as “The Crisis”. 
23 Spillers, “The Idea”, 26 (emphasis mine). 
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In some recess of the body, one almost feels compelled to shout “AMEN!”, or better still 

“YES!”, to such a close reading of the massive “idea of (black) culture” in the confines of 

a paragraph. The double entendre of “ . . . And so I cleaned my house” lays bare the 

ideation that either guests are on their way, hence the need to vacuum; or that for the 

sake of my own sanity, I should choose not to live in filth. Then again, another reading 

could be that I am cleaning my “house” (note: a house is not a home!) in order to 

effectually leave it. Through another vantage point, albeit clichéd, Spillers wants to 

presume that via a project in the cause of “neatness”, twelve years in the making, as the 

culture goes so doth the study. (As an aside: this essay is written before we could even 

fathom the ascendancy of Senator-cum-President Barack Obama. And yet, it is written 

during the second term of then National Security Advisor-cum-Secretary of State 

Condoleezza Rice. In both a prophetic and chronological posture, one almost wants to 

conjecture aloud: Dr. Spillers, of whom do you speak when you ponder those 

repressions “in black”?) Likely unforeseeable to him, McGowan riffs on this notion of 

“success” insofar as both he and Spillers are looking for clarification and not 

transcendence, hence why the interrogative raised above regarding that interstitial space 

between “flesh” and “meat” finds its answer now: NO! The haunting is not something 

that occurs up above our heads—that spectrality, as per Spillers, is in my face, at your 

back, in every page we turn, in every song they sing. And her referencing the democratic 

brings about a necessary discussion of music. 
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In Walton M. Muyumba’s The Shadow and the Act: Black Intellectual Practice, Jazz 

Improvisation, and Philosophical Pragmatism, he takes up a Ralph Ellison ethic around 

aesthetic production and blackness (even if we forgo recognizing the incorporation of 

definite articles—the “the” twice over—in the text’s title quite literally playin’ on, 

jammin’ on, “the one”, Ellison’s own Shadow and Act). But what fascinates the 

aesthetician when he hears, via reading, Muyumba’s own notational performance of 

praxis as revealed in Charlie Parker, Ralph Ellison, James Baldwin and LeRoi 

Jones/Amiri Baraka is that he appears to suggest that jazz could be a microcosm of what 

the nation, namely America, desires to envisage when it refers to itself as a democracy. 

Jazz, as an enterprise, may do what was not preferred in my home (or is it my house?) 

growing up: it lies up the nation24 when presenting the improvisational; or, so as to not 

appear disrespectful regarding diction, jazz stories.25 

As he concludes the Introduction, “Vamping ‘til Ready”, Muyumba writes: 

. . . improvisation is a useful name for the process of self-identification . . . Worrying the 
line between scripted American culture and improvised culture’s rising in the wake of 
sociopolitical changes, these artist/intellectuals used jazz to connect their conceptions of 
Negro humanity with their narratives about the realization of American democracy . . . 
jazz was a locus for the contingencies of American experience to be played out and for 

                                                        

24 Kevin Young, The Grey Album: On the Blackness of Blackness (Minneapolis: Graywolf Press, 2012), 19. 
25 “The thread that binds all these books together is the notion of lying—the artful dodge, faking it till you 
make it—the forging of black lives and selves in all their forms. Of what, ‘visiting home’ in Louisiana, where 
both sides of my family are from, we called storying. You see, growing up, a child would say to someone, 
‘You lie,’ especially to an adult; if you happened to, it was a serious accusation tantamount to cursing 
(which we didn’t dare get caught doing either). Instead, we’d say, ‘You story.’” See Young, 17. 
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interdisciplinary, intercommunal discourses to be improvised.26 

The fact that jazz constitutes the aura not only of actualization, but also that of a putative 

self-determination in step with the confluence of notes randomly selected puts into relief 

the power of the musical to connote a ubiquitous language to even the ostensibly deaf 

ear. This rumination on the musicolinguistic as a form of storying is further verified 

when Muyumba speaks about Dizzy Gillespie receiving earmarked special monies as 

requisitioned by Dwight Eisenhower, “a warrior and staunch segregationist”, to be a 

