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Abstract 

 

This project examines how African diasporic writers and filmmakers from Zimbabwe, 

Martinique, Britain, and the United States inscribe into their works a sense of anticipation of release 

from subjection, as if to experience in advance the feeling of unequivocal bodily relief. Charting its 

appearance in both descriptive content as well as aesthetic form—such as metaphor, narrative 

structure, and aspects of cinematic editing—“Fugitive Time” shows how this recurring form of 

utopian time-consciousness distinct to African diasporic cultural expression evolves from the 18th 

century slave narrative to the contemporary novel, and how it mutates across disparate global 

geographies. In epic poetry, autobiography, experimental film, and historical novels, the project 

isolates this fugitive anticipation of the outside of black subjection and the persistent memory of 

violence that engenders it. In these works, utopia, however elusive, lies in that moment when the 

body at last finds release. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Primal Flight 

 
It’s hard to leave your body behind, especially when your body is always being 
thrown up in your face. But being heavy is a motherfucker. The question is: how 
to remove weight, how to move toward lightness. 

 
      Glenn Ligon, “Black Light” 

 
I cannot hope to see you again on this earth; but I pray to God to unite us above, 
where pain will no more rack this feeble body of mine, where sorrow and parting 
from my children will be no more. 

 
    Harriet Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl 
 

Olaudah Equiano’s 1789 autobiography, like many 18th and 19th century slave narratives, 

is a text of anticipation. It bespeaks a kind of excess, leaping out of itself in search of another self. 

In one particularly proleptic moment, Equiano recalls a supernatural event that had lifted his 

mind into the future. Shortly before arriving by ship in Philadelphia, he had dreamt of a “wise 

woman, a Mrs. Davis, who revealed secrets and foretold events.” Since he had only heard of her, 

seeing the woman in his dream “made such an impression” on him that he became “anxious to 

see her” while in the city. Initially skeptical of her foresight, he was soon convinced after she 

recounted past events in his life “with a correctness that astonished [him].” With this newfound 

credence, Equiano listened to Mrs. Davis with bated breath as she “finally told me I should not 

long be a slave”: “She said I should be twice in very great danger of my life within eighteen 

months, which, if I escaped, I should afterwards go on well” (94-95). Indeed, in the following 

months, Equiano nearly died at sea with the fever and was nearly beaten to death in Georgia. 

Shortly after recovering, he purchased his manumission from his owner. 
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I begin with Equiano’s encounter with Mrs. Davis to introduce the relationship between 

captivity and prolepsis—the fundamental dialectic that animates this dissertation. Seeing Davis 

in his dream impels Equiano toward his encounter with her, and Mrs. Davis further throws his 

imagination forward by claiming that he would “not long be a slave.” Astounded and elated, 

this pronouncement serves as a kind of speech act, enabling Equiano effectively to imagine the 

moment of his manumission. He comes to experience that moment of freedom affectively, as if 

he were already there and then. By prolepsis I mean the way in which Equiano imaginatively 

and affectively leaps outward toward another place, another time, and another mode of being-

in-the-world.1 Proleptic thought allows him to be in advance of himself, to exceed himself. His 

proleptic thought occurs in the lived present, but the sediment of the outside bleeds into that 

lived moment, it resides in the present impelling Equiano forward and outward before that 

outside has been properly lived. Further augmenting this momentum is the author’s 

retrospective narrative position. Equiano activates a kind of “switchback” effect as he moves 

from memory to anticipation, such that the momentum of looking backward in time accelerates 

in the shift to looking forward, further propelling the narrative energy of his outward leap 

toward the yet-to-be-lived. 

                                                        

1 Throughout this dissertation, I make a fundamental distinction between “affect” and “emotion.” 
The latter corresponds to those “intensities,” as Brian Massumi puts it, that are consciously 
recognizable and symbolically legible, identifiable within “narrativizable action-reaction circuits,” 
whereas the former corresponds to the shadow prior to perception that is always (unconsciously) 
perceived by the body (“Autonomy of Affect” 88-94). In this dissertation, I use “affect” to refer to the 
proleptic sense of lunging toward an alternative form of freedom that is never fully attainable or 
knowable, thus rendering those proleptic intensities not fully articulable or recognizable. Affect is 
also a useful term for those traumatic intensities that do not necessarily register in the present as 
identifiable memories, corresponding to what Cathy Caruth calls trauma’s “unassimilated nature—
the way it was precisely not known in the first instance,” which then “returns to haunt the survivor 
later on” (Unclaimed Experience 4). 
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For Equiano, “not long” marks what seems to be a temporal trajectory between the 

present and some moment in the near future. Indeed, this teleological framework is how 

prolepsis is typically understood. But my contention is that Equiano’s imaginative flight toward 

freedom reflects a desire for a certain idea of utopia, and that this utopia doesn’t necessarily lie 

in the teleological future. Instead, Equiano proleptically anticipates the moment of his absolute 

release from subjection—that moment of physical and psychological unburdening, whenever 

and wherever it may come. As he demonstrates throughout his narrative, this bodily and 

affective release is effectively unattainable for him in the most concrete sense. Black life in the 

18th century, free or enslaved, was under the perpetual threat of violence and (re)capture. Black 

life was always fugitive, always, as Jared Sexton puts it, “open to an outside about which it will 

not know anything and about which it cannot stop thinking, a nervous system always in pursuit 

of the fugitive movement it cannot afford to lose and cannot afford to live without” (“Social 

Life” 9). “Fugitive Time” centers on the pursuance and anticipation of the “unattainable” in the 

18th and 19th centuries, and its mutations in the 20th and 21st.  

To be clear, the slave narratives I examine in this introduction do not use the 

terminology of utopia. In these texts, “freedom” and “manumission” are ostensibly encoded in 

liberal terms: as a progressive movement toward a future freedom, at which time the slave is 

rendered “fully human” and “equal” to the former master. But there is a discursive 

contradiction in the structure of these narratives that effectively blocks this passage into liberal 

subjectivity. Saidiya Hartman makes a similar claim when she maintains that black subjection 

did not end with abolition in the US, that “slavery was transformed rather than annulled” in the 

postbellum south, and emancipation was a question of freedom “within limits” (Scenes 6). 
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Emerging, then, from the dialectic in these slave narratives of claimed liberal subjectivity and 

perpetual black precariousness (for free and enslaved alike), I propose, is an intimated utopian 

desire for another world. That is, a longing for a black social life outside the coordinates of what 

Elaine Hadley calls the “cognitive practices” of liberalism, outside the “frame of mind” of self-

regulation, moral grounding, and disinterestedness (Hadley 8-12).2 “Prized designations 

like…‘autonomy,’ and ‘free will,’” Hartman says,  

are the lures of liberalism, yet the tantalizing suggestion of the individual as potentate 
and sovereign is drastically undermined by the forms of repression and terror that 
accompanied the advent of freedom, the techniques of discipline that bind the 
individual through conscience, self-knowledge, responsibility, and duty, and the 
management of racialized bodies and populations effected through the racism of the 
state and civil society. (Scenes 122)  

 

In the slave narratives examined below, I’m interested in their subtle visions of another world, 

what Hartman calls “inchoate and utopian expressions of freedom,” the “desires and longings 

that exceed the frame of civil rights and political emancipation [that] find expression in 

quotidian acts labeled ‘fanciful,’ ‘exorbitant,’ and ‘excessive’ primarily because they express an 

understanding…of freedom quite at odds with bourgeois expectations” (13). Put another way, 

these subtle visions move toward what Paul Gilroy calls the “politics of transfiguration,” the 

“striv[ing] in pursuit of the sublime,” the “resolutely utopian politics” aimed at transcending the 

racialized oppression upon which modernity was built (Black Atlantic 37). 

                                                        

2 In addition to Hadley’s work, my conception of liberalism in this project is informed by a few other 
sources. Gunn and Vernon’s The Peculiarities of Liberal Modernity in Britain, for instance, usefully 
situates Equiano’s liberalism, particularly the latter’s conception of “natural” liberty and his proposal 
to open up free market enterprise in West Africa as a kind of economic substitute for slavery. Also 
pertinent is the scholarship on liberalism and empire, and the idea that liberalism posits a kind of 
temporal lag time in which non-European cultures occupy the “not yet” position of civilizational 
development. See Mehta’s Liberalism and Empire (1999), Chakrabarty’s Provincializing Europe (2007), 
and Fabian’s Time and the Other (1983). 
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The narratives by Olaudah Equiano, Harriet Jacobs, and Frederick Douglass examined 

here articulate a notion of black fugitivity that, in its covert outward-oriented stealth, often 

disguises itself as normative movement, as the acceptance of recoded subjection, and as the 

temporality of that recoding. What appears to be liberal and historicist discourse is in fact a 

utopian desire to escape that very frame, toward an ontology and social life unrecognizable by 

the state or dominant society. In this way, fugitivity is less a mode of resistance than a refusal of 

interpellation altogether, “[a duty] to refrain from a certain performance of the labor of the 

negative,” “to run away from the snares of recognition” (Moten, “The Case” 211). The “other 

world” intimated by Equiano, Jacobs, and Douglass—this longed for world completely free of 

pain and trauma felt in the body and mind—is what Jared Sexton gestures to when he suggests, 

“Black life is not social life in the universe formed by the codes of the state or civil society, of 

citizen and subject, of nation and culture…. Black life is not lived in the world that the world 

lives in, but it is lived underground, in outer space” (“Social Life” 28). Neither, then, does black 

life dwell in the time of the nation, the time of the subject, or the time of civil society. Black life 

seeks the “outer space” of the obsessional, encasing force that is the time of the nation, for the 

time of the nation is merely another name for the time of black exclusion and disposability.3 

                                                        

3 Julia Kristeva provides a productive account of this “time of the nation” as she teases out the ways 
in which the specificity of women in Europe has historically been subsumed by the “logical and 
ontological values of a rationality dominant in the nation-state.” She identifies the time of the nation 
as “project, teleology, linear and prospective unfolding; time as departure, progression, and arrival—
in other words the time of history…. A psychoanalyst would call this ‘obsessional time,’ recognizing 
in the mastery of time the true structure of the slave” (“Women’s Time” 17). For Kristeva, this 
“obsessional time” of the nation confines and restricts. Its teleology and progression serves as a kind 
of policing force to ensure conformity and discipline. I want to suggest that when black life flees from 
historicist time, it’s fleeing this policing temporal structure.  

Reinhart Koselleck provides a lucid genealogy of this historicist temporality, arguing that 
European historical consciousness underwent a major transformation in the centuries prior to the 18th 
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Thus while Equiano strategically employs the language of liberalism in the service of 

abolitionism, there is a crucial moment in his text when he reveals an alternative ideal of 

freedom and subjectivity, an understated window into what Fred Moten calls black life’s 

“alternative capacity to desire” (“Blackness” 778). What makes Equiano’s desire utopian is his 

anticipation of this unfathomable alternative freedom—understanding the function of utopian 

representation, as Fredric Jameson has suggested, as always already trapped in the ideological 

structures of its making, thereby “absorb[ing] unfreedom,” allowing for the longed for yet 

unanticipatable freedom to flourish outside of representation, outside of the world (Seeds 56-57). In 

the language and structure of their narratives, Equiano, Jacobs, and Douglass gives us a glimpse 

into that unattainable yet longed for outside, a site not marked by an eventual arrival, but by the 

continual, vital pursuance of fugitive movement. 

Their imaginative flight toward this alternative freedom is a primal instance of what I 

call “fugitive time,” a mode of time-consciousness that finds some of its earliest representations 

in the writings of former slaves. Even as black fugitivity has its origins in the historical 

                                                        

 

century, in which the older eschatological understanding of time began to wane, and the future—
with the rise of scientific knowledge and technology—began to be commonly articulated as an “open 
future” of progress and accelerating speed (17-22). By the 18th century, Koselleck suggests that with 
the Enlightenment came the idea of history as a single world development, which, as Hegel’s work 
demonstrates, facilitated the systematic exclusion of blackness (94). Johannes Fabian, in Time and the 
Other, identifies the non-European as the constitutive outside of European progressive time: “[The 
West] required Time to accommodate the schemes of a one-way history: progress, development, 
modernity (and their negative mirror images: stagnation, underdevelopment, tradition)” (144). Thus, 
when one speaks of the relation between blackness and European notions of “progress” and 
“modernity,” blackness historically occupies this “lag time” position. The fugitive experience of time 
is the refusal of this permanent chase; it seeks to escape the dogged race toward the “more perfect” 
future. 
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phenomenon of African captivity in the 15th century, fugitivity and its distinct temporality first 

become legible in the archives of black cultural production in 18th and 19th century slave 

narratives. In this way, fugitive time is a mode of utopian desire particular to people of African 

descent and their histories of captivity, slavery, and colonialism. It is a longing for a better life, 

for a life beyond trauma, but more specifically, it is a desire that centers on what Hartman calls 

the “pained body”—the historical and continually unfolding “operation of power on black 

bodies” (Scenes 51). Fugitive time-consciousness centers on the impulse to take flight from the 

burdens of corporeality, to imagine that moment when the body and mind at last find relief. 

Fugitive time, as it manifests in black artistic expression, is a mode of thought in which one 

refuses the encumbered immediacy of the now, pushes outward, and insists on imagining a 

moment of otherwise bodies and lives.  

This notion of fugitive time marks the convergence of at least two distinct genealogies in 

the study of time. In contrast to philosophies of history—such as the work of Fernand Braudel 

and the Annales School, or Ian Baucom’s Specters of the Atlantic, to take an influential black 

studies example—in which time is studied in increments of decades, centuries, and longues 

durées, I draw on the phenomenological approaches brought to prominence by Edmund Husserl, 

Martin Heidegger, and Paul Ricoeur, in which time is understood as a perpetually expanding 

and receding system of memories and anticipations. This tradition, dating to St. Augustine’s 11th 

century Confessions, studies the human experience of time, how consciousness registers the 

passing of time from moment to moment, and how time-consciousness shapes questions of 

being. Heidegger, for instance, frames temporality as a future-oriented sensibility immanent to 

Dasein, the figure of the human, and Dasein’s “being-toward one’s ownmost, eminent potentiality-
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of-being.” For him this phenomenal futurity is a kind of return: the anticipation of, or 

“thrownness” toward, a contingent future emerges from the past, since “Dasein, as existing, 

always already comes toward itself” (Being and Time 310-311, original emphasis). Importantly, 

Heidegger’s structure of time is built in part on Husserl’s conception of the “ever expanding 

now,” which Husserl famously explains using the example of the human perception of a 

musical melody: our simultaneous recognition not just of the moment of a tone’s articulation 

(the now-point), but also of that tone’s continual recession into the past (memory) and of the 

coming of a new articulation (anticipation) (11-14).   

The other genealogy comes from the temporality of trauma, and the cohort of thinkers, 

including Cathy Caruth, who have drawn from Freud’s work on neurosis and hysteria to 

theorize the ways non-remembered violent events produce latent and delayed symptoms, 

repetition compulsions that emerge from one’s past as continual hauntings in the present. What 

makes these theories of trauma so apt to the African diasporic historical context is the potential 

transmission of individual traumatic experience to future generations, thus forming a larger 

collective inhabitation of non-remembered violence. Caruth points to Freud’s discussion of the 

effects of Moses’s murder on the Jewish people in Moses and Monotheism as an early theory of 

this kind of transmission, but it’s in the work of Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok where these 

ideas come to the fore (Caruth 17-18). In “Notes on the Phantom,” Abraham theorizes the 

phenomenology of “phantoms”—“unspeakable” secrets, gaps in knowledge, that have been 

passed down through generations—transmitted unconsciously to constitute a group of people 

that holds these gaps without conscious knowledge of them. “In no way can the subject relate to 

the phantom as his or her own repressed experience, not even as an experience by 
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incorporation,” Abraham maintains. “The phantom which returns to haunt bears witness to the 

existence of the dead buried within the other” (175, original emphasis). The intergenerationality and 

generativity of such an approach intersects with several strains of thought in black studies, such 

as Édouard Glissant’s understanding of the “impossible memory” of the middle passage and the 

“final sentence of the plantation,” the ways black Atlantic traumatic experiences have 

reverberated across time and space, generating survival and culture as their (non)memories 

mutate (Poetics 72). In the works I study in this dissertation, the embodied present is weighed 

down by the convergence of non-remembered traumatic history and personally experienced 

violence; this fluctuating blend phenomenally courses into the now, engendering a fugitive 

desire to escape the physical and mental heaviness of that lived moment, in search of that 

elusive lightness out and beyond the now. 

In this introduction, I look at how this diasporic temporality subtly emerges in the 

works of Olaudah Equiano, Harriet Jacobs, and Frederick Douglass, three of the most prominent 

black intellectuals of the 18th and 19th centuries. I begin with Ernst Bloch’s theory of utopian 

time-consciousness as a fundamental additional layer to this temporal framework, and then 

proceed to read the three authors as theorists of fugitive time. In their narratives, we find a 

theory of time in the structure of language itself, in the way they harness figures of speech, 

syntax, and narrative structure to construct a sense of utopian flight from bodily subjection. In 

these urtexts we see the beginnings of this desire that still structures African diasporic novels, 

films, and other artistic work to this day. This project’s subsequent chapters are devoted to these 

more recent formations of fugitive time, from 1939 to the present. But before turning to the 20th 

century, I want to excavate several of the primal scenes of fugitive time. Juxtaposing these 
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narratives with the manifold contemporary iterations of fugitive time throughout the world, I 

contend that fugitive time has been and remains a dominant and recurring form of time-

consciousness in global black cultural expression, and that it must be understood as a radical 

utopian politics. 

 

Toward the deep life 

To examine the slave narrative is to examine the earliest autobiographical 

representations of black fugitive life—that is, the ways in which notions of escape and flight 

constituted black life in the 18th and 19th centuries. Slave narratives articulate this sense of 

fugitive movement as a form of consciousness, not merely as historical abstraction in the way 

state records may account for fugitive slaves. They give us that “inner reservoir of thoughts, 

feelings, desires, fears, and ambitions,” an interior that is “expansive” and “creative” but also 

“impulsive and dangerous” (Quashie 21). In Jacobs, Equiano, and Douglass’s narratives, we 

encounter how the slave conceives of that movement toward freedom, the inner workings of the 

fugitive figure’s “refusal to cohere” (Copeland 137). These narratives give us access to the 

meticulous workings of the slave’s imagination that impel her outward flight from subjection. 

This movement of course can be read as a movement across space, to a literal geographic 

location deemed “free.” But this project above all investigates the temporality of this movement, 

how the slave’s consciousness of escape is marked by an anticipatory idea of freedom, much like 

the sense of anticipation Mrs. Davis’s soothsaying instills in Equiano.  

The notion of “anticipatory consciousness” that guides the project derives in part from 

Ernst Bloch’s use of the term in the first volume of The Principle of Hope (1954). I use this term 
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and Bloch’s formulations insofar as they help illuminate the way Equiano, Jacobs, and Douglass 

discursively shape a distinct sense of fugitive anticipatory consciousness. These authors, in other 

words, present an antecedent iteration of Bloch’s formulation, one suited to the cultural and 

historical particularities of black life throughout the world in their time. Useful, however, is the 

way Bloch describes the temporal “poles” of anticipatory consciousness as the “darkness” of the 

lived moment, and one’s openness to the “outside.” The immediacy of the “now,” he suggests, is 

a moment of enclosure and blindness. The now is the point from which the human least 

comprehends experience, it “burrows in itself and cannot feel itself.” But in the phenomenal 

flow of time—specifically the moments just after and just before the now-moment—the prior or 

coming “now” becomes legible as experience: “Only what is just coming up or what has just 

passed has the distance which the beam of growing consciousness needs to illuminate it.” 

Intuition nevertheless rises from the blindness of the now and the points of illumination 

phenomenologically surrounding it. “What is driving in the Now at the same time continually 

surges forward,” he says. The “surge” is a kind of outward searching, an “urging, wishing, 

doing” (287-289). In their narratives, Equiano, Jacobs, and Douglass articulate an analogous 

structure of proleptic thought, anticipating that outward phenomenal moment just prior to the 

now that Bloch says “illuminates” experience. For them, this moment of anticipation is also a 

kind of “surge,” an outward flowing, an “urging” and “wishing” of that coming moment. 

Indeed, for Bloch, as well as these three writers, “wishing” does critical work in the 

creation of utopian desire in the surge of openness. “For ‘wishing’ eagerly looks forward,” Bloch 

maintains, “to an imagined idea in which the desire causes what is its own to be pictured” (47). 

The content of this “wish image” is created in advance of itself, “[extending], in an anticipatory 
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way, existing material into the future possibilities of being different and better” (144). The 

known, or, the “existing material,” is transformed through prolepsis, becoming an image of the 

ideal as the object of desire. Bloch goes on to explain that the “drive” that pushes this hopeful 

work of the imagination emerges from the body: “[T]he drive instinct belongs to the economy of 

the individual body and is only employed in so far as it belongs to it, in so far as the body does 

its own business, fleeing from what damages it, searching for what preserves it” (49). The body, 

for Bloch, is the driving source-point of utopian desire.4  

The structures of fugitive time in the slave narratives discussed here also begin with the 

materiality of the body. The surge toward a better life is initiated in the body’s 

phenomenological flight from trauma, “fleeing from what damages it, searching for what 

                                                        

4 Bloch presents a complex system of distinctions for his concepts of “longing,” “wishing,” and 
“wanting,” each marked by different intensities of the “drive.” The drive, for Bloch, emerges from the 
human body, it “searches to fill…something lacking with an external something,” it “releases” 
longing, wishing, and wanting. He identifies longing as a general form of “outward striving,” a  
“restless” search for something definite. “Wishing” is a more specific form of longing, having a clear 
idea of the object toward which it aims. “Wanting,” then, is distinguished as “active progress” 
toward attaining the goal of the drive (Principle 45-47). 
 Bloch articulates his theory of utopia with and against psychoanalysis. He criticizes Freud, 
Jung, and others for conceiving of the unconscious as only past-oriented. He also argues that their 
notions of “drive” and “libido” have been “lift[ed]…in a conceptually mythical way out of the living 
body” (64). And he contends that Freud never articulated an idea of the drive “as a variable of 
socioeconomic conditions”: “If basic drives are to be distinguished at all, they will vary widely in 
material terms in men according to individual classes and epochs” (64). Bloch then proceeds to 
construct his own alternative to Freudian psychoanalysis while retaining much of its language and 
terminology. For Bloch, the most fundamental drive is not the libido, but the “self-preservation 
drive,” which is to say, the body’s drive to sustain and preserve itself. The self-preservation drive, or 
“hunger,” is both social and future-oriented: “Self-preservation ultimately means the appetite to hold 
ready more appropriate and more authentic states for our unfolding self, unfolding only in and as 
solidarity…. Our self always remains, with its hunger and the variable extensions of this hunger, still 
open, moved, extended self” (69). The “openness” and “extendedness” of this embodied drive 
“break[s] out frontally as expectant emotions,” the most important of which, he says, is “hope.” Thus 
Bloch’s notion of “anticipatory consciousness” derives from the body’s search for “self-preservation.” 
Utopian thought literally begins with the materiality of the body. 
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preserves it.” Indeed it is the historical specificity of this trauma that distinguishes Equiano, 

Jacobs, and Douglass’s formations as fugitive anticipatory consciousness. Even more specifically 

than the body, what renders their articulations fugitive is the way violence has historically been 

registered on the flesh of the black body as an irreparable, inescapable wound. The wounded 

flesh, as Hortense Spillers has argued, is the “zero degree of social conceptualization” of black 

trauma, the “seared, divided, ripped-apartness, riveted to the ship’s hole, fallen, or ‘escaped’ 

overboard” (Spillers, “Mama’s Baby” 206). If, as Sexton maintains, such “originating metaphors 

of captivity and mutilation continue to ground the dominant symbolic activity across the longue 

durée,” then black life must be understood as always already marked by that mutilation insofar 

as that marking simultaneously generates its escapist energy yet remains constitutive of blackness 

(“Unbearable” 168). This is another way of describing what Nathaniel Mackey has called the 

“insistent previousness” of flight (Bedouin 34, original emphasis). It is this haunting of the 

wound—what Spillers refers to as “flesh memory”—that generates the anticipatory 

consciousness of fugitive time, its outward oriented lunging toward release (Spillers in Jafa). 

From this embodied position, fugitive time begins its stealth in the phenomenal flow of time, in 

that moment of immediate anticipation. Douglass, Jacobs, and Equiano’s “wish images,” their 

pictures of another world, drive them beyond the now, continuing further and further in search 

of relief from the wound that, ultimately, never escapes them. 

The terms I use throughout “Fugitive Time” to describe this distinct anticipatory 

consciousness—notably “desire” and “longing”—derive from Bloch’s utopian reformulations of 

these psychoanalytic categories. I use “longing” and “desire” interchangeably, in the way Bloch 

most often uses “desire” as a synonym of “hope” (for self-preservation, for a better world, for a 
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new life). Apt to this structure of fugitive time is Bloch’s emphasis on phenomenology, outward 

orientation, and the simultaneous social collectivity and individual bodily experience of this 

openness to a better world. His argument for the historical and class variance of desire and the 

drive is also germane, though in the case of fugitive time I would add the importance of cultural 

and geographical difference. Indeed it would not be possible to articulate a distinctly black 

utopian time-consciousness without a notion of cultural, historical, and geographical specificity. 

Variation distinguishes fugitive time from other forms of utopia, and it enables an examination 

of the diversity within the category itself.  

To be sure, most slave narratives do not typically dwell at length on the time-

consciousness of fugitivity. Instead, time-consciousness is most often implied in the structure of 

longing for release from the physical burdens imposed on blackness—as in, say, Harriet Jacob’s 

longing for relief from the stiflingly hot crawl space where she hid for years. In what follows I 

attend to a selection of passages from Olaudah Equiano’s The Interesting Narrative of the Life of 

Olaudah Equiano (1789), Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (1861) and Frederick 

Douglass’s My Bondage and My Freedom (1855). Each work, I argue, sheds a different light on this 

notion of fugitive time, giving us a sense of the diversity of ways this concept manifests in the 

genre of the slave narrative. Equiano’s narrative, for instance, illuminates a certain structure of 

fugitive time in the earliest stages of African captivity, specifically the captive’s experience of the 

middle passage. Jacobs, in turn, reveals a version of how slavery was, in her words, “far more 

terrible for women,” giving us a distinct view into the nexus of time-consciousness, gender, and 

sexual violence in the 19th century American south. And finally Douglass’s second and 

expanded autobiography provides what might be described as a more figurative and self-
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reflexive formation of fugitive time through the author’s extended use of metaphor and the 

interior voice. 

While Equiano’s autobiography is not the first written by a former slave, its length, its 

attention to detail, and its role in the late-18th and early-19th century abolitionist movement make 

it one of the most influential and studied early slave narratives. Henry Louis Gates Jr. has gone 

so far as to call it “the prototype of the nineteenth-century slave narrative,” the “model” that 

Jacobs, Douglass, and other former slaves followed and consulted (“Introduction” 361). In the 

context of this dissertation, the geographic reach of Equiano’s narrative is also important. As a 

sailor who traveled the world both during and after enslavement, Equiano provides a first-hand 

account of (roughly) each of this project’s principal geographies: he was born and captured in 

West Africa (in what is today southern Nigeria), and he lived and sailed throughout the West 

Indies, the United States, and Britain, ultimately settling in the latter. In Equiano’s narrative, in 

other words, we can glean a certain understanding of what it meant to be black in these 

geographies in the mid- to late-18th century. From the moment of putting pen to paper, Equiano 

initiates a global black cultural production, and thus a global formation of black fugitivity. In 

Equiano’s text we find a prefiguration of W.E.B. du Bois’s global reach in The Souls of Black Folk 

(1903), in which he famously proclaims, “The problem of the twentieth century is the problem of 

the color-line—the relation of the darker to the lighter races of men in Asia and Africa, in 

America and the islands of the sea” (15). Equiano’s global blackness also prefigures important 

work a century later, like Brent Edwards’s theory of black internationalism that “takes form not 

as a single thread, but through the often uneasy encounters of peoples of African descent with 

each other” (5). Equiano’s text thus forms the bedrock of the global scope of “Fugitive Time,” 
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just as it forms the historical bedrock of the globality of black cultural production. In its proto-

globality, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano provides an indispensable 

account of the experience of blackness at the time, and the temporality of that experience. 

Before isolating several passages, I want to address the challenges that have been levied 

against the authenticity of Equiano’s work, particularly since my primary interest here, as I put 

Equiano in conversation with Douglass and Jacobs, is in the early portions of the text. I’m 

referring to the sections of the author’s recollection of his years in West Africa and his 

experience of the middle passage—viewed, of course, through the eyes of a young Equiano, the 

initial voice of what Geraldine Murphy identifies as the narrative’s “two voices” (Murphy 371). 

The now well-known challenge arose from Vincent Carretta’s late-1990s discovery of a 

baptismal record and a ship muster list that indicate Equiano may have been born in South 

Carolina—which would have rendered fabrications his accounts of West Africa and the middle 

passage that served at the time to “validate much of the evidence conventionally cited in 

abolitionist discourse” (Carretta 98). While rigorous defenses by Paul Lovejoy, Catherine 

Acholonu, and others have been mounted in favor of his African nativity, my interest has less to 

do with the text’s veracity and more in “what these chapters produce” (Carby, “Becoming” 

630).5 Whether these portions are historical fiction or the product of a child’s fancy, I’m 

interested in them as a product of the 18th century black imagination, what they tell us about 

how Equiano conceived of black life at the time. Either Equiano produced the first narrative 

account of the middle passage written by a former slave who actually lived through it, or, he is 

                                                        

5 See Paul Lovejoy’s “Construction of Identity: Olaudah Equiano or Gustavus Vassa?” and Catherine 
Acholonu’s “The Home of Olaudah Equiano - a Linguistic and Anthropological Search.” 
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“one of the first American novelists,” as Cathy Davidson puts it, a figure who blended genres to 

produce a first-of-its-kind African diasporic literary work (Davidson 25). 

The sequence of concern here is Equiano’s initial arrival at the West African coast and 

his subsequent Atlantic crossing. In this early part of the text Equiano first describes at length 

his sense of bodily subjection and his desire to escape the corporeal burdens of captivity. It 

begins, famously, with Equiano’s “constant preoccupation with cannibalistic Europeans,” as 

Vincent Woodward observes, when he sees the ship’s boilers and the “multitude of black 

people” chained together. “I asked them if we were not to be eaten by those white men with 

horrible looks, red faces, and loose hair” (Woodard 36; Equiano 39). For refusing to eat, he’s 

“flogged severely.” Brought down to the hold, he encounters “the galling of the chains,” the 

“pestilential conditions,” “air unfit for respiration.” “The closeness of the place, and the heat of 

the climate, added to the number in the ship, which was so crowded that each had scarcely 

room to turn himself, almost suffocated us” (40-41). In these lines, we find Equiano’s body 

becoming undone from inside and out: he’s whipped, overheated, confined, and he’s unable to 

properly breathe, as noxious smells course into and through his body. Psychologically, his fear 

also marks his anticipation of being consumed, his flesh literally cut and eaten by his captors. He 

enters, as Houston Baker suggests, a “chained and boiling economic hell” (Blues 32). This is, in 

short, the site in which Equiano’s nonbeing is instantiated. “Though he is not eaten by the white 

men, certainly he is consumed by the ship, situated within its bowels, swallowed by and 

radically drawn into the economy the ship symbolizes and instantiates, and incorporated into 

the dialectic of recognition that is initiated by the encounter and its originary abjectification” 

(Moten, “Knowledge” 289).  
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As he remembers these dire conditions, Equiano articulates a sentiment akin to 

Hartman’s “desires and longings that exceed the frame of civil rights and political 

emancipation.” A few times he says that he “wished” for the “relief” of death amid this 

onslaught of subjection—that is, an escape from the trauma of the flesh, a sense of absolute rest 

in body and mind. But before we assume this to be a death wish, I want to consider the 

following curious thought he remembers having while permitted above deck because of his 

poor physical condition:  

Often did I think of the inhabitants of the deep much more happy than myself. I envied 
them the freedom they enjoyed, and as often wished I could change my condition for 
theirs. (41) 

 

In these lines, I propose, death for Equiano is not a threshold of closure, but an opening to an 

unimaginable, unattainable afterlife. It's a utopian social gathering of the “inhabitants of the 

deep,” an afterlife that’s more an alterlife—a thought generated by an “alternative capacity to 

desire” (Moten, “Blackness” 778). He uses the Blochian term “wish” to express his structure of 

anticipation, his desire to live in excess of the now and experience that world of bodily release. 

And this anticipation, of course, is presented in the past tense (he “wished,” he “envied”)—the 

retrospective narrative perspective creating that temporal switchback that gains momentum as it 

cuts into memory’s past and turns around to drive that phenomenal pathway toward 

anticipated relief. The sea, here, becomes a “site of freedom,” as Janelle Collins suggests, a 

freedom certainly distinct from legal emancipation. For his desire gestures toward inhabiting 

another “condition,” another order of (aquatic) being, another bodily existence not altogether 

different from the speculative scenario that accompanies the liner notes of an album called The 

Quest released some two centuries later by the Detroit techno duo Drexciya:  
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During the greatest holocaust the world has ever known, pregnant America-bound 
African slaves were thrown overboard by the thousands during labour for being sick 
and disruptive cargo. Is it possible that they could have given birth at sea to babies that 
never needed air?... Are Drexciyans water breathing, aquatically mutated descendants 
of those unfortunate victims of human greed? 
 

Perhaps Equiano desired to be a “Gillman” avant la lettre, an “aquatically mutated” being of a 

new world, populated by those had opted out of this one. If Hazel Carby argues that Equiano 

“becom[es] black in the encounter with the crew of the slave ship,” in the crew’s “refusal to 

recognize a shared humanity with Equiano,” I’m proposing that his desire for the sea marks a 

refusal of this refusal, his refusal to play the role of the negative (Carby, “Becoming” 633, 

original emphasis). Like Sexton’s contention that black life is “lived underground, in outer 

space,” for Equiano, perhaps, it was in the sea. 

To support this idea that Equiano presents an alternative vision that exceeds liberal 

conceptions of freedom and subjectivity, I want to turn to the work of one of the most influential 

20th century diasporic thinkers on these questions. Frantz Fanon’s Peau noir, masques blancs 

(1952), in particular, helps illuminate Equiano’s manipulations of these categories. Fanon, 

importantly, identifies the “architecture” of his text as simultaneously grounded in “the 

temporal” and in a sense of ontological transformation (12). Fugitive time, transposed into his 

terms, corresponds to the temporal movement from alienation to disalienation, from nonbeing 

to being. More precisely, it is the proleptic anticipation of disalienation, since for Fanon, any 

movement toward disalienation requires a shift in consciousness, an idea of the site toward 

which one moves. As Robin D.G. Kelley aptly puts it, “motion toward freedom must begin in 

the mind” (5). But, as Sylvia Wynter has argued, this “genre of the human” for which Fanon 

strives is indeed distinct from the ontology of the (European) liberal subject—what she refers to 
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as our “ethnoclass mode of being human, Man,” and its “overrepresentation…as that of the 

human species as a whole” (“Unsettling” 313). To gain a sense of how Fanon “put[s] forward 

new conceptions of the human,” then, I want to consider how he uses the verb dépasser (“to 

exceed,” “to go beyond”) in Peau noir to reconfigure this and other normative categories 

(Wynter, “Unsettling” 267). “I am a part of Being,” he writes, “insofar as I go beyond [dépasse] 

it” (Fanon, Peau 186).6 It is the excess of this dépasser, its “thrownness”—to use Heidegger’s 

term for Dasein’s existential condition as lunging out into the world—toward contingency and a 

new form of ontology that shows that Fanon’s human is not the human of liberal humanism 

(310).7 As in Equiano’s text, anything short of this beyond point, for Fanon, would remain within 

the structure of black subjugation, within the ontology of alienation. The parahuman ontology of 

Equiano’s oceanic beings lies in this beyond space. The rail of the slave ship is the literal 

threshold of his flight to this other world where the body might at last find relief. 

                                                        

6 While I use Markmann’s English translation of Black Skin, White Masks as a reference throughout this 
project, parenthetical citations refer to the original French of Fanon’s Peau noire, masques blancs. The 
portions of the text excerpted are my own translations, which in many cases are similar to 
Markmann’s. I use my own translations in order to take advantage of the plasticity of the French in a 
way that a set English translation doesn’t allow, so that we may consider, for instance, the array of 
possible meanings of a given term that would alter how we read a certain passage in Fanon’s text. In 
the quoted passage here, for example, I examine Fanon’s use of the verb dépasser (to go beyond, to 
exceed, to transcend) and the different ways that term is used in Peau noire, which get lost when the 
term is translated into the English in different ways in different locations of the text, depending on 
the context. Finally, in my excerpted translations I use original French terms from Fanon’s text in 
brackets in the instances in which the original French can help clarify Fanon’s intended meaning, 
such as in the case of neologisms or compound terms that could be translated in a variety of ways.  
 
7 Since, for Heidegger, Dasein is temporality itself, this “thrownness” must also be understood in 
terms of Dasein’s “anticipatory resoluteness” [vorlaufende Entschlossenheit], its future-oriented 
projection: “What is projected in the primordial existential project of existence revealed itself as 
anticipatory resoluteness… [which] is the being toward one’s ownmost, eminent potentiality-of-being” 
(Being and Time 310). In the context of black fugitive life, I use and modify Heidegger’s notions of 
“thrownness,” “projection,” and “being toward” to characterize how blackness is always already 
lunging outward toward that alternative structure of freedom that Equiano intimates. 
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Just as pertinent to Equiano’s narrative is Fanon’s use of dépasser to signify a departure 

from historicist thought. “It is by going beyond [en dépassant] the historical and instrumental 

given that I initiate the cycle of my freedom” (187). This is of course Fanon’s well-known claim 

against the determinism of the past that critics like Françoise Vergès have pushed against, 

arguing that the violent histories of slavery and colonialism remain “constitutive of the present” 

(14-15). But in Fanon’s refusal of the past’s capacity to determine the present, he makes an 

important claim against the universalism of a linear historicist conception of time. When he 

argues, “The past can in no way guide me in the present,” and when he questions, “Am I going 

to ask the contemporary white man to take responsibility for the slave ships of the 17th century?” 

Fanon is enacting a break in the progressive movement of historicist time, or as David Marriott 

puts it, an “escape [from] the normal teleological form of [history’s] writing,” from “everything 

that imprisons the capacity for infinite realization…[and] the ceaseless work of invention” 

(Fanon, Peau 182, 186; Marriott 46). Fanon’s break, in other words, moves against an 

understanding of time that instantiates and reinforces the nonbeing of blackness, calling for an 

escape route from the reactionary feedback loops of centuries of subjection. He cuts into that 

predetermined teleology, searching for an opening to the outside. Ultimately, this refusal 

doesn’t eclipse the possibility of the traumatic past shaping the trajectory of time in a 

constitutive way. For Fanon’s disavowal of the past pertains to the conscious effort to distance 

oneself from past events, not necessarily those unconscious hauntings of past violence, shame, 

and subjection that unevenly seep into the everyday, as Vergès argues, constituting the ways in 

which time is lived as anticipation (Vergès 14-15). Fanon’s cut in the fabric of historicist time, I 

argue, is much like Equiano’s cut when he longs to join the inhabitants of the deep. For both, 
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past trauma haunts the flesh, impelling them toward, in Benita Parry words, that “new, never-

colonized and ‘utopian’ territory…prefiguring other relationships, values and aspirations” (43). 

Finally, when Fanon suggests that this dépasser “initiates the cycle of my freedom,” it’s 

seems clear that this freedom is fundamentally different from what Hartman calls the 

“bourgeois freedom” under which black subjection is reconstituted post-emancipation. The 

temporal movement of Fanon’s “thrownness beyond” is fueled by the desire for the site that, as 

Moten and Sexton would say, is unattainable and unownable, yet vitally necessary to imagine as 

the place toward which one steals away (Fanon, Peau 131-132, 310). Fanon’s “beyond freedom” 

and Equiano’s aquatic freedom are of the same cloth: “Often did I think of the inhabitants of the 

deep much more happy than myself. I envied them the freedom they enjoyed, and as often 

wished I could change my condition for theirs.” Fanon and Equiano both enact a cut in the 

structure of liberalism, an opening that gives way to another world. 

In Equiano’s narrative, and indeed in the narratives of Jacobs and Douglass, this cut is 

ultimately made possible by—or rather, necessitated by—a structural contradiction embedded in 

the narrative itself. In Equiano, the first part of the dialectic comes in the first half of the text as 

he painstakingly hustles to attain his freedom, ultimately purchasing his legal freedom for 40 

pounds from his owner. Equiano’s language of arrival seems unequivocal: “Before night, I who 

had been a slave in the morning, trembling at the will of another, was become my own master, 

and completely free” (105). Later, he goes so far as to claim that he had regained his “original 

free African state” (107). To be sure, if we read the text at face value, Equiano seems to feel that 

he has become a rights-bearing liberal subject, that he no longer has need of that submarine 

“beyond freedom” that he glimpsed in the crossing.  
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The utopia-generating contradiction arises when we juxtapose this explicit celebration 

of legal emancipation with the moments in the second half of the text in which free black life 

remains utterly precarious. Shortly before he gains his freedom, for instance, Equiano witnesses 

a freeborn black man from St. Kitts taken from his family and enslaved, to which Equiano adds 

that he had heard of similar incidents happening throughout the West Indies and the American 

colonies: 

These things opened my mind to a new scene of horror to which I had been before a 
stranger. Hitherto I had thought only slavery dreadful; but the state of the free negro 
appeared to me now equally so at least, and in some respects even worse, for they live 
in constant alarm for their liberty; and even this is but nominal, for they are universally 
insulted and plundered without the possibility of redress. (90) 

 

These words indeed cast a pall over his celebration of “complete freedom,” revealing the 

impossibility of “true freedom” for a person of African descent in the 18th century. The threat of 

being beaten, robbed, and (re)enslaved perpetually haunts black life, and the law only serves to 

instantiate that haunting. Perhaps predictably, after Equiano has achieved his “original free 

African state,” he is “beset by two white men” in Georgia who insist that Equiano is the 

runaway they are looking for, that he must be returned to his owner. But the men soon abandon 

the ruse after Equiano responds in “too good English,” apparently confirming Equiano’s skill in 

what Jasmine Cobb calls “free performance,” where fugitive free people of color—and in this 

case, accused fugitives—would use “dress, language, and knowledge of white perceptions of 

blackness…[to cultivate] carefully honed methods of exhibiting autonomy,” all with the purpose 

of convincing white people that they were free (Equiano 121; Cobb 51). Despite his evasion of 

recapture, however, the “constant alarm” that exists “universally” ensures that Equiano’s flight 

from trauma and captivity cannot cease. The contradiction reveals the necessity of that cut in the 
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fabric of liberalism that he shares with Fanon. True freedom, that feeling of release in mind and 

body, can only be sought in one’s imagined anticipation of that “beyond” zone, the site of 

excessive otherworldly black social life.  

Before I move to the structure of fugitive time in Jacobs and Douglass, I should say that 

the same dialectic also manifests in their texts. In the wake of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, 

having escaped to the north, Jacobs writes of the “reign of terror” that consumed New York’s 

black population: “What a disgrace to a city calling itself free, that inhabitants, guiltless of 

offence…should be condemned to live in such incessant fear, and have nowhere to turn for 

protection!” (147-148). And in contrast to his explicit desires for liberal subjectivity and freedom, 

Douglass’s narrative too is tempered by the insecurity of black life. “The painful liability to be 

returned again to slavery,” Douglass explains of his time post-escape, “haunted me by day, and 

troubled my dreams by night” (My Bondage 268). Even legally free blacks, which Jacobs and 

Douglass would eventually become, were “forced to maintain constant vigilance against being 

thrust back into bondage,” with the general assumption that “blacks were slaves until they 

could prove otherwise” (Franklin and Schweninger 183-184). It’s this fear of recapture, this 

“haunting,” as Douglass puts it, that recodes Equiano’s anticipation of life among the 

inhabitants of the deep as utopian, and it’s a fear that indelibly shapes Jacobs and Douglass’s 

lunging toward that site beyond the reaches of bodily subjection. 

 Such a utopian reading is not unfamiliar in critical studies of the slave narrative. In his 

reading of narratives by Jacobs, Douglass, and William Craft, John MacKay identifies an 

“implied utopian project,” one that arises from the “dialectic of hope and failure,” in the “gap 

between radical democratic aspirations” and the crushing reality of perpetually threatened black 
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life in 19th century America. The slave narrative, he suggests, is animated by the “structural 

incompletion and dissatisfaction that is utopia,” a perpetually deferred “livable” sociality beyond 

the threat of antiblack racism (124-126, original emphasis). William Andrews similarly describes 

a “transcendental ideal” that structures many slave narratives, an ideal that entails “breaking 

out of the realm of racist perversity to discover, beyond the margin, a Canaan-land of freedom, 

fairness, and brotherhood” (188). What both Andrews and MacKay articulate is a desire for a 

world that exceeds the inhabited one, beyond the one that consumes and devastates blackness in 

the immediate present—an “excess” that Susan Buck-Morss, among other theorists, identifies as 

“utopian surplus”: “the dialectical convergence between revolutionary imagination and material 

form” (64).  

I’m proposing that we think of Equiano’s dream of the inhabitants of the deep as a 

fleeting glimpse of a uniquely African diasporic utopian surplus, and that this utopia—in 

contrast to MacKay and Andrews’s generalized notions of “radical democratic aspirations” and 

“fairness”—can more specifically be located in a desired state of relief in the body—that is, the 

immediate physical and affective consequence of the utopian freedom invoked by these critics. 

If, for Daphne Brooks, 19th century black precarious life meant that “there was no (safe) place for 

black bodies in America,” then the utopian surplus MacKay and Andrews identify must 

necessarily begin with the materiality of the black body, with the desire for a “(safe) place” to 

care for the black body, and, along with that (safe) place, a certain structure of feeling in the body 

(Brooks 67). Utopia in these texts, then, might be construed less as a geographic location or a 

democratic ideal than that much-anticipated yet elusive moment when pain vanishes from the 

body. 
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MacKay and Andrews’s work does, however, gesture toward my understanding of 

fugitive time in Equiano, Douglass, and Jacobs. Andrews’s language of “breaking out of the 

realm” aligns with my understanding of Equiano’s oceanic freedom dream, what I’m calling his 

“cut” in the structure of liberal humanism, forced to find his own escape route from “the 

captivity of Western hegemonic law and lore,” as Barnor Hesse characterizes fugitive experience 

(290). My argument, as I continue with this selection of some of fugitive time’s “primal scenes,” 

is that Equiano’s brief view into this otherworldly relief provides a key to deciphering the 

subtler gestures to this utopian otherworld in other slave narratives. Part of my reason for 

choosing Equiano, Jacobs, and Douglass’s texts is that their varied degrees of legibility of this 

experience of time are important in demonstrating the diversity of ways fugitive time manifests 

in the slave narrative. If Equiano gives us the utopian cut, articulating a desire for bodily relief 

beyond the world that subjects blackness, we might then say that Jacobs and Douglass provide 

articulations at the threshold of this cut. That is, they don’t give us a glimpse into another world 

analogous to Equiano’s deep, but they present a phenomenological desire for corporeal relief, a 

sense of anticipated ease that leans in toward that otherworldly existence. Their fleeting hints and 

muted tones of bodily desire, in other words, evoke what Sarah Cervenak calls “interior 

kinesis,” the “undetectable place of an errant movement,” a surging structure of affect that lies 

just outside representation (14, 162). In their texts, we find an implied utopian surplus. Denied 

access to the full entitlements of property, personhood, and the rule of law granted by liberal 

democracy, Jacobs and Douglass’s desires for relief in mind and body move toward an 

alterworld that always seems to vanish just beyond the horizon of experience.  
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At the threshold of the cut 

Harriet Jacob’s Incidents in the life of a Slave Girl was not always considered the classic 

slave narrative that we know it to be today. In fact, for more than a century it was not 

considered a slave autobiography at all. It wasn’t until 1981, through Janet Fagan Yellin’s 

discovery of Jacobs’s correspondence with abolitionist Amy Post, that Jacobs was determined to 

be the author of Incidents (“Written by Herself” 379). What had long been considered abolitionist 

fiction infused with the conventions of the sentimental novel was now regarded a slave 

narrative that, in Gates’s words, “revises the received structure of the genre as practiced by its 

two great exemplars, Equiano and Douglass” (“Introduction” xvii). But in many ways Jacobs’s 

narrative pushes against these exemplars by being, as Hazel Carby offers, “assertively gender 

specific and resonat[ing] against the dominant forms of the male slave narrative” (Reconstructing 

59). Incidents, in short, reveals “what it meant to live in a world as a woman and a slave,” 

demonstrating “black women’s added vulnerability to sexual abuse by masters and their 

agents” (McKay, “The Girls” 243). While critics such as Ann Taves and Christina Accomando 

are right to caution readers against reductive readings so as not to let the protagonist’s 

experience stand in for all slave women’s experiences, Incidents nonetheless provides a crucial 

optic into some of the ways black women were differentially marked by bondage in 19th century 

America.8  

                                                        

8 See Ann Taves, “Spiritual Purity and Sexual Shame: Religious Themes in the Writings of Harriet 
Jacobs” (1987) and Christina Accomando, “‘The Laws Were Laid Down to Me Anew’: Harriet Jacobs 
and the Reframing of Legal Fictions” (1998). 
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To decipher Jacobs’s formation of fugitive time, and the particular structure of 

subjection from which her text’s central figure flees, Hartman’s work on the relation between 

slave women and the law is instructive. A black woman, in short, had no recourse to the law as 

it pertained to her violation by her legal owners. The law recognized her “will” and “consent” 

only in order to “intensify and secure the subordination of the enslaved, repress the crime and 

deny injury, for it asserted that the captive female was both will-less and always willing” (81). 

Sexual violation was thus not legally possible in the context of slavery, and black motherhood 

served only to reproduce the slaveholder’s property, rendering black women, in Hortense 

Spillers’s words, “female bodies in the raw” (220). “The captive female does not possess 

gender,” Hartman suggests, “as much as she is possessed by gender— 

that is, by way of a particular investment in and use of the body. What “woman” 
designates in the context of slavery is not to be explicated in terms of domesticity or 
protection but in terms of the disavowed violence of slave law, the sanctity of property 
and the necessity of absolute submission…. [The] erasure or disavowal of sexual 
violence engendered black femaleness as a condition of unredressed injury, which only 
intensified the bonds of captivity. (100-101) 

 

Indeed this is the kind of extreme vulnerability that Jacobs refers to when, following the birth of 

the her daughter, the protagonist says, “Slavery is terrible for men; but it is far more terrible for 

women. Superadded to the burden common to all, they have wrongs, and sufferings, and 

mortifications peculiarly their own” (64, original emphasis). For both Hartman and Jacobs, the 

radical accessibility to and vulnerability of the slave woman’s body lies at the heart of “what it 

meant to live in a world as a woman and a slave.”  
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 It is this extreme material vulnerability that launches Linda Brent—the pseudonym 

Jacobs assumes in the narrative—toward that desire for corporeal relief throughout the text.9 In 

what follows I want to isolate these brief and scattered pockets of desired bodily ease. I contend 

that these moments gesture toward a veiled otherworldly life, that world “beyond the margin,” 

as William Andrews puts it, of denied liberal freedom and subjectivity. Brent’s desire for bodily 

release, in fact, leans toward the utopian aspiration her grandmother momentarily sketches in a 

letter included in the final pages of Incidents: “I cannot hope to see you again on this earth; but I 

pray to God to unite us above, where pain will no more rack this feeble body of mine, where 

sorrow and parting from my children will be no more” (151). Brent pushes toward this ultimate 

site of release that her grandmother frames in eschatological terms, that moment when pain is 

lifted from the body, when she can be at rest with her children. Because of persistent exclusion 

and pain throughout her life, I argue, that moment of desired bodily release for Brent necessarily 

opens out to another world.  

These exclusions are indeed layered. Slavery forecloses the possibility of Brent 

maintaining her “virtue” and “purity”—the markers of what Carby calls “true womanhood” in 

Jacobs’s time—resulting in her “shame” when she has two children with an interested white 

man, Mr. Sands, in an effort to escape her owner (Carby, Reconstructing 50; Jacobs 63). Moreover, 

when (nominally) free in the north, Brent is excluded from “true freedom” because she “does 

not sit with [her] children in a home of [her] own,” the desired property through which to claim 

                                                        

9 In my discussions of Jacobs’s Incidents I’ve chosen to refer to “Linda Brent” as the majority of Jacobs 
scholars do, including Hartman, understanding Brent as the protagonist of Jacobs’s “constructed 
literary persona,” as Stephanie Li puts it. I refer to Jacobs at the author of the text, as the person who 
brought this literary figure into being to advance her own political agenda (Li 27).  
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her personhood. And finally there is the permanent specter of her fungibility: she constantly 

fears recapture under the Fugitive Slave Law after her escape, and when her friend eventually 

purchases her freedom, she’s horrified to learn that she remains an “article of traffic” (Jacobs 

155). “If she must enter this exchange in a bid for freedom,” Hartman claims, “then it serves to 

reveal the indebtedness of freedom to notions of property, possession, and exchange” (Scenes 

112). “The dream of my life,” the narrative concludes, “is not yet realized” (156). Brent continues 

to be “guided by the yearning to refashion and transform the given” (Hartman, Scenes 112). 

Brent’s “yearning” for that otherworldly relief begins with the body, specifically the 

sedimented ways her owner, Dr. Flint, controls and subjects. While certainly there are other 

individuals and forces that contribute to her corporeal subjection—such as Mr. Sands, who 

Valerie Smith, Nellie McKay, and others identify as a conflicting figure of both subjection and 

empowerment for Brent—I would argue that it is Flint who at each stage of Brent’s narrated life 

most determines her bodily subjection.10 As such, Brent’s expressions of desired bodily relief can 

be traced to Flint and his relation to her corporeality. During her time living on his plantation, 

for instance, Brent describes a ubiquitously invasive Flint who “claimed a right to rule me, body 

and soul” (34):  

My master met me at every turn, reminding me that I belonged to him, and swearing by 
heaven and earth that he would compel me to submit to him. If I went out for a breath 
of fresh air, after a day of unwearied toil, his footsteps dogged me. If I knelt by my 
mother’s greave, his shadow fell on me even there. (27) 
 

Such a haunting, suffocating grip generates a fugitive sensibility in Brent, including in those 

moments when she speaks directly to her white female readers: “You never exhausted your 

                                                        

10 See Smith, “Form and Ideology in Three Slave Narratives,” 228-229; McKay, “The Girls Who 
Became the Women,” 244.  
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ingenuity in avoiding the snare, and eluding the power of a hated tyrant; you never shuddered 

at the sound of his footsteps, and trembled within hearing of his voice” (48). Indeed Brent’s 

words dovetail with Moten’s understanding of fugitive movement as “[a duty] to refrain from a 

certain performance of the labor of the negative…to run away from the snares of recognition” 

(“The Case” 211). As in Moten’s formulation, there is an implied sense of bodily anticipation in 

Brent’s articulation, the notion that the “ingenuity” required to “elude” the “snare” requires 

both a phenomenological perception of the threat to the body (the “sound of his footsteps,” the 

“hearing of his voice”) and a phenomenological vision of the pathway out, beyond the reach of 

interpellation. It generates a kind of proleptic trace of the physical and psychological state of 

being beyond that coercive force. This structure is also evident when Brent recalls how she “had 

a hope of somehow getting out of his clutches” (29), imagining her body free of Flint’s touch and 

presence. Here Jacobs’s grammar and diction intimate the “switchback” temporality found in 

Equiano: her retrospection drives into memory’s past (“had”) only to use that generated energy 

to propel, through the term “wish,” her desire for release. “‘Wishing,’” Bloch maintains, 

“eagerly looks forward to an imagined idea in which the desire causes what is its own to be 

pictured” (47). Because there is no way out of those “clutches” in the world she knows—no 

freedom, no protection that will take her away from the threat of that grasp— I argue that 

Brent’s “pictured” wish is an instance of what Hartman identifies as the “provisional forms of 

action available to the enslaved [that] necessarily entail utopian premises” (Scenes 112).  

 The second installment of this desire for bodily relief comes during Brent’s seven years 

living in her grandmother’s attic crawl space—hiding from Flint, watching her children play 

through a bored hole, waiting for her chance to escape north. Scholars like Michelle Burnham 
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and Gloria Randle rightly suggest that Brent’s “loophole” afforded her a certain agency and 

protection from the immediacy of Flint’s violence.11 And Samira Kawash has persuasively 

argued that the protagonist’s safety is guaranteed, since the garret is located “outside” the slave 

economy, for “the force of slavery depended on its totalizing colonization of every space and 

every body.” “The space of the garret,” Kawash asserts, “is invisible, unsurveilled, unregulated” 

(76-77). I maintain, however, that Flint still retains a certain power to subject Brent’s body in the 

crawl space, given that her hiding is a direct consequence of his violence. Thus while there is 

some safeguard for her, he is the reason she’s “tormented by hundreds of little red insects,” 

“scorched” under hot shingles, “deprived of light and air,” and “benumbed by inaction.” In this 

way, Flint’s subjection merely becomes indirect, transformed into potentially imminent 

discovery, capture, and punishment—a potentiality that keeps her in a space that enacts its own 

kind of “ripped-apartness” of the flesh (Spillers, “Mama’s Baby” 206). Flint, then, is the principal 

subjecting force she seeks to flee when she anticipates relief outside the garret: “I longed to draw 

in a plentiful draught of fresh air, to stretch my cramped limbs, to have room to stand erect” 

(96). This desired relief is also an emotional and social one, evident when she watches her 

children play and laugh, “longing” for the wholeness of her family. Brent’s desired relief here 

thus converges with her grandmother’s: “where pain will no more rack this feeble body of mine, 

where sorrow and parting from my children will be no more.” For Sarah Cervenak, Brent’s 

“mind moves” in the garret, “traveling along unseen and unbound coordinates” as a mode of 

“travel within captivity, a kind of philosophical movement taking place in the boundless space 

                                                        

11 See Michelle Burnham’s “Loopholes of Resistance: Harriet Jacobs’ Slave Narrative and the Critique 
of Agency in Foucault” (57), and Gloria Randle’s “Between the Rock and the Hard Place: Mediating 
Spaces in Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl” (43). 
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of other grounds” (70). Because of the contingency of escape and the threat to black life just feet 

away, Brent’s affective anticipation of release in that implied “boundless space”—in her 

“longing” for air and space—gestures toward the “transcendental ideal” that William Andrews 

identifies as characteristic of many slave narratives. She lives proleptically in the garret, 

imagining herself otherwise, dreaming of what Huey Copeland calls fugitivity’s “placeless 

horizon” (138). 

Perhaps what most signals Brent’s desire for the alterlife while in the garret, however, is 

the question of breath. In the opening pages of his book, Blackpentecostal Breath, Ashon Crawley 

draws on the three words uttered by Eric Garner in July 2014 on the streets of Staten Island, 

three words that very much speak to Brent’s sequestration: 

“I can’t breathe”…the enactment of the force of disbelief, a desire for otherwise air than 
what is and has been given, the enunciation, the breathing out the strange utterance of 
otherwise possibility. If he could not breathe it was because of the violence of white 
supremacist capitalist heteropatriarchy, a violence that cannot conceive of black flesh 
feeling pain. (1-2) 

 

Like Garner, we might think of Brent’s “depriv[ation] of light and air,” her “long[ing] to draw in 

a plentiful draught of fresh air” as a plea for another world, a “desire for otherwise air,” for air, 

and therefore life, that exceeds “what is and has been given.” She searches for that air outside 

the suffocations of the garret, but also for the air stolen by Flint’s “dogged footsteps” and the air 

that white liberal society refuses to let her breathe. Indeed Brent’s seven-years hiding is not 

altogether unlike Equiano’s experience of the ship’s hold, with its “air unfit for respiration,” the 

“closeness,” the “heat,” the “crowding” “almost suffocating.” Like Brent, Equiano’s response is 

to be and to breathe otherwise, to seek out Drexciya’s “water breathing, aquatically mutated 

descendants of those unfortunate victims of human greed.” 



 

 34 

Finally, the third stage of Brent’s otherwise desire coincides with her time in the north. 

Here Brent does not explicitly articulate that desire, but it’s strongly implied in her articulations 

of the subjection she endures, particularly when these are juxtaposed with her desire to escape 

Flint’s “clutches” and the garret’s stifling air. While in New England, in other words, we find the 

“implied utopian project” that MacKay identifies in the slave narrative. After the passing of the 

Fugitive Slave Act, Brent feels a constant sense of “anxiety” that Flint and his hunters would 

find her: “When I took the children out to breathe the air, I closely observed the countenances of 

all I met. I dreaded the approach of summer, when snakes and slaveholders make their 

appearance” (151). Again we find the evasion of recognition characteristic of fugitivity, with its 

vigilance and implied desire to escape to the outside of bodily subjection. We also find another 

reference to breath and air, which persist throughout the text, signifying that search for 

otherwise life beyond the suffocations of the law. And indeed, even after the threat of recapture 

has been ostensibly removed with her purchased “freedom,” Brent’s earlier physical subjection 

haunts her, for, as critic Sally Gomaa points out, “escaping from slavery does not allow Jacobs to 

simply shed her old flesh” (Gomaa 377). “My body still suffers from the effects of that long 

imprisonment,” she writes, causing her “limbs to swell so painfully” (116, 132). The recurring 

and unpredictable pain of what Spillers calls “flesh memory” indeed has no cure, no “outside” 

in her immediate world (Spillers in Jafa). It’s a constant reminder of the wounding that will 

always occupy her, necessitating her continued imagined anticipation of that otherworldly place 

“where pain will no more rack this feeble body.” If, as Kawash argues, “Jacobs insists on the gap 

between the rhetoric of freedom and its material reality,” then she must “break out of the 
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realm,” as Andrews says, and continue to seek breath and relief beyond the trappings of 

worldly existence and liberal democratic ideals (Kawash 74). 

Before I situate this introduction in the context of the larger dissertation, I briefly want 

to discuss Frederick Douglass’s formation of fugitive time, which, like Jacobs’s, lies at the 

threshold, as it were, of that otherworldly cut that Equiano’s fleetingly reveals. Frederick 

Douglass’s autobiographies, of course, are often taken to be paradigmatic of the genre. 

“Douglass’s rhetorical power,” Gates writes, “convinces us that he is ‘the’ black slave, that he 

embodies the structures of thoughts and feelings of all black slaves, that he is the resplendent, 

articulate part that stands for the whole, for the collective black slave community” 

(“Introduction” xiii). That Douglass represents all, certainly, is an exaggeration. Deborah 

McDowell, for instance, has importantly exposed the “elision of women” in Douglass’s 

autobiographical writing, how he far from represents all (“In the First Place” 197). But Gates’s 

point is that his writing—his harnessing of rhetoric, of figures of speech, of feeling—is 

exemplary. Indeed it is in Douglass’s configurations of language and feeling that we find the 

writer’s distinct formation of fugitive time. If Equiano gives us a window into an explicit 

iteration of fugitive time in the middle passage, and Jacobs shows us an explicitly gendered 

though intimated formation, then what I want to consider in Douglass’s narrative is another 

implicit mode of fugitive time that centers on his manipulations of form and language. Through 

metaphor and the expressive mode of speech, Douglass gestures toward that utopian surplus, 

that cut away from liberal humanism.  

Of Douglass’s three autobiographies, the first two—Narrative of the Life of Frederick 

Douglass (1845) and My Bondage and My Freedom (1955)—have been the most influential. As 
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various critics have noted, the central difference between these two has to do with Douglass’s 

break from the intellectual umbrage of William Lloyd Garrison, and the different editorial and 

rhetorical choices imposed on Douglass by the Garrisonians in the 1845 version to make the 

appeal for abolition more a question of morality than politics or even law. While the second is 

nearly twice the length of the first, My Bondage is considered less an extension of the Narrative 

than an overhauled revision as reflected in the former’s politics, tone, metaphors, and structure. 

For William Andrews, what we find in My Bondage that’s absent in the Narrative is “a sense of 

the complex relationship of its protagonist to his environment, especially in the South, along 

with an understanding of the significance of that complex relationship to the evolution of his 

character and the meaning of his life” (218). Because the 1855 work best represents Douglass’s 

voice, providing extensive detailed accounts of his thought and consciousness, my discussions 

below center on that text.12 

Like my reading of Incidents, I contend that a structural contradiction in My Bondage 

manifests between its liberal democratic aspirations and the precariousness of black life, a 

dialectic that in turn generates an intimated desire to “break out of the realm” of the liberal 

ideology denied to blackness. This notion, of course, runs against the numerous critics—among 

them, Eric Sandquist, Nicholas Buccola, Houston Baker—who have historically understood 

Douglass as striving toward, and indeed claiming, liberal personhood.13 We need look no further 

                                                        

12 Two of the more extensive and influential commentaries on the relationship between the 1845 and 
1855 autobiographies include Eric Sundquist’s To Wake the Nations (83-93) and William Andrews’s To 
Tell a Free Story (217-239). 
 
13 See for instance, Houston Baker’s Blues, Ideology, and Afro-American Literature (38), Sundquist’s To 
Wake the Nations (89), and Nicholas Buccola’s recent book The Political Thought of Frederick Douglass (1). 
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than the “truth” Douglass finds in the Enlightenment essays excerpted in his schoolbook, the 

Columbian Orator, with their ideas of “eternal justice,” the “rights of man,” and “human nature” 

(My Bondage 117). Contrasting these democratic aspirations, however, is the period following 

Douglass’s escape when he’s “tormented with the liability of losing [his] liberty,” and then, 

following the purchase of his freedom, when he’s beaten and removed from a train car “because 

[he] was black” (264, 294). As they do for Equiano, these instances of antiblackness reveal the 

“racial frontier presumed between the liberties attributed to white visible people presumably with 

histories and politics and the lack of liberties associated with non-white unspeakable peoples 

apparently without histories and politics” (Hesse 292, original emphasis). This fissure gestures to 

what Omedi Ochieng identifies in Douglass’s oeuvre as the author’s critique of the “exclusivist, 

formalist, social contractarianism of liberalism,” the ideology reserved for “white, male, and 

propertied experience” (171, 178). Ultimately, as with Jacobs’s narrative, I argue that Douglass’s 

intimations of utopia are to be found in the scattered and fleeting moments in which he attends 

to the phenomenology of the pained body and the desire for corporeal relief. In these moments, 

the utopian surplus appears as a kind of “tongueless thought”—a term Ronald Judy uses to 

characterize Douglass’s ideas of the world that precede and exceed articulation, thought that 

remains independent of utterance ((Dis)forming 103-104). Because of his exclusion and continued 

subjection, Douglass’s articulated desires for relief in My Bondage enact a kind of “tongueless” 

extension, an intimated lunging toward that otherwise world where the body is definitively 

released from pain.  

 The first of the two literary modes of fugitive time that I want to point out is the 

expressive. Andrews explains that Douglass frequently uses the expressive rhetorical mode as a 
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way to “recontextualize baldly factual assertives about the past so that the reader could be 

shown not just the incident or what the incident signified but how to feel about the incident.” 

Douglass would “condition his reader’s response to that assertion,” Andrews emphasizes, “by 

couching it in an expression of his psychological state” (102-103). In these windows into his 

psyche, Douglass occasionally articulates a desire for bodily release, two of which come in the 

wake of his violent encounter with the notorious “slave-breaker” Covey: 

The freedom from bodily torture and unceasing labor, had given my mind an increased 
sensibility…. When entombed at Covey’s, shrouded in darkness and physical 
wretchedness, temporal well-being was the grand desideratum. (My Bondage 192, original 
emphasis) 

 
I now drove from me all thoughts of making the best of my lot, and welcomed only such 
thoughts as led me away from the house of bondage. The intense desire, now felt, to be 
free…brought me to the determination to act. (200, original emphasis)  

 

Explicit in the first passage and implied in the second, the body lies at the center of these 

windows into Douglass’s “mind” and “thoughts.” And both use the language of “desire” in the 

way Ernst Bloch would to characterize the human experience of time as an “urging, wishing, 

doing,” but also the way the body “flee[s] from what damages it, searching for what preserves 

it” (Bloch, Principle 49, 289). In the first, “temporal” takes a doubled meaning, referring to his 

material existence but also to a structure of temporality, and therefore his body in time as it 

moves toward the Latin “desideratum”—that desired state of “freedom from bodily torture.” In 

these passages, the expressive mode, or what Robert Stepto calls Douglass’s “introspective 

analysis,” brings his reader closer to his own phenomenological perception of his body, giving 

us an intimate view into how he understands the relation between freedom and the body (Stepto 

21). When he tells us that his mind took on an “increased sensibility,” that he welcomed 

“thoughts” that “led me away,” Douglass reveals a micro-view into the coursings of his 
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imagination and his bodily perceptions, providing a phenomenological sense of fugitivity’s 

“kinetic refuge,” the movement from moment to moment that projects him toward that elusive 

unequivocal freedom (Moten, “Subprime” 240). It’s directed toward a felt freedom, Douglass 

says, a fugitive disburdenment beyond the world that has continually subjected him on the 

plantation and on the putatively free streets of the north.  

The second mode of Douglass’s fugitive time in the 1855 narrative is metaphor. In these 

cases, Douglass refers to his own body, but also to a larger, collective body as part of his 

rhetorical strategy to make the horrors and desires of the enslaved evident. “There stood 

slavery,” he writes, “a stern reality, glaring frightfully upon us, with the blood of millions in his 

polluted skirts…greedily devouring our hard earnings and feeding himself upon our flesh. Here 

was the evil from which to escape” (206). Personifying slavery as a “cannibalistic institution,” as 

Vincent Woodard suggests, Douglass creates an image of one body eating the “flesh” of another, 

using that term that Spillers calls the “zero degree” of social conceptualization of black 

traumatic violence (Woodard 95). From this act of “feeding” Douglass establishes a 

phenomenological sense of movement in the term “escape,” as if to point toward that elusive 

site of relief to which the fleshly body takes flight. The other metaphor that Douglass uses is the 

metaphor of chains—one left out of Peter Dorsey’s study of prominent antebellum metaphors 

used in My Bondage (Dorsey, “Becoming the Other”). “For ten or fifteen years,” Douglass 

reminisces of his time just after escape, “I had been dragging a heavy chain, with a huge block 

attached to it, cumbering my every motion. I had felt myself doomed to drag this chain and this 

block through life…. The contest was now ended; the chain was severed” (249). Here we get that 

switchback temporality that gains momentum when Douglass’s retrospection turns around in 
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an outward phenomenological movement, “dragging” the block and chain with “every motion” 

until ultimately the “chain was severed.” Taken at face value, we might read this latter clause as 

his achievement of definitive relief, but indeed in the very next paragraph Douglass describes 

his “danger” as “easy prey” for fugitive slave hunters. So while, on the one hand, that last clause 

could imply that the metaphorical block and chain were released from his body altogether, on 

the other, in light of his subsequent precariousness, we might read it to say that the chain 

remained attached to the body, that only the block had been released. Read this way, the heaviest 

encumbrance is released, but the chain continues to weigh the body down, remaining with him 

post-emancipation as a kind of haunting that accompanies every “free” movement, signifying, 

as Hartman puts it, the fugitive’s “ongoing struggle to escape” (Lose 234). His fugitive structure 

of anticipation would then become focused on that moment when the final traces of the chain at 

last fall from the body, the moment when he can finally exist otherwise, beyond the reach of a 

freedom that only protects whiteness.   

Ultimately, I’m proposing that the precariousness Douglass faces throughout his life, 

whether “free” or enslaved, transforms these subtle moments of desired bodily ease into what 

Saidiya Hartman and Stephen Best call “black noise.” In their reading of Ottobah Cugoano’s 

Thoughts and Sentiments on the Evil of Slavery (1787), they define this “extralinguistic mode”:  

Black noise represents the kinds of political aspirations that are inaudible and illegible 
within the prevailing formulas of political rationality; these yearnings are illegible 
because they are so wildly utopian and derelict to capitalism (for example, “forty acres 
and a mule,” the end of commodity capitalism and restoration of the commons, the 
realization of “the sublime ideal of freedom,” the resuscitation of the socially dead). 
Black noise is always already barred from the court. (9) 
 

Like Judy’s “tongueless thought,” black noise can only be read between and outside the lines of 

what is written or heard, escaping coherence and legibility like a fugitive escaping 
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interpellation. Douglass’s expressions of desired corporeal release—and indeed, Jacobs’s and 

Equiano’s related formations—create a kind of map of black noise written in code, motioning 

toward a “sublime” freedom that neither the judge, the abolitionist, nor the southern planter can 

decrypt. Douglass’s yearning to be released from that final shackle and Jacobs’s longing for that 

single breath move under the radar, exuding an extralinguistic ether that stealthily moves 

toward what Frank Wilderson calls “gratuitous freedom”: “only gratuitous freedom can repair 

the object status of his or her flesh, which itself is the product of accumulation’s and fungibility’s 

gratuitous violence” (Red 141). The freedom Equiano sees among the deep’s inhabitants is 

nothing but gratuitous, excessive in its expectations of human morphology and social life. At the 

lower frequencies of these slave narratives, we encounter an affirmation that only in a 

gratuitously free world will black lives and black bodies find rest.  

Situations 

I’ve begun this dissertation with these slave narratives to provide a historical sense of 

this idea of fugitive time, to show how the 20th and 21st century iterations examined in the 

coming chapters both derive and depart from these 18th and 19th century autobiographies. 

Certainly there are differences between Douglass’s mid-19th century formation and the next 

historical iteration I pick up in Aimé Césaire’s Cahier d’un retour au pays natal, first published at 

the onset of the Second World War. The same logic of variation applies to the different cultural 

geographies of the texts I examine. Just as fugitive time changes shape in different aesthetic 

representations over the centuries, it changes shape as it manifests in Southern Africa, Europe, 

North America, and the Caribbean. I’ve started with the slave narrative, however, to show how 

the fundamental elements of fugitive time remain the same, no matter the location or historical 
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moment: that outward oriented desire for release from historical and lived subjection, the 

yearning for pain to be lifted from the body, and the constant fugitive pursuance of unequivocal 

relief. The coming four chapters examine how this conceptual core migrates across centuries, 

continents, languages, cultures, and aesthetic forms, splintering into unexpected mutations, 

convergences, and dissonances to form a global constellation of African diasporic utopian time-

consciousness.   

In addition to tracing fugitive time’s movement across time and space, a central concern 

of this project is the way it appears in different literary genres and aesthetic media, how the 

specificity of aesthetic form shapes its articulation. In the slave narratives, historical novels, 

experimental documentary films, and epic poetry studied in this dissertation, I examine how 

fugitive time appears in both descriptive content and aesthetic form, such as figures of speech, 

narrative structure, and aspects of cinematic editing. That is, how fugitive time appears in the 

ideas presented in these works, and the way these ideas are sutured into their aesthetic 

architectures. In doing so, I don’t claim that these writers and filmmakers consciously articulate 

this concept of “fugitive time,” just as none of them explicitly use the language of utopia. This 

concept emerged from a combination of my readings in recent black studies theory—texts by 

Jared Sexton, Saidiya Hartman, Fred Moten, Samira Kawash, and others that dwell on notions of 

fugitivity—and my own search for a temporal logic that pervades global African diasporic 

cultural expression. I’m thus making the distinction between the deliberate construction by black 

artists of a particular temporal sensibility, and the ways in which time operates (time-

consciousness) in their novels, poems, and films. Indeed, all aesthetic works are structured by 

time, usually in multiple, overlapping registers, as Paul Ricoeur’s Time and Narrative, discussed 
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in chapter three, decisively demonstrates in the novel. I’m positing, in other words, that a sense 

of fugitive time-consciousness animates Toni Morrison’s novel Beloved, even if Morrison did not 

deliberately set out to construct it as such. 

With chapters on artists from Zimbabwe, Britain, Martinique, and the US, the question 

of the geopolitics of diaspora and blackness is a fundamental one. Perhaps the most evident 

linkage among these geographies is their common structural subjection that extends back 

centuries to the first Portuguese sea expeditions to the West African coast. Citing Achille 

Mbembe, Frank Wilderson usefully identifies the overarching ideological violence presupposed 

by captivity and the Atlantic crossing:  

Lest we think that this force [of subjection] is merely the grammar and ghosts of blacks 
in the “New” World, that somehow Africans of the twentieth and twenty-first century 
have an altogether different rebar of ontology, we should note Achille Mbembe’s 
argument that, once Hegel…renders Africa “territorium nullius”…even the African who 
was not captured was a slave in relation to the rest of the world, his or her freedom from 
chains and distance from the Middle Passage notwithstanding. Though this “free” 
African may know him/herself through coherent cultural accoutrements unavailable to 
the black American or the black Caribbean, [s]/he is positioned, paradigmatically…as an 
object in a world of subjects. (“Grammar” 122) 

 

What Wilderson calls “Blackened life,” then, is a global historical structure that continues to 

organize the world today. In this logic, we find a constellation of interconnected, systemic 

subjection that mutates across time and space: from 17th and 18th century African captivity, to the 

plantations of the Americas, to the European partition and colonization of the African continent, 

to the restructured violence of Jim Crow, to structural adjustment and postcolonial autocracy, to 

the global migrations of West Indians and Africans to the “global north,” to the New Jim Crow 

of mass incarceration, to the continuing quotidian antiblack and anti-immigrant violence on the 

streets of Brixton, Johannesburg, and Ferguson. These forms of subjection are varied, to be sure, 
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but the logic brings them all back to that “natal alienation,” as Orlando Patterson famously put it 

(Patterson 5). They all pivot back, however indirectly, to that originary designation as an “object 

in the world.” 

 As evident as these interrelations of subjection may be, however, the principle 

connection among this dissertation’s geographies has less to do with a shared historical violence 

than the cultural responses to that violence—that which gets generated through the desire to be 

free. “The bridge between the people of Gwolu and me,” Hartman proposes in her memoir Lose 

Your Mother, “wasn’t what we had suffered or what we had endured but the aspirations that 

fueled flight and the yearning for freedom” (234). Likewise for Mbembe, the African diaspora, 

inclusive of the African continent, is organized around the recognition of “a life that must at all 

costs be pulled out of the dungeon and…healed” (Critique 26). The “(global African) diaspora” 

that structures this project centers on the global circulation of cultures, languages, and 

discourses produced from these “aspirations” to be free and “healed”—understanding this 

circulation as structured by a network of “practices,” as Brent Edwards puts it, which produce 

“new and unforeseen alliances on a global stage” but also “unavoidable misapprehensions and 

misreadings, persistent blindesses and solipsisms…a failure to translate even a basic grammar 

of blackness” (5). The structure of diaspora that organizes this project, in other words, is always 

contingent, in search of intimacies and alliances among people of African descent, but always 

marked by difference. As such, each geography considered in these chapters stitches together its 

own meaning of “blackness”—from the “coalitional” blackness of Britain’s Black Audio Film 

Collective, to the vital, mythical “Africa” of Césaire’s négritude, to the blackness reinforced by 

settler-colonialism in Yvonne Vera’s Zimbabwe. When I use the term “black” throughout this 
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project, including in the title (“black culture”), I assume these terms always to be mutable, 

marked by difference, and never monolithic. Each takes on a different signification in each 

chapter of this project. 

This is also a framework of diaspora without a center. Africa is not a “source” point, but, 

in Tsitsi Jaji’s words, a “constitutive locus” in the intersections of diasporic circulation; it’s a 

crucial “part of the syncretic, modern diaspora world,” as Samantha Pinto argues (Jaji 6; Pinto 

166). And while at first glance it may seem that the theoretical apparatus of American black 

studies is front and center—as if the experiences of people of African descent in Britain, 

Zimbabwe, and Martinique were the primary material for American theoretical application—

this project instead examines how each geography assembles its own vernacularized fugitivity, 

how fugitivity emerges organically from the culture and voice of each text. How fugitivity, in 

short, is not at all a phenomenon distinct to black American experience. By the same turn, this 

dissertation shows how these different diasporic geographies reconfigure and expand 

established understandings of the term, how the Zimbabwean context, for instance, in contrast 

to black Atlantic notions of rootlessness, produces a sense of flight infused with questions of 

autochthony, land, and ancestral belonging. 