“jazz ambassador: “Gillespie . . . had dodged the World War II draft board by showing 

‘attitude’ and speaking openly about shooting white American soldiers instead of 

Germans in cases of ‘mistaken identity.’ This allowed Gillespie, the main ‘professor’ and 

theorist of bebop, to define the new idiom as a clear musical intelligence.”27 

Serendipitously, and on par with McGowan’s “unexpected twist that it [the 

political project of psychoanalysis] gives to the fight against repression,”28 Gillespie, the 

ought-to-be melancholic musician utilized as a democratic instrument by the separatist 

President, not only stories but also speaks openly to the Freudian “him”! Though Freud 

may contrive such vocal indignation as a sign of early-onset mania—after all, he is 

playing bebop, “vilified by white jazz critics and black dance audiences in the 1940s and 

early 1950s as the antimelody, ‘undanceable’ music of crazy Negroes, junkies and 

                                                        

26 Walton M. Muyumba, The Shadow and the Act: Black Intellectual Practice, Jazz Improvisation, and Philosophical 
Pragmatism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 20 (emphasis mine). 
27 Muyumba, 34 (emphasis mine). 
28 McGowan, 263. 
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hipsters”29—, Gillespie does not, proverbially, miss a beat. This idiomatic offering as the 

residue of intelligence clarifies Albert Murray’s definition of a “good time”. Gillespie as 

“theorist” or “professor” is revelatory for us precisely because “storying is both a 

tradition and a form; it is what links artfulness . . . with any of the number of stories (or 

tall tales or ‘lies’ or literature) black folks tell among and about themselves . . . the ways 

the fabric of black life has often meant its very fabrication, making a way out of no way, 

and making it up as you go along . . . Each good solo tells a story, one that while 

collective in nature—a calling out—must also be unique, your own. Otherwise, you 

yourself can be called out.”30 Thinking again about Hughes’s “Necessity”, Rob Wallace 

posits, “If the blues as a form was nevertheless somewhat limited in terms of its 

improvisational potential, compared to, for example, a long ‘blowing’ solo in the form 

associated with be-bop and post-bop jazz, then Hughes also was able to use the blues as 

part of a larger repertoire of improvisational techniques in order to fully capture the 

movements of life.”31 Hughes encourages us to do our “work”, even if he boycotts such 

laboriousness early on in his poem, in order to story our souls to look back and wonder 

how we got over. And if such stirring enlists a solo now, here is an unabashed blow. 

What one happens upon here is a triangulation of sorts with Spillers ’94 and ’06, 

and Young. Subsequent to cleaning my house, interactions involving non-

                                                        

29 Muyumba, 34 (emphasis mine). 
30 Young 17-8. 
31 Rob Wallace, Improvisation and the Making of American Literary Modernism (New York: Continuum, 2010), 
91. 
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improvisational “othering” institute alternate forms of lived experience, that being the 

Freudian slip(-up) of the tongue that others, intracommunally and otherwise, have not 

only not been about the work of cleaning their own houses, but they have also had a 

steady and abiding interest in trying to find a way into mine. In other words, if the 

repressed tongue (or, as our foreparents used to say, the closed mouth) don’t get fed, then 

in some peculiar way, there is the answer to the previous question regarding hunger, 

i.e., we render ourselves up as meat with very little “work” on the part of the famished 

other to engage in some form of capture. 