The question then arises, why fugitivity? Why this paradigm and not another? To begin 

with, several features of fugitivity resonated with the structure of time-consciousness I have 

observed in my study of African diasporic literature and film: its formulation as an evasion of 

recognition, not a mode of “resistance”; the strongly implied sense of embodiment and 

anticipation inherent in that evasion of recognition; and the sense of utopian desire that 

undergirds it, that aim of an ultimate freedom that never seems to arrive fully. The discourse of 
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black fugitivity is also one that has come to prominence in the last decade, with a network of 

scholars inventing new ways of imagining the phenomenon. There are its principle theoreticians 

in black studies, such as Fred Moten and Saidiya Hartman, but there is also a growing cohort of 

scholars who have infused disparate fields with the dynamism of black fugitive thought: Barnor 

Hesse’s work in political theory, Lindsey Green-Simms in queer African cinema, Britt Rusert’s 

studies in the history of science, Leon Hilton in neurodivergence and disability studies, Marquis 

Bey in feminist and trans* studies.14 This dissertation feeds off the energy and richness of these 

sprawling interventions and seeks to invent new wrinkles of its own by imagining the time-

consciousness of fugitivity, and by searching for fugitive thought and form distinct to the 

African novel, to négritude poetics, and to black British cinema. Most of all, what makes the 

framework of fugitivity so apt is its mobility and plasticity. As I hope to show, it’s a concept that 

adapts to the differences that constitute diaspora, which, again, is another way of saying that the 

different cultural geographies of this project reveal their own iterations of fugitivity, that 

fugitive experience in these sites, in a word, precedes American theoretical invention. Zimbabwe, 

Martinique, Britain, and the US each bend it in their own way, demonstrating that fugitivity, like 

diaspora, is a shared global structure constituted through difference. 

                                                        

14 Some of these recent works engaged throughout this dissertation include: Britt Rusert, Fugitive 
Science: Empiricism and Freedom in Early African American Culture (2017); Barnor Hesse, “Escaping 
Liberty: Western Hegemony, Black Fugitivity” (2014); Lindsey Green-Simms, “Outcast Orders” and 
the Imagining of a Queer African Cinema: A Fugitive, Afro-Jazz Reading of Karmen Geï” 
(forthcoming); Huey Copeland, Bound to Appear: Art, Slavery, and the Site of Blackness in Multicultural 
America (2013); Francesca Royster, Sounding Like a No-No: Queer Sounds and Eccentric Acts in the Post-
Soul Era (2012); Leon Hilton, “Avonte’s Law: Autism, Wandering, and the Racial Surveillance of 
Neurological Difference” (2017); Marquis Bey, "The Trans*-ness of Blackness, the Blackness of Trans*-
ness” (2017). 



 

 47 

While this has proven to be the most generative framework through which to organize 

this study, it’s important to recognize some of the diasporic phenomena that intersect with it. 

The most obvious of these is marronage, the historical experience across the Americas of slaves 

escaping plantations to form their own autonomous communities in the forests and hills at the 

periphery of colonial society. Sylvia Wynter refers to marronage as a kind of “underground 

existence,” or “nonassimilation,” an “alternative thrust” into the “fastnesses” so as to evade 

colonial interpellation and live a “still-autocentric tribal-lineage of being” (“One Love” 65; 

“Beyond” 638, 642). In his poem “Le verbe marronner,” Aimé Césaire famously turned the noun 

into a verb—from marronage to marronner—inscribing in language its energy of movement, that 

sense of “alternative thrust” that Wynter identifies. “Marronnerons-nous?” Césaire asks, “Shall 

we maroon?” (“Collected Poetry” 368). Édouard Glissant has given his own take on this verb 

form, suggesting, “marronner means to refuse the system of ideas imposed on us…. To find our 

own paths, our own way of being in the world” (“Édouard Glissant”). Like fugitivity, 

marronage represents “a capacity to undermine, disrupt, or destabilize the logic of the 

dominant,” as Tina Campt puts it (Campt, “Performing” 162). It marks not just a physical 

movement away, but an affective opting-out of an ideological structure.  

Another allied diasporic phenomenon, though perhaps less obvious, is prophecy. In his 

1916 political history Native Life in South Africa, the writer and politician Sol Plaatje emphatically 

states, “Africa is a land of prophets and prophetesses” (295). While certainly the continent is not 

the only location in which it occurs, prophecy is, as Plaatje suggests, a crucial form of 

metaphysics among many African ethnic groups. It’s also, I argue, a kind of indigenous African 

formation of fugitive thought. One of the best-known historical examples is the Xhosa cattle 
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killing of 1856 on Southern Africa’s eastern Cape, in which a young women named 

Nongqawuse was given a prophetic vision by two ancestors: that her people destroy all their 

cattle and grain stock in order to “catalyze the return of ancestors and cattle, the renovation of 

the world, and the expulsion of European invaders” (Wenzel 3). The millenarian prophecy, in 

other words, was a call to end the subjection of the Xhosa—a subjection produced through years 

of violent incursion by the British Cape Colony, and compounded by severe droughts and 

floods. Ultimately, the expected date of ancestral return came and went, and tens of thousands 

of people died of starvation. The event’s importance, however, lies in its fore and after history. 

Similar prophecies among the Xhosa had come before it, and Nongqawuse’s vision lived on as a 

kind of generative “unfailure,” as Jennifer Wenzel frames it, activating a “prophetic memory” 

that informed later prophecies, literatures, and nationalist movements—informing, in other 

words, other desires to escape subjection (Wenzel 116, 125). Like fugitivity, Nongqawuse’s 

delivered prophecy was less a form of resistance than an escape from European presence. And 

we might also think of it as a version of what scholars like Daphne Brooks and Jasmine Cobb 

refer to as the “opacity,” or “illegibility,” of fugitive experience to hegemonic thought (Brooks 

108; Cobb 32). For, as Cedric Robinson asserts, Nongqawuse’s vision “continues to evade 

Western comprehension” in its insistence on “the ontological totality granted by a metaphysical 

system that had never allowed for property in either the physical, philosophical, temporal, legal, 

social, or psychic senses” (166, 168).  

I mention these examples of prophecy and marronage to show how black fugitivity 

might be thought of as part of a cluster of modes of diasporic thought and experience animated 

by a common desire “to disengage, to retreat from contact,” as Robinson puts it (310). In his 
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seminal work Black Marxism, Robinson usefully locates Nongqawuse’s prophecy and the 

histories of marronage in Brazil, Haiti, and elsewhere as the historical predecessors of the 

fugitivity of the runaway. For him, these earlier modes of “revolutionary consciousness” were 

grounded in African metaphysics, “structures of the mind” that originated on the continent, 

constituting the principle mode of revolutionary thought among people of African descent from 

the 16th to the 19th centuries. “Its epistemology granted supremacy to metaphysics not the 

material,” he writes, “ and its “ideological, psycho-social, cultural, and historical currencies were 

more charismatic than political.” These were collective forms of disengagement, not individual, 

in other words, focused less on the material conditions of existence than the metaphysical 

superstructures that give life and sociality meaning. Ultimately, for Robinson, these forms of 

revolutionary consciousness, including fugitive slave experience, form the historical foundation 

of the black radical tradition, which he contends came to fruition in the 20th century in the work 

of W.E.B. Dubois, C.L.R. James, and Richard Wright. It’s a tradition undergirded by what he 

calls the “black world”—a global structure of blackness that connects Nongqawuse, Mackandal, 

and Nat Turner in a desire to “obtain their freedom on their own terms” (168-170). 

Fugitivity, marronage, and prophecy thus represent allied iterations of this experience 

of evading recognition, finding a way out “on their own terms.” But each is still marked, I argue, 

by its cultural, geographical, and historical specificity—by difference. Indeed within the scope of 

this dissertation, fugitivity proves to be the most legible of the three across the different cultural 

geographies of the diaspora. What distinguishes it is its portability across historical moments 

and geographies—identifiable as much in the 18th century as in the 21st, and as much in Georgia 

as in Jamaica or South Africa—but also the way fugitivity lends itself to figurative 
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interpretation. There is, of course, the universally recognizable figure of the fugitive running 

away from the law, but there is also a way of conceiving of fugitivity as a state of mind, as a 

form of consciousness driven by affects and emotions that makes it a malleable and trenchant 

form of political critique, a “radical comportment to the world,” as Britt Rusert puts it (17). To 

think of it as Rusert does allows us to understand marronage and prophecy as versions of 

fugitivity; it allows us to see the fugitivity in those earlier historical formations. This notion of 

fugitivity as consciousness is the foundation of “Fugitive Time.”  

Each of the following chapters considers a distinct formal, historical, and geographic 

manifestation of fugitive time with the aim of collectively achieving a sense of the diversity 

inherent in this global diasporic temporal experience. Instead of attempting a comprehensive 

study, which would necessarily be cursory, I’ve chosen a relatively small number of primary 

works (one to three per chapter) in order to attend to the different archives of each chapter and 

ground each work in its cultural and historical specificity. While I could have chosen works 

from other countries and regions—such as the beur literature of France, or anglophone 

Caribbean works, for instance—and I could have included other genres and media—such as 

science fiction, graphic novels, or music—the curated selection is meant to gesture toward the 

globality of fugitive time and to signal some of the ways form differentially shapes this 

temporality’s expression. 

The chapters proceed roughly from the late-18th century to the contemporary, tracing 

how fugitive time evolves over the centuries and decades, beginning with the present slave 

narrative introductory chapter as the groundwork of this genealogical approach. Chapter one, 

“Desire in the Wounded Flesh,” pivots historically and formally to show how fugitive time is 
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constituted through contortions of the poetic image, attending to how Aimé Césaire’s mid-20th 

century négritude poem Cahier d’un retour au pays natal establishes a sprawling image of the 

wounded black body through a network of literal and metaphorical figurations of the body. This 

body registers, on the one hand, the phenomenological layers of historical violence through a 

pervasive discourse of “scarring” and “blistering,” and on the other, a fugitive anticipation of a 

new form of being through pervasive language of growth, hunger, and outward movement. In 

Chapter two, “Anachronic Ease,” I turn to the novel form to examine how Toni Morrison—in 

The Bluest Eye (1970), Sula (1973), and Beloved (1987)—disperses a desire for “easefulness” in 

body and mind throughout a layered network of narrative prolepses (anticipations) and 

analepses (flashbacks). These switchbacks of narrative anachronism put this transcendent state 

of “ease” constantly on the run—revealing itself in the most unexpected corners of memory and 

anticipation only to move back below the text’s surface and reemerge soon after. Chapter three, 

“Archival Flight,” examines how fugitive time manifests in cinematic form, specifically in black 

British experimental film of the 1980s. Through their uses of montage cutting, archival footage, 

and voiceover narration in Handsworth Songs (1986) and Twilight City (1989), the Black Audio 

Film Collective establishes a temporality in which personal and colonial histories surge into the 

present and the idea of escape from subjugation is feverishly anticipated. The final chapter, 

“Deferred Dreams, Deferred Bodies,” shifts our attention to the distinct shape of fugitive time in 

recent Zimbabwean fiction: Yvonne Vera’s Without a Name (1994) and NoViolet Bulawayo’s We 

Need New Names (2013). Through a metaphorical discourse of “dreaming” for new 

configurations of the body, these novels present two distinct historical stages of a national 

allegorical desire for release from violence and precariousness: Vera does so in the late-1970s at 
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the precipice of national independence, whereas Bulawayo does so in the postcolonial moment 

amid the growing 21st century phenomenon of transnational migration. 

Threading together all these component parts is “that mode of being for which escape or 

apposition and not the objectifying encounter with otherness is the prime modality” (Moten 

“The Case” 187). In the literature and cinema of this project, appositional movement is animated 

by an anticipatory consciousness of the outside of the world, where violence no longer 

consumes the flesh, where “pain,” as Harriet Jacobs’s grandmother says, “will no more rack this 

feeble body.” In these aesthetic works, this ultimate release never unequivocally arrives. For 

“fugitivity,” Jared Sexton suggests, “is not freedom, or not yet” (“Afro-Pessimism”). These 

works constantly bespeak this “not yet”-ness, this leaning toward-ness, incessantly searching for 

a breath of otherwise air that may drift in from the outside of the world. Fugitive time names 

this social-life-in-prolepsis, this ecstasy of the immanently fungible ones dreaming of an 

imminently afungible world. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Desire in the Wounded Flesh 

 

The wind alas I will continue to hear it 
nègre nègre nègre from the depths 
of the timeless sky 
a little less loud than today 
but still too loud 
and this crazed howling of dogs and horses 
which it thrusts at our forever fugitive heels 
but in my turn in the air  
I will raise a cry so violent 
that I will entirely splatter the sky 
and with my branches torn to shreds 
and with the insolent jet of my wounded and solemn bole  
 

I will command the islands to be 
 

     Aimé Césaire, “Corps Perdu” 

 

To read the body in Césaire’s poem “Corps Perdu” is to work through a system of 

metaphors and contradictions. The body is at once singular and collective. It “hears” the wind, 

its “heels” move with fugitive stealth away from predation. But this body, we learn, is also a 

tree of “branches” and “bole,” rooted in the land. And this tree-body is simultaneously 

“wounded” and “shredded,” yet seemingly messianic in its capacity to will life into being. To 

be sure, the body—as literal figuration, but also figurative metaphor—is one of the most 

frequent and porous images in Césaire’s oeuvre. The poetic “image,” Césaire suggests in his 

well-known essay, “Poésie et connaissance,” “immeasurably extends the field of 

transcendence.” “In the image,” he says, “A is no longer A.” The result of such a malleable 

poetic device, then, are “strange cities, extraordinary landscapes, worlds that are twisted, 
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crushed, torn apart…being turned to becoming” (166-167, 169). The body in Césaire’s poetry, I 

want to suggest, is a critical site in which to locate this potential to crush and twist the world, to 

enact new modes of becoming. The body in his work, in other words, is a locus for a certain 

utopian desire, a fugitive desire to escape the violence of interpellation that has historically 

rendered blackness fungible and disposable. The body’s “becoming” in Césaire’s poetics 

undergoes an ontological transformation, a kind of flight from nonbeing. But what generates 

that transformation, I contend, is prolepsis, the sense of being-toward that transfigurative 

moment. In Césaire’s aesthetics we find that feeling shared by Olaudah Equiano of living in 

excess of (non)being, of affectively leaping outward toward another mode of being-in-the-

world. If, as Fred Moten and Stefano Harney suggest, “blackness is an instrument in the 

making,” then I want to frame that “instrument” as the flesh, blood, and bones of the black 

body, and attend to how Césaire imagines the materiality of that body “in the making” 

(Undercommons 94). In his poetics, fugitive time operates at that micro-interval of 

phenomenological movement from breath to breath, in search of the body’s unburdening.  

While the short poem “Corps Perdu” affords a certain access to Césaire’s corporeal 

poetics, the Cahier d’un retour au pays natal best demonstrates the poet’s phenomenology of the 

body. Aside from Césaire’s own view of the Cahier as “the fundamental book…[from which] all 

the rest came,” the poem’s sheer length and frequent corporeal references allow for a nuanced 

and expansive representation of the body (Rowell 989). In it we find the often-discussed literal 

bodies, such as the “grand nègre” on the tramway, and the mother figure with her feet 

pedaling the Singer. But the depth of corporeality in the poem comes from its many figurative 

allusions to the body: the language of pathology Césaire uses to index the effects of colonialism, 
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for instance, is rife with a corporeal discourse of wounded and decaying flesh; desire in the 

poem is frequently described in terms of “hunger” and embodied movements; and trees, 

pirogues, and the land itself consistently serve as bodily metaphors. Tracing the body as it 

migrates across these registers of the literal, the figurative (metaphor), and the associative (such 

as “scarring,” “hunger”) opens us to an expansive corporeal poetics. One that, in turn, reveals 

the utopian core of one of the most influential works of 20th century African diasporic literature. 

It is the final edition of the Cahier published in 1956 that I primarily attend to in this 

chapter. Césaire published four versions of the poem over the course of nearly two decades, the 

first of which was released just prior to his return to Martinique in 1939. The final Présence 

Africaine edition, though, is considered by Thomas Hale, Lilian Pestre de Almeida, and other 

Césaire scholars to be the “definitive version,” the version in which Césaire effectively 

“completed” his decades-long revisions and additions.1 James Arnold has gone so far as to call 

the Cahier a postwar poem, given that the work was effectively plastic until that final edition 

(Arnold 147). But what seems equally clear is that the poem cannot be severed from the 

                                                        

1 The consensus among Césaire scholars is that the four different versions of the Cahier correspond to 
distinct periods in the poet’s life. Thomas Hale, for instance, suggests a certain experiential 
development: the first version—which included about 30 percent less text than the 1956 version—
registered Césaire’s sense of alienation during his summer spent in Martinique while still a student; 
the second version—published in 1947, but worked on after his permanent return to the Antilles in 
1939—included a large 3,500 word addition, published separately in a 1942 issue of Tropiques, that 
gave more depth to the poem’s feeling of alienation and the desire to return to Africa; the third 
version—also published in 1947, but worked on after the second version’s addition and after Césaire 
first met André Breton—contained more subtle additions and revisions to accentuate the poem’s 
distinct sections and make the final hallucinatory prayer section more vivid; the final 1956 version, 
Hales suggests, reflects Césaire’s deliberate effort to engage more directly with black history and 
anticolonial politics, in order to make his artistic work “more accessible to a wider audience” and 
“bring it closer to his perspective on the Third World in the 1950s” (192). See Hale, “Two Decades, 
Four Versions: The Evolution of Aimé Césaire’s Cahier d’un retour au pays natal.” See also Lilian 
Pestre de Almeida’s useful account of the poem’s evolution in Aimé Césaire (43-52). 



 

 56 

historical moment of its initial drafting in the 1930s, that period of severe economic depression 

in Europe (where Césaire lived for nearly a decade), of the incipient rise of fascism, and of 

increasing anticolonial demonstrations throughout the colonized world. Neither can we look 

past the dynamic intellectual community Césaire cultivated while at the École Normale 

Supérior at this time along with other students from the French colonies, who together took 

seriously the question of what it meant to be black, or nègre, amid that sense of global crisis. It 

was the urgency of this question that led to Césaire’s 1935 co-founding of L’Étudiant noir, the 

journal of the Martinican Students Association in France, along with Léopold Sédar Senghor, 

René Menil, and other black students in Paris. Among the essays by Senghor, Henri Eboué, and 

others included in the first issue is an essay by Césaire in which we find early traces of the 

Cahier’s principal dialectic: “Black youth want to act and create. They want their poets, their 

novelists, to speak to them of their misfortune. They want to contribute to universal life, to the 

humanization of humanity” (Nègreries 1293). Here Césaire effectively calls the poet of the Cahier 

into being, the poet that would soon begin drafting the work that so dramatically oscillates 

between the devastation wrought by colonialism and the desire for new life. We see here, too, 

the nascence of that subtle movement between the universal and the particular that animates 

Césaire’s négritude epic. 

And already in this early essay we find elements of the dominant temporality that 

animates the Cahier, one that parallels the speaker’s expanding consciousness, enacting a 

movement away from historical subjection toward that longed for site of regenerated life. It is a 

temporality that several critics, more precisely, have identified as disrupted, or nonlinear. 

Victor Hountondji, for one, suggests that the poem is structured by a refusal of the present, and 
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a “now” [maintenant] paradoxically located in that which is to come [avenir] (99). Natalie Melas 

makes a similar claim when she suggests that the “immediacy of the present” in the poem is 

“ungraspable” due to the absence of the speaker’s interlocutor, whose role it is to “guarantee” 

the present through enunciation (575-576). The Cahier, I’ll show, is not about arrival. Its 

contortions of the poetic image foreclose a strict teleological reading. And this non-teleology 

demands that we push against the assumption that the poem’s utopia necessarily lies in the 

future. Instead, the aim throughout the poem is a desire for release—from the trappings of 

interpellation, from the imposition of nonbeing—in that immediate moment 

phenomenologically just prior to the now. The poem’s temporality is more aptly encapsulated 

in the French avenir, that which is to come: a verb, according to Le Grand Robert, of immediacy 

and anticipation, but also one connoting a certain contingency that contrasts with the 

determinism of the French futur. Added to these notions of anticipation and contingency is the 

distinct sense of refusal characteristic of fugitive time and experience: the poem marks not 

simply fugitivity’s “constant refusative escape,” but specifically a refusal of the now in the 

speaker’s anticipation of that zone of escape, in the act of perpetual becoming, of being-toward 

the moment of disalienation (Bey 282). 

The task of this chapter is to demonstrate the materiality of the body as the source 

point of this temporal anticipation. This is, in short, Césaire’s iteration of fugitive time. Broadly, 

this time appears in the poem’s language of embodiment in two interrelated ways. On the one 

hand, Césaire registers a pervasive discourse of historical trauma in the flesh of the body, using 

language such as “scarring” and “blistering” that implies a temporal sedimentation of the 

wound. On the other, there is a simultaneous discourse of temporal anticipation that emerges 
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from the body, in terms such as “hunger” and “thirst,” that suggests a certain utopian structure 

of desire and outward projection. But this desire, like all utopias, never fully arrives. “Thirst,” 

as Nathaniel Mackey puts it in his Bedouin Hornbook, “is by its nature unquenchable” (42). This 

structure of utopia is less about the desire to be entirely rid of trauma—this wounding of the 

flesh—than the desire to reimagine the wound, to allow trauma to become generative in the 

poem’s thrownness toward that ever-deferred disalienation. The wounded body in Césaire’s 

Cahier d’un retour au pays natal is thus the locus of the poem’s temporality, at once registering 

the phenomenological layers of historical violence and the fugitive anticipation of a new form 

of being. 

Blackness and négritude 

Crucial to working through Césaire’s poetic body, before we consider the poem’s 

temporal structure, is the question of négritude. It is, after all, the black body that he addresses 

in the Cahier when he describes both its “hideous wounds” and its desire for satiation and 

flight. And this body is part of a discourse on blackness that the poet has simultaneously 

experienced, inherited, and reinvented. He has lived through the pathological historical 

connotations of the term nègre, but he has also been influenced by a positive discourse on 

blackness from an array of cultural influences from Haiti, Africanist anthropology, and the 

writers of the Harlem renaissance. Putting it succinctly in a later interview, négritude, he 

suggests, is “this determination to rehabilitate a history, this feeling of solidarity to develop, 
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this feeling of a faithfulness towards our ‘ancestors’” (Rowell 996). It is about stripping away 

the sense of black inferiority. It is, in a word, about disalienation.2  

At the center of this project of disalienation is a mythical idea of Africa. Césaire’s Africa 

is, in short, an expansive metonym for vitality, ancestrality, and primordial nature, but also for 

irretrievable pasts and sustained traumas. “From brooding too long on the Congo,” he writes in 

the Cahier, “I have become a Congo resounding with forests and rivers / … / where the water 

goes / likouala-likouala” (19).3 The synecdoche Congo is one of primordiality and natural 

vitality, of “resounding” rhythms in the trees and waters. Césaire weaves a similarly fluid 

metaphorical tapestry of the continent throughout his oeuvre, including in his 1966 play Une 

Saison au Congo: “I will be the field; I will be pasture / I will be with the fisher Wagenia / I will 

be with the shepherd of the Kivu / I will be on the mount, I will be in the ravine” (1179). Like 

the speaker in the Cahier, the play’s hero, Patrice Lumumba, becomes the land, specifically 

Congolese natural geographies, and in a way assumes the many mythical valences of “Africa” 

for himself. In both passages, the different metaphorical registers of Africa allow the speakers 

to assume a sense of rootedness and belonging, of being-with-the-people as a state of authentic 

being. As Maryse Condé aptly puts it, Césaire’s Africa is “the land of liberty and 

                                                        

2 In contrast to the predominant belief among critics of the last several decades, Césaire first coined 
the term “négritude” in his Paris-based journal L’Etudiant noir several years before the first 
publication of the Cahier. Christopher Miller explains that the discovery of a second issue of the 
journal (where previously there was only one surviving issue) dates Césaire’s use of the term to 
1935. See Miller, The (Revised) Birth of Négritude (743-744). For a prominent instance of the prior 
Cahier-origin consensus, see Irele, “What is Négritude?” (67).  
 
3 All translations of the Cahier from the French are my own, although Eshleman and Smith’s 
translation (2001) was consulted in each instance. Unless otherwise noted, all in-text citations refer to 
the 1971 Présence Africaine edition (a reprint of the final 1956 edition).  
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happiness…the land of great rivers, of baobabs, of rhythm” (46). It is, in other words, a site of 

escape in Césaire’s work, a kind of longed-for primordial geography. In its ancient, mythical 

formulation, Africa is a pivotal utopia for Césaire: that geographic site, indeterminately located 

in time, that lies outside of trauma. That perpetually desired site that never entirely arrives. 

The sources of the poet’s idea of Africa are worth noting, as they reveal a crucial 

juncture in his intellectual formation. Throughout his career Césaire consistently stated that he 

“owe[d] the revelation of Africa and its singularity” to Senghor during their student years in 

Paris (Depestre 11).4 This included the revelation of Senghor’s own African experience, but also 

the dynamism of Césaire and Senghor’s collaborative study of Africanist anthropology. Indeed 

Césaire readily admitted that much of his knowledge of the continent came from 

ethnographers, notably Leo Frobenius (Depestre 13). And this Frobenius influence was evident 

early on his career when Césaire reproduced the German ethnographer’s essay “Que signifie 

pour nous l’Afrique” in Tropiques, the avant-garde Antillean cultural studies journal that 

Césaire founded in 1941 along with Suzanne Césaire and René Menil. Their brief preface to 

Frobenius’s essay announces the “African fact” they say the essay reveals: that the pathological 

tropes of Africa are European inventions, and that Africans embody a uniquely authentic, 

timeless, and vibrant “essence” (62-70). Frobenius’s work comes to the fore particularly in 

Suzanne Césaire’s writings in Tropiques, in which she elaborates on the ethnographer’s notion 

of the Paideuma, the human’s vital life force, the “creator of civilizations.” For Suzanne Césaire, 

Frobenius’s conception of the “Ethiopian” version of the Paideuma confirms the African’s 

                                                        

4 Césaire makes this assertion in several interviews. See also Isabelle Constant, “Entretiens avec 
Aimé Césaire” (12); Charles Rowell, “It is Through Poetry that One Copes with Solitude” (990). 
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essential nature as “l’homme-plante,” as “content to live a life identical to that of the plant that 

is confident in the continuity of life: it germinates, shoots up, blossoms, yields fruit and the 

cycle begins anew” (30). This notion of blackness as cosmically expansive, as mystically 

connected to life’s cycles, as I’ll show, plays a central role in the Cahier’s version of fugitive 

time. As romanticized and unsubstantiated as Frobenius’s work may seem to 21st century 

readers, Aimé Césaire and his interlocutors in the 1930s and 40s found a voice, an “authority,” 

who confirmed their own affirmative position on Africa, and, in turn, blackness.  

Césaire’s burgeoning knowledge of Africa also coincided with his expanding 

knowledge of two other loci of global blackness: Haiti and Harlem. The poet referred to the 

former as the “African Antilles,” “négritude-in-action.”5 “Haiti,” he explained, “is the country 

where the black [noir] man stood up to affirm, for the first time, his desire [volonté] to create a 

new world, a free world” (Depestre 16). These lines recall a famous passage from his Cahier: 

“Haiti where négritude rose [se mit debout] for the first time” (15). Haiti thus takes on the 

authentic, mythical, and even utopian aura of Africa, while the island also yields an added 

intimacy for Césaire, given its proximity to Martinique and its vaunted history of black 

liberation. “What is mine,” Césaire later elegizes in the Cahier, “a lone man imprisoned in 

whiteness / a lone man defying the white screams of white death / (TOUSSANT, TOUSSAINT 

LOUVERTURE)” (16). With the Haitian revolutionary hero surrounded by a blinding 

whiteness as he sits in his French jail cell, Césaire’s inversion of whiteness as death endows 

                                                        

5 Césaire establishes this Haiti-Africa relation on several occasions in his oeuvre. Other than the 
Cahier, perhaps the most prominent location is in his 1963 play La Tragedie du Roi Christophe, 
throughout which the hero Christophe makes the connection in explicit, often comically blunt terms: 
“Poor Africa! Poor Haiti, I mean. Anyway, it’s the same thing” (36). 
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Louverture with a supernatural power, even as he awaits his own passing. Haiti, in short, 

occupies this source of strength in Césaire’s négritude. 

Harlem, too, is a critical influence on Césaire’s thought. Black Americans, Césaire said 

in a 1988 interview, “were the first to teach us the rudiments of what we called ‘négritude.’ 

They were the first to say ‘Black is beautiful’” (Rowell 990). In Paris, Césaire and his peers read 

an array of African American literature, including Claude McKay, Langston Hughes, and Alain 

Locke’s influential anthology The New Negro. Césaire even wrote his thesis at the École 

Normale Supérior on the idea of the American south in the poetry of the Harlem renaissance, 

studying the work of Hughes, Jean Toomer, and others (Wilder 22). Critic James Arnold has 

also drawn a direct relation between Césaire’s Cahier and McKay’s novel Banjo, published in 

French in 1928, in terms of their vibrancy, “color consciousness,” and “sympathy” for 

“primitivism” and revolution (28-29). The clearest published indication, however, of Césaire’s 

affinity for the Harlem writers appears in 1941 in the second issue of Tropiques. In his 

“Introduction to Black American Poetry,” Césaire praises them for their vernacularity, for the 

closeness of their aesthetic to the people about whom they write. Indeed Césaire’s laudatory 

description of Hughes, McKay, and the other Harlem poets is not an unapt description of his 

own poetry: “The everyday nègre, the quotidian nègre, whose stereotypes of exoticism and the 

grotesque ought to be rejected by all literature, they made him a hero” (42). The Cahier does a 

similar work of elevating the people and unraveling stereotypes of blackness. 

Circulating among Césaire’s cultural and literary influences is Senghor’s own version 

of négritude. At their core, Senghor and Césaire share the idea of an affirmative rehabilitation 

of blackness in the face of a pernicious Eurocentrism (Rowell 992). Often highlighted by 
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scholars as the critical difference between the two is the question of essentialism: that Senghor’s 

négritude is biologically determined, whereas Césaire’s is grounded in culture and history. 

This view, however, grossly oversimplifies both. Abiola Irele importantly points out that 

Senghor’s biologism is always accompanied by culture: “There is a constant association in his 

thought between race and culture, between the physical constitution of a people and their 

outlook on the world” (“What is Négritude?” 71). And James Arnold notes that Césaire’s 

conception of négritude (as well as Senghor’s) in fact evolved over the course of his career—in 

Tropiques, for instance, Césaire intimates a certain “biological reality” to blackness, but in a 1969 

interview Césaire denies all biologism: “It is a fact that there is a black culture: it is historical, 

there is nothing biological about it” (Arnold 37-38). But I want to suggest that even this 

evolutionary argument is tenuous, since, already in the 1939 Volontés version of the Cahier, the 

poet writes, “négritude, no longer a cephalic index, or plasma, or soma, but measured by the 

compass of suffering” (89). This pushes against a biological consideration of blackness—

specifically a biological inferiority—while it organizes a certain collectivity around a “compass 

of suffering” conceived in historical terms. What must be underscored, then, is Césaire’s 

emphasis on a non-essentialist négritude throughout his career, even if there are brief intimations 

in his oeuvre that could be interpreted as essentialist. Ultimately, though, the difference between 

Césaire and Senghor’s négritude has perhaps little to do with the biological question. As 

Césaire stresses in a 1984 interview, the different strains of négritude have more to do with the 

inherent historical, cultural, and geographic differences across which black solidarity is 

constituted:  

Senghor is African and he has a continent behind him, a history, this ancient wisdom, 
and I am Antillean, a man deracinated and divided. Consequently, I have put more 
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emphasis on the dramatic search for identity. This quest is superfluous for Senghor 
since he is in his being (Leiner 11). 

 

The difference, Césaire suggests, has to do with the difference between rootlessness and 

rootedness, searching and never-having-been-lost. But that both organize their conceptions 

around a celebration and rehabilitation indeed means that their common négritude is 

grounded in an originary Africanité and a shared positionality within the structure of 

European imperialism. 

Aside from Césaire’s thematic presentation of négritude, crucial, too, is his articulation 

of it in language. Perhaps the most obvious manifestation of this is Césaire’s resignification of 

the French term nègre. “We understood the word négre to be a word of defiance [mot-défi],” 

Césaire told René Depestre in 1980. “Since there was shame in the word nègre we then 

reclaimed [repris] the word nègre…. There was in us a will [volonté] of defiance, a violent 

affirmation in the word nègre and in the word négritude” (Depestre 15). Indeed this 

transformation from negative to positive valuation has a particular history in the French 

language and in the context of French colonialism. Brent Edwards adeptly traces this history, 

noting how nègre assumed a connotation of alterity around the time the French began their 

involvement in the Atlantic slave trade in the 17th century. It was then that “there developed an 

association between nègre and esclave (‘slave’) as synonyms” (26). Whereas James Arnold has 

claimed that Césaire was the “first black intellectual outside Africa” to use nègre affirmatively, 

Edwards traces the first positive use to an essay written by the Senegalese Marxist intellectual 

Lamine Senghor, more than a decade before Césaire’s 1939 Cahier (Arnold 36). “Le Mot Nègre” 

appeared in a 1927 edition of the newspaper La Voix des Nègres, the publication of the Comité 

de Défense de la Race Nègre, a Paris-based organization founded by Lamine Senghor. “You 
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have tried to use this word as a tool to divide,” Senghor writes, excoriating the white French 

public. “But we use it as a rallying cry: a torch! We do ourselves honor and glory by calling 

ourselves Nègres, with a capital N. It is our race nègre that we want to guide on the path of total 

liberation from its suffering under the yoke of enslavement” (qtd in Edwards 33). There is thus 

a precedent to Césaire’s “violently affirmative” use of nègre in his Cahier, but since Césaire, and 

not Lamine Senghor, has typically been considered the initiator of its reconfiguration, Césaire 

might perhaps be thought of as the most prominent first black voice to use it in this way.  

The term’s importance, however, lies not simply in Césaire’s affirmative usage. 

Césaire’s innovation comes from his poetic contortions of the word nègre that produce a kind of 

indistinguishability between its prior shameful meaning and its affirmative, liberatory 

meaning. This indistinguishability is perhaps best demonstrated in the final pages of the Cahier, 

as the tone of liberatory exhilaration approaches its climax. Here Césaire engages in a sustained 

ironic and hyperbolic use of the term: “The Whites say he was a good nègre, a really good nègre, 

the good nègre to his good master / I say hurrah! / He was a very good nègre / … / and it never 

occurred to him that he could hoe, burrow, cut anything, anything else really than insipid 

cane” (46). Césaire continues with this stereotypically inferior meaning of the word for several 

stanzas, underscoring the absurdity of it through repetition before he pivots to the even more 

pejorative plural term négraille: “The seated négraille / unexpectedly standing [debout] / standing 

in the hold / standing in the cabins / standing on deck / standing in the wind / standing under 

the sun / standing in the blood / standing / and / free” (47-48). It is as if the act of this collective 

figure physically lifting its body “debout”—emphasized through anaphora—switches the code 

of négraille, transforming it into a term of power and liberation. Césaire then returns to nègre in 
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the final three stanzas, galvanizing energy from the reshaped signification: “Come to me my 

dances / my bad nègre dances / … / the prison break dance / the it-is-beautiful-and-good-and-

legitimate-to-be-a-nègre dance” (49-50). Through satire, hyperbole, repetition, but perhaps most 

of all, energy, Césaire reshapes the term by the end of the Cahier, rendering the new iteration 

indistinguishable from the old.  

For my purposes in this chapter, I retain the word nègre as a cognate in my translations 

of Césaire’s work. When I do use the terms “black” and “blackness” in the Césairean context, I 

am invoking the same lexical history as Césaire’s nègre. The translation of nègre into English, I 

should note, has been contested. Clayton Eshleman and Annette Smith, the translators of 

Césaire’s collected poetry, opted to translate it as “nigger,” since, in their view, the latter term 

best reflected the poet’s “process of self-irony and self-denigration…[as a] necessary step on the 

path to a new self image” (27). Edwards, on the other hand, suggests that “in the interwar 

period…the function of nègre in French—while not unlike that of nigger in English—may be 

closest to the word black, a derogatory appellation in the 1920s (both are terms that populist 

radicals such as Lamine Senghor in French and Marcus Garvey in English were keen to 

rehabilitate in the service of a certain nationalism)” (34-35). Since the term’s translation is so 

fraught, I want to remain as close to Césaire’s own use of it as possible, allowing us as readers 

the possibility to learn to hear the nuance of the term as the poet himself intended. But in the 

context of this dissertation, one in which “blackness” in English as been brought to the fore, I 

want to allow nègre to stand in for Césaire’s own iteration of blackness. For each historical and 

cultural context in this dissertation produces its own meaning of blackness. This is my way of 

retaining Césaire’s particularity within the larger discourses of this project. 
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The word nègre, however, is just one of Césaire’s many linguistic manipulations. While 

Césaire openly embraced the influence of French language and literature on his poetry and 

drama—notably the work of Mallarmé, Lautréamont, Rimbaud, and Breton—he was well 

aware of his inherently fraught relationship with the language that facilitated the enslavement 

of his ancestors. “For me French was an instrument that I wanted to bend [plier] into a new 

expression. I wanted to make an Antillean French, that is, a ‘français nègre’” (Depestre 9). 

Césaire effectively announces the appearance of this “français nègre” in the Cahier: “Full voice, 

ample voice, you would be our wealth, our spear pointed. / Words? / Ah yes, words!” (17). 

Normative French could never be “our wealth” or “our spear pointed.” It had to be a new 

contorted French, one bent to fit the shape of blackness. The words of this new language, as 

Sartre puts it in “Orphée noir,” were meant to be “allusive,” “short-circuited,” “crushed,” 

broken of their “customary associations,” and, emphatically, “defrancized” [défrancisé] (XX-

XXI). Césaire did so through homonyms, archaisms, unusual lexical juxtapositions, and 

constantly shifting the tenses of verbs (when, indeed, he even used verbs). René Hénane’s 

Glossaire des termes rares dans l’oeuvre d’Aimé Césaire (2004) is entirely devoted to Césaire’s lexical 

particularity. Against common understanding, Hénane explains that there are only a handful of 

neologisms in Césaire’s oeuvre. He was more properly an “ingénieur du verbe,” a poet who 

engineered a new language using archaic and uncommon words from the discourses of botany, 

zoology, medicine, and nautical seafaring (Hénane 8). A prime example from Hénane’s book is 

the feminine noun fougue, which momentarily appears in “Poème pour l’aube,” in Césaire’s 

1946 collection Les Armes miraculeuses: “les fougues of vivid flesh / with summers spread from 

the cerebral cortex / have lashed the contours of the earth” (Collected Poetry 106, emphasis 
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mine). The common 20th century French meaning of fougue is “energy” or “spirit,” which would 

make the line, “the energies of vivid flesh”—a perfectly plausible interpretation. But, Hénane 

tells us, since the noun fougue in the 17th century French was understood to be a mast that 

supported a ship’s sail, Césaire’s line takes on another meaning altogether: “the masts of vivid 

flesh [chair] / … / have lashed [flagellé] the contours of the earth” (Hénane 61). And if we 

consider the “mast” a metonym for the ship itself, we arrive at an allusion to the slave ship, 

which in turn leads to an association of “flesh” and “lash” with the violent image of a slave 

being beaten. Like so many other words and turns of phrase in his poetry, Césaire transforms a 

relatively banal term (“energy,” “spirit”) and reshapes it to the contours of the black 

experience. 

This account of Césaire’s “français nègre”—and indeed Césaire’s négritude—would be 

incomplete without considering the influence of surrealism. It’s well known that Césaire had 

read Breton, Valéry, and Apollinaire before drafting the Cahier, and that Breton influenced 

Césaire’s writing even more after the two struck up a friendship in the early 1940s (Arnold 73; 

Césaire, Cahier [2000] xxv-xxvi).6 The core impulse of this literary movement that Césaire paid 

close attention to centered on what Breton called “automatic writing,” the process by which 

one’s thoughts are directly streamed into articulation (written or spoken) as “pure expression.” 

Unfiltered images of “truth” result: raw emotion, hidden and contradictory associations that 

                                                        

6 The well-known story is that Breton noticed the first issue of Tropiques in a storefront window 
during his brief stay in Martinique in 1941 en route to New York. See Wilder, Freedom Time (29). 
 



 

 69 

break the limits of reason and expectation.7 It is, in short, a poetics that sets out to reorder the 

world. Césaire, unsurprisingly, saw the potential for surrealism to transfigure the French 

language and articulate an anticolonial politics and poetics:  

[Surrealism] was an instrument that dynamited the French language…. It was a factor 
of liberation…an operation of disalienation…. I said to myself, if I apply surrealism to 
my particular situation, I can bring out unconscious forces. For me, that was the call to 
Africa. (Depestre 10)8 

 

Surrealism as method, in other words, was integral to Césaire’s négritude. But what it revealed 

was profoundly different from Breton’s result. It brought forward for Césaire that principle 

element of négritude: the experience and mythos of Africanité. It was the historicity and 

political urgency of blackness which Césaire brought to surrealism that led to Sartre’s famous 

statement: “In Césaire, the great surrealist tradition is realized, it takes on its definitive 

meaning and is destroyed” (XXVIII). Césaire may have disagreed with Sartre’s evaluation of 

négritude as an “anti-racist racism,” as a particularist stage en route to the universal, but Sartre 

did hit the mark when he described the temporality of négritude as “becoming,” as a 

                                                        

7 In his 1924 “Manifesto,” Breton explicitly defines surrealism as “psychic automatism in its pure 
state, by which one proposes to express—verbally, by means of the written word, or in any other 
manner—the actual functioning of thought.… Surrealism is based on the belief in the superior 
reality of certain forms of previously neglected associations, in the omnipotence of dream, in the 
disinterested play of thought” (26). See Breton, “Manifesto of Surrealism.” For a more detailed 
examination of Césaire’s relation to surrealism, see Daniel Scott’s “Dreaming the Other: Breton, 
Césaire, and the Problematics of Influence,” and G.M. Spackey’s “Surrealism and Négritude in 
Césaire’s Return to My Native Land.” 
 
8 For similar interview discussions of the poet’s relation to surrealism, see Césaire, “Nègre je suis, 
nègre je resterai: Entretiens avec Françoise Vèrges” (27); and Constant, “Entretiens avec Aimé 
Césaire” (12). 
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“perpetual going-beyond” (Sartre XXVI, XXXIX).9 This “going-beyond” is the location of the 

“unconscious forces” Césaire found through the surrealist method. And this “going-beyond” is 

simultaneously the particularity of Africa and the universal: “The blacker we are going to be,” 

Césaire said in one interview, “the more universal we’ll become” (Rowell 997). Sartre, perhaps, 

missed the surrealist sleight of hand in Césaire’s Cahier that made the particular and the 

universal identical: for it was to “those without whom the earth would not be the earth” that 

Césaire sought to bring new life (46). Black life, in other words, is life itself. This is the truth 

Césaire unraveled when he bent surrealism to the shape of négritude.  

And it is from within Césaire’s négritude aesthetics, this interpenetration of the 

particular and the universal, that I want to locate the temporality of his Cahier in its many 

figurations of the body. The next move, then, is to attend to the temporal structure in Césaire’s 

discourse of corporeal wounding. Through direct and metaphorical allusions to wounded flesh, 

the poet opens us to a structure of historical memory and sedimented traumas. In the 

development of the poem, Césaire must reckon with this wounded flesh of blackness before he 

can look outward toward a new, rehabilitated, disalienated body. It is from the wound that his 

utopia begins its phenomenological trajectory to the outside of subjection. 

                                                        

9 Césaire openly refuted any racist element to négritude: “Much has been said about négritude. 
There was never, on my part, the intention of writing a treatise of négritude; négritude has never 
been a philosophical concept for me. The people who know me are aware that there is no racism at 
all in this. I am not racist at all. I am a man who loves—I won’t say culture—cultures, all cultures.… 
In other words, everything human beings—in whatever part of the world—have undertaken to cope 
with life, to make life easier to live and to face death. That is what it is about” (Rowell 992). 
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Sedimented wounds 

My theoretical framework for working through these questions of body and flesh in 

Césaire begins with Hortense Spillers. In her influential essay “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: 

An American Grammar Book,” she distinguishes between the flesh and the body, between the 

“captive and liberated subject-positions.” The flesh “registers the wound” of the African 

captive in the “New World.” “Before the ‘body’ there is the ‘flesh,’ that zero degree of social 

conceptualization that does not escape concealment under the brush of discourse or the reflexes 

of iconography.” It is the “primary narrative,” Spillers suggests, in its “seared, divided, ripped-

apartness, riveted to the ship’s hole, fallen, or ‘escaped’ overboard” (206). This wounded flesh 

forms a kind of “hieroglyphics,” she continues, a series of “undecipherable markings on the 

captive body…whose severe disjunctures come to be hidden to the cultural seeing by skin 

color.” And this hieroglyphics of the flesh has the potential to be passed from generation to 

generation as a kind of inscription of trauma transmitted through time, forming a distinct 

cultural code and sociality: 

These lacerations, woundings, fissures, tears, scars, openings, ruptures, lesions, 
rendings, and punctures of the flesh create the distance between what I would 
designate a cultural vestibularity and culture, whose state apparatus, including judges, 
attorneys, “owners,” “souldrivers,” “overseers,” and “men of God,” apparently 
colludes with a protocol of “search and destroy.” (207) 

 

Blackness-as-wounded-flesh, for Spillers, is marked by its “vestibular” position to the law and 

dominant culture: as near to, but decidedly outside of, the structure of normative subjectivity 

and personhood. The wounded flesh sets blackness apart through its “undecipherable” 

language and the social life formed in this undecipherability. 
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It is this notion of vestibularity, this inhabitation outside of normative sociality and 

ontology, that I want to bring to bear on Césaire’s Cahier. Nahum Chandler, for his part, has a 

related category he calls the “paraontological,” identifying the particularity of blackness that 

“sets in motion or calls for, a form of supra-inhabitation of thought,” “demand[ing] that a 

certain meta-perspective take shape right in the midst of experience, self-consciousness, or the 

particularities of existence” (qtd in Carter 591).10 Extending Chandler, Fred Moten locates this 

paraontological position in the “nearness and distance between Dasein and things…off to the 

side of what lies between subjects and objects” (“Case of Blackness” 186). This liminal space, 

for Moten, is the space of fugitivity, the space of persistent flight toward an unrecognizable 

form of being: “the lived experience of blackness is…a constant demand for an ontology of 

disorder, an ontology of dehiscence” (187). This “constant demand,” I want to suggest, is 

proleptic. The bursting ontology, that “ontology of dehiscence,” is something to be desired, to 

be anticipated, something yet-to-be-lived. Spillers’s “cultural vestibularity,” I contend, assumes 

a similar anticipatory temporality. And indeed Alexander Weheliye gestures toward a 

proleptic vestibular flesh when he reads Spillers’s idea of the vestibular as “simultaneously a 

tool of dehumanization and a relational vestibule to alternate ways of being” (44). The 

wounded flesh, in other words, is the marker of subjection and monstrosity, but it also carries 

with it the potential for transcendence. In its generative capacity, the flesh, for Weheliye, 

“provides a stepping stone toward new genres of [the] human” (45). It is this “stepping stone 

                                                        

10J. Kameron Carter quotes from an unpublished lecture given by Chandler entitled, “The Problem 
of the Centuries: A Contemporary Elaboration of ‘The Present Outlook for the Dark Races of 
Mankind’ Circa the 27th of December 1899.” Delivered at Tohoku University, Japan, 2006. 
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toward” that marks an anticipation of new life, that proleptic sense of being-toward ontological 

transfiguration. The flesh, he says, occupies the precarious (temporal and ontological) 

threshold separating annihilation and regeneration, the end of the world and a new order of 

the human. 

This fleshly dialectic of catastrophe and utopia unfolds in Césaire’s Cahier. If, as most 

Césaire scholars claim, the poem’s structure can be separated into three implied parts—(1) the 

swelling of alienation in the return to Martinique, (2) the descent into introspection and an 

African past, and (3) the ascension toward a new life and world—it would not be incorrect to 

say that the first third focuses on registering the historical and experiential subjection of the 

flesh, while the final two-thirds pivots to the fugitive utopian capacity of the flesh.11 This, 

however, would be an oversimplification, as there are scattered moments of utopian longing in 

the poem’s devastating catalogue of violence in that first section, and many violent images 

throughout the utopian exhilaration of the last two-thirds. In short, violence and desire ebb and 

flow through the poem; when the one swells, the other recedes only to swell soon after. My 

reading that follows, then, is less determined by the confines of the poem’s implied sections, 

than the locations of Césaire’s corporeal references. I should note, too, that Spillers’s theoretical 

language of the body and flesh does not fit neatly into Césaire’s négritude aesthetic of 

metaphorical and linguistic contortions. He clearly does not distinguish between the “body” as 

liberated and the “flesh” as captive. Instead, Césaire’s reference and allusion to both “body” 

(corps) and “flesh” (chair) broadly aligns with the way Spillers theorizes the “flesh” as that 

                                                        

11 On the dominant critical approaches to the Cahier’s structure, see Thomas Hale, “Structural 
Dynamics in a Third World Classic: Aimé Césaire’s Cahier d’un retour au pays natal,” and Lilian 
Pestre de Almeida’s Aimé Césaire’s Cahier d’un retour au pays natal. 
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surface which bears the “lacerations, woundings, fissures, tears, scars, [and] openings” that 

together instantiate the “hieroglyphics” of black vestibularity. Similar to Weheliye’s 

understanding of vestibular flesh, Césaire’s hieroglyphics of the flesh is at once devastatingly 

violent and utopian. But that violence of the flesh in Césaire is a necessary and vital component 

to its utopian impulse. Without his account of the historically wounded black body and the 

vestibular collectivity the wound establishes, Césaire’s utopia would not be.  

Part of what distinguishes Césaire’s aesthetics here is his ascription of historical and 

phenomenological time in the wound. Through nouns, epithets, and their corresponding verbs, 

Césaire articulates a wounded flesh in which time ceaselessly expands as a kind of continually 

violent act. This temporality has the effect of perpetually deepening the wound, bringing the 

historical trauma on the black body to the fore of his poetics. It’s an example of the way trauma 

manifests in black art as “a perpetual cutting,” as Moten puts it, “a constancy of expansive and 

enfolding rupture and wound” (Black and Blur ix). Césaire does this by describing literal bodies, 

but also myriad metaphors that stand in for the body, such as the land, the town, and even 

water. His language of the wounded flesh is constantly on the run, shuttling between 

metaphors and allusions. Take for instance the poem’s third stanza: 

At the end of daybreak, the extreme, deceptive desolate eschar [eschare] on the wound 
[blessure] of the waters; the martyrs who do not bear witness; the flowers of blood that 
fade and scatter in the useless wind like the screeches of babbling parrots; an aged 
[vieille] life mendaciously smiling, its lips opened by disaffected agonies; an aged 
poverty [misère] rotting [pourrissant] under the sun, silently; an aged silence bursting 
with tepid pustules [pustules tièdes]…. (8) 

 

The eschar, wound, blood, lips, and pustules certainly all evoke images of life—whether 

human or animal—but the strongest collected sense from these nouns is an allusion to the 

human body. A body whose attributes are not merely described, but enumerated, as if the 
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stanza were a catalogue of its attributes. Within the catalogue of this metaphorically distributed 

body, we find a phenomenological sense of time. The first clause here appears to occupy a 

suspended moment in time in its verblessness, yet the Latin-derived “eschar”—a dry, dark scab 

on the skin—implies a passage of time, that the “wound” has eroded the body (here, the body 

as water), and that healing is far from guaranteed, given the epithets “deceptive” and 

“desolate.” “Rotting” carries with it a phenomenological sense of festering flesh, of time 

deepening the wound further and further. As does the phrase “tepid pustule,” with pus 

accumulating over time, filling a blister in the flesh to its breaking point. And the sense of 

corporeal decay deepens further in the last three clauses through anaphora (“an aged”) and the 

sense of continual action in the gerunds “rotting” and “bursting.” In just one stanza, Césaire 

creates a network of bodily metaphors—the body of water, of a smiling person, of poverty and 

silence personified—all of which bear a certain hieroglyphics of violence. Time courses through 

the collective flesh of these bodies—the collectivity that is the “paraontology,” or the 

“vestibule,” of blackness—as a kind of wasting away, as if time itself were the instrument of 

violence making the wound that continually eats away at life.  

The wounded flesh and its phenomenological temporality are sprawling in the Cahier, 

with the body effectively migrating across the text from metaphor to metaphor. Perhaps the 

two most persistent bodily metaphors, however, are the “town” and the “land.” Particularly in 

the first third of the poem, these two are so entwined as to nearly become a single porous 

metaphor. This entwining begins in the first few pages with the town “sprawled flat”:  

At the end of daybreak, this inert town and its beyond [au-delà] of lepers, of 
consumption, of famines, of fears crouched in the ravines, fears perched in the tree, 
fears dug in the ground, fears adrift in the sky, of piled up fears and their fumaroles of 
anguish. (10) 
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The “inert town and its beyond” take on the debilitation of a formerly healthy, mobile body. 

The terms “lepers,” “consumption,” and “famines” all carry a phenomenological sense of the 

body deteriorating over time: leprosy in its effects on the skin, but also the body’s nervous 

system; consumption, another term for tuberculosis, damaging the respiratory system; and 

“famine” as a kind of extreme temporal elongation of hunger and malnutrition that erodes the 

body like a festering internal wound. And the repetition of “fear” here almost seems like a 

material extension of the town’s corporeal maladies, as if it were a wounded limb or even a 

bodily pathogen merging with and infecting the surrounding ravines, trees, ground, and sky. 

With the metaphor of the body effectively fused to the environment, the “morne”—doubling as 

the Antillean French term for “hill,” but also, aptly, as the French adjective meaning “bleak” or 

“dismal”—becomes the next prominent corporeal metaphor: “its malarial [impaludé] blood 

routs [met en déroute] the sun with its overheated pulse…slowly vomiting out its human 

fatigue, the morne alone and its blood shed, the morne and its bandages [pansements] of shade, 

the morne and its ditches of fear, the morne and its great hands of wind” (10-11). The morne—

repeated similarly to “fear” above—takes on the explicit bodily elements of hands, blood, and 

fatigue. Disease courses through the blood of the morne-body, spreading throughout over time. 

The flesh of the morne has been wounded and the passing of time has brought the shedding of 

blood and a bandaging, in a seemingly futile effort to stop the bleeding. The town, land, and 

different parts of the surrounding environment take on attributes of the wounded body, a body 

slowly wasting away as time elapses. Césaire’s aesthetic opens us not to a static account of the 

hieroglyphics of the flesh, but to a phenomenological account of those woundings and 

scarrings as they deepen over time. 
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Along with this sense of phenomenological time, however, is a larger sense of historical 

time in the wound, notably in the poem’s depiction of actual human bodies. Take for instance 

Césaire’s harrowing experiential account of the middle passage:  

I hear [entends] coming up from the hold the enchained curses [malédictions], the gasps 
of the dying, the noise of someone thrown into the sea . . . the baying of a woman in 
labor . . . the scrape of fingernails seeking throats . . . (39) 

 

The sedimented temporality in this passage hinges on the auditory, on what it means “to hear” 

in this instance. The poet-speaker is the one who hears, but what the speaker “hears” is 

centuries removed: these are sounds articulated no later than the 19th century, yet the speaker 

“hears” them from his mid-20th century moment of enunciation. What the speaker hears, then, 

is an audible trace of collective traumatic memory. Césaire’s diction makes this clear: the 

chosen verb “to hear” (entendre) simply indicates the ear’s perception of a sound, whereas the 

verb “to listen” (écouter) would have implied a more active attention to sound by the listener. 

The latter, we might say, implies a subject moving toward (listening for) the sound-object, 

while the former implies the sound-object, as it were, moving toward the subject. Césaire’s use 

of entendre, then, signifies an unexpected sound, one that rises up spectrally from another’s past 

to rupture the speaker’s experience of the lived (sonic) present. It resembles a kind of auditory 

register of the transgenerational transmission of the hieroglyphics of the flesh: “We might well 

ask,” Spillers says, “if this phenomenon of marking and branding actually ‘transfers’ from one 

generation to another” (207). It also recalls Maria Torok’s idea of the “phantom”: a “haunting” 

that is “alien to the subject that harbors it” because it’s been passed unconsciously from 

generation to generation, often “tak[ing] the form of an impediment to the subject’s instinctual 

life” (181).  
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But crucially, history in these auditory traces erupts into the speaker’s present not as a 

static event, but as phenomenal unfolding. He hears the undulating sounds of his ancestors’ 

wounding: their chains repeatedly clanking against the steps, the pulse of their final heaving 

breaths, the water that rises and splashes as their bodies hit the sea. All of these spectral sonic 

traces are overlaid, swirling in the speaker’s consciousness. And all of these phenomenological 

layers are further sedimented by the durée of historical time. Moreover, in this passage Césaire 

has buried these bodies under multiple layers of sensorial distance from the reader: the sound of 

the body instantiates the materiality of the body, but that sound is registered lexically on the 

page. Instead of silencing these bodies, however, this threat of (historical) erasure produces the 

opposite effect: it raises the flesh to the fore of the reader’s consciousness, vividly rendering the 

image of what Spillers so graphically describes as the “lacerations, woundings, and fissures” 

inscribed onto black flesh. The body’s absence, in this instance, marks its arresting and 

haunting presence.  

Before turning to Césaire’s pivot from this temporally deepening wound to 

anticipatory desire, I briefly want to turn to one of the more famous literal bodies in the poem: 

the tramway nègre. The descriptive account of this figure marks what Gregson Davis calls the 

poem’s “nadir of being,” the lowest point of the speaker’s self-loathing and accountings of 

black subjection before the poem shifts to a sense of profound humility, acceptance, and 

utopian desire (45). The speaker, looking back on his time in metropolitan France, remembers 

with “cowardice” his loathsome appraisal of a “pongo”-looking nègre with “gigantic legs” 

sitting in a streetcar:  

His nose which looked like a drifting peninsula and even his négritude discolored 
as a result of untiring tawing [mégie]. And the tawer was Poverty [Misère].…  
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He was a gangly nègre without rhythm or measure.  
A nègre whose eyes rolled a bloodshot weariness.… 
Poverty, without any question, had knocked itself out to finish him off. 
It had dug [creusé] the socket, had painted it with a rouge of dust mixed with 
rheum. 
 
It had stretched [tendu] an empty space between the solid hinge of the jaw and 

bone of an old tarnished [décatie] cheek. Had planted over it the shiny stakes of a two- 
or three-day beard. Had panicked [affolé] his heart, bent [voûté] his back. (40-41) 

 

Time can be measured on this body, I argue, both phenomenologically and historically. 

Poverty, here, has wounded the body: it has incrementally eroded tissue, muscle, and bone, but 

this incrementalism has clearly taken place over the decades of this man’s life. In this brief 

passage, in other words, Césaire demonstrates how the micro-intervals of phenomenological 

time expand into the larger intervals of “historical time.” He shows that the two are one and 

the same, that it merely depends on where we demarcate the intervals in the perpetually 

expanding structure we call “time.” As time has accumulated from moment-to-moment, day-

to-day, year-to-year, Poverty has “dug” at this body, “stretched” it, “tarnished” it, “bent” it, 

“panicked” it. The tramway nègre’s skin has been worked over, or “tawed,” like a piece of 

leather that is softened and rendered pliable through repeated beatings. Between the 

purposeful capitalization of “Misère” (as if it were a given name) and the term’s personification 

(as if it were enacting violence), Césaire effectively transforms the term into a kind of slave 

driver figure who has steadily beaten and devastated this black body over years, ceaselessly 

deepening the wounds in its flesh. 

 Wounding in Césaire’s Cahier, as these examples indicate, is sprawling. It moves 

stealthily among different literal black bodies and different metaphors, sometimes in such a 

subtle and transient way as to be unrecognizable. Césaire’s wounded body, we might say, is a 
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fugitive figure in itself, shuttling in and out of the literal and figurative, never settling into a 

single figuration, always moving from one to the next in an unpredictable projection. While 

one can read the poem’s language of the body as revealing a multitude of singular bodies, there 

is a way, I argue, to read the many literal and figurative references the body cumulatively, as if 

every time we encounter a trace of the human body in the text each of those traces adds on to 

those that precede it, forming a simultaneously collective and singular image of the wounded 

black body, one that constantly changes shape. Shape shifting, as it were, to evade recognition, 

to fugitively elude those institutions and ideologies that have instantiated those centuries-long 

wounds. “The whip,” Césaire writes late in the poem, “argued with the bombilation of the flies 

over the sugary dew of our wounds” (66, my emphasis). Césaire’s wound is a collective wound, 

a shared marking that constitutes the vestibularity of black social life. And as this fugitive 

wounded body moves about, changing its guise in every stanza, the wound itself continually 

deepens in time. Historical and phenomenological time overlay in the wound, creating a kind 

of temporal sedimentation that pushes the cut further into the flesh. The deeper the cut—in 

time and in the flesh—the greater the sense of solidarity, of being-with, among the Cahier’s 

many bodies, and the more, too, these traces of the body accumulate to constitute an ever-

transforming single being. It is this wounded collectivity that looks outward toward utopia. 

From this multifarious wounded body emerges a desire for new life. 

Fugitive bodies 

This wounding reaches a critical juncture a third of the way through the poem. “By a 

sudden and beneficent inner revolution,” the speaker says, “I now honor my repugnant 

ugliness” (37). Césaire shifts from the catalogue of negative tropes of blackness to an effusive 
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sense of humility and outward vision. Instead of disavowing the wound he has spent so many 

stanzas excavating, he embraces it: “I accept . . . totally, without reservation . . . my race that no 

ablution of hyssop mixed with lilies could purify / my race pitted with blemishes” (52). With 

the speech act “I accept,” the “blemishes” on this body effectively become generative. 

Historical debilitation becomes potentiality for new life, and the deepening of time in the 

wound becomes a resource for anticipatory desire. The “vestibularity” of blackness is now 

directed outward. 

We find this reconfigured wound throughout the Cahier’s final two-thirds, and indeed, 

throughout Césaire’s oeuvre. The corporeal metaphor of the “land”—earlier in the poem 

described as “malarial” and “hideous”—becomes an affirmative trope of deepening 

rootedness: “[my négritude] plunges into the red flesh of the earth” (47). Even the term 

“wound” becomes generative: “And be the tree of our hands! / it turns, for all, the wounds 

[blessures] cut in its trunk / the earth works for all” (50). The wounded tree-body, here, as 

Abiola Irele notes, is a reference to the rubber tree: “Just as some plants…thrive on incisions 

made to their trunk to produce sap, so the black race is seen as having derived spiritual benefit 

from its painful historical experience” (Césaire [2000], 123). But, I contend, it is not merely 

“spiritual benefit” that the wound produces. It also generates a sense of outward desire, a kind 

of utopian anticipatory desire for disalienated life. We glimpse this desire in Césaire’s 

anticolonial treatise Discours sur le colonialisme, the final lines of which suggest that “salvation” 

can only come from the proletariat’s “flesh,” since in its “flesh it suffers from all the evils of 

history” (74). And in Césaire’s play Une Saison au Congo, Lumumba makes the wound’s 

transformation explicit: “Comrades and brothers in combat, may all our wounds be 
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transformed into udders [en mamelle]!” (1126). In this latter instance, the wound becomes a 

source of nourishment, a living organ from which to gather strength to move forward. In both 

these instances the wounded flesh takes on a proleptic function. For neither describes the 

realization of that utopian moment, but its anticipation. “Salvation” must be sought and 

anticipated. And the “udder” is that which propels one toward utopia; it’s not the end in itself. 

The Cahier, I suggest, is similarly proleptic. Like these other instances, the wound “open[s] up 

imaginative worlds,” as Francesca Royster frames the work of fugitivity (Royster 9). The 

poem’s anticipation of a new form of being emerges from the wounded body itself. 

The most basic formation of this corporeal anticipation in the Cahier, its “zero degree,” 

as it were, is a pervasive discourse on hunger. Indeed this discourse is not unlike Ernst Bloch’s 

own discourse on satiation in volume one of The Principle of Hope. In the context of his larger 

critique of psychoanalysis, Bloch suggests that what he calls the “self-preservation drive”—

hunger being its “most obvious expression”—is the “most universal” among the drives, 

including the libido (67). The crucial connection to Césaire, however, is the relation Bloch 

establishes between this fundamental drive and utopia: 

The self-preservation drive ultimately means the appetite to hold ready more 
appropriate and more authentic states for our unfolding self, unfolding only in and as 
solidarity…. Our self always remains, with its hunger and the variable extensions of 
this hunger, still open, moved, extending itself. (69) 

 

Hunger, in other words, is that which reaches out toward fulfillment. It’s a physiological drive 

toward satiation and nourishment, but this also clearly enacts a psychological desire for Bloch. 

And he understands both of these registers phenomenologically. Hunger “unfolds,” it “extends 

itself” in a kind of outward projection seeking that ideal physical and affective state. 

Furthermore, Bloch’s self-preservation drive is a collective one, implying that true satiation 
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cannot be attained in isolation. Like Césaire’s Cahier, Bloch’s notion of hunger (and indeed his 

larger utopian project), is about disalienation, attaining one’s authentic self and being-in-the-

world. And similar to Césaire, Bloch is unequivocal that this most fundamental of drives 

emerges from the materiality of the body: “The drive-instinct belongs to the economy of the 

individual body and is employed in so far as it belongs to it, in so far as the body does its 

business, fleeing from what damages it, searching for what preserves it” (49). The Cahier, at its 

most elemental level, is concerned with this very idea of the body “fleeing from what damages 

it, searching for what preserves it.”  

A discourse on self-preservation commences on the very first page of Césaire’s Cahier, 

and is woven in and among the poet’s discourse of wounding and devastation. Like Bloch, 

Césaire’s primary mode of the self-preservation drive is “hunger.” And, perhaps 

unsurprisingly, the poet’s ascription of hunger shuttles between a literal human hunger and a 

metaphorical hunger of the land:  

for his voice gets lost in the swamp of hunger, 
and there is nothing, really nothing to squeeze out of this little brat, 
other than a hunger which can no longer climb to the rigging of his voice, 
a sluggish flabby hunger, 
a hunger buried in the depth of the Hunger of this famished morne (12) 
 

The “hunger” in this stanza is clearly embedded in the collective wounded body that Césaire 

spends much of the poem exploring. Here we do not get the outright utopian sensibility from 

the term that we find in Bloch’s theory of hunger. Instead, we get the sense that the hunger (of 

the child and the morne) is so longstanding that it threatens to deepen into starvation. The 

hunger is inarticulable, “sluggish,” and “can no longer climb.” But, I want to suggest, there is 

still an outward projection toward satiation in Césaire’s use of the term—however faint it may 
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be—particularly since he explicitly uses “starvation” elsewhere to articulate a kind of temporal 

elongation of hunger such that the body has begun to waste away. Starvation, in those 

instances, is akin to the sedimented wound discussed above. But hunger, in this passage, still 

implies an anticipation of the phenomenological moment of satiation; there still remains a 

desire for the possibility of relief. The use of “famished” in the last line and the capitalization of 

“Hunger,” however, imply that the “opening” Bloch attributes to the self-preservation drive 

threatens to close.  

Just when it seems the speaker has succumbed to nihilism, that “hunger” has deepened 

into “famine” and “starvation,” Christmas brings relief. These few stanzas are like a utopian 

island in this early part of the Cahier. They are ecstatic, hopeful, and filled with food, drink, and 

collective belonging: 

It had come in, Christmas did, with a tingling of desires, a thirst for new 
tenderness.... At evening an unimposing little church, which would benevolently make 
room for the laughter, the whispers, the secrets…and the street is deserted, and the 
village turns into a bouquet of singing, and you are cozy in there, and you eat good, 
and you drink hearty and there are blood sausages…and steaming coffee and sugared 
anise and milk punch, and the liquid sun of rums, and all sorts of good things which 
drive your taste buds wild or distill them to the point of ecstasy or cocoon them with 
fragrances, and you laugh, and you sing.… And not only do the mouths sing, but the 
hands, the feet, the buttocks, the genitals, and your entire being liquefies into sounds, 
voices, and rhythm.  

At the peak of its ascent, joy bursts like a cloud. The songs don’t stop, but roll now 
anxious and heavy through the valleys of fear, the tunnels of anguish and the fires of 
hell. (15-16) 

 

Hunger and the “thirst for new tenderness” are momentarily sated here. Christmas provides 

temporary relief from the traumas of poverty and history, like a kind of manufactured utopia, 

attainable but not sustainable. The sensorium enables the village’s annual collective escape: the 

taste and smell of the most decadent food and drink, the sounds of laughter and singing 
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constituting what Damien Sojoyner calls fugitivity’s all-too-ephemeral “alternative social 

vision” (531). This multisensory satiation courses phenomenologically through the body, 

“liquefying” one’s “entire being,” until Christmas vanishes as quickly as it came. The “joy 

bursts,” anxiety and fear return as the sight of ecstasy’s end nears. Césaire then proceeds with 

his catalogue of the “town sprawled flat.”  

The terms “hunger” and “thirst” continue to appear intermittently throughout the rest 

of the poem, scattered across Césaire’s accounts of historical trauma and utopian longing. The 

implicit desire of these terms accumulates, creating a persistent fugitive desire “to imagine an 

otherwise that remains open to possibility,” taking flight from the sufferings of the body 

(Green-Simms 12). By the time we arrive at the “acceptance” section of the Cahier, however, 

“hunger” and “thirst” are directed toward a deeper utopian vision: 

…what I want 
is for universal hunger 
for universal thirst 
 
to summon it to generate, 
free at last from its intimate closeness 
the succulence of fruit. (50) 

 

Here “hunger” and “thirst” resemble more closely Bloch’s self-preservation drive, the “appetite 

to hold ready more appropriate and more authentic states for our unfolding self.” These terms 

for Césaire are expansive, generative, searching outward for an all-encompassing idea of 

freedom. Indeed, hunger is the most basic utopian impulse in the Cahier, one that emerges from 

deep within the wounded body. Hunger in the poem may seem faint at times, satiation may 

seem like a temporary escape in the Christmas episode, but the self-preservation drive is 

undoubtedly the foundation of the anticipatory temporality in the poem. It is the bedrock of 
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Césaire’s formation of fugitive time, that desire to rid the body of traumatic debilitation, where 

the dream of the “succulence of fruit” lies not in an expansive, determinate future, but in the 

“intimate closeness” of the phenomenological moment just prior to the now, when relief may at 

last visit the body.  

Hunger, however, is only the prelude to a pervasive feeling of phenomenological 

becoming in the Cahier’s language of the body. Here I want to draw a direct connection 

between the outward orientation of “hunger” in the poem, and the myriad other instances in 

which we find an analogous sense of growth, expansion, and outward movement located in the 

body. Like the wounded body, these latter instances of becoming are inscribed across a series of 

bodily metaphors, many of which, in one way or another, relate to the environment. It is as if 

the continual movement and growth of nature were superimposed onto the body itself, 

undergirding the force and pulse of the body’s expansion. The previously mentioned Congo 

section is exemplary:  

From staring too long at the trees I have become [je suis devenu] a tree and my long feet 
have dug [ont creusé] in the earth large venom sacs high cities of bone 
from brooding too long on the Congo 
I have become a Congo resounding [bruissant] with forests and rivers… 
where the water goes [fait]  
likouala-likouala (28) 

 

The verbs in the past perfect signify ontological transformations that have already taken place, 

yet movement and expansion continue. Through sight and contemplation, the speaker has 

“become” a tree and a Congo. The feet of this tree-body have “dug” into the earth in search of 

racination. The Congo-body assumes an explicitly open temporality of continual expansion in 

the use of the gerund (“resounding”) and the present tense (“goes”). Césaire creates an 

evocative image of the Congo River tributary coursing through its path in space and time—a 
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coursing evident in the rhythmic onomatopoeia “likouala-likouala.” The shape shifting body in 

this stanza is not debilitated or wounded. It has expanded into perpetually flowing water, into 

a tree growing downward into the earth and upward into the cosmos. Indeed the image of a 

growing tree-body is a persistent one in Césaire’s poetics. In the epigraph from the poem 

“Corps Perdu” that opens this chapter, the tree-body “splatters the sky” and “commands the 

islands to be.” Likewise, in his poem “Les pur-sang,” the speaker “grow[s] like a plant / 

remorseless and unwarped / toward the ungnarled hours of day / pure and confidant as a 

plant” (Collected Poetry 103). Even amid his catalogue of devastation in the poem, the elements 

of nature remain rich fodder through which Césaire articulates a vital body. One expanding, 

and frequently, lunging toward new life, “work[ing] beyond oneself,” as Nathaniel Mackey 

describes the fugitive impulse of duende, or “soulfulness,” in Andalusian aesthetic traditions 

(“Cante Moro” 186). 

One of the richest instances of corporeal becoming in the Cahier comes toward its 

conclusion, when the speaker takes to prayer to address his desire for a new form of being. The 

body in this sequence transforms into a pirogue, an Antillean dugout canoe, cutting through 

the sea: 

Grant me [donnez-moi] on this diverse ocean 
the obstinacy of the proud pirogue 
and its marine vigor. 
See it advance rising and falling on the pulverized wave… 
the pirogue rears under the attack of the swells, deviates for an instant, 
tries to escape, but the paddle’s rough caress turns it,  
then it charges, a shudder runs along the wave’s spine, 
the sea slobbers and rumbles 
the pirogue like a sleigh glides onto the sand. 
 

At the end of daybreak, my virile prayer: 
Grant me pirogue muscles on this raging sea (51-52) 
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Here the materiality of the pirogue is directly superimposed onto the body. The speaker 

requests the pirogue’s “obstinacy” and “vigor” in these first lines, and its “muscles” in the 

final, initiating its metamorphosis. Outward movement and expansiveness are unequivocal in 

the present and infinitive verbs: the pirogue-body “advances” through the water; it “deviates” 

and “escapes,” moving in and out of the undulating waves; its limb-like paddle “caresses” and 

cuts in; the vessel finally “glides” onto the shore. With grace and ferocity, the body in this 

metaphor embarks upon a quest for relief, constantly battling against that which threatens to 

efface it. The pirogue’s phenomenological movement through the sea is akin to the wounded 

body’s phenomenological search for release from moment to moment, from breath to breath, its 

perpetual drive outward toward a calmer, freer world. Bloch’s notion of the “self-preservation 

drive” remains apt, that desire for “more authentic states for our unfolding self.” But, as the 

metaphor indicates, the body’s journey is not straight or future-oriented. Reaching those 

utopian shores, wherever and whenever they may be, is far from guaranteed, requiring 

constant deviations and tactics of escape that may spin one in circles before a way out is found. 

“The epic journey of the vessel over the tumultuous sea,” Gregson Davis suggests, “becomes a 

metaphor for the poem’s course of self-discovery, with its uneven, spasmodic, progress, 

temporary setbacks, twists and turns, divagations” (55). The vessel’s journey also coincides 

with the body’s journey toward disalienation, as the body invents a practice of anti-linear 

“tactics of evasion,” moving toward fugitivity’s “placeless horizon,” lunging toward the 

promise of relief (Copeland 150, 138). 

Another crucial way in which Césaire’s anticipatory poetics of the body surfaces is 

through literal reproduction. Césaire’s bodies are often sexed and stitched into a reproductive 
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discourse that implies a desire for generational expansion. In contrast to the poem’s actual 

representation of children, who are often consumed by the woundedness of blackness, these 

moments of birth and sex are proleptic in the Cahier, as if in anticipation of a (literal) new being 

that bears less of the physical and affective burden of trauma. The figure of the (implied) child, 

in other words, represents that phenomenological unburdening of the body that distinguishes 

Césaire’s version of fugitive time. The child, in a way, signifies a kind of utopian desire for a 

break in Spillers’s notion of the intergenerational transmission of trauma (the “hieroglyphics of 

the flesh”). The descendent assumes the strength and generativity of the historical wound, 

without—or perhaps with less of—the traumatic weight of direct and continued subjection, 

similar to Nicolas Abraham’s understanding of how trauma, what he calls the “phantom 

effect,” “progressively fades during its transmission from one generation to the next (Abraham 

176). But as I’ll show below, what most distinguishes Césaire’s reproductive aesthetic is the flux 

between normative and non-normative sexual formations, and the temporality generated by 

this flux. The unexpected fluctuation of reproductive roles and sexually specific physiology 

throughout the poem produces a utopian structure of time that cuts against linearity, creating a 

kind of alternative temporality of and begat by queerness, akin to the theories of time found in 

the work of José Muñoz and other queer theorists in the last few decades. My interest in 

reproductivity and the figure of the descendent in the Cahier, then, has to do with how Césaire 

restructures heteronormative sexuality, in turn creating a distinct valence of his version of 

fugitive time.  

Perhaps the most conspicuous images of sexual specificity in the poem, however, are 

its seemingly normative tropes of masculinity and femininity. Take for instance the second 
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stanza of the speaker’s “prayer” discussed above: “and here at the end of this daybreak my 

virile prayer / … / make me into a man of meditation / but also make me into a man of 

germination [ensemencement] / make me into the executor of these lofty works / the time has 

come to gird one’s loins like a brave man” (49). To be sure, “virility” and “germination” imply 

a certain heteronormative articulation of the masculine, as do the connotations of power and 

dominance in the man’s role as the producer, or “executor,” of that which is generated. 

Elsewhere Césaire gestures toward analogous reproductive roles: “and you star please from 

your luminous foundation draw lemurian being of man’s unfathomable sperm the yet undared 

form / that the trembling woman’s body carries such an ore!” (46). Here, again, the masculine 

sperm produces the “undared form,” and the woman brings that “germination” to fruition. On 

numerous occasions Césaire’s reproductive imagery appears decidedly normative. Man plays 

the role of the sower, woman plays the role of gestator, and together they produce a kind of 

heteronormatively generated utopian being. 

But these normative articulations are frequently juxtaposed with others that are clearly 

not. Césaire’s expression of sexual difference in fact often resembles his approach to the poetic 

image: “A can be not-A,” which in turn produces “strange cities, extraordinary landscapes, 

worlds that are twisted, crushed, torn apart” (“Poésie” 166-167, 169). The poet at times turns 

sexual specificity on its head, “twisting” and “tearing apart” normative formations with his 

négritude-surrealist aesthetic. Alongside Césaire’s heteronormativity, in other words, is a kind 

of queer aesthetic, a non-normative sexuality, a break from heterosexual reproductivity. Take 

for example these lines at the end of the poem’s catalogue of black pathology: “I am forcing the 

vitelline membrane that separates me from myself / I am forcing the great waters which girdle 
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[ceinturent] me with blood” (34). In the first person, the speaker—understood to be male in the 

poem—wills his own (re)birth, “forcing” the protective layer of his womb to break. 

Disalienation becomes a literal act of generating a new being from his own body, a being at 

once self and other. Similar to his poetic image contortions, here Césaire produces a “strange” 

and “twisted” image. Its queerness lies in its simultaneous singularity and multiplicity, and in 

the seemingly autonomous reproductive role assumed by the masculine. And indeed there is a 

temporality of emergence in this short passage, primarily in the verbs “to force” and “to 

separate,” but also the flow of the “great waters.” This flowing bloody water refers to the water 

that “breaks” at the start of labor, but it also recalls, as Abiola Irele rightly suggests, the waters 

of the Atlantic forcibly crossed by the poet’s ancestors (Césaire, Cahier [2000] 91). Indeed this 

child is a fugitive figure in these waters: he “forces” against the waters, striving to escape them, 

but the waters consume and “girdle” him as if his very being depended on that girdling—a 

position analogous to what Tina Campt identifies as the fugitive desire to create “new 

possibilities for living lives that refuse the regulatory regime from which they could not be 

removed” (“Black Feminist”). This is a queer fugitivity that emerges from Césaire’s négritude 

aesthetic. 

This step into queer discourses, I contend, is not at all a detour from Cèsaire’s utopian 

poetics. Queerness, in Césaire’s aesthetic, is another valence of blackness, that paraontology 

that Fred Moten says resides “off to the side of what lies between subjects and objects.” It is 

constitutive of blackness’s vestibularity. Moreover, that Césaire presents normative 

reproductive modalities in addition to queers ones should not be construed as some underlying 

conservatism or contradiction. The two are merely the product of his surrealist-inflected 
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poetics, that aesthetic strategy of building an image only to destroy it, invert it, or reshape it in 

the next stanza, in a constant simultaneous effort to create and take flight from meaning. This 

shuttling between the queer and the normative—otherwise understood as a fugitive evasion of 

recognition and the recognizable—is organic to his négritude poetics. And indeed in all of 

Césaire’s reproductive images, whether normative or queer, the resultant new (black) life is the 

progeny of the wounded body. The Cahier’s discourse on reproduction is pivotal to Césaire’s 

larger anticipatory sensibility that emerges from that wound, that pervasive desire structured 

by that Blochian drive toward self-preservation. 