To be even more pointed, I think what Spillers and others want to convince us 

about blackness is this: even if it is the case that such a critical position is not the 

monopoly of black people,32 when we, however it may manisfest, have that primal 

encounter with the “non-black” in our houses, which are often adorned and regaled to 

the hilt, our eyes should not glaze over in a kind of deep yearning. That is, when the 

house visit is over, we should not commence strategizing how we can go about keeping 

up. We should be careful not to circumvent a page from Langston Hughes’s corpus 

inasmuch as before we claim our Americanity—a contestation that yet persists under the 

rocket’s red glare (read: paramilitary insurgency while peacefully protesting as a citizen 

in your natal country)/the bombs bursting in air (read: Wilderson’s conceit that “[f]or 

                                                        

32 Fred Moten, “Blackness and Nothingness (Mysticism in the Flesh)”, South Atlantic Quarterly, Vol. 112, no. 4 
(2013): 749-50. Hereafter, I will refer to the text as “BN”.  
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Fanon, it is the policeman and the soldier [not the discursive, or hegemonic, agents] of 

colonialism that make one town white and the other Black. For Martinot and Sexton, this 

Manichean delirium manifests itself by way of the U.S. paradigm of policing that 

(re)produces, repetitively, the inside/outside, the civil society/Black world, by virtue of 

the difference between those bodies that do not magnetize bullets and those that 

do”)33—, we must initially do the task of singing it. In the excess of such a performance is 

the recollection that before we were invited to the table, we were made—through social 

construction or, for some people, by divine providence—“to eat in the kitchen/When 

company comes”. This occurred regardless of how beautiful we are and how ashamed 

the entertainer of company ought to be. And yet, such a moment is regenerative because 

in that solitude, “[we] laugh/And eat well/And grow strong.”34 

This hypothesized portraiture of the black as a young singer may ring in some 

ears as an essentialist move, no different than the footnoted anxiety regarding a 

contemporary of Spillers in her “Post-Date”.35 But it could equally be read as intriguing, 

albeit coincidentally, that when “God’s Holy Fool”36 delves into psychoanalysis, she 

titles the work after a musical offering.37 If we were to sing this theoretical leap, it would 

                                                        

33 Frank B. Wilderson, III, “The Prison Slave as Hegemony’s (Silent) Scandal”, in Social Justice, 30, no. 2 
(2003): 20. 
34 Langston Hughes, “I, Too”, in The Collected Poems of Langston Hughes, ed. Arnold Rampersad (New York: 
Vintage Books, 1995), 46. 
35 Spillers, “The Crisis”, 82-3. 
36 Spillers, “MB”, 65. 
37 Spillers, “‘All the Things You Could Be by Now If Sigmund Freud’s Wife Was Your Mother’: 
Psychoanalysis and Race”, boundary 2, Vol. 23, no. 3 (1996): 75-141. 
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probably sound like Billy Preston: “Nothing from nothing leaves nothing/You’ve gotta 

have something/If you want to be with me.”38 Therefore, what we are being “called out” 

for by Young is allowing people into our residences who have nothing to give. If this 

stands as the reprimand, is there yet the hope, the promise, of blackness? Such an 

inquiry requires us to circle back to the ghost to find a resolution. 

 The hope Spillers gives us at the end of “The Idea of Black Culture” is that of the 

eschaton, the Parousia—the Second Coming. Black culture has the potential to come 

again even if the people who attempt to thrive with/in it have imbibed the aperitif of its 

success. This second coming is reminiscent of the Derridean l’avenir. And when he 

summons the specter, the lie becomes a force of habit as read through Timon of Athens: 

 Timon curses corruption, he casts down anathema, he swears against prostitution . . . also 
 begs [conjure] the other . . . In truth, he conjures by feigning the truth . . . But if he feigns to 
 make the other promise, it is in truth to make the other promise not to keep his promise, 
 that is, not to promise, even as he pretends to promise: to perjure or to abjure in the very 
 moment of the oath; then following from this same logic, he begs him to spare all oaths. 
 As if he were saying in effect: I beg you [je vous en conjure], do not swear, abjure your 
 right to swear, renounce your capacity to swear, moreover no one is asking you to swear 
 . . . you who confuse in equivalency the proper and the improper, credit and discredit, 
 faith and the lie, the “true and the false,” oath, perjury, abjuration and so forth . . . The 
 very essence of humanity is at stake. And it is the fidelity to infidelity, the constancy in 
 perjury . . . nature . . . enslaves itself to what is betrayal itself, perjury, abjuration, lie and 
 simulacrum. Which are never far from the specter.39 
 