Another salient instance of Césaire’s queer reproductivity comes a few pages later 

when the poet inverts the cosmological signs of the sexes: “let the wolves come who graze 

[pâturent] in the untamed orifices of the body at the hour when my moon and your sun meet at 

the ecliptic inn” (45). For critic Lilian Pestre de Almeida, both the moon and the sun in this 

instance correspond to both sexes, instead of the typical masculine-sun and feminine-moon 

associations. The two androgynous beings then combine in the eclipse: “The end of the eclipse 

is the liberation,” Pestre de Almeida suggests, “they make love, the one devouring the other, 

giving birth [enfantent]” (97). Here, as in the prior self-birthing passage, Césaire’s surrealist-

inflected reproductive mode not only indicates a newly generated being, it also gestures to a 

kind of alternative experience of time, a proleptic temporality that moves against teleological 

expectations. These moments in the Cahier recall José Muñoz’s characterization of queerness as 

utopian horizon and potentiality, as “that thing that allows us to see that this world is not 

enough” (Cruising 1). The temporality of queerness, he proposes, sees beyond a present 

“impoverished and toxic for queers and other people who do not feel the privilege of 
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majoritarian belonging, normative tastes, and ‘rational’ expectations” (27). The reproductive 

temporality of Césaire’s self-birthing and androgynous sex images disrupts what Muñoz calls 

“straight time,” the time of progress and linearity, of “reproductive majoritarian 

heterosexuality,” the time of “the state refurbishing its ranks through overt and subsidized acts 

of reproduction” (22). Straight time, in other words, is the time of the state apparatus that 

inscribes the wound on the flesh of blackness. It’s a temporality enforced by those authorities of 

the state that Spillers identifies in “Mama’s Baby”: the “judges, attorneys, ‘owners,’ 

‘souldrivers,’ ‘overseers,’ and ‘men of God,’” operating under “a protocol of ‘search and 

destroy’” (207). The poet’s queer fugitive time takes flight from straight time’s privileging of 

whiteness and heterosexuality, with their “normal” bodies and desires that remain sanctioned 

by the state. 

The figure of the child in these queer passages of the Cahier indeed poses a curious 

question about time. My reading recalls Lee Edelman’s critique of “the Child” as the image, or 

“telos,” that regulates a certain heterosexual reproductive futurity, the hope for a coming 

normative collectivity. He suggests that rather than contest the role of negation imposed on 

queerness, the queer ought to embrace that negativity, to dissolve the contract for which the 

child stands (No Future 17). Such a break from sociality, he says, “[does] not intend a new 

politics, a better society, a brighter tomorrow, since all of these fantasies reproduce the past, 

through displacement, in the form of the future” (31). Instead queerness ought to embrace the 

“jouissance” of its capacity to undo “fetishistic investments” that perpetuate the 

heteronormative order (25). Edelman’s polemic, in other words, is a kind of antiutopianism, 

one that would appear to push against Aimé Césaire’s reproductive utopianism—even the 
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Cahier’s moments of queer reproductivity. It also, certainly, runs against the relationality and 

open temporality of Muñoz’s queer utopianism. In Muñoz’s extensive engagement with 

Edelman’s No Future, he pushes against Edelman’s refusal of hope, politics, and sociality, even 

if he agrees with much of Edelman’s sentiment against “reproduction as a world-historical 

value” (Muñoz 92). What is most convincing in Muñoz’s counter argument, however, is his 

claim that Edelman’s theory assumes a figure of the child that is “always already white”: “In 

the same way all queers are not the stealth-universal-white-gay-man…all children are not the 

privileged white babies to whom contemporary society caters” (95). Edelman’s framing denies 

a certain historical specificity, Muñoz says, of brownness and blackness—a history in which the 

lives of black and brown children are valued less than those of white children. “The future is 

only the stuff of some kids,” Muñoz maintains, troping on the title of Edelman’s first chapter, 

“The Future is Kid Stuff” (95, my emphasis). Muñoz thus allows us to see that the figure of the 

child in the Cahier—the child of both queer and non-queer reproduction—must be valued. The 

child’s role of connecting generations, of galvanizing black solidarity, of engendering hope for 

the end of violence on the black body, needs to be upheld. 

All of the aforementioned modes of bodily anticipation in the Cahier, including these 

multivalent poetics of sexuality and regeneration, come to a head in the poem’s final pages. The 

feeling of anticipation, of becoming, accelerates in a series of dramatic interrelated images that 

elicit an ecstatic sense of swelling and outward movement. The body lies at the center of these 

final iconic stanzas: 

The old negritude  
progressively cadavers itself [se cadavérise] 
the horizon breaks, recoils and expands 
and through the shredding of clouds the flashing of a sign 
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The slave ship cracks everywhere . . . Its belly convulses and resounds . . . The ghastly 
tapeworm of its cargo gnaws the fetid guts of the strange sucking of the seas! (60-61) 

 

Césaire again disavows the idea of a pathological and subjected blackness with the images of a 

decaying body. But this “cadaverization” is a catalyst for his next move of outward lunging 

toward the “horizon,” that elusive object of desire and anticipation. The slave ship then 

becomes the body that breaks and decays from the inside out. The slaves in the hold—the 

“ghastly tapeworm” of the ship-body—have begun an insurrection. Suddenly, the ship has 

been reconstituted and the cargo takes control:  

the seated négraille 
unexpectedly standing 
standing in the hold… 
standing on the deck… 
standing at the compass 
standing at the map 
standing under the stars 
     standing   
          and 
               free 
and the lustral ship fearlessly advances on the crumbling water. (61-62) 

 

Through the act of raising the body, Césaire transforms the derogatory and derisive “négraille” 

into a term of poise and power.12 Lifting up the body is a critical initial step toward 

reconfiguring the wounded body as generative, outward striving. It is, we might say, a 

fundamental step in that Blochian drive toward self-preservation. But that the négraille’s ship 

continues to “advance on the crumbling water,” like the pirogue battling the current, indicates 

that to be debout is not enough. The horizon demands steadfast pursuance.  

                                                        

12 In addition to including this image of the standing slave in each of the four versions of the Cahier, 
Césaire establishes a similarly liberatory tone using the image of rising debout in his 1953 play Une 
Saison au Congo: “All that is bent will be straightened, all that is / straight will be pulled up / For 
Kongo!” (1127).  
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In the final stanza of the Cahier, the speaker is propelled into the air. The wind enfolds 

the body, galvanizing momentum and strength:  

coil, wind, around my new growth 
light on my cadenced fingers 
to you I surrender my conscience and its fleshly rhythm 
to you I surrender the fire in which my weakness smolders 
to you I surrender the “chain-gang” 
to you the swamps 
to you the non-tourist of the triangular circuit 
devour wind… 
embrace me unto furious us 
embrace, embrace US [NOUS] (64) 

 

The wind consumes the body, pushing it further and further outward, escalating the 

metamorphosis of disalienation. Like the négraille’s act of standing debout and the ship’s 

forward projection, the wind’s thrust can be read temporally, as a kind of acceleration of 

prolepsis. Anaphora (“to you I surrender”) deepens the intensity of anticipation. The speaker 

has taken flight and has demanded that the wind strip his body of the remnants of subjection: 

the “fire” of weakness, the violence of the “chain-gang,” the abyss of the “swamps.” In the 

wind, the self dissolves into the vestibular collective (“US”) that has discarded its imposed 

pathologies. The poem, then, concludes in literal flight: 

Bind [lie] my black [noire] vibration to the very navel of the world 
Bind, bind me, bitter brotherhood 
Then, strangling me with your lasso of stars 
rise [monte], Dove 
rise 
rise 
rise 
I follow you who are imprinted on my ancestral white cornea.  
rise sky licker (65) 

 

The imperative of “bind” and “rise” drives the intensity of flight. The speaker rises and follows 

the dove further and further out in its endless search for relief—a movement indeterminately 
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directed upward and outward, away from the time and place that subjects blackness. The 

dove’s flight is, as Gregson Davis puts it, the “never-quite concluded quest for an authentic 

self” (60). It is, we might say, the experience of black fugitivity as a “dream of an elsewhere,” as 

Saidiya Hartman puts it, creating a “commons,” a sociality among those lunging outward 

(Hartman, Lose 234). Fugitive time is the temporality that structures this “dream of an 

elsewhere,” this “never-quite concluded quest.” Fugitive time is that collective, celebratory 

plunge toward that (un)attainable moment when violence no longer consumes the body.  

By these final lines the pathway of fugitive time has shifted upward and beyond. It’s as 

if the phenomenological micro-interval of fugitive time—that anticipatory desire for the 

moment of bodily relief—has accumulated and fomented to such a degree throughout the 

poem that the underlying trajectory has now launched into the sky, upward into the cosmos. 

Stripping oneself of trauma, it seems, now requires stripping oneself of the earth altogether. 

Disalienated being and collective liberation—the elusive utopian object of fugitive time—still 

lie in that moment when the body and mind have finally found relief, but now that relief is to 

be sought on some other rock in the universe. Aimé Césaire, we might say, ends his poem 

where the avant-garde jazz musician and poet Sun Ra famously begins: with the idea that the 

time and place of black transcendence can only exist in another world, “Beyond the limit of that 

which only always was,” “Other dimensions and planets” (“Some Tomorrow” 343). And like 

Ra, Césaire’s poetics is not about attaining that utopia, but experiencing the vitality of the 

journey, sustaining that imagined outward flight.  
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Césaire’s beyond 

Unlike Sun Ra, however, Césaire had another side to his life’s work that perhaps one 

might not expect of a utopian poet. For nearly five decades, Césaire was the mayor of Fort-de-

France and Martinique’s deputy to the French National Assembly. And he was the central 

figure who led Martinique from colonialism to departmentalism—not national independence. 

The 1946 law Césaire sponsored led to the French West Indies (Martinique, Guadeloupe, 

French Guyana) becoming departments of the French Republic. This then begs the question: 

where do we locate the poet’s transcendent “beyond” in the pragmatism of the career 

politician? How do we reconcile his seemingly assimilationist politics and his radical 

aesthetics? Are the two Césaires incommensurable, or, are they somehow of the same mold? 

That the two sides of Césaire’s professional life operated in tandem only intensifies these 

questions: Césaire repeatedly revised the Cahier throughout his political career; he wrote plays, 

collections of poetry, and his vehemently anticolonial Discours sur le colonialisme all during the 

decades that he traveled between Martinique and Paris as the island’s elected representative. 

One response is to say that Césaire’s political life and his utopian poetics ought to be 

thought of as two sides of the same larger project. “Rather than ask why this incendiary 

anticolonial poet ‘failed’ to demand independence,” Gary Wilder contends, “perhaps we 

should ask why he regarded departmentalization as a creative anticolonial act” (21). In Freedom 

Time, Wilder argues that understanding Césaire’s political life as incommensurate with his 

poetics falsely assumes state sovereignty to be the only possible form of emancipation. Closely 

examining Césaire’s 1946 speeches at the National Assembly, Wilder identifies Césaire’s call for 

departmentalization as an appeal to resurrect the mid-19th century ideas of abolitionist Victor 
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Schoelcher. Like Schoelcher’s demand to free all slaves and make them full citizens of the 

Republic, Césaire sought to make all of France’s overseas territories full departments of France 

with the same laws as the metropole. Like Schoelcher, Césaire sought to close the gap between 

“formal liberty and substantive freedom,” between quasi citizenship and full citizenship (121). 

Césaire, in short, envisioned a radically different nation, a radically different democracy. He 

intended to remake France.  

We know in hindsight, though, that “the spirit of Victor Schoelcher,” as Césaire put it 

1945, didn’t take hold (“Hommage” 229, 234). Césaire’s enthusiasm for departmentalism 

evaporated after the law was passed and it failed to live up to his ideals. Poverty persisted in 

Martinique, and Republican law remained unevenly applied in the Antilles. That notion of true 

freedom, freedom from all forms of subjection, remained out of reach. In the end, Wilder 

insists, Césaire’s “revolutionary poetry [of] interruption, transformation, [and] emergence” 

aligns with his utopian politics. “Césaire’s charged poetic images…demonstrate the 

inextricable relations between concrete, embodied, and worldly dimensions of existence, on the 

one hand, and transcendent or cosmological phenomena, on the other” (131).  

But again, what about the flight-beyond-the-traumas-of-the-earth that so animates his 

poetry? How do those “transcendent” and “cosmological phenomena” figure into 

departmentalization? Are Césaire’s politics and poetics really of the same utopian core? If we 

were to ask Marx, the answer would be clear. “Just when they seem engaged in revolutionizing 

themselves…in creating something entirely new,” Marx writes in The Eighteenth Brumaire, “they 

anxiously conjure up the spirits of the past to their service and borrow from them names, battle 

slogans and costumes in order to present the new scene of world history in this time-honored 
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disguise and this borrowed language.” Only when revolutionaries seek their own contingent 

path “without remembering the old,” Marx says, can they fully chart their course toward 

liberation (Marx 595). The ideologies and circumstances of the past cannot be allowed to shape 

the exigency of the present. At the very least, there is a decided tension between Césaire’s two 

lives, between his donning of Schoelcher’s 19th century clothes and rhetoric, and his desire to 

flee the world.  

Rather than wrangle a speculative solution, I think it’s important to dwell in that 

contradiction and the tension it generates. To recognize that Césaire created these words and 

images charting an escape route from the world that subjects the blackness of his people, while 

he sat in Paris trying to mollify that subjection. We shouldn’t lose sight of the fact that through his 

poetics, Césaire articulates a sentiment not unlike Jared Sexton’s, that “Black life is not lived in 

the world that the world lives in, but it is lived underground, in outer space” (Sexton 28). That 

Césaire’s aesthetics raise “the question of black freedom, desire, and possibility beyond the 

world of the material, the discursive, the physical” (Cervenak 20). It’s the image with which he 

ends the Cahier, the dove rising higher and higher, beckoning the speaker and his people to 

follow it into the sky, chasing their fugitive dreams of another world. The same “fugitive 

spirit,” to use Nathaniel Mackey’s expression, animates “Corps Perdu”: with his “wounded 

and solemn bole,” and the “crazed howling of dogs and horses…thrust[ing] at our fugitive 

heals,” the poem’s speaker “command[s] the islands to be,” generating new life and a new 

world beyond the reaches of that wounding (Mackey, “Other” 55). The tension of Césaire’s 

political pragmatism and his aesthetics, I argue, produces an uncontainable energy akin to that 

which enlivens the anticipatory trajectory of fugitive time. Indeed we might think of his poetic 
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self as fugitively on-the-run from his political self, fleeing from Schoelcher’s unrealized politics 

and the (failure of) departmentalization that kept him rooted in the past, escaping that which 

promised to keep his people grounded—literally—in a world that had deemed them 

discardable for centuries. Perhaps Césaire’s ecstatic poetic self sought to escape the past that 

Marx warned only burdens revolutionary vision. 

To collapse Césaire’s aesthetic utopianism into his politics effaces the messianic core 

that animates that poetics. That dove ushering a people into a new world, that wounded tree-

body willing those islands to be, gesture toward Derrida’s messianic notion of justice-to-come, 

unfolding in a moment “belonging no longer to history,” where “emancipatory promise” 

comes from a “commitment to the event of what is coming, imminence, urgency, demand for 

salvation and for justice beyond the law” (25, 74, 210). Césaire’s images also remind us of 

Bloch’s messianism articulated during the First World War, in which Bloch speaks of a need to 

become open to the “outside,” to maintain the “constant concentration of our waking dream on 

a purer, higher life, on a release from malice, emptiness, death and enigma,” awaiting the 

“crystalline heaven of renewed reality” (Spirit 171). Crucially, though, Césaire’s messianic 

release cannot be found in the future. The new world that the Cahier’s dove seeks is not an 

earthly, future world constituted by the ideologies, laws, and institutions we know, but an 

outside-world to come, à-venir, the utopian world that arrives in the coming phenomenological 

now-moment that cannot but be imagined and lived in advance, the imminent world that has 

no particular location in time or space other than when and where pain disappears from the 

body and mind of blackness.  
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This is Aimé Césaire’s fugitive time. The Cahier’s excavated traumatic histories, its 

unraveled ideologies, its contorted meanings and images constitute the poet’s singular version 

of this distinctly black experience of time. Césaire indexes this temporal experience in the 

materiality of the body, accounting for history’s deepening wounds in the flesh of blackness, 

and the black body’s endless search for release. His formation of fugitive time begins at that 

microcosmic level, where desire for release accumulates and swells in the flesh, the body 

ultimately bursting in flight toward the sky, fleeing into the cosmos, all in the name of an as-

yet-unrealized liberation. Like each artist considered in this dissertation, Césaire’s wound-less 

alterworld doesn’t ever come true. His utopia lies in the ecstasy of dwelling-in-prolepsis, in the 

pursuance of the continually receding horizon, in the anticipation of the world that is always 

one moment, one breath, to come. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Anachronic Ease 

 

You got to love it. This flesh I’m talking about here. Flesh that needs to be loved. Feet 
that need to rest and to dance; backs that need support; shoulders that need arms, 
strong arms I’m telling you. And O my people, out yonder, hear me, they do not love 
your neck unnoosed and straight. So love your neck; put a hand on it, grace it, stroke 
it and hold it up. 

 
       Toni Morrison, Beloved 

 

The Clearing, for Baby Suggs, is a threshold to another world. Beyond the world that for 

centuries has used, excluded, and discarded the flesh of blackness at whim. In that iconic scene in 

Toni Morrison’s Beloved, set in that “wide-open place cut deep in the woods,” Suggs pleads with 

her fellow former slaves to taste the outside of subjection. “She told them that the only grace that 

they could have was the grace they could imagine” (103). From the neck, to the eyes, to the face, 

to the skin, Suggs implores her intimate group of men, women, and children to imagine how it 

might feel to inhabit a renewed body and being-in-the-world, escaping those ever-searing, ever-

recurring wounds. This affective lunging out toward that moment when peace at last saturates 

mind and body is not at all uncommon in Morrison’s work, particularly her early novels. The 

author’s intimations of this “imagined grace” represent, I contend, her iteration of fugitive time—

the Morrisonian mode of that phenomenological desire, from moment to moment, breath to 

breath, to escape the interpellation that imposes nonbeing on blackness, enacting what Nathaniel 

Mackey calls black life’s fugitive “inner divergence from outward adversity” that “registers a 

need for a new world” (Mackey, “Other” 54-55, 59). 
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In The Bluest Eye (1970), Sula (1973), and Beloved (1987), Morrison in fact gives a distinct 

name to this desired state of being for which so many of her characters yearn: easefulness. In the 

dozen or so times she uses it in these novels—mostly as verb or adjective—there is a sense of 

bodily relief and comfort that corresponds to a similarly relieving and comforting affective state. 

Take, for instance, an early use of the term in Bluest when Pauline recalls the circumstances of 

Pecola’s birth: “I went to the hospital when my time come. So I could be easeful. I didn’t want to 

have it at home like I done with the boy” (124). Given the context of labor, the first person 

singular is very much a bodily “I” that seeks ease, though an attendant affective register is 

evident. Indeed this passage tells us just as much about the comfort Pauline had hoped to find in 

the clinical hospital setting as it does about the apparent dis-ease she experiences at home. 

Another clarifying use of the term comes just a few pages later in the chapter detailing Cholly’s 

backstory, when the narrator describes the arduous lives lived by a group of elderly women: 

“Squatting in a cane field, stopping in a cotton field, kneeling by a river bank, they had carried 

the world on their heads…. With relief they wrapped their heads in rags, and their breasts in 

flannel; eased their feet into felt (139).” At last granted release in old age, these women calmly, 

painlessly, “eased” their feet into the soft fabric. Here “with relief” modifies both the “wrapping” 

and “easing,” making it clear that it’s the body that finds relief, but that there’s an accompanying 

affective lightness and comfort.  

Importantly, without much change in meaning, the term appears fleetingly in the first 

section of Beloved, after Beloved has walked out of the river and into 124 Bluestone Road: 

“Beloved looked at the sweet bread in Denver’s hands and Denver held it out to her. She smiled 

then and Denver’s heart stopped bouncing and sat down—relieved and easeful like a traveler 
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who had made it home” (66). In this case the sweet bread is the object that creates a smile in one 

person, which in turn establishes ease in another. Significantly, “relief” and “ease”—paired again 

as in the earlier Bluest example—are associated with the “heart,” which here carries just as much 

of a bodily connotation as it does an affective one. The simile likening “ease” with “home” also 

expands the term to include presumed notions of familiarity, assurance, and safety. 

I begin with these readings to demonstrate just how critical—and subtle—this term is in 

Morrison’s early novels, and all the more so because she uses it so sparingly. When “ease” does 

manifest, there’s an immediate calming effect in the narrative tone as each signals the idea of, and 

often the desire for, some hard-earned, peaceful state of being. Depending on the context, the 

term can connote a range of meanings, such as safety, love, relief, and peace, but also personal 

autonomy and self-knowledge. For male and female characters alike, it can signify a physical 

sense of release, but it can also approximate the affective force that Audre Lorde attributes to the 

“erotic”: “the assertion of the lifeforce of women,” the refusal to be “satisfied with suffering and 

self-negation,” “the nurturer of all our deepest knowledge” that “flows through and colors my 

life with a kind of energy that heightens and sensitizes and strengthens all my experience” 

(“Uses” 55-58).  

In this chapter my interest lies primarily in Morrison’s frequent allusions to the corporeal 

and affective registers of easefulness, rather than the few times she explicitly uses the term. In 

such cases, safety, love, strength, and peace, in both mind and body, are very much evident, 

either as they manifest in one’s memory or one’s sense of the present. Baby Suggs’s repeated 

command to her peers in the Clearing to “love” their wounded flesh—“Love it. Love it hard. 

Yonder they do not love your flesh.”—is her way of ushering them toward a kind of ease (103). 
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There’s also the moment in Beloved when Sethe recalls how Suggs implored her to “Lay em down, 

sword and shield”: “Under the pressing fingers and the quiet instructive voice, [Sethe] would. 

Her heavy knives of defense against misery, regret, gall and hurt, she placed one by one on a 

bank where clear water rushed on below” (101). Baby Suggs, with her fingers and voice, brings 

relief to Sethe, pleading for her to release the anxiety and hurt she carries in her body and 

consciousness. This brief moment in Beloved, and countless others in these three novels, I want to 

suggest, are imbued with an unmistakable sense of desired ease.  

My contention is that when Morrison explicitly uses the term, she effectively provides a 

kind of key to the utopian map of her novels, a set of guidelines for finding the myriad intimations 

of ease that saturate her works. The layers of meaning we gather from those direct uses allow us 

to encounter Baby Suggs’s command to “Lay em down” as one more instance of Morrisonian 

ease. Indeed this search for ease is consistent with Morrison’s understanding of her novels as 

“chart[ing] a course that suggests where the dangers are and where the safety might be” (McKay, 

“An Interview” 145, my emphasis). Ease is that ultimate safety.  It is a utopian condition desired 

by her characters, that state that seems so sweet yet so wrenchingly ephemeral when a character 

does touch on it. Those pockets of ease gesture to Morrison’s “vision of an alternative social 

world,” as critic Susan Willis characterizes the utopian core of Morrison’s novels, a new world 

that begins with a painless, traumaless body (Willis 323). 

Ease, I argue, is crucial to what Saidiya Hartman identifies in Scenes of Subjection as the 

“redressing” of the “pained” black body, which she locates in “everyday practices of the 

enslaved,” such as work slowdowns and illicit travel, which in turn produce the work songs and 

the prayer meetings where that desire for release is articulated. Redress is comprised of the 
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captive’s everyday “utopian and transformative impulses,” those desires that remain 

undetectable in, in excess of, the ostensible freedoms attained through emancipation and civil 

rights (63). Fundamentally, redress is about “re-membering” that body that for so long has been 

“dis-membered,” “attending to the body as a site of pleasure, eros, and sociality and articulating 

its violated condition.” As a “limited form of action,” it aims at “relieving the pained body 

through alternative configurations of the self and the redemption of the body as human flesh, not 

beast of burden” (77). It seeks to transform that violated body into a “vessel of communication…a 

bridge between the living and the dead,” while simultaneously remembering and combating the 

effects of forced dislocation and breached family structures (77).  

Redress, in Morrison’s terms, is that search for ease in body and mind, that quest that at 

once accounts for violent experience and moves beyond it to reclaim, and indeed transcend, that 

scarred and severed flesh. Moreover, for Hartman, as for Morrison, relief is always incomplete. 

“The event of captivity and enslavement engenders the necessity of redress,” Hartman suggests, 

“the inevitability of its failure, and the constancy of repetition yielded by this failure” (Scenes 77). 

Ease fugitively surfaces in pockets, ebbing and flowing, always fading away only to resurface 

soon after in another guise. It demands continual pursuance. It is also an anticipated state of 

being, one lived in advance, one that, as Hartman says, is “aimed at” and “directed toward.” It 

occupies, in short, the phenomenological thrownness of fugitive time, that desire for the moment 

of the body’s absolute unburdening. In scattered locations in Bluest, Sula, and Beloved, 

easefulness, this redressing of the pained body, appears as an anticipated utopian state of being, 

promising transcendence and the erasure of alienation and nonbeing. 
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This structure of desire is of course related to what we find in the other aesthetic works 

featured in this dissertation, including Césaire’s Cahier d’un retour au pays natal. Like the latter, the 

body in Morrison’s novels can be traced to reveal a distinct temporal relation between trauma 

and desire. As in the Cahier, desire for absolute bodily release is one that never fully realizes, 

requiring continual pursuance, appearing in moments of heightened drama as well as in the 

quietest, most intimate ones. But where Césaire sutures this desire for relief into a system of 

metaphorical contortions, Morrison stitches it into what narratologist Gérard Genette calls 

“narrative anachronism.” Her dialectic of trauma and desire is scattered throughout a layered 

network of narrative analepses (flashbacks) and prolepses (flashforwards) that build from, leap 

off, and blur into one another. Thus when Sethe “wished for Baby Suggs’ fingers molding her 

nape,” we are simultaneously reading Sethe’s desire for ease in the narrative present, and her 

memory of her prior anticipation of ease (Beloved 101, my emphasis). Furthermore, Morrison’s 

anachronic ease is always entangled with memories and anticipations of traumatic violence, 

indeed often rendering ease and trauma indistinguishable. Ease is thus buried in a sprawling 

network of narrative anachrony. Wherever we find it in her tortuous narratives, however, the 

Morrisonian notion of embodied ease remains consistent: it is that ultimate assurance of relief, 

safety, and peace in one’s body and being-in-the-world, a state that always lies in that anticipated 

moment just prior to the now. 

Morrison, importantly, is not the only black American writer to express such a desire in 

her work. In her eulogy for James Baldwin, one of her earliest literary influences, Morrison 

praises him for revealing a “forbidden territory,” “un-gating it for black people so that in [his] 

wake we could enter it, occupy it, restructure it in order to accommodate our…intricate, difficult, 
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demanding beauty, our tragic, insistent knowledge” (“James Baldwin” 91-92). We might think of 

the quest for ease in body and mind as part of that insistent knowledge. As a young John Grimes 

looks out over the New York skyline in Baldwin’s Go Tell it on the Mountain, he contemplates 

escaping his father’s world of Christian piety and austerity, the world that had “bent his mother’s 

back.” Imagining what the city could offer, he proclaims: “To hurl away, for a moment of ease, 

the glories of eternity!” (32). With a different valence, we find an analogous desired ease 

intimated in the work of Toni Cade Bambara, one of Morrison’s celebrated contemporaries. 

Minnie Ransom, the visionary healer figure in Bambara’s 1980 novel The Salt Eaters, guides others 

toward release: 

Sealing in the throbbing glow that spread from the corona of light at the crown of the 
head that moved forward between her brows then fanned out into a petaled rainbow, 
fanning, pulsing, then contracting again into a single white flame…. Eyes wide open to 
the swing from expand to contract, dissolve congeal, release restrict, foot tapping, throat 
throbbing in song to the ebb and flow of renewal, she would welcome them healed into 
her arms. (48) 

 

In Ransom we certainly find a kindred figure to Baby Suggs, in her capacity to initiate a 

physiological and affective renewal in another that courses through the body. Bambara’s prose 

evokes an intimate interiority not unlike Morrison’s, revealing the body as a phenomenological 

system in perpetual motion, bringing readers into that inner structure of affect and feeling.1  

                                                        

1 Bambara and Morrison are part of a 1970s and 80s cohort of black women writers evoking related 
valences of ease, from Alice Walker to Audre Lorde to Octavia Butler to Gloria Naylor. In Butler’s 
Kindred (1979), for instance, we’re ushered into Dana’s consciousness as she seeks physical relief from 
violence experienced on a 19th century southern plantation: “I cried out as though from the pain of my 
side, and Alice came to ease me into a less agonizing position. She wiped my face with a cool damp 
cloth” (177). In Naylor’s Mama Day (1988), by contrast, the term connotes self-assurance and 
confidence as Cocoa recalls George’s comportment in a New York diner: “It wasn’t just the short-
sleeved blue shirt and tie; you ate with a certain ease and decisiveness that spelled employed with each 
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The “interior” is central to our ability to locate desired ease in Morrison’s work. It is “the 

inner reservoir,” Kevin Quashie suggests, “of thoughts, feelings, desires, fears, ambitions that 

shape a human life” (21). For Elizabeth Alexander, the “black interior” in particular is an “inner 

space in which black artists have found selves that go far, far beyond the limited expectations and 

definitions of what black is, isn’t, and should be” (5). In Bluest, Sula, and Beloved, we find a 

heightened sense of these inner “reservoirs” and “selves,” an intimate optic into the 

consciousness of particular characters, how they experience minute phenomenological changes 

over time in their bodies and minds, how they register the desires, soothings, markings, and 

woundings engendered by everyday life. Further, on nearly every page of these three novels time 

passes through the body like water through a sieve, rendering visible a subtle map of the 

experience of time. Together this trio of Morrison novels gives us an expansive sense of the 

author’s own iteration of easefulness, how it’s felt in myriad bodies, how it is conceived 

intergenerationally and throughout black history, and how it pertains to the experience of time. 

Of the Nobel Laureate’s sprawling body of work to date—spanning nearly five decades, 11 

novels, dozens of critical essays, lectures, and interviews, as well as plays, children’s books, short 

fiction, and even a libretto—I’ve chosen to focus on The Bluest Eye, Sula, and Beloved not just for 

their diverse articulations of desired ease, but for the way the body is brought to the fore of these 

novels by that interior narrative voice. 

                                                        

 

forkful of their stringy roast beef” (14). Other iterations appear in Lorde’s Zami: A New Spelling of My 
Name – A Biomythography (1982) and Walker’s The Temple of my Familiar (1989).  
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In what follows I want to demonstrate how the body, utopian desire, and anachronic 

narrative time converge in these novels to shape Morrison’s distinct formation of fugitive time. 

But before I do, I want to show how each of these novels is circumscribed by a hegemonic 

temporality akin to what Paul Ricoeur calls “monumental time,” marked by the monotony of 

chronological dates and times and the figures of authority that enforce that monumentality. 

Underneath this outer layer of hegemonic time is Morrison’s utopian labyrinth of time, a 

sprawling underground network of narrative prolepses and analepses through which utopian 

desire reveals itself in the most unexpected corners of memory and anticipation only to move 

back into the shadows and reemerge soon after. The desire for ease, in other words, is itself a 

“fugitive movement in and out of the frame” as it repeatedly surfaces and disappears into the 

body of the text (Moten, “The Case” 179). In this nonlinear structure, Sethe, Sula, Pecola and 

other figures seek ease in the body wherever and whenever they find it, as a way of escaping that 

subjecting monumental time and seizing their own experience of time. Their search is marked by 

the ever-deferred arrival characteristic of fugitive time, that dwelling-in-pursuit of absolute 

release.  

Subjection time 

In the second volume of Paul Ricoeur’s influential Time and Narrative, the philosopher 

suggests a two part temporal structure to Virginia Woolf’s novel Mrs. Dalloway—a structure, it 

turns out, that Morrison’s novels broadly share. On the one hand there is an “official,” or 

“monumental” time, comprised of chronological sequences (centuries, years, hours, minutes) and 

“all that is in complicity with it,” meaning those authorities and institutions of power that 

maintain the dominance of that progression (106). In Mrs. Dalloway, chronological time is 



 

 112 

principally measured hourly by the ringing of London’s Big Ben, signifying the regulatory 

capacity of British law and imperial power. On the other hand, there is each character’s internal 

consciousness of time, with each living and experiencing that monumental time in distinct ways. 

For Septimus, the novel’s World War I veteran, monumental time—governed by his diagnosing 

psychiatrist who deems him psychologically “out of proportion”—is a “radical threat” that 

ultimately leads to his suicide; for Elizabeth, monumental time, epitomized by her religious tutor, 

must be “escaped” so as to “acquire a time of her own” (106). Only narrative fiction, he says, can 

reveal the immensity of this juxtaposition between internal and external time.  

Toni Morrison’s novels, I want to suggest, are structured by a related formation of 

external and internal time.2 Similar to Ricoeur’s marking of monumental time in Mrs. Dalloway 

through dates, clocks, and wars—all of which contribute to a hegemonic structure of imperial 

time—Morrison, too, presents a form of monumental time that might be called the time of black 

subjection, with each novel situating itself within a different historical moment in the evolution of 

that temporality. All together, the three novels span just over a century of the black American 

historical experience, from Beloved’s account of plantation life in 1850s Kentucky to the early 20th 

century Great Migration to the north in Bluest to the final chapter of Sula set in 1960s Ohio. At 

their most visible level, each novel’s temporality of subjection is marked by a surface of 

chronological accountings: dates of historical and personal significance, events separated by a 

specific number of intervening years, wars that place the story in American and world history. 

                                                        

2 Barbara Christian conception Morrison’s temporality runs alongside my characterization of it. She is 
concerned with what she calls the “inner time” and “outer time” of Morrison’s work, the latter 
referring to individual characters’ consciousness, and the former to a “communal memory.” In 
Christian’s framework, the two interpenetrate and reshape one another. See Christian, “Layered 
Rhythms” (496).  
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But there is also a “lower register” to this subjection time, what Saidiya Hartman would call the 

“quotidian routine of violence,” or the “everyday practice of domination,” characterized by the 

monotonous, repeating acts of violation that frame one’s day to day experience (Scenes 42). A key 

example for Hartman is the fiddle-playing slave, the quotidian debasement of entertaining the 

master’s clan, but we could easily add the grocer’s ridicule of Pecola as she picks out candy in The 

Bluest Eye. And in a signature Morrisonian element, looming over and reinforcing this layered 

structure, is the temporality of the seasons in her work, exacerbating the time of black subjection 

through devastating cold, failed crops, and sweltering heat.  

Throughout these three novels, this time of black subjection has its figures of authority 

that maintain its hegemony, much like the enforcing role of Septimus’s psychiatrist. These are the 

same figures that Hortense Spillers, in her distinction between cultural vestibularity and culture, 

designates as the enforcers of the latter, “whose state apparatus, including judges, attorneys, 

‘owners,’ ‘souldrivers,’ ‘overseers,’ and ‘men of God,’ apparently colludes with a protocol of 

‘search and destroy’” (“Mama’s Baby” 207). The monumental time of Toni Morrison’s novels is a 

kind of “search-and-destroy time” regulated and abetted by those figures of power with a vested 

interest in keeping blackness captive and conditioned by dates, times, and intervals: from the 

duration of time a slave is forced to work in the fields, to the memory of the year of a war that 

forever changed the conditions of one’s life, to the amount of time lapsed since a traumatic event. 

Subjection time, in short, is the violation of blackness made possible by a certain monotonous, 

chronological accounting of time, the structure of which is not self-disciplinary, but deliberately 

maintained by those representatives of the state and white capital who directly benefit from the 

subjection of black life. 
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At the foundation of subjection time, then, is the black body, or more precisely, what 

Hartman calls the “pained body.” “Pain is a normative condition,” she suggests, “that 

encompasses the legal subjectivity of the enslaved that is constructed along the lines of injury and 

punishment.” It signifies “the operation of power on black bodies,” the “social condition of brutal 

constraint, extreme need, and constant violence.” And for Hartman, this pained black body is to 

be understood in temporal terms as the “history that hurts—the still-unfolding narrative of 

captivity, dispossession, and domination that engenders the black subject in the Americas” (51, 

my emphasis). Pain thus continues to define the materiality of the black body even after formal 

emancipation, as a kind of sustained or “constant” trauma that cuts across generations. Indeed in 

Toni Morrison’s novels, this pained body migrates across generations, just as it migrates across 

time and space, from the Kentucky plantation to the hills of southern Ohio to the steel mills on 

the Lake Erie coast. 

Beloved, to begin with, is filled with signposts in the time of black subjection.3 The novel’s 

present, 1873, is just eight years removed from the civil war, 10 years from the emancipation 

proclamation, and 16 years from the decision of Dred Scott v. Sandford that denied all citizenship 

and legal standing to people of African descent. War, as Barbara Christian aptly puts it, 

                                                        

3 Dennis Childs has developed a useful and complementary understanding of time in Beloved, centered 
on “spaces of racial capitalist terror” that reverberate throughout the novel, namely, references to the 
hold of the slave ship in the middle passage, and to the mobile chain gang prison cage common 
throughout the south well into the 20th century. He discusses the “time-bending capacities of racialized 
imprisonment,” the ways in which carcerality “expressed as infinite solitary involves a radical 
disorientation of temporal experience”: “the articulation of racial and spatial terror in the context of 
the northern/western, prison warps time insofar as the experiential present is haunted in a material 
fashion by past, or southern, modes of racial capitalist repression” (292). Morrison’s very articulation of 
such a sedimented temporality distinct to black experience, Childs says, “represents a radical 
reclamation of stolen histories and bodies” (291). See Childs, “‘You Ain’t Seen Nothin’ Yet’: Beloved, 
the American Chain Gang, and the Middle Passage Remix.”  
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“brackets” Morrison’s novels, focusing not on the “action of war itself so much as…the effects of 

such tumult on the psyches of [her] respective communities” (Christian, “Layered Rhythms” 

489). It’s principally Paul D who reveals Beloved’s traces of the civil war: 

The War had been over four or five years then, but no body white or black seemed to 
know it. Odd clusters and strays of Negroes wandered back roads and cowpaths from 
Schenectady to Jackson…. Some of them were running from family that could not 
support them, some to family; some were running from dead crops, dead kin, life threats, 
and took-over land. (63) 
 

The marking in time of “the War” crucially remains a kind of specter here and throughout the 

novel, one that, far from ushering in a time of freedom and new life, initiated a time of 

disorientation and refigured violation. Emancipation, which itself is never explicitly 

acknowledged in the novel, also carries a ghostly presence in this passage, as if it were refused 

recognition for merely being a threshold into that reconfigured unfreedom. The Fugitive Slave 

Act of 1850, too, is a critical historical landmark in the novel’s monumental time. That Paul D 

renames it “the Misery” because of Sethe’s “rough response” to it is certainly telling: the bill 

marks that year when escape from captivity became infinitely more precarious, the year all 

pained black bodies, free or enslaved, could potentially be deemed fugitive. 

Interspersed among these historical signposts is a barrage of intervals that reinforce the 

time of black subjection. 18 marks the number of years separating the narrative present and 

Sethe’s 1855 arrival in southern Ohio. 28 marks the number of days between that same arrival 

and Schoolteacher’s violent attempt to reclaim his “property”: “Sethe had had twenty-eight 

days—the travel of one whole moon—of unslaved life. From the pure clear stream of spit that girl 

dribbled into her face to her oily blood was twenty-eight days” (111). 20 marks the number of 

years that Baby Suggs had her son, Halle, in her life—“a lifetime,” she calls it, considering all her 
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other children were sold off soon after birth (28). And “eighty-three days in a row” marks the 

duration that Paul D was “locked up and chained down” in Alfred, Georgia after the War (21). 

These numbers repeat and repeat throughout the novel, like the repetition inherent to the 

experience of trauma, as insistent reminders of the events and intervals that keep them captive in 

their own memories of violence.  

The “authorities” or “enforcers” of this subjection time in the novel are diverse and 

numerous. To begin with: Mr. and Mrs. Garner, Sethe and Paul D’s putatively benevolent owners 

at Sweet Home; Schoolteacher and his entourage, who ruled Sweet Home with an iron fist after 

Garner’s death and recorded in their notebooks what they considered to be the everyday 

animality of blackness; the patrolman moving down the Ohio River that just missed seeing a 

pregnant Sethe escaping to the other side; the Ku Klux Klan that “infected” southern Ohio; the 

prison guards in Georgia that enchained Paul D; Sawyer, the restaurant owner who demanded 

punctuality from Sethe.  

Though it may be less prominent than in Bluest and Sula, nature forms an added layer to 

this enforcement capacity in the novel. It reinforces this temporality through the passing of the 

seasons, with their seemingly innocuous ever-recurring cycle. Indeed poverty—imposed on 

blackness during slavery, and engendered post-emancipation by the exclusion of blackness (from 

labor, land ownership)—makes it such that blackness acutely experiences the extremes of the 

seasons, with their sweltering heat, numbing cold, and devastating rains. “In Ohio seasons are 

theatrical,” the narrator tells us. And in the novel this theatricality is an infliction. Winter “hurries 

in at suppertime and [stays] nine months” (34), forcing everyone to gather around the cooking 

stove to keep warm. Summers linger with “the stench, the heat, the moisture—trust the devil to 
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make his presence known” (303). Seasons and climate serve as the invisible reinforcement of 

black subjection time, augmenting the already devastating regulatory capacity of the Klan, the 

slave driver, and the employer. Seasons’ burden is another way in which Morrison’s novels are 

concerned with “what does not get recorded about the realities of black life in America,” as 

Nancy Peterson puts it, revealing a certain “everyday collective memory” that escapes “History 

with a capital H” (205-206). 

By the time we get to Sula’s 1919 opening setting, the subjections, exclusions, and poverty 

we find in Beloved have evolved. World War I is now “the war” marking the novel’s monumental 

time, having consumed the bodies and minds of two male characters: Shadrack returns with 

post-traumatic hallucinations, Plum returns addicted to heroine and numb to the world. Though 

the novel is set over more than 40 years, we always know the year of the narrative present. Each 

chapter is titled with a year beginning with 1919, advancing chronologically but frequently 

leaping over several years between chapters, creating a veneer of neat, compartmentalized 

periods of time. We thus know the dates of several “quotidian routines of violence,” as Hartman 

would put it: 1919 is the year Helene and her daughter, Nel, are publically berated by a train 

conductor for entering a “white only” car, leaving Nel, for the duration of her life, “on guard”; 

1937 is the year construction of a nearby tunnel began and black men were systematically denied 

work. But indeed this is a veneer of chronology—part of what Morrison calls her “play with 

Western chronology” in the novel—because of the novel’s frequent analepses and prolepses that 

extend beyond the reach of the narrative present (Morrison, Unspeakable 162). Consequently, we 

do not know for sure what year Eva, Sula’s mother, was left by her husband with only “$1.65, 

five eggs, [and] three beets,” and a toddler who “stopped having bowel movements” (32-33). But 
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we know it was winter when she had to take the young Plum to the outhouse in the “biting cold” 

to loosen his stools with her lard-covered finger. The seasons, as in Beloved, exacerbate the effects 

of subjection time in the novel, amplifying what Hartman describes as the body’s “brutal 

constraint, extreme need, and constant violence.” This is evident, again, when one cold 

November “black folks suffered heavily in their thin houses and thinner clothes” (152). Also 

similar to Beloved, the time of subjection in Sula is partly structured around pivotal ellipses, or 

gaps, in narrative time, the most significant being Eva’s 18 month absence from the Bottom. She 

left impoverished, but returned “with two crutches, a new black pocketbook, and one leg,” and 

enough money collected from insurance agents (the narrator presumes) for her and her family to 

live on. References to this mysterious 18-month lacuna repeat throughout the novel, an allegory 

for the poverty and sacrifice forced upon blackness in the time of subjection. In all of this, the 

adjudicators and regulators of subjection time abound: the train conductor who “denies” Nel and 

her mother’s “humanity”; the white foremen who exclude the men of the Bottom from work; the 

insurance executives who effectively buy Eva’s leg; the hospital nurse who tries to contain 

Shadrack’s postwar madness (Fetters 35).  

If Sula historically extends the temporality of black subjection by several decades, The 

Bluest Eye moves it further into the 20th century. At the fore of its structure of time are the novel’s 

four sections entitled, “Autumn,” “Winter,” “Spring,” and “Summer”—“the distinct Midwestern 

seasons,” as Lisa Long puts it, “serving as its organizing principal” (115). Morrison herself 

suggests that the novel’s “pieces [are] held together by seasons in child-time,” as if its temporality 

were bound by a child’s consciousness of weather changes, flora cycles, and the duration of the 

school year (Unspeakable 149). But there is, I argue, a suffocating function to the seasonal 
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progression in the way it traces Pecola’s demise, from her desire to escape her abusive household, 

to her rape, to her pregnancy coming to term, to the baby’s ultimate death. The seasons bind that 

progression, enclosing her in a cycle of poverty and abuse, reinforcing her “pained” condition in 

the world. This association between subjection and the course of the seasons is evident in the first 

lines: “Quiet as it’s kept, there were no marigolds in the fall of 1941. We thought, at the time, that 

it was because Pecola was having her father’s baby that the marigolds did not grow” (5). Nature 

and Pecola here are both somehow contaminated, aberrational. “Fall” wreaks a kind of universal 

devastation, a fact reinforced later when Pecola’s father, Cholly, returns home drunk and without 

coal to heat their freezing house, precipitating a brawl between Pecola’s parents: “The family, on 

a Saturday morning in October, began, one by one, to stir out of their dreams of affluence and 

vengeance into the anonymous misery of their storefront” (39). Poverty, climate (in the numbing 

cold), and violence converge in this intergenerational structure of “misery,” augmenting the more 

conspicuous ways in which Pecola and her family are excluded and subjected by the world 

around them. 

Those opening lines, following the novel’s Dick and Jane primer, quite evidently signal 

the work’s placement in historical time: “Quiet as it’s kept, there were no marigolds in the fall of 

1941. We thought…that it was because Pecola was having her father’s baby that the marigolds 

did not grow.” The paired Pecola-Marigold crisis is marked not just seasonally, but historically—

connecting Pecola’s fate to the year Japan attacked the US Navy base at Pearl Harbor. Pecola 

becomes sedimented, effaced even, by this compounded cyclicality of seasonal time and 

monumentality of that date. This scale of historical event-time also recalls the omniscient 

narrator’s mention of the Great Migration in Pauline’s backstory: “Near the beginning of World 



 

 120 

War I, the Williamses discovered, from returning neighbors and kin, the possibility of living 

better in another place. In shifts, lots, batches, mixed in with other families, they migrated, in six 

month and four month journeys, to Kentucky, where there were mines and millwork” (111). 

Marked by the war and months-long intervals, the novel here presents a temporal structure of 

black subjection in the historic flight of a people from the traumas of the Jim Crow south, from 

the terror of their immediate present toward what they hope is a better world.4  

Like the other novels, The Bluest Eye has its figures that enforce its version of subjection 

time. Mr. Yacobowski, the grocer who blurts to Pecola, “Christ. Kantcha talk?” The white men 

who encounter Cholly as a child having sex with a girl in the woods, shouting, “Come on, coon. 

Faster” (148). Shirley Temple’s image gazing at Pecola from her drinking glass, conditioning her 

to equate beauty and love with whiteness. But Bluest also suggests a different formation of 

subjection time that we haven’t encountered. In the novel there is a feeling that the external 

imposition of subjection that has been endured for decades, indeed centuries, has seeped into the 

minds of some of the novel’s black characters to form a kind of internal regulatory mechanism, 

ensuring the perpetuation of subjection time. This includes the young boys who tease Pecola one 

afternoon, “Black e mo black e mo ya daddy sleeps nekked,” which the narrator quickly turns 

back on them: “That they themselves were black, or that their own father had similarly relaxed 

habits was irrelevant. It was their contempt for their own blackness that gave the first insult its 

                                                        

4 The Great Migration, of course, animates other works by Morrison in various ways. Her 1977 novel 
Song of Solomon, for instance, takes place in the historical aftermath of the exodus to the north, charting 
Milkman’s spiritual journey home to the American south. In Jazz (1992), however, the Great Migration 
takes center stage, tracing Joe and Violet Trace’s trajectory from “want and violence” in Virginia to 
their desire for renewal in Harlem. For sustained readings of Morrison’s engagement with the Great 
Migration, see Griffin, Who Set You Flowin’: The African-American Migration Narrative, and Lawrence 
Rodgers, Canaan Bound: The African-American Great Migration Novel.  
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teeth” (65). These boys, I think, regulate Pecola’s entrapment (and their own) in the time of 

subjection. We even find a similar mechanism in Pecola’s mother, Pauline, who passes on her 

own self-debasement to her daughter at birth: “But I knowed she was ugly. Head full of pretty 

hair, but Lord she was ugly” (126). In Bluest, the regulation of subjection time, as it manifests in 

seasonal cycles and historical events, comes from the outside and the inside of the novel’s black 

community.  

In a way analogous to Ricoeur’s account of time in Mrs. Dalloway, monumental time 

suffocates Morrison’s characters, keeping them trapped in a world in which whiteness and 

capital win the day. But Morrison’s temporal subjection is clearly distinct from Woolf’s in its 

focus on the “everyday practices of domination” that shape black social life in America, its 

emphasis on the pains endured by the black body over time, and indeed by means of time. It’s also 

distinct from Ricoeur’s work in the way Morrison inscribes into her novels—at times implicitly, 

at others explicitly—a temporality of trauma distinct to the African diasporic experience. On the 

one hand are the repeated hauntings of the killed child at 124 Bluestone Road in Beloved, as well 

as the repetitions of dates and intervals in all three novels—all phenomena that in a way mimic 

what Cathy Caruth describes as the continual repetition of a “belated experience,” what Freud 

called Nachträglichkeit, and the way that repeated symptoms of trauma cannot necessarily be 

directly linked to a singularly identifiable violent experience. In Caruth’s reading of Freud, the 

traumatic ur-moment “is not fully assimilated as it occurs,” not fully recognizable in its original 

experience let alone in its belated repetitions in which it “simultaneously defies and demands our 

witness” (5). The belated hauntings and traumatic repetitions we find in Morrison’s novels are 

residues in one way or another of the excessive and unspeakable violence of captivity and 
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slavery. They pull at the characters in these works, throwing their minds toward different times 

and places of subjection that perhaps weren’t registered as such to begin with. The structure of 

trauma in Beloved, for instance, “splits the subject,” as Peter Nicholls puts it, “compelling it to live 

in a different time rather than in a secure, metaphysical present” (58).   

There is also, I argue, a deeper historical valence to this temporality of trauma that runs 

in and through Morrison’s subjection time. After all, she dedicates Beloved to those “Sixty Million 

and more,” the estimated number of captive Africans who died in the centuries-long middle 

passage. Édouard Glissant, among others, has written about the ways the “abyss” of the middle 

passage has “reverberated” in subsequent African diasporic lives:  

Experience of the abyss lies inside and outside the abyss. The torment of those who never 
escaped it: straight from the belly of the slave ship into the violent belly of the ocean 
depths they went. But their ordeal did not die; it quickened into this 
continuous/discontinuous thing: the panic of the new land, the haunting of the former 
land, finally the alliance with the imposed land, suffered and redeemed. The unconscious 
memory of the abyss served as the alluvium for these metamorphoses. The populations 
that then formed, despite having forgotten the chasm, despite being unable to imagine 
the passion of those who foundered there, nonetheless wove this sail (a veil). (Poetics 7) 

 

These reverberations of violence continued on, structuring the everyday lives of people of color 

through the Americas well after emancipation through codes, laws, and institutional practices 

that have continued to exclude, repress, and criminalize blackness. They constitute a sprawling 

intergenerational structure in which the residual affects of trauma are passed down from 

generation to generation over centuries, their continually mutating symptoms manifesting “like a 

stranger within the subject’s own mental geography,” as Nicolas Abraham puts it (“Notes” 173). 

For Glissant, the “unconscious memory” of the middle passage links to later historical 

experiences of violence, but this “alluvium” is also that which “wove this sail,” that which 

generates social life in diaspora. 
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This is precisely the idea Morrison herself gestures toward in her insistence on “making 

value” from, finding the generativity in, the black historical experiences of imposed nonbeing 

that have modulated over centuries (Jones and Vinson 175). Like Ricoeur’s gesture to the desire 

of the characters in Mrs. Dalloway to “escape” that monumental time and “find a time of their 

own,” there is a clear desire for escape in Morrison’s fiction that I want to isolate in the coming 

sections. It’s a desire driven by the sociality of black life cultivated over centuries of subjugation 

and pathologization, one that has everything to do with “making value” from historical 

experience. Just as Jared Sexton suggests that “black life is not social life in the universe formed 

by the codes of the state or civil society, of citizen and subject, of nation and culture,” and that 

“black life is not lived in the world that the world lives in, but it is lived underground, in outer 

space,” black life in Morrison’s novels importantly seeks the outside of that time of the state, that 

time of the citizen, and that time of normative culture—all the temporal modes that reinforce the 

subjection of blackness (28). That outside, as I’ll show, begins with the threshold of desired ease, 

that moment when pain and trauma are lifted from the body. It’s a desire constantly on the move 

in Bluest, Sula, and Beloved, shuttling throughout an entanglement of memories and anticipations, 

and one that always appears through the narrator’s intimate lens into different characters’ 

interior consciousness. 

Toward the blue void 

If Paul Ricoeur has been instrumental in isolating the temporality of black subjection that 

saturates Morrison’s novels, narratologist Gérard Genette is similarly critical to revealing the 

internal structure of narrative anachrony in which we find this desire for ease. In Narrative 

Discourse, Genette makes the fundamental distinction between “story time” (erzählte Zeit) and 
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“narrative time” (Erzählzeit), where the former corresponds to the order of diegesis, the sequence 

in which events unfold in the story itself, while the latter pertains to how the diegesis is 

presented in the narrative. To be sure, the story time of a novel is often not identical to narrative 

time. Take, for instance, this relationship in Beloved. In the narrative time of the novel, we first 

encounter Sethe and Denver living at 124 Bluestone Road contending with a “spiteful” ghostly 

presence. This narrative beginning, however, is quite advanced in the novel’s story time: the 

latter begins with Sethe living on the Sweet Home plantation in Kentucky as a teen, continuing 

on with her marriage to Halle, the birth of her children, her escape to Ohio, the killing of her 

daughter, and then 18 years later arriving at the moment in which the novel’s narrative time 

begins: with Sethe and Denver contending with that spiteful ghost. While Beloved’s 

“discordance,” as Genette would put it, between story time and narrative time is perhaps the 

most complex of the three novels, Sula and The Bluest Eye are structured by a similar discrepancy 

between the two temporal orders. This type of discordance creates what Genette calls “narrative 

anachrony,” “to the extent,” he suggests, “that story order is explicitly indicated by the narrative 

itself or inferable from one or another indirect clue” (35-36). Genette goes on to explain two 

principal forms of anachrony, both of which pervade Morrison’s novels: prolepsis, he says, 

constitutes “any narrative maneuver that consists of narrating or evoking in advance an event 

that will take place later,” whereas analepsis designates “any evocation after the fact of an event 

that took place earlier than the point in the story where we are at any given moment” (40). These 

terms correspond, in other words, to anticipation and retrospection. Genette goes on to present 

various types of prolepses and analepses, such as those entirely external or internal to the “first 
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narrative,” those that repeat, and those that explicitly reference other narrative moments as 

opposed to those that subtly allude to other moments.5  

From the beginning, I should say, Morrison’s use of analepsis and prolepsis in Bluest, 

Sula, and Beloved is not formally unique. As Genette demonstrates early in his book, anachrony 

constitutes “one of the traditional resources of literary narration” (36).6 What is distinct, however, 

is Morrison’s suturing of the black historical experience into these temporal narrative 

conventions. The way she entangles trauma and utopian desire within that anachronic structure, 

the way she foregrounds the black body in that entanglement, creates, I argue, a distinctly black 

formation of narrative time. It’s as if the experiences of those “60 million and more”—their 

terrors and desires, woundings and disorientations—have reverberated across the generations 

and centuries, with the perpetually mutating afterlives of those experiences bubbling to the 

surface in the author’s switchbacks of narrative time. The desire for easefulness in the body is the 

driving force of Morrison’s distinctly black narrative time, appearing at times conspicuously and 

at others inconspicuously, at times embedded in an analeptic memory and at others embedded in 

the narrative present. The temporal trajectory of ease in these novels is one that winds and 

contorts, defying progression and linearity. This is Toni Morrison’s formation of fugitive time—

this surreptitious, stealthy phenomenological movement of corporeal desire, unpredictably 

                                                        

5 Thus far in this dissertation I have been using the term “prolepsis” largely as a synonym for 
anticipation, as I did in the introduction when I described the way Equiano “imaginatively and 
affectively leaps outward toward another place, another time, and another mode of being-in-the-
world.” But for the duration of the present chapter, I will use “prolepsis” in Genette’s strictly 
narratological sense, to ensure the lucidity of Morrison’s manipulations of narrative time. 
 
6 The “(Western) literary tradition,” Genette says, “was inaugurated by a characteristic effect of 
anachrony” (36). He points to the in medias res beginning of many epics, including the Illiad, as ancient 
examples of narrative anachrony. 



 

 126 

shooting back and forth in narrative anachrony, never settling into itself, but never ceasing to 

move toward that ultimate utopian release.  

The other narrative device crucial to teasing out Morrison’s structure of desired ease is 

one I gestured to earlier: interiority. In these three novels, it is the omniscient and first person 

interior voice that enables the body to be phenomenalized, for us as readers to become aware of 

how Morrison’s characters experience the passing of time, how they feel pain and pleasure in 

their bodies. My selection of The Bluest Eye, Sula, and Beloved has to do with what I see as a critical 

difference in the degree of interiority we find in Morrison’s novels. In these works, I argue, 

omniscience takes on a closeness to character consciousness, giving us an intimate view of how a 

given character perceives the subtle phenomenological changes and movements of her body, 

state of mind, and being-in-the-world. Take for instance this passage from Sula: 

[F]inally there was nothing, just a flake of something dry and nasty in her throat. She 
stood up frightened. There was something just to the right of her, in the air, just out of 
view. She could not see it, but she knew exactly what it looked like. A gray ball hovering 
just there. Just there. To the right. Quiet, gray, dirty…. She knew she could not look, so 
she closed her eyes and crept past it out of the bathroom…. Sweating with fear. (109) 

 

Here the omniscient narrator gives us an intimate view of Nel’s apparent existential crisis, of her 

fear and panic as her senses closely engage with her body and surroundings. She notices the ball 

“hovering” over her shoulder, its “quietness,” the “dry and nasty” taste and texture in her throat. 

She “creeps,” she “sweats,” she closes her eyes. The details of Nel’s consciousness in this passage 

are phenomenologically coursing, bringing the reader intimately close to her anxiety and bodily 

experience.  

 By contrast, the omniscience in much of Morrison’s other works—such as Love or Song of 

Solomon—has less of a phenomenological awareness. This form still expresses the movement of 
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bodies, of course, but with far less detail, as if the omniscient narrator has less access to the inner 

workings of a given character’s consciousness. In these instances the omniscience effectively 

makes the character, and in turn the reader, feel more affectively distant from his own body and 

surroundings. Take for instance the following moment in Morrison’s Paradise:  

Rector was lying in tall grass, waiting for a crude trap to spring—rabbit, he hoped, 
groundhog, gopher, even—when just ahead, through a parting in the grass, he saw the 
walking man standing, looking around…. Rector watched for a while, then crawled 
backward through the grass before jumping up and running back to the campsite where 
Big Papa was finishing a cold breakfast. (98) 

 

Unlike the phenomenological coursing we witness in Nel’s consciousness, the movement 

described here seems more mechanical: Rector watched, crawled, jumped, ran. And there is little 

mention of how Rector affectively processes what he sees. The narrator is positioned inside 

Rector’s mind, as it was with Nel, but here the narrator’s reliance on factical observation makes 

us feel distant from what Rector actually feels and thinks. And the body is less prominent here. 

He watches and runs with his body, but we are not given access to the details that would give us 

a greater sense of that body in motion or that body in time.  

My point in differentiating these two forms of interiority is not to say that the one is 

better than the other, or that some of Morrison’s novels are better than others, but simply that 

some of her works have a far greater proportion of that closer, phenomenological interiority than 

this more distant form. Regardless of the type, however, all forms of interior voice in Morrison’s 

novels can be drawn back to the author’s own politics of interiority. In one of her best-known 

essays, “The Site of Memory,” Morrison describes how her use of interior voice responds directly 

to the relative lack of interiority in slave autobiographies. The narratives of Olaudah Equiano, 

Frederick Douglass, and others, she argues, were meant to persuade a particular audience with as 



 

 128 

little violent detail as possible. “Over and over, the writers pull the narrative up short with a 

phrase such as, ‘But let us drop a veil over these proceedings too terrible to relate’…. My job 

becomes how to rip that veil [down]. The exercise is also critical for any person who is black…for, 

historically, we were seldom invited to participate in the discourse even when we were its topic” 

(70). She thus performs what she calls a “literary archeology”: “on the basis of some information 

and a little bit of guesswork you journey to a site to see what remains were left behind and to 

reconstruct the world that these remains imply” (71). The result, she says, is a kind of invisible 

narrator operating under the “illusion that it’s the characters’ point of view,” establishing a level 

of intimacy and comfort to enable “this voice [to] easily abandon itself and reveal the interior 

dialogue of a character” (78).  

For Morrison, the question of participation becomes central: that intimacy is intended to 

make the reader believe “he isn’t really reading this; that he is participating in it as he goes 

along” (“Site of Memory” 78). The narrative should “make you feel something profoundly,” 

Morrison suggests, “in the same way that a Black preacher requires his congregation…to expand 

on the sermon that is being delivered…. I have to provide the places and spaces so that the reader 

can participate (“Rootedness” 59). She achieves this, she says, using metaphor, rhythmic pulse, a 

sparing use of adverbs, and the deliberate exclusion of certain details. A signature instance of this 

latter strategy is Beloved’s beginning in medias res, when the reader is “snatched, yanked, thrown 

into an environment completely foreign…just as slaves were from one place to another,” in order 

to establish a “shared experience…between the reader and the novel’s participation” (Morrison, 

Unspeakable 161).  For Morrison, these narrative manipulations of participation and interiority are 
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ways of bringing the power of intimacy to black voices that have been, and, in many cases 

continue to be, prevented from articulating both their subjugation and their cultural vitality. 

So in addition to their anachronic narrative structures, Morrison’s distinct formation of 

desired ease is revealed through this participatory, interior lens. Indeed all of Morrison’s novels 

include both degrees of interiority outlined above, but I find that that closer, phenomenological 

perspective is far more pronounced and prevalent in The Bluest Eye, Sula, and Beloved, revealing 

in them a kind of insurgent intimacy that stands in stark contrast to the tightly veiled affect she 

finds in most slave narratives. It is this interior optic that brings the body to life in these novels, 

demanding we attend to their phenomenal markings, woundings, and desires. 

In lieu of attempting a comprehensive treatment of the three novels, I want to select a few 

passages in each that exemplify that anachronic and interior entanglement of trauma and desire. I 

begin with The Bluest Eye, then continue on with Sula and Beloved, since Bluest effectively presents 

Morrison’s formation of anachronism most simply, with the principal manifestation of desired 

ease consistently occurring in the narrative present. The relative temporal clarity of the novel, in 

other words, prepares us for tracing desired ease in the others. I should also say that my reading 

of Bluest runs against how the novel, and Pecola in particular, has principally been read since the 

1970s. Some critics, as Nellie McKay and Donald Gibson outline, have typically foregrounded 

Pecola’s “false consciousness,” as if the novel were a kind of sociological critique of beauty qua 

whiteness.7 What I find more intriguing is less what constitutes the utopia—her attainment of a 

certain “standard of beauty”—than her structure of desire. What does Pecola hope to feel when 

she gets those blue eyes? What is the feeling from which she hopes to escape? Central is the sense 

                                                        

7 See Gibson, “Text and Countertext” (171); McKay, “Introduction” (3). 
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of love, ease, and wholeness that she thinks blue eyes will magically bestow on her. As Madonne 

Miner puts it, in Pecola’s mind, “the world changes as the eyes which see it change” (188). 

Changed eyes signify transcendence, her arrival at a utopian state of being, a new world. Pecola’s 

desire, in short, coincides with the Fanonian movement between alienation and disalienation, 

nonbeing and being, that I discussed in the introduction and take up again later in this 

dissertation.  

In each novel of these novels, the interior narration privileges a single character and that 

figure’s consciousness of trauma and ease, with the interior thoughts of secondary characters 

surrounding and buttressing this central figure. Pecola, that central figure in The Bluest Eye, is a 

child who longs to escape her own body, to take flight both from the violence that surrounds her, 

but also from her blackness that society has deemed valueless, or “ugly.” Her desire for release 

from her own body drives the narrative and constitutes that fugitive phenomenological 

temporality in which she strives for release in the next moment, seeking a time and world of her 

own outside the subjection of blackness.  

The chapter introducing the Breedlove family, narrated by an omniscient third person 

voice, is where we first encounter the dialectic between the violence that surrounds Pecola and 

her desire for escape. The Breedloves “believed they were ugly,” the narrator tells us, wearing it 

in their “small eyes,” “irregular hairlines,” and “crooked noses” (38). This chapter narrates that 

infamous “Saturday morning in October” mentioned earlier, the family’s “misery” and poverty, 

Cholly’s drunkenness. On this morning Pauline has poured cold dishwater over Cholly, and 

Cholly responds by violently tackling her to the floor. Pecola witnesses the scene laying on her 

bed, registering her anxiety in her body, “tighten[ing] her stomach muscles and ration[ing] her 
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breath” (40, 42). A few pages later, we learn that her body also indexes her desire to escape that 

violence: 

“Please God…make me disappear.” She squeezed her eyes shut. Little parts of her body 
faded away. Now slowly, now with a rush. Slow again. Her fingers went, one by one; 
then her arms disappeared all the way to the elbow. Her feet now…. Try as she might, 
she could never get her eyes to disappear…. They were everything…. It had occurred to 
Pecola some time ago that if her eyes, those eyes that held the pictures, and knew the 
sights—if those eyes of hers were different, that is to say, beautiful, she herself would be 
different…. [M]aybe Cholly would be different, and Mrs. Breedlove too. Maybe they’d 
say, “Why, look at pretty-eyed Pecola. We mustn’t do bad things in front of those pretty 
eyes.” (46-47) 
 

Time moves through this passage in Pecola’s desire to “disappear,” “now slowly, now with a 

rush.” She imagines phenomenologically freeing her body of pain, “redressing” it as each part 

fades away into the release of nothingness. What she most needs to change are those eyes that, 

for her, will determine her beauty, and in turn, her possibility of transcendence, her escape from 

a life of ostracism, poverty, and nonbeing. In contrast to Roberta Rubenstein’s reading of Pecola’s 

desired dissolution as her “attempt at psychological suicide,” I read it as utopian, as her 

anticipation of easefulness in her body and being-in-the-world (130). With the imagined 

disappearance of every part of her body, Pecola lives in advance that moment when she can at 

last disappear into a world of ease, taking flight from the ideology of antiblackness that has 

shaped her life. For her, to vanish is to “disengage,” as Damien Sojoyner frames fugitive 

experience, to “[refuse] to accept a set of highly exploitative and violent lived conditions” (527-

528). 

While this outward phenomenological temporality of Pecola’s desire is evident enough 

throughout the novel, less evident is the anachronic structure of proleptically connecting traumas 

that spans two generations of the Breedlove family. I want to uncover this intergenerational 
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structure to demonstrate how Pecola’s desire for easefulness migrates in the text, how that desire 

fugitively courses through, and ultimately, away from, a network of anachronic traumas. This 

anachronic structure is an inscription in narrative time of what Karla Holloway calls “the 

connection of misery that culminates in rape,” the “generations-long symphony of sorrow that 

accompanies [Pecola’s] tragedy” (43). More precisely, it occurs in three interrelated parts in the 

novel, each building from and clarifying the previous, all combining to deepen and vivify the 

structure of subjection from which Pecola desperately seeks to escape. And at the center of each is 

the body, anchoring the connection among the three parts.  

The first part in this structure occurs in the chapter discussed earlier, in the exposition of 

the Breedloves’ “misery.” Just before the passage describing Pecola’s prayer to disappear, the 

narrator briefly situates itself in Cholly’s interior consciousness to allude to a scene that initially 

appears strictly analeptic. A young Cholly is having sex with a girl in the bushes near his aunt’s 

house after dusk, two white men encounter them several yards away, shining their flashlight on 

them, saying, “Go on and finish. And, nigger, make it good” (43): “For some reason Cholly had 

not hated the white men; he hated, despised, the girl. Even a half-remembrance of this episode, 

along with myriad other humiliations, defeats, and emasculations, could stir him into flights of 

depravity” (42-43). Calling this a “half-remembrance” indeed marks this moment in the text 

analeptically, as a flashback in the diegesis of the story, thus far prior to narrative time. In just the 

next paragraph, the narrator returns to the present, continuing with the account of the Breedloves 

on that Saturday morning, as if to cast some kind of analeptic shadow on the family’s unraveling.  

After this chapter, the memory of Cholly and Darlene’s violation by the white men 

remains an isolated external flashback in the narrative until the chapter devoted to Cholly’s 
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backstory halfway through the novel. Here we encounter the second part of this anachronic 

structure, gaining a fuller account of the incident with Cholly and Darlene in the woods: “Sullen, 

irritable, he cultivated his hatred of Darlene. Never did he once consider directing his hatred 

toward the hunters. Such an emotion would have destroyed him. They were big, white, armed 

men. He was small, black, helpless” (150). In retrospect, for the reader, the previous mention of 

this incident more than 100 pages earlier becomes prefigurative, proleptically anticipating the 

moment in the narrative when this trauma is revealed in greater detail. The girl, Darlene, is 

named. We find out he refused to hate the men because of the power he felt they had. The 

language of “hatred” directly links this passage to the previous one in the Breedlove introductory 

chapter. With this second account of this incident in the narrative, that first instance effectively 

takes on a dual temporal function, simultaneously analeptic in story time and proleptic in 

narrative time.  

If this second anachronic moment transforms how we perceive the anachrony of the first, 

then the third moment in this sequence changes our perception of the second. This third part is 

the novel’s infamous scene where Cholly drunkenly rapes Pecola as she stands at the kitchen 

sink. What connects this event with the previous two moments of Cholly and Darlene’s violation 

in the woods is the particular language with which the narrator describes the rape:  

The sequence of his emotions was revulsion, guilt, pity, then love. His revulsion was a 
reaction to her young, helpless, hopeless presence…. His hatred of her slimed in his 
stomach and threatened to become vomit…. His soul seemed to slip down to his guts 
and fly out into her. (161-163) 

 

“Helpless” and “hatred”: the narrator previously used the former to describe Cholly’s 

vulnerability in front of the white hunters (“He was small, black, helpless.”); the latter term was 

the crucial link between the first two parts of this anachronic sequence, Cholly’s “hatred” for 
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Darlene instead of the white men. These terms function like signposts in these three anachronic 

moments in the narrative, linking seemingly distant moments in narrative time. The common 

language allows us to see how Cholly’s “feeling of self-contempt…is misdirected toward his 

girlfriend and later toward his family” (Romagnolo 57). His “self-contempt,” in other words, 

links Darlene and Pecola in their relation to him. The similar language also renders both 

moments of Cholly’s violation proleptic—more specifically, what Genette would classify as 

“advance mentions,” a particular form of prolepsis: “at its place in the text, [it is] only an 

‘insignificant seed,’ and even an imperceptible one, whose importance as a seed will not be 

recognized until later, and retrospectively” (Narrative Discourse 76).8 The terms “hatred” and 

“helpless” are the seeds that connect these disparate moments in narrative time. This seed 

metaphor in fact becomes harrowingly literal in this passage, as Cholly devastatingly passes on 

his own violation to Pecola, as “his soul seemed to slip down to his guts and fly out into her.” 

Indeed this marks a kind of material transference of black trauma across generations, with the 

bodily subjection endured by Cholly and Darlene as children in the woods effectively 

transforming into Pecola’s bodily subjection. Like Hortense Spillers’s speculation that the 

hieroglyphics of wounded black flesh might be passed from generation to generation, we have 

here Cholly’s wound “flying out into” Pecola.9  

                                                        

8 Genette also suggests that certain advance mentions (“seeds”) can be recognized at the moment of 
appearance in the text, depending on the “narrative competence of the reader” (76). 
 
9 Though this kind of intra-familial, inter-generational passing down of trauma is not uncommon in 
African American literature, this structure in Bluest almost seems to prefigure the larger historical 
structure that animates Gayle Jones’s Corregidora (1975), which Morrison celebrated in a review as “a 
story that thought the unthinkable,” that “lit up the dark past of slave women” (“On a Book She 
Loves” 110). The task of Jones’s protagonist, Ursa Corregidora, given to her by her grandmother and 
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Pecola’s persistent desire for ease must be understood through the lens of this anachronic 

haunting of the body, where trauma is passed through the generations, and in turn, through 

narrative time. By the end of the novel, we arrive at the denouement of Pecola’s trauma and 

desire. Soaphead Church, the community “spiritualist and psychic reader,” grants the pregnant 

Pecola’s request for blue eyes, helping her, as Juda Bennett puts it, “to imagine bodily 

transformation” (145). What Church sees in her is “a little black girl who wanted to rise up out of 

the pit of her blackness and see the world with blue eyes” (174). “I looked at that ugly little black 

girl, and I loved her,” he says, “I have caused a miracle…. No one else will see her blue eyes. But 

she will” (182). And so Soaphead Church sets forth Pecola’s fugitive imagination even further 

with his “love,” bringing her ever closer to that state of absolute ease in mind and body. With no 

one to verify Church’s gift, Pecola schizophrenically hallucinates, speaking to herself who is 

herself, desperately seeking confirmation of her arrival. And in the final paragraphs Morrison 

closes with a child’s perspective on Pecola’s condition, narrated by Pecola’s schoolmate, Claudia, 

who had opened the novel with her impressions of the marigolds that refused to grow: 

She spent her days…walking up and down, up and down, her head jerking to the beat of 
a drummer so distant only she could hear. Elbows bent, hands on shoulders, she flailed 
her arms like a bird in an eternal, grotesquely futile effort to fly. Beating the air, a winged 
but grounded bird, intent on the blue void it could not reach—could not even see—but 
which filled the valleys of her mind. (204) 

 

                                                        

 

great-grandmother, is the “make generations,” so that the memory of the sexual violence of Simon 
Corregidora, a Brazilian slaveholder and Ursa’s great grandfather, will not be silenced. Though the 
intergenerational transmission of trauma is not framed deliberately in Bluest as a structure of memory, 
there is a way in which Pecola’s relation to past familial violence haunts her—becomes her own—
much like it does for Ursa Corregidora: “It was as if their memory, the memory of all the Corregidora 
women, was her memory too, as strong with her as her own private memory” (Jones 129). 
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From the child’s perspective, Pecola has clearly not arrived at her utopian ease. But Claudia 

speculates that Pecola still believes in her fugitive escape, that her body might one day be 

unburdened, that she still longs to break away from the anachronic sedimentations of 

intergenerational trauma that haunt her. These last two lines unequivocally reveal the utopian 

valence of fugitive time: though she cannot see it or even be sure it exists, she remains “intent” on 

arriving at that site beyond her abjection. What matters is that she sustains the idea of attaining 

that restful, easeful place, maintaining that “constant refusative escape” in her mind (Bey 282). 

The outward movement and generativity here is akin to Fred Moten’s conception of black life, 

when he suggests, “we make new life, we make our refuge, on the run” (“Subprime” 242). As 

long as her mind continues to run toward that “filled valley,” the idea of that refuge—of loved 

blackness, of an easeful body—will be sustained. With that sustained idea she comes closer to 

“relieving the pained body through alternative configurations of the self” (Hartman, Scenes 77).  

Here it’s important to distinguish between how Pecola appears materially in the world 

(as “grotesque,” “grounded”), and how she imagines herself, escaping into the “valleys” of her 

mind, imaginatively searching for an elsewhere and an otherwise. She sees with a “third eye,” to 

use Robin D.G. Kelley’s term for utopian desire in the black radical tradition: “The map to a new 

world is in the imagination,” he says, “in what we see in our third eyes rather than in the 

desolation that surrounds us” (2-3). The particular color Pecola sees with that extra eye is also 

crucial. Blue in Morrison’s oeuvre, as Bonnie Lange has shown, is most often associated with 

“energies” and “boundless things that are more than things,” with “pleasurable escape from 

reality too painful to bear” (174-175). In his own discussion on color in black artistic practice, 

Moten relatedly asks, “Isn’t blue a fugitive pigment?” For him, blue carries a “motility of light,” a 
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“spontaneous movement,” it’s a color always “running away” because “it won’t stay” (Black and 

Blur 234-235). Pecola uses her third eye to imagine herself as a bird taking flight, fleeing into a sky 

whose fugitive blueness fuels her flight toward a boundless world, a world in excess of the one 

she knows. This relentless sense of ecstatic anticipation unfolding in her mind is the apogee of 

this novel’s formation of fugitive time.  

Wet light, dark water 

The next novel I want to turn to retains this persistent drive toward easefulness, and the 

focus on transgenerationality. But Sula presents a more complex structure. For one, ease is almost 

always inseparable from trauma and pain. In crucial moments trauma even transforms into a kind 

of utopian easefulness. Sula also presents a narrative of layered anachronism—of prolepsis within 

analepsis, of analepsis within analepsis. These layers that I want to isolate are what Barbara 

Christian gestures to when she suggests that in Sula “a particular point in time is but the focus of 

intertwining circles of other times and events” (“Contemporary Fables” 76). Furthermore, while 

there are several prominent moments of desired ease in Sula, there are also many moments of 

micro-ease—more quotidian, less conspicuous desires for easefulness. In what follows I want to 

focus on three generations of the Peace family: Eva (the elder matriarch), Plum and Hannah 

(Eva’s children), and Sula (Hannah’s daughter, Eva’s granddaughter). My focus here will be on 

the network of anachronism that links these four figures, and the entanglement of trauma and 

desire within that network.  

The first component to this intergenerational anachronic structure is the fraught 

relationship between Eva and Plum. Without knowing it, the reader is exposed to this 

relationship in an early moment of explicit narrative prolepsis: “After 1910 she [Eva] didn’t 
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willingly set foot on the stairs but once and that was to light a fire, the smoke of which was in her 

hair for years” (37). The omniscient narrator provides just enough information to steep the 

reader’s sense of anticipation for the coming events. Trauma, here, at the very least, is intimated. 

This passage describes a kind of double prolepsis, what Genette would call its double “extent,” or 

reach: it anticipates the more immediate event of fire to come, but it also anticipates that event’s 

afterlife in the residue of the smoke that stays “in her hair for years.” And indeed 10 pages later 

we are given this fiery event at the end of the narrator’s account of Plum’s postwar life of 

depression and addiction. On her one leg and two crutches, Eva hoists herself downstairs to 

Plum’s room where he lay on his bed in that liminal consciousness just prior to sleep:  

There seemed to be some kind of wet light traveling over his legs and stomach with a 
deeply attractive smell. It wound itself—this wet light—all about him, splashing and 
running into his skin. He opened his eyes and saw what he imagined was the great wing 
of an eagle pouring a wet lightness over him. Some kind of baptism, some kind of 
blessing, he thought. Everything is going to be all right, it said. Knowing that it was so he 
closed his eyes and sank into the bright hole of sleep. (47) 

 

This “wet lightness,” of course, is the infamous kerosene that Eva pours over Plum just before she 

lights a match and “the whoosh of the flames engulfed him” (48). Critically, the interior narrative 

voice grants us access to Plum’s affective state: the unfolding event is horrifying from our 

perspective, but utterly sublime from his. After years of postwar ennui, he feels this light as a 

release, as “some kind of baptism, some kind of blessing.” Hearing the reassuring eagle’s words, 

Plum lays back and anticipates that coming easefulness, that moment when he reaches the 

“bright hole of sleep,” that place of long-awaited relief. Death and rebirth, trauma and utopia 

merge in this passage. “Eva assumes the power to kill—in order to revitalize—her only son,” 

Tiffany Hinton argues, “conveying him to the spirit world with kerosene” (300-301). As with 

Pecola at the end of Bluest, the difference between trauma and utopia in this instance is a 
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perspectival difference, between the character’s interior consciousness and an outsider’s 

observation. For Plum, feeling himself and his own body, having experienced his own life, this 

moment is transcendent, a kind of a release from alienation. And this passage confirms the 

previous proleptic mention, retrospectively rendering Eva’s years-long smoky hair hauntingly 

prefigurative. Between this smoky hair and Plum’s kerosene-soaked legs and stomach, the 

materiality of the body is a critical connector of anachronic moments. The body, in Eva’s hair, is a 

kind of threshold surface that transports us in narrative time to Plum’s body as it seeks its 

utopian (rel)ease.  