The intention of this exhibition is to impress that the pervasion of storying can itself no 

longer be enthralled by the notion that it is a property that belongs to jazz: Shakespeare 

                                                        

38 Billy Preston, “Nothing from Nothing”, The Kids & Me (Los Angeles: A&M, 1974). 
39 Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work of Mourning and the New International, trans. 
Peggy Kamuf (New York: Routledge, 2006), 52-5. 
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also makes a way out of no way “on the fly”. Does the Derridean close reading not appear 

like a kind of “improvisatory exteriority that can occasion something very much like 

sadness and something very much like devilish enjoyment”?40 Is this the scholar 

instantiating his work as jazz on cloth? 

 If one were to score this peroratorical moment as exemplary of tutelage, one 

could surmise that “under the influence of musicians like Parker, we might hear 

[Derrida’s] jazz as a mode and a model for expressing the experiences of performing 

among multiple aesthetic impulses, multiple emotional states, and multiple 

psychological selves simultaneously.”41 In order to become ghostly, one must become 

like Timon who takes up residence in the house of the triplicate-binary: in order for him 

to keep them honest, he must equally negate the negation. Thus, Timon acts as an 

archetype for staging a polemic on the war against the constitution of the subject 

constructed as a being worth nothing more than value as it relates how and what it can 

“produce”. In order to take this critical position, one must be willing to give up 

subjectivity and become objective (and perhaps objectionable). Or at the very least, 

which may be best, if one remains a subject, s/he must always be bound by death, love 

that which is lost, so as to encourage others to take the death drive as a mode of 

accompaniment. Being subject(s) to the whims of such instabilities of “othering”, 

                                                        

40 Fred Moten, In the Break: The Aesthetics of the Black Radical Tradition (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2003), 255. 
41 Muyumba, 21. 
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“kneel[ing] to indifferent power,”42 that kind of aping conduces to prove that imitation is 

the sincerest form of brutality.43 And yet, why is the death drive tantamount to 

blackness? 

 As McGowan suggests, the acknowledgment of the death drive is bound up in 

our enjoyment: 

 The enjoyment that the death drive produces also achieves its infinitude through self-
 limitation. It revolves around a lost object that exists only insofar as it is lost, and it 
 relates to this object as the vehicle for the infinite unfurling of its movement. The lost 
 object operates as the self-limitation of the death drive through which the drive produces 
 an infinite enjoyment. Rather than acting as a mark of the drive’s finitude, the limitation 
 that the lost object introduces provides access to infinity. A society founded on a 
 recognition of the death drive would be one that viewed its limitations as the source of its 
 infinite enjoyment rather than the obstacle to that enjoyment.44 

Although this rationalization may sound like subverted, it gives certain attuned ears 

reason to believe that the author has perfect pitch. McGowan dictates that by sussing out 

emancipatory politics at the limit of who we are, the “death drive” actually becomes 

catachresis for the occasioned stealth of a joy ride. And if it is the case that the each 

triplicate in the binary (en)genders, then we can say that the confluence of blackness is 

really about having the prolific encounter with the masculine and the feminine as 

revealed as the ghosts of homes past. I assert that even if we plot out the cleaning of a 

house as a limit, then we equally have to travel back to the beginning that even brought 

us to this abode as a new origin. 

                                                        

42 Derrida, 55. 
43 Moten, “BN”, 762. 
44 McGowan, 284. 
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 With consideration for Freud’s reading of the similitude of mourning and 

melancholia, and the theorization that melancholia can transform into mania,45 I assert, 

with care, that if blackness contains any vestiges of the maniacal, it is a mode of 

mourning sickness. This is to say, blackness, post-Maafa, and in perpetuity, wanders46 in 

wonderment as it attempts to configure, emboss, a permanent address having lost home. 