Importantly, the burning of Plum reemerges analeptically later on in the text, this time 

from Eva’s perspective. But the event’s reemergence is interrupted by an unexpected detour into 

another analeptic moment. This temporally complex two-page sequence begins with Hannah 

boldly asking Eva, “What’d you kill Plum for, Mamma?” Following these words, the narrator 

slips into Eva’s wandering consciousness on this hot August day:  

Eva listened to the [ice] wagon coming and thought about what it must be like in the 
icehouse. She leaned back a little and closed her eyes trying to see the insides of the 
icehouse. It was a dark, lovely picture in this heat, until it reminded her of that winter 
night in the outhouse holding her baby in the dark, her fingers searching for his asshole 
and the last bit of lard scooped from the sides of the can, held deliberately on the tip of 
her middle finger…. The last food staple in the house…. Even on the hottest of days in 
the hot spell, Eva shivered from the biting cold and stench of that outhouse. (70-71) 
 

The account of Eva’s thoughts here begins in the present, or more precisely, in anticipation of the 

ice wagon soon to come down her street. She anticipates what I want to call a moment of “micro-

ease,” a moment of transient bodily relief in that “dark, lovely picture,” momentarily escaping 

her sweltering immediate present. But suddenly a traumatic memory disrupts that anticipation of 

easefulness, with the “dark” and “cold” pivoting the narrator to analepsis: “until it reminded her 
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of that winter night.” The body is again a threshold surface that transports Eva (and the reader) 

to another moment in (narrative) time, her “shiver” connecting disparate moments in the text. 

The remembered trauma is of the child who would not stop crying, the freezing, reeking 

outhouse, the anxiety of poverty.  

The narrator abruptly ends this brief analeptic detour, only to return to the analepsis that 

began this labyrinthine sequence: “Hannah was waiting. Watching her mother’s eyelids.” The 

body, these eyelids, yet again is the threshold surface that transfers us in narrative time. Eva 

shifts to that other memory, of Plum, now as an adult, when he “whooshed” up in flames. “He 

was giving me such a time,” she says to Hannah, “[L]ook like when he came back from the war 

he wanted to git back in…. Godhavemercy, I couldn’t birth to him twice. When I closed my eyes 

I’d see him …trying to spread my legs to get back in…. [A] big man can’t be a baby all wrapped 

up inside his mamma no more; he suffocate…. I held him close first. Real close. Sweet Plum. My 

baby boy” (71-72). Importantly, this is Eva speaking directly to Hannah, giving a kind of unveiled 

immediacy to Eva’s perspective. To have access to Eva’s impression of Plum’s burning, and what 

led to the event, again transforms an otherwise traumatic event (for the reader, for Hannah) into 

something that resembles ease, akin to Plum’s experience of it as a “blessing.” The passage seems 

to suggest that Eva remembers a kind of mutual desire for ease between Plum and herself. She 

didn’t want him to “suffocate,” but neither did she. That last line—“I held him close first. Real 

close.”—demonstrates that her act is “inspired by love,” as Barbara Christian puts it, making 

bodily ease possible here for both of them (“Contemporary Fables” 79). And “Godhavemercy,” I 

argue, indicates Eva’s own anticipation of bodily and psychological relief, after years of tending 

to a child who couldn’t make his own way through life. Indeed there is a kinship between Eva’s 
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“Godhavemercy” and Pecola’s prayer to escape the violence of the world. In Eva’s words, we 

find her analeptic desire for ease situated inside and alongside Plum’s. 

The final component of this intergenerational structure of trauma and ease is the third 

generation. Sula’s final dramatic appearance stands as a kind of culmination of the novel’s many 

different temporal and affective registers, linking in critical ways to the narrative anachrony 

centered on Eva and Plum. The scene I want to focus on is her final moments of life, Sula laying 

alone in Eva’s bed, suffering from an unnamed illness. Her pained body lies at the center of the 

sequence, with its “wires of liquid pain,” the “burning” in her stomach, the overwhelming 

fatigue. In a moment of desired micro-ease, like Eva’s desire for relief in the icehouse, Sula asks 

herself “whether she should turn her cheek to the cooler side of the pillow,” to ease the 

accumulating heat and sweat. But “if she turned her head,” the narrator tells us, “she would not 

be able to see the boarded-up window Eva jumped out of.” Suddenly analepsis takes hold: this 

brief mention signals the dramatic moment earlier in the novel when Eva had leaped out of the 

window as Hannah suddenly burst into flames while lighting a fire in the front yard, becoming a 

“flaming, dancing figure.”  

Trauma irrupts analeptically into the novel’s present, structuring Sula’s consciousness as 

she lay on that bed staring at that window. But, as it often curiously does in Sula, trauma fuses 

with ease:  

Looking at those four wooden planks with the steel rod slanting across them was the 
only peace she had. The sealed window soothed her with its sturdy termination, its 
unassailable finality. It was as though for the first time she was completely alone—where 
she had always wanted to be—free of the possibility of distraction. It would be here, only 
here, held by this blind window high above the elm tree, that she might draw her legs up 
to her chest, close her eyes, put her thumb in her mouth and float over and down the 
tunnels, just missing the dark walls, down, down until she met a rain scent and would 
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know the water was near, and she would curl into its heavy softness and it would 
envelop her, carry her, and wash her tired flesh always. Always. (148-149) 

 

In the memory of trauma and the objects that represent it, Sula finds “peace” and “soothing.” The 

enclosure gives her the solitude she had always sought, allowing her to embrace her coming 

easefulness. The image of her return to infancy—curling into the fetal position, sucking her 

thumb—recalls Eva’s fear of Plum wanting to “[slide] back into the watery womb” (Baker 254). 

Just as this passage and Plum’s burning signify the simultaneity of trauma and desire, they both 

also signify a kind of simultaneity of death and birth, of closure and opening. For Deborah 

McDowell, this ambivalence marks Sula as a figure of endless unfolding, a “self [that] is multiple, 

fluid, relational, and in a perpetual state of becoming” (81). Sula’s desire for the healing capacity 

of water is also a kind of analeptic mention of Plum’s recognition of the “wet light” pouring over 

his body like a “baptism,” reinforcing this idea of renewal.  

These last lines are the most outward striving, utopian lines in the novel—her longing for 

“heavy softness,” for her “flesh” to be “enveloped,” “carried,” and “washed.” Here we find the 

culmination of those “dimensions of other possibility” that Hortense Spillers, in an influential 

essay on the novel, suggests of the titular character (“Hateful Passion” 212). Sula reaches out for 

ease in her flesh—the same flesh that Spillers identifies as the site of wounding, that “zero degree 

of social conceptualization” of black trauma (“Mama’s Baby” 67). Sula’s desire is also very much 

akin to Saidiya Hartman’s notion of “redress,” of “relieving the pained body through…the 

redemption of the body as human flesh” (Scenes 77). It is her moment of transcendence, of 

opening outward toward a new world free of the body’s burdens, a world in which she occupies 

her own configuration of time.  
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In the wake of this ultimate plunge toward release, Morrison closes the novel with a 

lyrical summation of the Peace family’s desire for easefulness. 25 years after Sula’s death, Nel, her 

childhood friend, walks into the cemetery where all passed Peaces rest, and thinks: “Together 

they read like a chant: PEACE 1895-1921, PEACE 1890-1923, PEACE 1910-1940, PEACE 1892-

1959. They were not dead people. They were words. Not even words. Wishes, longings” (171). 

The chanting repetition gives Nel’s thoughts a ritual quality, clarifying that these lives have not 

passed after all, that they continue on as “wishes, longings,” as fugitive ether lunging out toward 

the final release that always lies just beyond the horizon. Indeed these desires are not unlike what 

Hartman calls those “desires and longings that exceed the frame” in their articulation of a certain 

alternative or non-normative logic of freedom. Even from the grave there is a constant fugitive 

pursuance of that phenomenological moment of absolute release. These lines also in a way cut 

against the function of temporal intervals in Morrison’s work, against the interval as an invasive 

structure of containment within the larger structure of subjection time. Each repetition here is a 

kind of rebuttal of that containment, an insistence that those intervals be remembered as times of 

yearning, not trauma. 

Gravitational ease 

In the last of these three body-centered novels, we find Morrison building further on 

these manipulations of narrative time. Like Sula and The Bluest Eye, Beloved presents an 

intergenerational drive toward easefulness, a blurring of ease and trauma, and a subtle network 

of desired micro-eases. Sethe’s own interior account of her daughter’s death, situated at the end 

of the novel’s second section, is the gravitational center of the novel’s temporality—everything 

leading up to this moment in the text propels us toward it, and everything that follows pulls us 
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back. Morrison builds toward this narrative event through what Genette calls “repeating 

prolepsis,” “brief allusions” that refer in advance to an event that will be told in full in its place 

(Narrative Discourse 73). The result is a kind of cumulative prolepsis, in which these “brief 

allusions” gradually amass to create a fuller understanding of that central traumatic event—until 

Sethe’s version of the event radically shifts that understanding. Scattered amid this swelling 

prolepsis, punctuating its drive, like the other novels, is the constant analeptic pull of trauma, 

principally to the time of slavery. 

If, as bell hooks claims, Beloved is “all about the body,” then the principle body around 

which the text revolves is that of Sethe’s two-year-old child (hooks and West 84). At the outset, 

however, that body is an absent “ghost child,” as Dennis Childs puts it, about which we 

gradually learn more and more (282). As the proleptic revealings of the central event accumulate, 

so too does the image of this child’s body, as well as how, where, by whom, and under what 

circumstances she was killed. What initially constitutes this non-body, then, are cryptic adjectives 

and nouns: “124 was spiteful,” the first line reads, “full of baby’s venom.” It harbors “rage,” 

casting a “powerful spell” as it wreaks havoc on 124, spilling jars, slapping people, even shifting 

the house’s foundation. We learn that this ghost “wasn’t even two years old when she died,” that 

her fury stems from “having its throat cut,” its “red baby blood” spilled. All of these early 

proleptic revealings seem to portend a traumatic experience for everyone involved—except for 

one fleeting moment. Amid this accumulating hauntedness, Paul D says to Sethe: “You said she 

died soft. Soft as cream” (11). Suddenly we glimpse another worldview, one that sees this death 

as easeful despite all evidence to the contrary. This is an early proleptic window into the 
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particularity of Sethe’s motivation behind the killing of her daughter. In among the novel’s early 

traumatic anticipations, we find this one that hints at Morrison’s signature utopian ease to come. 

But before we get to that ease, eerie and uncanny events unfold, reaching a critical 

threshold when “a fully dressed woman walked out of the water” (60). From this point in the 

novel, this “fully dressed woman” occupies the haunting space previously taken up by the ghost. 

Beloved, as she calls herself—which happens to be the word Sethe had inscribed on the dead 

baby’s headstone—now directs our anticipation of the novel’s central event. The accruing image 

of the baby ghost’s body now merges with the accruing image of Beloved’s: she’s “greedy” to 

hear Sethe speak, unable to take her eyes off her (68, 75); resembling a child, “her feet were like 

her hands, soft and new” (62). Eventually Sethe becomes convinced that Beloved is her dead 

daughter when Beloved’s touch feels the same as the ghost’s touch, like “touches from the other 

side” (116). As in Sula, the body becomes a critical threshold separating moments in time, 

separating, or in this case merging, the living and the dead.  

A sense of looming horror continues to drive the narrative following Beloved’s arrival, 

intensifying the sense of anticipation of Sethe’s account, and the body at the center of it. For one, 

we learn of the community’s ostracism of the people living at 124, and their implicit 

“disapproval” of Sethe’s very existence (112). The gossip becomes explicit during Denver’s brief 

time at school when a classmate asks her, “didn’t your mother get locked away for murder?” 

(123). And at the precipice of the three chapters that recount the killing of the child—the first 

narrated from the perspective of Schoolteacher (Sweet Home’s slave driver), the second by Stamp 

Paid (the man who helped Sethe escape across the Ohio River), and the final by Sethe herself—we 

are given access to Baby Suggs’s haunting premonition ahead of the killing. Suggs—who critic 
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Cynthia Dobbs aptly calls the novel’s “moral barometer”—senses something “dark and coming,” 

she smells it, feels it (Dobbs 575). “What could it be?” she asks herself, standing in her garden, 

“This dark and coming thing” (163). With all these anticipations, the reader knows well enough 

this “dark and coming thing,” a phrase repeated a half dozen times in just a few pages. Suggs’s 

phrase ushers us into the event with the clear expectation of a violent ethical infraction. Certainly 

nothing “soft as cream.”  

The first two of the three short chapters devoted to the killing itself confirm and extend 

this anticipation of trauma. Given the perspective of the first, the interpretation is unsurprising: 

Schoolteacher sees Sethe as the “nigger woman holding a blood-soaked child to her chest,” 

having “gone wild” (175-176). There is clearly no way this figure can see Sethe’s actions outside a 

confirmation of her nonbeing. Stamp Paid’s account, on the other hand, while it doesn’t directly 

speak against Sethe’s actions, is clearly tinged with regret: he wishes he had seen coming that 

“righteous Look every Negro learned to recognize along with his ma’am’s tit” (185). He 

remembers how Sethe “flew, snatching up her children like a hawk,” running toward the shed 

that housed the saw with which she would kill her daughter. Despite Stamp’s concern and 

Schoolteacher’s malice, the reader’s perception of this event soon radically shifts in the following 

pages. 

Trauma does in fact exist in Sethe’s mind when she kills her daughter, but it’s the trauma 

of black captivity she desperately hopes her children will escape. At the precipice of Sethe’s 

account, one question remains: what was she thinking as she did it? By now, the novel’s proleptic 

revealings have filled in most gaps: where, how, and ostensibly, why she killed her daughter. We 

know about the object she killed her with, the blood that poured from her throat. That toddler’s 
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body, finally, has become visible, material. Despite that early mention of “soft as cream,” we are 

hardly prepared for Sethe’s utopian recollection: 

The truth was simple…. She was squatting in the garden and when she saw them coming 
and recognized schoolteacher’s hat, she heard wings. Little hummingbirds stuck their 
needle beaks right through her headcloth into her hair and beat their wings. And if she 
thought anything it was No. No. Nono. Nonono. Simple. She just flew. Collected every 
bit of life she had made, all the parts of her that were precious and fine and beautiful, and 
carried, pushed, dragged them through the veil, out, away, over there where no one 
could hurt them. Over there. Outside this place, where they would be safe. (192-193) 

 

The shift to Sethe’s interior thoughts—what Joshua Pederson calls “her own personal theory of 

atonement”—moves us away from seeing this event as a traumatic, regrettable death, and toward 

a view of it as a yearning, a longing for that outside of subjection (Pederson 84). Utopia for Sethe 

is that place of “safety,” “where no one could hurt them,” that site of ultimate ease. As Mae 

Henderson incisively puts it, the shift to Sethe’s interior account “subvert[s] the master code of 

the master(’s) text,” enabling Sethe to “reconstitute her self and herstory” (80). Her interior voice 

reveals a kind of counternarrative to all the ways we have come to know and anticipate the 

killing, standing against those hegemonic voices that had silenced hers. There is also familial 

collectivity that underwrites Sethe’s power here, for she had intended to pass through the veil 

with all of her children: “My plan was to take us all to the other side where my own ma’am is” 

(240). As J. Hillis Miller argues, in Sethe’s mind, she and her children form a kind of collective 

body, her children constituting “all the parts of her” that are to be “carried, pushed, 

dragged…out, away, over there” (28). The one child who does pass through the veil represents 

the possibility of that easeful life, its promise, its coming relief—a “life beyond life,” as Miller 

puts it (35). For Sethe, the sight of that hat suddenly spurs her to find her own experience of time 

unknown in this world, indeed a collective time of their own, as a family, living outside that time 
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of black subjection so devastatingly enforced in that moment by Schoolteacher and his slave 

hunters.  

Sethe’s refusal to resist the slave hunters by imagining her own structure of logic reveals 

a critical vector in theories of black fugitivity: opacity. That site “through the veil,” “outside this 

place, where they would be safe” lies beyond the coordinates of liberal conceptions of time and 

space. Sethe underscores what Daphne Brooks describes as the “centrality of the opaque as a 

mode of narrative agency for the fugitive slave” (108), or what Jasmine Cobb calls the fugitive’s 

practice of “illegibility,” evading the other’s (re)cognition. This illegibility, in turn, is read by 

schoolteacher and his hunters as a kind of “madness,” a term La Marr Jurelle Bruce theorizes as a 

critical mode of fugitive thought and experience employed historically by people of color, 

especially black women, to escape the dictates of “reason” that govern the white supremacist 

world. “Madness,” Bruce suggests, is a “transgressive mode of motion within Reason’s 

oppressive domains; a trembling, swelling, bursting movement that disrupts Reason’s 

supposedly steady order and tidy borders” (306). “Captive behind the barbed fences of 

slavocratic sanity, [slave women] might find some refuge—however tenuous, fraught, and 

incomplete—in the fugitivity of madness” (305). Finally, what makes Sethe’s personal memory of 

the killing so revelatory of fugitive time is the language she uses to lean in toward that other side, 

that space read as madness and illegibility. The conditional mood of the phrase, “Where they 

would be safe,” implies a sense of anticipation, a lunging out, a vision in her mind of that easeful 

place where she and her children would be radically free of all violation and burden. Like 

Pecola’s vision of escaping into the “blue void”—and, indeed, like Equiano dream of joining the 
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“inhabitants of the deep”— Sethe sees with a utopian “third eye,” one that opens out to a world 

that her pursuers will never see or know.  

Despite my concentration on Beloved’s proleptic movement, this drive toward what’s 

easeful is constantly disrupted by analepses that pull us back in story time. In fact, the advance 

mentions discussed thus far in this chapter—of the ghost’s non-body, Beloved’s growing 

association with the baby, the gossip of murder—are all simultaneously analeptic in story time. If 

the killing of the child took place 18 years prior to the narrative’s beginning, then each reference 

to it points backward while ostensibly directing us forward to Sethe’s primary account. Even this 

gravitational center of the novel is a memory, analeptic in story time. And we must add to this 

the novel’s frequent leaps into different characters’ memories, often creating circuitous detours 

from the narrative present. These expansive analepses, typically to some moment in the traumatic 

past, have the paradoxical effect of “mak[ing] the narrated time advance by delaying it,” as 

Ricoeur suggests of the flashbacks in Mrs. Dalloway, saturating the narrative with long interludes 

that deepen the affective and historical weight of the novel’s present and the anticipations of 

utopian release (Ricoeur 103).  

I want to provide a brief window into these traumatic analeptic detours that weave 

throughout the novel’s articulations of desired ease. Many of them, crucially, as in Sula, are 

structured by a part of the body that serves as a threshold surface connecting the present to the 

past. Take for instance the early moment in the novel when Sethe’s “sensations of the present,” as 

Valerie Smith puts it, “trigger visions of the past” (Smith 347): 

Her brain was devious. She might be hurrying across a field, running practically, to get to 
the pump quickly and rinse the chamomile sap from her legs…. Sopping away with 
pump water and rags, her mind fixed on getting every last bit of sap off…. Then 
something. The splash of water, the sight of her shoes and stockings awry on the 
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path…and suddenly there was Sweet Home rolling, rolling, rolling out before her eyes. 
(6-7) 

 

Her legs covered in chamomile sap is the surface that suddenly transports her mind to the 

plantation that she fled nearly two decades prior. The memory of a similar stickiness, of a similar 

splash of water on her body, guides her unconscious mind back to that time and place of 

subjection, haunting her present, propelling her desire for ease throughout the novel. A similar 

moment takes place just a few pages later after Sethe says to Paul D, “I got a tree on my back”:  

“After I left you, those boys came in there and took my milk. That’s what they came in 
there for. Held me down and took it. I told Mrs. Garner on em. She had that lump and 
couldn’t speak but her eyes rolled out tears. Them boys found out I told on em. 
Schoolteacher made one open up my back, and when it closed it made a tree. It grows 
there still” (19-20). 

 

Here Sethe’s scarred flesh is the threshold that transports her and Paul D back to the time of her 

assault at Sweet Home. For Mae Henderson, this scar is a kind of “archeological site” of past 

violence, “inscribing her as property” and “as the ultimate Other whose absence or (non)being 

only serves to define the being or presence of the white or male subject” (68-69). Sethe’s much 

anticipated interior voice yearning for that world “where no one could hurt them” is almost a 

direct response to this literal inscription of nonbeing. It’s a wound that continually deepens over 

time—“It grows there still,” Sethe says—much like the metaphors of corporal wounding in 

Césaire’s Cahier. These and innumerable other analepses in Beloved plunge the novel’s characters 

into their respective traumatic pasts, driving all of them to some form of easefulness, however 

small and fleeting.  

Rounding out this network of anachronism in Beloved are the many “micro-eases” 

scattered throughout the novel. Mostly tucked away in distant memories, these transient 

analeptic moments manifest for nearly every principal character. These are brief, quiet moments 
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of escape, moments that allow one to keep going on despite the mercilessness of subjection, to 

keep hope alive for a deeper, more sustained easefulness. They include Paul D’s memory of 

sneaking into the fields of Sweet Home to taste fresh corn: “No matter what all your teeth and 

wet fingers anticipated, there was no accounting for the way that simple joy could shake you” 

(33). Or that place of “temporary grace,” as Cynthia Dobbs calls the Clearing behind 124, where 

Baby Suggs brought spiritual healing to former slaves: “‘In this here place, we flesh; flesh that 

weeps, laughs; flesh that dances on bare feet in grass. Love it. Love it hard’ ” (Beloved 103; Dobbs 

566). Or Sethe’s 28 peaceful days that followed her arrival at 124, “days of healing, ease, and real-

talk” (111). Or those “berries that tasted like church” that Stamp Paid picked in the brambles 

behind 124 (160). These are all small pockets of utopia, ephemeral moments of ease in the body, 

islands of freedom-time in the seas of subjection time. These moments surround, like a 

buttressing constellation, Sethe’s memory of those hummingbirds in her hair, her memory of 

“pushing” and “dragging” her children “out, away, over there” to that ultimate place of ease.  

Toward the end of the novel, Morrison gives us one final reprise of those utopian 

hummingbirds, reinforcing the centrality of Sethe’s consciousness of that event in its narrative 

aftermath. The narrator takes us inside Sethe’s mind as she sees a man directing his horse cart 

toward 124:  

Guiding the mare, slowing down, his black hat wide-brimmed enough to hide his face 
but not his purpose. He is coming into her yard and he is coming for her best thing. She 
hears wings. Little hummingbirds stick their needle beaks right through her headcloth 
into her hair and beat their wings. And if she thinks anything it is no. Nono. Nonono. She 
flies. (308-309). 

 

The hat transports Sethe in time to 18 years prior when Schoolteacher stormed her yard, making 

her hear wings and fly. That Morrison does not just allude to this previous moment, but restates 
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it verbatim, elicits the entirety of that previous scene, with the saw, the blood, and the 

uncontainable desire for intergenerational ease. In narrative time, this is an analepsis of an 

analepsis, a reprisal of a moment in the narrative that was a memory to begin with. By the end of 

the novel, Morrison has built a kind of echo chamber of utopian desire. The yearning for 

definitive ease reverberates throughout her layered anachronic structures, those accumulating 

prolepses, those scattered micro-eases, those traumatic analeptic detours, and this final echo-

memory of desired flight. The Bluest Eye and Sula may prepare us for the kinds of anachrony 

found in Beloved, but the latter without a doubt stands apart from the others in its temporal 

sedimentations.  

* * * 

 Perhaps in order for desired ease to be sustained in Morrison’s novels, to maintain its 

ecstatic vitality at each irruption, it must be buried under layers of anachrony, twisted into a 

maze, made to appear only in flashes—what Édouard Glissant calls the “sudden flash[es] of 

revelation” in poetics that “open onto unpredictable and unheard of things” (Poetics 82-83). 

Indeed the movement of ease in this trilogy of novels is decidedly fugitive. It constantly blurs and 

shuttles between story time and narrative time. It fuses with trauma and violence, only to emerge 

fleetingly and abruptly—in Sethe’s drive “outside this place,” in Pecola’s prayer to “disappear,” 

in Plum’s desire for that “wet light”—as an uncontainable utopian longing. It buries itself in 

memories and memories of memories and proleptic intimations. It’s the thing that escapes the 

“confines of ontological pinning down,” a kind of “elusive interstitiality,” wandering in and out 

and to the side of the text’s surface (Bey 279). It resides in that “vestibular” space to the side of 

normative ontology and culture where it can live and sustain its own desire for escape (Spillers, 
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“Mama’s Baby” 207). And while desired ease always lies in that phenomenological moment just 

prior to the now, its fluctuating position in narrative time precludes, and indeed eludes, 

teleology. Ease does not simply lie in the future or in the past. It takes flight from historicist 

progression, from those “open” and “more perfect” futures, opting instead for any temporal 

location that allows it to evade the interpellation that inaugurated its nonbeing. It searches for 

those small, ephemeral openings where it might catch a breath of air above the surface of the text, 

only to dive back into the undertow of its “undercommon, underground, submarine sociality,” 

gathering diaspora and momentum in its stealth, making and remaking its shape (Moten, 

“Blackness and Nothingness” 742). Desired ease in Morrison’s novels is that ever evasive utopian 

desire that resides principally below the surface, emerging in brief moments just to let you know 

it’s still there, it’s still on the run, and always will be.  

Ultimately, this labyrinthine quest for easefulness in Morrison’s fiction, like the other 

formations of fugitive time in this dissertation, presses toward a new world, a new kind of social 

order, a new formation of freedom—one anticipatory breath at a time. For Morrison, as for Aimé 

Césaire, Harriet Jacobs, and the Black Audio Film Collective, the push toward that new order 

begins at the micro-level of feeling in the body. And if it is the figure of the dove that extends 

Césaire’s poet-speaker’s quest into the cosmos toward that utopian world where violence no 

longer consumes blackness, in Morrison it is Pecola “beating the air” like a bird “intent on the 

blue void,” and those hummingbirds whose wings spur Sethe into flight, lifting them up toward 

the “placeless horizon” of that new world (Copeland 138). To attend to the pains, pleasures, and 

desires of the body in Toni Morrison’s fiction is to encounter an “unvoiced longing toward a 

truer world,” as W.E.B. Du Bois famously described the yearning that preoccupies black 
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spirituals (Du Bois 169). That “longing toward,” for Du Bois and Morrison alike, crucially, is an 

ecstatic, celebratory longing. For what matters is the experience of that journey toward, that 

(under)common thrownness in sociality, that sustained hope of finally, and unequivocally, 

experiencing the transcendence of an unpained body.  
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CHAPTER THREE     

Archival Flight 

 

If so far this dissertation has taken up the phenomenon of fugitive time principally in the 

Americas and in literary representation, this chapter shifts gears to a new medium and a new 

geography: black British independent cinema. As in Césaire’s Cahier and Morrison’s Beloved, the 

body is a central device through which the Black Audio Film Collective chronicled the black 

experience in 1980s Britain, teasing out the ways memory, place, and identity marked the fault 

lines of what it meant to be black in the age of Thatcherism. In Black Audio’s films we find a 

fugitive impulse in these figurations of the body, a desire to escape the burdens imposed on 

blackness. In his essay, “On the Borderline,” founding member John Akomfrah alludes to this 

fugitive strain in his presentation of a speculative photography exhibition that would feature “a 

notoriously public figure—the Black Body,” “burdened by an excess of signs” (198). Among the 

featured artists, Akomfrah says, would be the Nigerian-British photographer Rotimi Fani-

Kayode, who, in his own manifesto, writes of the role of blackness in his work to evince “traces of 

ecstasy,” to “reveal hidden worlds” and “new visions” (Fani-Kayode 6). Akomfrah’s exhibition 

would likewise focus on images that would “flirt with the transcendental as a yearning,” taking 

flight from the “scene of horror” of overdetermined blackness. These would be “impossible 

frames” of “protean” bodies, “floating, prodigal sensibilities…riotous[ly] play[ing] with 

boundaries,” disrupting the structure of the frame. Their flight would seek awakening, a 

“duress” that would “construct it anew,” remaking the body’s being-in-the-world (“Borderline” 

198-199). It is this ecstatic desire for embodied flight from the “scene of horror”—the horror of 
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neoliberalism’s subjections of blackness, the horror of historical memory—that I want to draw 

out of Black Audio’s early essay films. Beyond its exposition of a black social life that spans 

decades and generations, the Collective presents a desire consonant with the other works studied 

in this project to free the body and mind of the trappings of nonbeing. 

The work of Black Audio of course was not produced in isolation. The Collective was 

part of a cohort of black film workshops established in the early 1980s, such as Sankofa and 

Ceddo, that sought, in Isaac Julien’s words, to “break away” from the “linear narrative films and 

realist documentaries” produced by the previous generation of black British filmmakers, to 

depart from the “modes that have been considered the natural and accepted types” of black 

filmmaking. “Because black people are not all the same,” Julien suggested in 1985, “there are 

many black communities” (Petley 260). Comprised of children of immigrants primarily from 

West Africa and the West Indies, this younger generation was the first to be “fully processed by 

British society,” as Akomfrah put it, leading them to articulate a new kind of coalitional blackness 

that encompassed people of South Asian, African, and Caribbean descent searching for their 

place in the nation (Banning, “Feeding” 35). Together with Autograph ABP, BLK Art Group, and 

other visual art workshops, these film collectives came into being after the 1981 Workshops 

Declaration opened up funding from the Greater London Council and other institutions to 

support innovative black cultural initiatives that directly engaged communities. These 

institutional efforts were in turn seen as a response to the events of 1981 in which black residents 

in London, Liverpool, and other cities took to the streets to express their frustration with 

increasing quotidian racism, unemployment, and militarized police presence in their 

communities (Fusco 9-11; De Groof and Symons 53-54). These collectives became a new critical 
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voice of black Britishness, pushing back against the normative (white) perception of blacks as a 

“surplus mutant population,” a foreign threat to the health of the nation (Banning, “Feeding” 36). 

Between 1982 and 1998, Black Audio produced over a dozen films, videos, and tape-slide 

texts that used various combinations of montage cutting, archival footage, interviews, tableaux 

vivants, electronic music, and voiceover narration to create an expansive image of black life in 

Britain and the larger African diaspora. The group’s first foray into this experientialism while 

studying at Portsmouth Polytechnic was a multimedia performance of Césaire’s Cahier featuring 

projected tape-slide images, a low frequency “rhythmic tonal rumbling,” and three members of 

the collective on stage standing behind a screen in silhouette speaking cut-up fragments of 

Césaire’s poem which were then manipulated, looped, and overlaid by the group’s sound 

designer, Trevor Mathison, to create a swelling, improvised mass (Mercer, “Becoming Black 

Audio” 87-89). These experiments with form expanded as the Collective soon settled into the 

essay film format for many of their works, a hybrid genre between fiction and nonfiction that, for 

Nora Alter, is “inspired by and produce[s] critical thought” to “prompt the spectator to shift her 

or his conceptual vantage point,” to enable the spectator “to glean otherwise elusive meanings” 

(5-7). Their earliest essay films focused on the figure of blackness in 1980s Britain—penetrating 

the silencing of black voices in the media and “official discourse” on the one hand, and 

blackness’s hypervisiblity as the contamination of Britishness on the other. Throughout, Black 

Audio’s aim was to “develop an alternative visual grammar,” as member Reece Auguiste put it, 

to build “a critical language…of movement and fluidity” so that “sound and image may assume 

new life” (“Black Independents” 165). Theirs was an effort, in Akomfrah’s words, “to find and 

legitimize new versions of becoming” (Eshun, “John Akomfrah” 137).   
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It’s this “grammar” of “becoming,” as it relates to figurations of the body, that I want to 

isolate in Handsworth Songs (1986) and Twilight City (1989), two of Black Audio’s earliest 

experimental essay films on blackness in 1980s Britain.1 On the surface they present two adjacent 

moments in the history of black British subjection: Handsworth centers on the black uprisings that 

took place in 1985 in the Handsworth neighborhood of Birmingham, while Twilight gives us an 

exposition of black precarious life in the “New London” of late-1980s financialization and 

development. Both, however, use archival newsreel footage from throughout the 20th century to 

give us a sprawling view of disparate iterations of black life—from the postwar arrival of West 

Indian migrants, to early-20th century footage of South Asian sailors on London’s Isle of Dogs. I 

want to put these two films in conversation to show how their juxtapositions of disparate images 

of desire and pain, memory and anticipation, present what critic Laura Marks calls a 

“deconstructive excavation,” moving “backward and forward in time, inventing histories and 

memories in order to posit an alternative to the overwhelming erasures, silences, and lies of 

official histories” (24). 

Above all, I argue, Handsworth and Twilight present the black British historical experience 

as a condition of thrownness, by which I mean that these essay films articulate a notion of 

                                                        

1 While John Akomfrah and Reece Auguiste are listed as the respective directors of Handsworth Songs 
and Twilight City, as a gesture to Black Audio’s deliberately cultivated collective process I refer to the 
Collective as the creator of the works discussed in this chapter, and, where possible, to individual 
members identified in the production notes as responsible for particular filmic aspects (such as sound 
design, scripting writing). Black Audio’s collective process, Okwui Enwezor suggests, sought to 
“[deconstruct] the fetishistic attachment to the cult of the auteur which earlier independent avant-
garde film-makers such as those of the French New Wave had embraced” (“Coalition Building” 114). 
Member Lina Gopaul likewise identifies the history of black British filmmaking as “single film-makers 
on their own, like Horace Ové and Menelik Shabazz” (Petley 260). “We wanted to set up a group 
which included a number of people from different backgrounds,” Akomfrah said in 1989, “who would 
be able to make contributions to a general black audio-visual scene in London which had an interest in 
mixed media work, installations, fine art, Super-8, video, and so on” (Petley 261). 
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blackness that is always already subjected and always already in flight, thrown from subjection in 

anticipation of the outside of the world. I’m adapting Martin Heidegger’s use of the term to 

characterize the way Dasein is always already thrust, or “thrown,” into existence in the world, 

existing in a state of “anticipatory resoluteness” as “being toward one’s ownmost, eminent 

potentiality-of-being” (Being and Time 131-132, 310). Thrownness is integral to the structure of 

fugitive time in Handsworth Songs and Twilight City, in which we encounter a constant sense of 

being toward escape as a condition of ontological potentiality—which is to say, the fugitive’s ever-

lunging “kinetic refuge” (Moten, “Subprime” 240). Black Audio accomplishes this by presenting 

literal bodies fugitively moving toward relief, but also by suturing this sense of embodied 

thrownness into the filmic architecture itself, particularly through montage cutting and 

nondiegetic sequences, creating a kind of fugitive filmic grammar. In these films’ persistent sense 

of outward projection, they present subtle windows into a potential relief from subjection that 

always feels imminent, yet always remains just out of reach.  

Arrival  

Rather than read Handsworth and Twilight successively, as if the one begat the other, I 

want to put them in dialogue, allowing the fugitive thrownness of the one to speak to and 

complement that of the other, and in turn create a larger historical and societal image of this 

filmic iteration of fugitive time. I begin with a sequence that lays out a critical moment in the 

prehistory of the 1980s crises foregrounded in both films: Handsworth Songs’s representation of 

West Indian migration to Britain in the wake of the Second World War, a pivotal historical 

conjuncture in the expansion of Britain’s black population. The June 1948 journey of 492 

Jamaicans aboard the SS Empire Windrush to fulfill the country’s postwar labor shortage is a key 
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threshold in this postwar migratory phenomenon. The voyage, as Stuart Hall suggests, “served 

as an important hinge between the large numbers of black men and women already represented 

in many walks of British social life before the war…and the later arrival (in significantly enlarged 

numbers) of black people as an identifiable group, to live, work and settle on a permanent basis” 

(“Preface” 7). Over the next decade, 125,000 West Indians came to live and work in Britain, 

forming a social group that indeed was identifiable to white Britons—identifiable, in large part, 

as a threat to the nation (Fryer 372). Handsworth’s filmic representation of this migration, I argue, 

productively leads us into both film’s larger construction of the “thrownness” of 20th century 

black British life and identity. 

Amid the 1985 riot footage that predominates in Handsworth Songs, the film presents an 

image of the postwar Atlantic crossing not as a moment of elation, but one of decided anxiety. 

Indeed there is a sense of uncertainty in the film as to whether the migrants’ arrival in Britain will 

mark their fugitive escape from poverty and unemployment in the Caribbean, or if they are in 

fact sailing toward another iteration of their subjection. As Hall and his colleagues explain in 

their influential text Policing the Crisis, the economic conditions that led to this West Indian 

departure derived from a decades-long decline in sugar prices, as well as the interwar economic 

depression that hit the Caribbean years later than Europe. “The men and women attracted to a 

labour-hungry British economy in post-war conditions, were, in many ways, the reverse side…of 

metropolitan post-war prosperity: the colonial unemployed, the casual labourer and the 

unemployed of the Caribbean city, rural workers from the plantations, subsistence farmers 

drawn from the rural masses of the hinterland” (Policing 342). Claudia Jones refers to the migrant 

impression of postwar Britain as “a palliative, a stop-gap measure to ease the growing economic 
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frustrations in a largely impoverished agricultural economy” (236). The Britain-bound exodus 

would not have been nearly as severe, she maintains, had the West Indies Federation been 

successfully established as a single state, allowing for a “freedom of movement [that] would have 

absorbed some of our disinherited, disillusioned, and unfulfilled people who were compelled to 

leave their homelands in order to survive” (237). Indeed given this conception of Britain as a site 

to which to flee in order to “survive,” we might perhaps expect a sense of anticipatory celebration 

in Handsworth’s crossing sequences.  

But generated in the friction of sound and image we find an ambivalence in the 

amalgamated impression of anticipated and remembered life, a kind of indecision as to where to 

seek fugitive relief. One third of the way through the film, against black and white archival 

footage of men crowded on the deck of an ocean liner, a narrative poem articulates an oblique 

lament to mark what appears to be the start of the Atlantic crossing: 

They appeared in unison on the deck, summoned by the water. And they stood there 
brooding in collective silence. Suddenly a man in a black felt hat and a lively gabardine 
suit heaved hopelessly and uncontrollably, and his soul ran for the sea. But the winds 
rushed in and carried it back onto the deck. There it sat, abject and exposed. Without 
warning the water swept his soul from the deck. Zachariah looked at the water and felt 
the song swell inside him. It was said that each person recognized their fate in the song. 
As he stood there, the Caribbean sank into the water. The land was there, but he will not 
go to it anymore. 

 

The voiceover narration describes an almost spiritual collective experience among the men on 

deck. Far from appearing elated about leaving the West Indies, their “brooding silence” makes 

them seem quiet, vulnerable. The man singled out has a kind of physiological reaction to 

departure, convulsing as his “soul” exits his body, marking the beginning of a kind of ontological 

transformation as the ship moves closer toward Britain. It’s a transition that begins as the 

Caribbean recedes into the horizon, and the collective gaze shifts outward toward new life, 
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toward another moment in time. The “soul” being swept away by the sea is the part of them that 

remains behind, sinking into the traumatic West Indian waters filled, we might say, with those 

who never made it through the first crossing. The affect in this narration, importantly, is anxious, 

even distraught, as a world seemingly becomes lost (“he will not go to it anymore”) and the ship 

moves toward a new and contingent being-in-the-world. The water, endowed with agency as it 

“summons” the men and “sweeps” onto the deck, generates the movement of this sequence, 

reminding us that these are passengers in a moving vessel directed toward that coming existence. 

The men experience the sweeping away of the soul into the sea as a kind of prophetic calling of 

anticipation, as a kind of inaudible, assumed “song” they all “recognize” as their “fate,” pushing 

them affectively outward toward their new world.  