This is why blackness as "the position of the unthought" in Freud, somehow, offers 

disappointment yet lacks surprise. If, like Edward W. Said, one surmises Freud to be 

ostensibly homeless—“Freud’s uneasy relationship with the orthodoxy of his own 

community is very much a part of the complex of ideas so well described by [Isaac] 

Deutscher, who forgets to mention what I think is an essential component of it: its 

irremediably diasporic, unhoused character”47—then one recognizes that the analysand 

and the analyst receive a diagnosis of nostomania. The "thinking" one, in a literal seat of 

power, writes "prescriptions", in long-form, for the "unthinkable" other who free-

associates on a sofa supine. Hence, Spillers’s read of slavery, and its afterlife, in line with 

the psychoanalytic project is correct,48 even as we extend the boundaries of that 

separation, that splitting of egos and egalitarianism, to encompass the definitional 

legacy of diaspora. 

                                                        

45 Freud, “MM”, 243; 253. 
46 For more on the politics of black wandering over and against Western philosophical ideals, see Sarah Jane 
Cervenak, Wandering: Philosophical Performances of Racial and Sexual Freedom (Duke University Press, 2014). 
47 Edward W. Said, Freud and the Non-European (London: Verso, 2004 [2003]), 53. 
48 Spillers, “MB”, 77. 
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 Such repression, even by the “father of psychoanalysis”, runs in line with how 

Winters reads James Baldwin’s concept of American racial innocence: “While we might 

forget or repress the darker, more painful conditions of individual development and 

collective history, Baldwin suggests that the opacity and trauma remain an essential part 

of our drives, interactions, and identities. Even our desires for liberation are animated by 

experiences marked by agony and fear.”49 This mode of nationalistic un-remembrance 

mirrors Jacqueline Rose’s suspicion, in response to Said’s Freud and the Non-European, 

that “Israel represses Freud.”50 Razinsky would admonish that this forgetfulness is not an 

attempt to counter Baldwin’s “drives”, whether they relate to death and/or other “ends”, 

but rather a willful decision to ignore them. So it is, in light of McGowan, that by 

embracing this loss as a loss, as an agony or fear that arrests desires for liberation, the 

attainment of enjoyment is held in arrears indefinitely until the one experiencing the loss 

intrudes upon himself and declares, “Lie to me.” 

 Derrida, not necessarily continuing to engage in a level of fabrication, shares his 

interpretation of the truth in order to elicit our own prognostication: 

Inter-ethnic wars (have there ever been another kind?) are proliferating, driven by an 
archaic phantasm and concept, by a primitive conceptual phantasm of community, the 
nation-State, sovereignty, borders, native soil and blood . . . the process of dislocation is 
no less arch-originary, that is, just as “archaic” as the archaism that is has always 
dislodged . . . All stability in a place being but a stabilization or a sedenterization, it will 
have to have been necessary that the local differance, the spacing of a displacement gives 

                                                        

49 Joseph Winters, “Rac(e)ing From Death: Baldwin, Bataille, and the Anguish of the (Racialized) Human”, 
Journal of Religious Ethics, Vol. 45, no. 2 (2017): 383. 
50 Said, 66. 
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the movement its start. And gives place and gives rise [donne lieu]. All national 
rootedness, for example, is rooted first of all in the memory or the anxiety of a 
displaced—or displaceable—population. It is not only time that is “out of joint,” but 
space in time, spacing.51 

 
Blackness is the phantasm, the specter of nationalism, on either side of the Atlantic. And 

because, more often than not, such an unrootedness does not permit the aggrieved the 

time or space to convene a proper airing of its perpetual misgivings, the purpose of 

blackness may be to theoretically limn the severed bridge that accounts for the locative 

gravity of the lost-love-object—Africa, the mother(land)—and the site at which those 

who were death driven because of that loss became death-bound-subjects—America, the 

father(land). Here is a take by Winters: “ . . . the source or ‘root’ of our turmoil is the all 

too human need to attach ourselves to practices, rituals, symbols, and collective projects 

(nation, race) that are both life-forming and death-producing, both generative and 

destructive. These practices and rituals are the sources of identity and meaning and the 

means by which selves and communities work to buffer themselves from the ‘only fact 

we have,’ the shared condition of being death-bound subjects. According to Baldwin, this 

shared predicament should not merely be an occasion for melancholy; it should also be an 

occasion for joy, passion, and the experience of life’s mysteries.”52 Thus, the term 

“African American”, gesturing to an existence invisibly hyphenated53 (and equally 

                                                        

51 Derrida, 103. 
52 Winters, 386 (emphasis mine). 
53 “And the whole cluster of contrary, contradistinctive, and contradictory movements, reposing in complex 
figures of paradox—irony, double entendre, catachresis, oxymoron, ambiguity, ambivalence—answered for 
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rendered a politics54), could, by way of imaginative conjuring, be the selfsame bridge 

limned—a nomenclatural move toward some semblance of a house, or home, that needs 

cleaning. 

 If blackness is a critical position that one locates himself under to better view the 

world through the lens and in preparation for the enactment of JanMohamed’s negative 

latency, 

 [i]n this merging he wishes neither of his older selves to be lost. He would not Africanize 
 America, for America has too much to teach the world and Africa. He would not bleach 
 his Negro soul in a flood of white Americanism, for he knows that Negro blood has a 
 message for the world. He simply wishes to make it possible for a man [sic] to be both 
 Negro and an American, without being cursed and spit upon by his fellows, without 
 having the doors of Opportunity closed roughly in his face.55 

Before “Mourning and Melancholia” bursts forth from Freud’s fingers, Du Bois already 

has it “covered”, dare we say veiled. The melancholy he conveys early on in the 

quotation, the desire to not lose the older selves, finds it convergence as a form of “latent 

                                                        

 

me a conceptual theme whose resources would be worked and elaborated across a wide swath of cultural 
phenomena; through Ellison and Brooks, it appeared that I had arrived at a provisional reading of DuBois’s 
‘double consciousness,’ except that the outcome would conduce to the eternal play of oppositions and not 
their closure. The logic of the hyphen, if we could say so, rests in the movement between punctualities so that 
its elements are always coming and going in the ‘contact zone’ of mutually incommensurable contents.” 
Hortense J. Spillers, “Peter’s Pans: Eating in the Diaspora”, in Black, White and in Color: Essays on American 
Literature and Culture (Chicago: University of Chicago: 2003), 10-1. 
54 See Joe Pinsker, “The Financial Consequences of Saying ‘’Black,’’ vs. ‘‘African American’’”, The Atlantic, 30 
December 2014, accessed 19 February 2018 (https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2014/12/the-
financial-consequences-of-saying-black-vs-african-american/383999/); and Lee Sigelman, Steven A. Tuch, 
and Jack K. Martin, “What’s in a Name? Preference for ‘Black’ versus ‘African American’ among Americans 
of African Descent”, The Public Opinion Quarterly, Vol. 69, no. 3 (Autumn, 2005): 429-38. 
55 Du Bois, 5 (emphasis mine). 
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genius”, a power that is concomitant to that of his co-workers.56 Du Bois, “attempting to 

avoid despair at the very nadir of black life and development in the early decades of the 

twentieth century” influences “the tremor throughout every fiber and to feel it everyday 

is not the usual circumstance, but within these respective biographical outlines, it was 

the gadfly that dispatched more than one German speaker across the ocean and black 

men and women to write and think as though their very lives depended on it.”57 Life still 

does depend on “it”; in fact, lives hang in the balance because of and at the limits of “it”. 

 Yet in an instant of psychoanalytic inversion, the lyrics of Lauryn Hill come to 

mind when she proffers: “I had to lose myself/Had to lose myself/So I could love you 

better.”58 The promise of blackness is that in choosing to lose oneself, over and against 

one’s better judgment, Du Bois’s merger actually takes place. This may be what David C. 

Ward is grappling with as he unpacks Hughes’s “I, Too”: 

 The verb here [“sing”] is important because it suggests the implicit if unrecognized 
 creative work that African-Americans provided to make America. African-Americans 
 helped sing America into existence and for that work deserve a seat at the table, dining as 
 coequals with their fellows and in the company of the world. At the end of the poem, the 
 line is changed because the transformation has occurred. 
  “I, too, am America.” 
 Presence has been established and recognized. The house divided is reconciled into a 
 whole in which the various parts sing sweetly in their separate harmonies. The problem 
 for the politics of all this, if not for the poem itself, is that the simple assertion of 
 presence—“They’ll see how beautiful I am. . .”—may not be enough.59  

                                                        

56 The pericope ends, “This, then, is the end of his striving: to be a co-worker in the kingdom of culture, to 
escape both death and isolation, to husband and use his best powers and his latent genius”. Ibid., 5. 
57 Spillers, “The Idea”, 15. 
58 Lauryn Hill, “Lose Myself”, Surf’s Up: Music from the Motion Picture (Columbia Records, 2007). 
59 David C. Ward, “What Langston Hughes’ Powerful Poem ‘I, Too’ Tells Us About America’s Past and 
Present”, Smithsonian.com, 22 September 2016, accessed 18 February 2018, 
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Troubling Du Bois to an extent, Ward’s “problem” with the poem emerges because the 

“I” no longer attempts to view “me” through another’s eye, but self-actualizes “my” 

innate beauty in word and deed despite such an action not being “enough”. But the 

question is: enough to whom? Blackness is enough for blackness such that I assert that 

singing and seeing become synaesthetic approaches to this melancholic genius in that 

another promise of blackness is that while seeing may not be believing, hearing might 

be—is this not the reification of the phantasm? Although it may not materialize tangibly, 

its intangible presence is heard in creaking floors; rooms colored red that breathe; 

shaking dungeons unpopulated; or traditions where “hearing, listening, waiting, 

meditating give way to a deep height, if we could say so, of activity omnipresent in its 

‘everywhereness.’ But it becomes the empowered seeing of the blind one, or more 

precisely, the Pauline situation of ‘faith’—the ‘substance of things hoped for, the evidence 

of things not seen.”60 Margo Natalie Crawford would say, “The recent return to 

melancholy in black studies should make us rehear the poem [Langston Hughes’s 

“Harlem”] as meditating on the implosions that are unrecognizable forms of 

                                                        

 

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smithsonian-institution/what-langston-hughes-powerful-poem-i-too-
americas-past-present-180960552/. 
60 Hortense J. Spillers, “Moving on Down the Line”, American Quarterly, Vol. 40, no. 1 (Mar., 1988): 105. 
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explosion.”61 Blackness, the phantasm, is that hope, that faith. But if this is the limit of 

blackness, what about the limit of the “whom” above: the other also called whiteness? 

I assert that if we were to take up the improvisatory act to sing America before 

be-coming America, perhaps the sonic offering toward the other would come in the 

form of more storying, whether it be Donny Hathaway & Roberta Flack urging the 

imperative to “Be Real Black For Me”; or Nina Simone’s homage to the author of A 

Raisin in the Sun, Lorraine Hansberry, confessing that “To Be Young, Gifted and Black . . 

. That’s where it’s at!” Then again, if the goal is to “embrace the deadlock as a political 

position”, then whiteness can witness to itself—give up on itself, lose itself, clean its 

house for an eventual departure—in order to realize that the promise of blackness, and 

black study, is that it has always and ever been the project of wight folk, beloved . . .

                                                        

61 Crawford, 806-7 (emphasis mine). 
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