What’s most striking about this narrative poem, however, is its juxtaposition with grainy 

mid-century archival footage of hundreds of black men standing on deck arriving in Britain. The 

viewer recognizes this only when the voiceover and footage sequence end simultaneously, and 

the phrase “the Caribbean sank into the water” is set against images of men in crisp suits 

preparing to disembark at an industrial dockyard, presumably in Britain. Before we notice this 

incongruity, however, the narration and footage converge to form what Michel Chion calls a 

moment of filmic “synchresis”: “the spontaneous and irresistible weld produced between a 

particular auditory phenomenon and visual phenomenon when they occur at the same time” 

(63). Thus, we find panning close up shots of stoic passengers that coincide with the phrase “they 

appeared in unison on the deck”; images of men standing at the bow of the ship holding their 

fedoras in the wind matching the phrase “but the winds rushed in”; and Trevor Mathison’s 

minimalist electronic music in step with the tempo of both narration and footage, setting their 
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common rhythm. Within seconds this synchresis gives way to what Gilles Deleuze terms 

“asynchrony”: “two ‘heautonomous’ images, one visual and one sound, with a fault, an 

interstice, an irrational cut between them,” creating a series of “contradictions” that “induce a 

system of unhookings and intertwinings which in turn determine the different presents through 

anticipations or regressions” (Cinema 2 250-251). In Handsworth, these “unhookings and 

intertwinings” produce a disorienting juxtaposition of distant geographies, unsettling our 

reading of both narration and image. If the voiceover puts in mind the image of a group of men 

facing an island as it falls into the horizon, the closing frame of what is likely London’s Tilbury 

docks triggers that Deleuzian “unhooking” and an unexpected anticipation of those industrial 

docks. This asynchrony also seems to have an accelerating effect on the passengers’ time-

consciousness, as if their fixation on departure were suddenly fast-forwarded at breakneck speed, 

launched ahead in time and space, and transformed into a fixation on their imminent arrival, 

producing a kind of vertigo as their minds rush toward shore. Indeed if the anxiety of the 

narration was at least partly perceived as a lament for the lost homeland, that is now 

retrospectively recoded as an unease of disembarkation, with the added element of the jolt—the 

moment the audio-visual breaks from synchresis to asynchrony—that instills a sense of 

foreboding and uncertainty. This anxious arrival, I want to suggest, marks a critical threshold in 

the historical “thrownness” of black life in Britain. Thrown into a refigured subjection the instant 

they get off the boat, the migrants must navigate the exclusions, prejudices, and violence of a 

public that sees their presence as a threat even before they touch solid ground. The film’s audio-
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visual asynchrony augments the nervousness of this thrownness, renewing the passengers search 

for release in mind and body with frantic acceleration.2  

Again scattered throughout 1980s riot footage and witness interviews are sequences that 

evoke—some more directly than others—this frantic arrival in Britain. The brief nondiegetic shot 

of birds fluttering in and out of a tree at twilight, followed immediately by police sirens, 

intimates a sense of disordered arrival and disquiet, as if the birds were fleeing the law’s 

interpellation. The Collective also incorporates several sequences of footage from the 1950s of 

black men and women filing off ships, stoic and well dressed, evoking, as Kodwo Eshun reads it, 

the “fragile utopianism” of a people hoping for new life (“Untimely” 41). One of these includes 

an impromptu performance for news cameras by the famed Calypsonian Lord Kitchener singing, 

“London is the place for me / London, this lovely city.” In the Collective’s “Background Notes” to 

the film, Reece Auguiste notes the “sad irony” of Kitchener’s lyrics as the singer stands on the 

Empire Windrush at Tilbury on 22 June 1948, “nervous, shaking, but desperately trying to keep the 

calypso rhythm together” (157). There are also the prolonged shots of a mural depicting a 

                                                        

2 Akomfrah’s more recent work with Smoking Dogs Films, the production company he started with 
fellow Black Audio members Lina Gopaul and David Lawson, revisits these questions of migration 
and British identity. Notable is The Nine Muses (2013), which rereads the archive of 20th century black 
migration to Britain through the optic of ancient epics, principally Homer’s Odyssey. The film 
repeatedly cuts between images of black Britons in different postwar moments and vast Alaskan 
winter landscapes in which a solitary black figure in brightly colored winter attire looks out into the 
white expanse. The stark cutting between 1950s South Asians and West Indians stepping off cruise 
liners in Britain and these brilliantly white landscapes evokes a common experience of anxiety and 
alienation. Auditorily, the film’s sound design and narrative fragments—with excerpts from poems by 
T.S. Elliot, Li Po, and Rabindranath Tagore, and the sounds of liturgical music, Indian classical music, 
and expansive electronic soundscapes—are pivotal to a kind of quest to transform the dominant 
conception of black migration from a historically invisible experience into one of shared cultural 
legibility. Kass Banning, importantly, situates Handsworth Songs as The Nine Muses’ “ur-text,” the latter 
“giv[ing] way to representations of more individuated and drawn-out articulations of becoming and 
longing” (138). 
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dramatic narrative of the migrant experience: with the camera panning from left to right, a man 

sleeps restlessly in a bed beside a palm tree, a woman arrives dockside carrying luggage and a 

baby, another woman carrying a coffin on her back walks toward a youth handcuffed on the 

ground, and, finally, on the far right of the mural, a young black man reads casually from a book 

as three other youth listen with a dove sitting above them on an electrical wire. Indeed the “sad 

irony” of Kitchener’s song, the determined bleakness of the mural, and the post-flight 

restlessness of the birds evoke the sense that subjection, albeit in different forms than in the West 

Indies, will ensue, and that these migrants must learn its patterns and textures, searching for 

those pockets of belonging and relief in the “mother country” as they hold out for that ultimate 

fugitive release.  

The Handsworth Songs sequence that perhaps best exemplifies this initial navigation of 

subjection upon arrival is the train montage in which dozens of moving and still 1950s archival 

images appear in a span of only 30 seconds. We, the spectators, are the travelers in this fast 

moving clip, which begins with the quick chugging sounds of a coal-powered locomotive and the 

camera directed through the train window to the outside, as if we are sitting and peering out. The 

grainy footage shows identical-looking brick houses quickly passing under a gray sky before the 

train enters a tunnel and the screen momentarily goes black. Suddenly the camera is situated 

behind a woman as she steps off a train onto a station platform. The montage accelerates, now 

cutting every second or faster, showing a train spewing smoke, close ups of white police officers 

and taxi drivers (“taxi!” one hails), and black travelers walking the platform, many looking about 

confused. The camera angles up at the imposing “way out” sign, and suddenly we are out on the 

street, buses and motorcycles speeding by, chimney’s coughing smoke, car horns honking. 
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Director John Akomfrah punctuates this short sequence with a close up of a brick wall that reads, 

“BLACKS GO HOME,” in graffiti. 

Black Audio puts us in the position of the migrants speeding into the city, overwhelmed 

by sound, signage, and interpellation. That they create this sequence entirely from decades-old 

footage gives it a historical, lived quality, enhancing our experience as viewer-travelers. Here and 

throughout Black Audio’s work, archival images function as “reservoirs of memory,” as “one of 

the few sites that attest to the diasporic subject’s existence” in the face of the erasures of British 

imperial archives (Alter 273). In this sequence, the Collective crystallizes a crucial transition in the 

migrant’s experience of fugitive time using those “reservoirs of memory” as their raw material. If, 

as Deleuze suggests, cinematic montage is constituted by a “duration and time which flow from 

the articulation of the movement-images,” then Black Audio’s transition during this sequence to 

rapidly accelerating successive images suggests a kind of accelerated temporality, and, I want to 

suggest, an accelerated temporal consciousness of the migrant (Deleuze, Cinema 1 29). As the images 

rapidly succeed one another and anxiety builds in the moment of exiting the train, the experience 

of time shifts to a reshaped embodied urgency from moment to moment, of taking flight from 

whomever painted “BLACKS GO HOME” on that brick wall. The fugitive desire for bodily relief 

is no longer sought in the anticipation of Britain as an escape from West Indian poverty, but in 

the anticipation of the immediate outside of the violence that inscribed those words in graffiti—

the outside, that is, of the ideology that produced that inscription. The aim of this refigured 

fugitive time, however, remains that moment of release sought in the outside of the world, that 

phenomenal moment of the body and mind’s unburdening generated by what Tina Campt calls 



 

 167 

fugitivity’s “creation of new possibilities for living lives that refuse the regulatory regime from 

which they could not be removed” (“Black Feminist”). 

This “BLACKS GO HOME” inscription that the migrants hurtle toward signals critical 

shifts in the structures of capital and ideology in mid-to-late-1950s Britain. The defeat of Labour 

in the 1951 general election marked the decline of the welfare state, full employment, and 

redistributed income, and the turn to a new conservatism of free enterprise, capital’s continuing 

global expansion, and a discourse of “affluence” that, riding on the short-term gains of capital’s 

shift to a “mixed economy,” sought to disrupt and obscure older forms of class consciousness 

(Hall et al, Policing 223-229). Yet underneath this seemingly “healthy” economy was a penetrating 

sense of social anxiety about society’s changing structure. As Stuart Hall et al maintain, that first 

generation of postwar West Indian immigrants was “destined to signify the dark side of the 

‘affluent dream’”:  

Their imputed taste for big American cars…caricatured the affluent life. Their Saturday-
night parties were a constant reminder of the sacrifices demanded by the regime of work 
and the taboo on pleasure enshrined in the Protestant ethic…. The black immigrant 
moved into the declining areas of the city, where Britain’s “forgotten Englishmen” lived 
on the very tightest of margins; he entered this “tight little island” of white lower-middle 
and working-class respectability—and, by his every trace, his looks, clothes, 
pigmentation, culture, mores and aspirations, announced his “otherness”…. The 
symbolism of the race-immigrant theme was resonant in its subliminal force, its capacity 
to set in motion the demons which haunt the collective subconscious of a “superior” race. 
(Policing 241)  

 

While blackness threatened the white upward dream of “affluence,” it brought with it fears of the 

poor becoming poorer—of becoming, effectively, black. In Nottingham and the London 

neighborhood of Notting Hill, antiblack violence revealed for the first time in mainland Britain an 

“open and emergent racism of a specifically indigenous type” (Hall, “Racism and Reaction” 27-

29; Fryer 376-381). With the economic slow down of the early-1960s, black immigration was 
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officially declared the problem and the 1962 Commonwealth Immigration Act was passed, 

significantly limiting who and how many could enter Britain from the former colonies. Enoch 

Powell infamously played on the popular perception of blackness as menace in the late-1960s, 

calling for an end to black immigration altogether, lest England lose its Englishness, and blacks 

wrest the prosperous future from white Britons. “Powellism,” as Stuart Hall coined it, was less 

about “the enunciation of a specifically defiant policy about race…by a single person” than the 

“formation of an ‘official’ racist politics at the heart of British political culture” (“Racism and 

Reaction” 29-30).  

What’s so evocatively presented in Handsworth Songs and Twilight City is not simply the 

way postwar West Indian migrants were thrown into this “political culture” of “us” versus 

“them,” but the expansive historical temporality that these migrants entered upon arrival. Which 

is to say, Handsworth and Twilight give us an image of the postwar migrant entering an all-

encompassing historical wreckage: a decades-, even centuries-long past of black precarious life in 

Britain, on the one hand, and a kind of prefigured future of black precariousness in the decades 

that followed the arrival of the Windrush, on the other. This is what I mean when I say that these 

two Black Audio films present an image of black fugitivity as always already subjected, and always 

already in flight from that subjection. To enter the world of these two films is to look out over the 

sprawl of devastation and discrimination that marks the black historical experience in 20th 

century Britain.  

Navigation 

While Handsworth Songs and Twilight City both give us this sprawl that the migrant enters 

at mid-century, Twilight presents a particularly expansive terrain of historical subjection that they 
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must navigate. Similar to Handsworth, we encounter this sprawl in the relationship between 

Twilight City’s moving images and voiceover epistolary narrative. The latter, written by Edward 

George and John Akomfrah, is structured around the letters of a young professional, Olivia, to 

her mother who wants to return to London from Dominica where she had moved 10 years earlier 

“after 35 years of trying to belong” in London. The majority of Olivia’s narration traces her own 

work as a researcher of “wealth creation” in London, telling her mother how London has become 

increasingly suffocating for people of color, while also tracing a history of 20th century black 

subjection in the city. The film chronicles, as director Reece Auguiste’s notes elucidate, the lives 

of “the city’s dispossessed entrapped in the New London” (Eshun and Sagar 165). “The London 

you left behind is disappearing perhaps forever,” Olivia writes, “and I don’t know if you will 

want to return to the new one.” Set against Olivia’s narration—in addition to brief nondiegetic 

scenes, interviews with activists and scholars recalling their London childhoods, and shots 

peering outside a car as it navigates the streets of 1980s London at night—is a scattered series of 

grainy black and white archival footage sequences of particular moments in London’s 20th 

century, such as post-blitz ruins and Lascar sailors sitting outside their living quarters. In the 

interplay, I contend, between these archival shots and Olivia’s narration we find the expansive 

past and future of black subjection that the migrants of Handsworth effectively enter when they 

set foot on solid ground.  

Two particular threads in Twilight give us a deeper sense of the black historical presence 

in Britain that predates the Windrush, implicitly speaking to the ideology that produced the 

“BLACKS GO HOME” graffiti that Handsworth’s migrants encounter. The first is the film’s 

allusion to the black experience in London during the Second World War, the sense of exclusion 
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and otherness felt years before the postwar migratory rush. We find this in a letter written by 

Olivia’s father after the blitz, an excerpt of which Olivia includes in her own letter:   

I walked through the ashes and the black smoke. They were pulling bodies from under 
the rubble. I tried to be of help. People would look at me as though they’d seen a ghost. 
Then the look would disappear. I walked around London watching them mourn, and I 
wanted to mourn with them. And then I noticed that the first apprehensive look took 
longer to disappear each time. When the bombing stopped and the smoke cleared the 
look was still there, frozen and fixed on a thousand faces. I tried to continue my job as a 
fighter pilot, but every time I look down I see the blue ice of that look. 
 

Set against these words are sequences of footage of a recently bombed out London, the film 

cutting between clips in a steady three-second tempo. As we imagine the West Indian man 

walking through the “ashes” and “smoke,” watching people “pulling bodies from under the 

rubble,” the frame gives us successive stationary shots at street level of overturned buses, piles of 

concrete, glass, and metal, and rescue workers in hardhats searching through debris. The sky is 

bleached out, still hazy with residual smoke, and stoic armed soldiers monitor the scenes. What’s 

remarkable is the people’s insistence on normalcy. Men and women, nearly all white, file 

determinedly through the piles of rubble and military tanks, going about their daily business in 

their pressed suits, dresses, and shined shoes. Store clerks sweep debris from their blasted out 

storefronts. In one shot we even see the Tube moving slowly on a street overpass despite the 

bricks crumbling from the structure.   

In the juxtaposition of sound and image, Black Audio invites us to imagine Olivia’s father 

walking through these images, among the people filing through the rubble. Indeed it is these 

people, determined to “keep calm and carry on,” who we imagine giving him “the look,” 

refusing his desire to mourn with them, refusing his desire to belong. “The look” marks the 

moment of his (non)interpellation as not fully human, as a “ghost.” Indeed it’s not unlike Fanon’s 
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famous line in Peau noire, masques blancs—“Look, a Negro!”—in which the philosopher recalls his 

interpellation as an “object” in the world, as a figure of “nonbeing” (88). The look that renders 

Olivia’s father a specter in turn haunts him into the future, a persistent reminder of his nonbeing. 

This futural haunting is even present in the passage’s grammar, in the final sentence when the 

tense shifts from past to present, from “I tried to continue” to “every time I look down I see.” The 

experience of Olivia’s father recalls the metropolitan-based West Indian servicemen whose 

experience Hazel Carby examines in her work on black British identity, arguing that their 

presence in Britain corresponded to a “racialization of subjects during World War II” that 

“prefigured the formation of post-war black British subjects,” a racialization that “occurred in the 

context of the expression of particular fears and anxieties which had developed about ‘race’ in the 

colonies and in British cities” (“Becoming” 641, 650). Black servicemen were deemed a “threat to 

the health and safety of the nation,” particularly in their potential associations with white British 

women. “The look” that haunts Olivia’s father, we might say, is the consequence of “government, 

military, national and local practices that produced racialized subjects as external to ideologies of 

what constituted acceptable conventions of British/English subjecthood and citizenship” (644). 

“Black Britons,” Carby suggests, “were citizens who were located within discourses of 

outsiderness, colonialism, subject peoples, empire and migration, but never within discourses of 

belonging” (651). For Olivia’s father, the repeated haunting of the look signifies a kind of 

captivity, an encasement in nonbelonging. As I’ll show, Twilight and Handsworth’s filmic 

strategies of escaping negation must be imagined in relation to this consignment to nonbeing and 

exclusion. 
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While Carby is certainly right to highlight the racialization of blackness during the war, 

Twilight actually gives us an instantiation of black subjection in Britain that prefigures even this—

an instantiation, that is, that further entrenches the structures of subjection that Handsworth’s 

postwar migrants encounter upon arrival. This earlier prefiguration again comes in Olivia’s letter 

to her mother, when she recounts how, during a recent visit to the Isle of Dogs, she discovered 

that a community of Lascars lived on the site of their former home in the 19th century. “They were 

seamen from Bombay and Calcutta,” she writes, “brought here by the East India Company and 

abandoned to misery…. The last Lascar was found one winter night, covered by three inches of 

snow.” Accompanying this narration is a striking montage that cycles through three types of 

sequences: contemporary still shots of a neglected graveyard with toppled statues and weeds 

climbing up tombstones; archival footage from the 1920s of South Asian seamen sitting on paved 

ground sewing and cutting each other’s hair; and darkly lit sequences from the 1980s of a camera 

panning across dozens of people sleeping on the sidewalks of London in sleeping bags and 

cardboard boxes. Olivia’s phrase “abandoned to misery” coincides with an image of a tombstone 

overrun with weeds followed quickly by images of London’s sleeping homeless. And the 

moment we hear her words “covered by three inches of snow” the film cuts to a person laying 

next to a storm drain in a box labeled “IBM” in large letters.  

Olivia’s words bridge the plight of the seamen, the aged decrepitude of the cemetery, 

and the men and women cast aside by Thatcher’s neoliberal order, articulating a kind of common 

structure of “abandonment” across the three, despite their seeming dissonance. Olivia’s 

voiceover soon gives way to historian Rosina Visram describing how 18th century Lascar sailors, 

after being discharged by their employers upon arrival in London, “roamed around the 
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metropolis…[without] shoes, shivering, starving, many of them dying in the streets.” Visram’s 

authority on the subject buttresses Olivia’s “discovery” during her visit to her childhood home, 

serving as a kind of citation for Olivia’s research as well as for Black Audio in the Collective’s use 

of the essay film genre to sketch a prehistory of Thatcherist London. That is effectively what this 

particular montage sequence accomplishes: positioning the figure of the “abandoned” Lascar 

against the image of the person sleeping in the IBM computer box implicitly articulates a kind of 

centuries-long Thatcherism-in-the-making, a genealogy of what Stuart Hall calls Thatcherism’s 

“assault…on the very principle and essence of collective social welfare,” in favor of 

“competition,” “profitability,” and “personal responsibility” (Hard Road 47). In this way we start 

to gain a sense of how Twilight City doesn’t just articulate a past of subjection encountered by 

Handsworth’s migrants at Tilbury docks, but a future prefigured in their arrival.  

The missing link in this discussion of the Lascars in Twilight, of course, is their relation to 

black Britishness. To speak to this, however, first requires that we address the question of the 

second generation, the children of the “Windrush generation” born and raised in Britain. When 

Powell argued in the late-1960s for ending immigration and “repatriating” blacks, it was this 

second generation that formed the British Black Panther Party and the Black People’s Alliance, 

with a “degree of politicization and organization in depth hitherto unknown in the post-war 

history of black migration” (Hall et al, Policing 244, original emphasis; Sivanandan 25-37). And it 

was this second generation that became the symbol of growing crisis as economic recession 

deepened into the 1970s.3 Unemployment among black youth soared, with additional cuts in 

                                                        

3 Stuart Hall provides critical insight into both the deep-seated nature of this economic crisis that 
commenced in full in the late-1960s, as well as the ways blackness came to symbolize the larger social 
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social programs and public expenditures hitting West Indian and Asian communities hardest 

(Policing 325). “Crime” and “mugging” became synonymous with blackness as youth sought 

alternative survival methods beyond the wage labor system denied to them. As Kobena Mercer 

incisively suggests, “If we were invisible, marginal and silenced by subjection to a racism by 

which we failed to enjoy equal protection under the law as common citizens, this was because we 

were all too visible, all too vocal and all too central, in Britain’s postimperial body politic, as a 

reminder and remainder of its historical past” (Welcome 7). Indeed the state felt compelled to 

acknowledge this “remainder” when it established authoritarian policing practices in these 

“urban colonies,” reviving aggressive 19th century “sus” laws to give police the authority to stop, 

search, and arrest anyone on criminal suspicion (Hall, “The Law’s Out of Order”).4 The uprisings 

of 1981 in South London and Liverpool, and the 1985 uprisings that Black Audio foregrounds in 

Handsworth Songs, all were the culmination of years of aggressive police occupation, far-right 

                                                        

 

and economic crisis in the 1970s. On the historical formation of the recession, see “The Great Moving 
Show” in The Hard Road to Renewal. On the symbolics of blackness and crisis, see “Racism and 
Reaction,” in Five Views on Multi-Racial Britain. 
 
4 This aggressive policing—the state’s “crisis management” and policies of “law and order”—by the 
late-70s is but one component of the rise of Thatcherism and the radical right, and its full-scale assault 
on organized labor, public institutions (such as education, the National Health Service), and, as Stuart 
Hall has put it, its contradictory ideology of a “freewheeling ‘enterprise culture’ and a ‘return to 
Victorian values’” (Hard Road 85). For more on policing and the ideology of the “law and order” 
society, see Halls overview in The Hard Road to Renewal (55-56), the Centre for Contemporary Cultural 
Studies working papers Empire Strikes Back (1982) (specifically chapters one and four: “The Organic 
crisis of British capitalism and race: the experience of the seventies” and “Police and Thieves”), as well 
as “Lesser breeds without the law” in Paul Gilroy’s There Ain’t No Black in the Union Jack. 
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antiblack violence, and concentrated poverty and unemployment (Fryer 387-399; Hall, “From 

Scarman” 190).5  

It was amid this fraught climate that a new notion of blackness took shape. From the 

1970s into the 1980s, as Ambalavaner Sivanandan, Stuart Hall, and others have observed, the idea 

of blackness in Britain encompassed both West Indians and South Asians. These scholars, of 

course, acknowledged the immense diversity within and among these communities, but what 

united them was their common racial exclusion from British society, and their related historical 

experiences of subjection in colonization and enslavement (Sivanandan 62, 23; Hall, “Question of 

Cultural Identity” 308-309). Within these black groups emerged “new, hybrid and crossover 

cultural forms of tremendous vitality and innovation” as many elements from their “traditional” 

cultures were modulated to fit their new lives in Britain (Hall, “Whose Heritage” 9-10). Black 

Britishness thus developed as a kind of unity across difference, challenging the conservative 

notions of Britishness (qua whiteness) for which people like Enoch Powell and Margaret Thatcher 

so firmly stood.6 Unlike their parents, the second generation of black immigrants was born into 

                                                        

5 This climate is productively examined in Black Audio’s 1991 essay film Mysteries of July, also directed 
by Auguiste, which focuses on the 1989 deaths of four black youth in police custody in London. As in 
Twilight City and Handsworth Songs, interviews and archives only take us so far into the (hi)stories of 
these figures, their communities, and the conditions of police abuse and far-right antiblack violence. 
Instead of searching for truths and fixed meanings, the Collective sets up elaborate stages of mourning 
using low lighting, fragmented reenactments of the youth’s deaths, slow motion sequencing, and 
voiceover narration: “In this theater of remembrance, we see another kind of remembrance, a 
ceremony of silence, held in honor of those made powerless by the judicial system.”  
 
6 The idea of blackness that encompassed West Indians and Asians was not meant to collapse the 
cultural and historical specificity of the different groups. As Stuart Hall et al argue in Policing the Crisis, 
the “Asian ‘migrant’ culture is the product of a different colonialism and dependent economy than 
that of the Caribbean. Through early transplantation, slavery and plantation society, the latter suffered 
a more severe process of cultural fragmentation. Asian culture is, therefore, more cohesive and 
supportive for its youth.” The authors also suggest that Asian labor in Britain has been historically 
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this racialized exclusion, and raised as this composite blackness took shape, bringing a newfound 

urgency to the articulation of identity: “[E]xcluded and stereotyped…pushed around by the 

police, abused in the streets, and profoundly alienated from recognition or acceptance by British 

society at large, they were haunted by questions of identity and belonging. ‘Who are we?’ ‘Where 

do we come in?’ Where do we belong?’“ (Hall, “Black Diaspora Artists in Britain” 18). The 

question of identity, in a word, became a matter of political exigency for this new generation.  

Thus we find the Lascars in Twilight City. Of course in the 19th and early-20th centuries 

these sailors likely would not have considered themselves black, but the politics from which 

Twilight emerged in the late-1980s brought them into the fold of the coalitional blackness of that 

moment. In this way I am positioning the Lascars in the film as part of the prehistory of black 

subjection that the postwar West Indian migrants in Handsworth Songs walk into.7 Black Audio 

recodes, as it were, the experience of the Lascars as black—a group refused inclusion, 

                                                        

 

subject to “a more systematic exploitation on racial lines” and “assumed an organized collective 
industrial form at an earlier stage” (341).  

In Stuart Hall’s later writings, he observed a certain breakdown of this trans-Caribbean/Asian 
blackness. Writing in 1999, Hall says that the binaries of ethnic minority versus British majority, us 
versus them, blacks versus whites, “essentially collapsed” in the 1990s as class and gender “rapidly 
differentiated” that binary system (“From Scarman” 191). See also Hall, “Frontlines and Backyards: 
The Terms of Change” (1998). Sivanandan largely agrees with Hall about the idea of black identity at 
the turn of the century, that “the rise of multiculturalism in the last decade or more has broken down 
that unity and replaced it with cultural enclaves and feuding nationalisms.” But, unlike Hall, 
Sivanandan argues that that dissolution of blackness must be resisted: “That is the more reason to 
fight it, before it comes inward looking and reactionary and recedes into culturalism and ethnism and 
self-regarding nationalism” (see Owusu, “The Struggle” 423). 

 
7 In the BBC-commissioned A Touch of the Tar Brush (1991), a more formally conventional documentary 
directed by Akomfrah, Black Audio sketches an even deeper iteration of this prehistory by focusing on 
the centuries-long presence of mixed-raced culture and identity in Liverpool, how the port of 
Liverpool for more than 200 years drew people from around the world, producing a population whose 
very existence challenged and reinvented what it meant to be British.  
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subjectivity, and being. This question of coalitional blackness is even more explicit in Handsworth 

Songs, since those whom we find criminalized for there participation in the 1985 riots are both 

West Indians and South Asians. The latter, young and old, like their West Indian counterparts, 

are interviewed throughout the film arguing for increased scrutiny of state policing, providing 

anecdotal evidence of police abuse. And Black Audio establishes this black coalition not just 

thematically, but in the montage structure of the film itself. Early in the film, for instance, a South 

Asian man speaks directly to the camera in the aftermath of the Handsworth uprisings: “I believe 

that not the city council, not the police department,” he says, “has the guts to accept their 

responsibility.” The film then cuts to the 1948 footage of Lord Kitchener singing “London, this 

lovely city” on the deck of the Empire Windrush. What would perhaps otherwise feel like 

culturally and historically dissonant frames is rendered seamless in Akomfrah’s montage. The 

filmic cut in the montage sutures blackness, allowing for a larger coalitional understanding to 

emerge that extends beyond any single culture or generation.  

Soon after this sequence in Handsworth we find a similar kind of suturing through sound. 

For half a minute, the camera focuses on an Indian classical music performance featuring tabla, 

harmonium, and a group men singing in unison. The image then cuts to a group of people of 

South Asian and West Indian descent walking through the streets of post-riot Handsworth 

holding flowers to honor those lost during the uprisings. But, crucially, the Indian music 

continues across the filmic cut, bridging the performance’s connotative feeling of sacred intimacy 

with the feeling of insistent solidarity among the people walking past looted shops and burned 

buildings. If, for Kobena Mercer, “Mathison’s compositions play an important ‘binding’ role in 

melding [Black Audio’s] disparate visual materials,” then this sequence, I argue, shows us how 
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Mathison’s sound design also “binds” cultures and the disparate components of blackness 

(“Post-Colonial Trauerspiel” 46). With the camera situated on the group in mourning, the music 

transforms into a collective lament for those lost lives, and for the conditions that brought that 

violence into being.  

With members of West African, South Asian, and Caribbean descent, Black Audio 

articulated, but also demonstrated, its commitment to this coalitional politics. In his essay, “Black 

Cinema, Poetics and New World Aesthetics,” Auguiste identifies the field of black British 

filmmaking as “constituted by diverse histories of exclusion and emigration; by cultural 

experiences emanating from the historical conditions of the New World, Asia and Africa. The 

cultural terrain upon which we work is invested and structured by pluralism” (153). Importantly, 

however, this pluralist black identity was not the approach taken by all of Black Audio’s artistic 

contemporaries. Eddie Chambers, a founding member of BLK Art Group, for instance, explained 

in an interview with Petrine Archer-Straw that he felt “steamrollered by this other view that 

‘black’ should include all sorts of other people beyond the African diaspora.” For him, being of 

“African origin” was “the only plausible definition of ‘black’” (30).8 Chambers’s view indicates, to 

be sure, how emergent this pluralist blackness was in the 1980s. His view perhaps resonated 

more with the politics represented in the first black British dramatic feature films, such as Horace 

Ove’s Pressure (1975) and Menelik Shabazz’s Burning an Illusion (1981)—works that evoke the 

militancy of Britain’s black power movement organized principally by the children of West 

Indian immigrants. In the same essay, Auguiste argues for a “radical departure” from this realist, 

                                                        

8 Though he doesn’t discuss the 1980s coalitional formation of blackness, Chambers’s does elaborate 
his understanding of blackness in relation to pan-Africanism in “Some Notes on Pan-Africanism and 
Black Art in Britain” (80-81). 
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narrative-driven style of black filmmaking. Included in this shift, too, is Black Audio’s insistence 

on the coalitional black politics that Ambalavaner Sivanandan, Stuart Hall, Coco Fusco, and other 

critics identified as emergent in the 1980s, the politics that the Collective sutured into the fugitive 

filmic grammar of Handsworth Songs and Twilight City.  

There is one last component to this emergent blackness that I want to touch on, one that 

comes to the fore, as I’ll show, in Twilight. The intersection of sexuality, specifically queerness, 

played a crucial role in further opening up this coalitional identity in the 1980s, even if it was 

very much contested ground. Sankofa’s celebrated film The Passion of Remembrance (1986), 

directed by Maureen Blackwood and Isaac Julien, usefully stages a kind of “front lines” debate 

among black youth on the subject, addressing it during an informal viewing session of pride 

demonstration footage shot by one of the young women gathered. Using Jamaican homophobic 

vernacular, one of the young men asks the filmmaker, “Is it true that you’re a lesbian? You had 

images of batty men and lesbians in your footage,” after which another claims that 

homosexuality is a “white informed” concept, that “those white directions can’t add anything to 

our struggles except hindrance.” But the queer youth in the group speak up, challenging the 

young men’s hypocrisy of resisting “Babylon” while being “well content...to call me batty.” 

Responding to the homophobic youth, the young filmmaker argues,  

You’re not really hearing anyone else. The black community. You can’t even talk about 
communities. It’s always homogenous. At the end of the day it’s about how you define 
things. Because you got the power. 

 

In the same way that Reece Auguiste insists on a radical openness to cultural difference, on 

blackness as a coalition among excluded people of color, the queer youth in Sankofa’s film insist 

on sexual pluralism, resisting the hegemony of the heteronormative and the homophobic. Passion, 
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which premiered in 1986 alongside Handsworth Songs at London’s Metro Cinema, pushes against 

monolithic, masculinist formulations of blackness, revealing another valence of this pluralist 

identity, which I return to later in this chapter. Like Michael Gillespie’s description of Leah 

Gilliam’s film Now Pretend, Blackwood and Julien’s film “proffers and parallels multiple 

antagonisms surrounding the notion of black identity as something finite, something to which all 

might universally subscribe” (9). If indeed blackness takes on a different shape in the cultural 

contexts of each chapter in this dissertation—corresponding to variations of racialized histories 

and politics in the works of NoViolet Bulawayo, Toni Morrison, and others—this radical 

openness to disparate cultures and sexualities represents the specificity of the Black Audio Film 

Collective’s iteration of blackness, the way in which they participated in the reconfiguration of 

identity and belonging in 1980s Britain. 

Before I move on to the principal modes of fugitive escape in Twilight and Handsworth in 

their use of montage cutting and nondiegesis, I want to provide a closer view of how Black Audio 

presents the black body’s navigation of this expansive past and future of subjection that 

Handsworth’s postwar migrants encounter. This navigation, in a way, serves as a kind of “first 

order” of flight in the two films, that muted register of longing for an outside of the world that 

engenders and buttresses their principal cinematic grammars of fugitivity. This first order, in 

other words, is the level of literal bodies taking wing, “forging errant trajectories through the 

ordered regimes of racializing surveillance”; the second is the order in which this bodily flight is 

inscribed into the cinematic architecture, sutured into editing techniques (Hilton 230). 

There are people, of course, scattered throughout the interviews, archival footage, and 

other scenarios in these two films, but several sequences in particular evoke an unequivocal 
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embodied desire to escape the subjections of the world. Take, for instance, the following repeated 

sequence in Handsworth Songs. After brief shots of post-riot Handsworth streets, with smoke still 

rising from buildings, with papers, glass, and concrete chunks scattered along the roadside, we 

see a black youth running toward the camera with riot police behind and in front of him.9 There 

is a minimalist, consistent sound of echoed clanking in this sequence, as if a police baton were 

repeatedly striking a metal bar, reverberating. The youth cuts to his left to avoid an officer’s 

swinging baton, using his hand to push off from a brick wall to avoid the officers approaching 

from his right. He trips in the middle of the street. A half dozen police descend on him with riot 

shields, throwing him against the wall to arrest him. The camera, meanwhile, unsteadily shaking, 

roams around for a better angle before the film cuts to an interview.  

This same sequence reappears toward the end of the hour-long film, following, fittingly 

enough, a clip of a smirking Margaret Thatcher, saying, “People are rather afraid that this 

country might be rather swamped by people of a different culture…. The moment a minority 

threatens to become a big one, people get frightened.” Immediately after these words, the film 

cuts back to the same youth running up the middle of the street, but this time Akomfrah re-times 

it half the speed. We see very clearly each of the youth’s steps, one white shoe placed before the 

other as he cuts left and pushes off the wall. The slow motion gives the viewer a phenomenal 

sense of the youth’s movement—dreadlocks flying above him, arms stretched for balance, feet 

                                                        

9 While the footage we find in Handsworth Songs concentrates on the aftermath of the 1985 uprisings in 
Handsworth, other black independent films of the time, notably by Sankofa, incorporated actual riot 
footage into their montage structures. In Isaac Julien’s Territories (1983) and Julien and Maureen 
Blackwood’s Passion of Remembrance (1986), for instance, footage of uprisings in 1976 and 1981 is 
central to their articulation of black Britishness—particularly police-community relations, cultural 
differences intrinsic to black identity, as well as the ways black Britishness is cut across by 
intersectional differences of race, class, gender, and sexuality.  
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searching, his gaze looking ahead for a clearing. The clanking baton now sounds like a slow-

metered, incarcerating pulse, akin to what Frank Wilderson has called “the gratuitous violence of 

sound,” the way in which a “film’s acoustic strategies…evoke this structural position of the Black 

as one of unmitigated vulnerability to violence.” If, for Wilderson, the sound of the voices heard 

in the mind of Dorothy in Haile Gerima’s film Bush Mama—voices of welfare agency workers 

demanding that she abort her pregnancy—position her as “one of the 35 million accumulated and 

fungible (owned and exchangeable) objects living among the 230 million subjects,” then we might 

say that this sound of the carceral-evoking clanking baton analogously positions this running 

youth as a figure of subjection, as “accumulated and fungible” in the way the British state polices 

and criminalizes blackness under Thatcher (Wilderson, Red 128). Critically, Black Audio slows 

down the fugitive chase, demanding that we gain a closer sense of the youth’s terror as we watch 

his body contort from one motion to the next, searching for fugitivity’s “escapist pathways,” as 

Barnor Hesse puts it, beyond the reach of that carceral clanking, fleeing toward the promise of 

that elusive phenomenal moment of the body’s nonfungibility (Hesse 308). Similar to Laura 

Gaither’s understanding of Julie Dash’s use of slow motion in her film Daughters of the Dust, the 

slow pacing of this running youth “acts as a telescope, lengthening time…stretching [the images] 

out for all to behold,” giving us a visceral, close-up sense of what black fugitivity has become in 

1980s Britain (Gaither 109-110).  

The micro-movement of bodies that slow motion allows us to witness so closely in this 

sequence recalls the recent work of performance theorist André Lepecki and his useful notion of 

“choreopoliced movement.” In this type of movement in urban space, the police seek to “de-

mobilize political action by means of implementing a certain kind of movement that prevents any 
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formation and expression of the political,” forcing protesters into “a prechoreographed pattern of 

circulation, corporeality, and belonging.” The running youth’s fugitive pathway from this 

predetermined (racialized) structure would then correspond to what Lepecki calls 

“choreopolitics”: the “redistribution and reinvention of bodies, affects, and senses through which 

one may learn how to move politically, how to invent, activate, seek, or experiment with a 

movement whose only sense (meaning and direction) is the experimental exercise of freedom” 

(Lepecki 20). The improvisatory and evasive movement of the youth in this sequence evokes a 

desire for choreopolitical emergence, a fugitive anticipation of a freedom beyond interpellation, 

beyond the choreopolicing force of “the look” experienced by Olivia’s father, freeing oneself of 

the physical and psychological imposition of nonbeing.  

Twilight also includes crucial scenes of embodied navigation of subjection. One comes 

early on in the film when Olivia writes to her mother about a recent dream:  

Every night I wander through a great fire. In last night’s dream I wandered through the 
ruins of an old city, searching for your love…. I wandered aimlessly, like a figure torn 
from a forgotten body…. I saw your love searching for a glimpse of my face. I tried to call 
to you but the words were drown in the silence of the ruins. 
 

Alongside these words are haunting night images of London during the blitz of 1940: smoke 

billowing up from rubble; panning aerial nighttime images of leveled neighborhoods; flames 

licking out of windows and from behind buildings, creating a light against which statues stand in 

silhouette looking out over the devastation. The images give us literal postapocalyptic ruins that 

match Olivia’s “wander[ing] through the ruins of an old city.” Her wandering through these 

ruins produces a physical alienation, a kind of severing of her body. Indeed these images and 

words recall the image of Olivia’s father walking through the post-blitz rubble where he 

encounters that Fanonian “look” that negates his being. In this sequence, it is the ruins that 



 

 184 

negates Olivia’s being, tearing at her body, silencing her voice. Historical time compresses in 

Olivia’s dream; she lives her father’s wartime subjection in her present. Crucially, however, her 

“searching” intimates a structure of anticipation, a longing for the outside of her 

transgenerational subjection. In this dream that outside is the peace of her mother’s love, of 

belonging and sociality, a love that remains the enduring object of her quest. Her dream, 

importantly, recalls influential theories of movement in African diaspora studies, like Édouard 

Glissant’s notion of errantry: that movement of the dispossessed out and away that’s always 

formed in relation to other life experiences, cultivating sociality and identity in that act of motion 

(Poetics 18-20). It’s also reminiscent of Sarah Cervenak’s recent meditations on wandering: 

moving along “unsurveillable paths” of the mind, oriented toward “the other side of stop and 

frisk, untravelable blocks, violent stares, and vicious (mis)readings.” Like Olivia’s movement in 

search of her mother, “wandering,” Cervenak suggests, “might get you home” (6, 172).  

Twilight’s other mode of bodily navigation of subjection is altogether different. It comes 

in the repeated sequences in which the camera is situated on the dashboard of a car, directed out 

the windshield as the car navigates the nighttime streets of late-80s London, shooting with a 

wideangle lens to give us a sprawling panorama. Since all we see is the world outside the glass, 

we, the viewers, are the apparatus, the traveler navigating the darkness. We cruise past neon 

signage and illuminated storefronts, underneath an endless succession of dim streetlights, down 

both deserted streets and streets crowded with the glaring lights of oncoming traffic. We speed 

and slow, turn and continue with the car as it navigates the structures of subjection in the New 

London that Olivia narrates in her voiceover letter. These night car sequences appear repeatedly 

throughout the film every few minutes, accompanied by Mathison’s low pulsing electronic music 
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and occasionally Olivia’s voice reading her letter. Their regularity amid the constant barrage of 

facts, anecdotes, and images of subjugation spanning centuries give the sense of the car moving 

in, out, and through not just the traffic, but through the sprawling debris of historical subjection 

the film presents. The fluid, continuously moving car begins to feel like a body engaging in 

stealth “tactics of evasion,” longing to escape this dark, precarious world (Copeland 150). And as 

for the pedestrians who occasionally dart in front of the car, Kodwo Eshun suggests they “appear 

as fugitives, congealing and scattering at the frame’s edge” (“Twilight City” 9). They, too, seek 

escape. For them the outside of the world corresponds with the outside of the camera’s frame, 

outside the fixity of the documenting apparatus. 

What this car navigates, I want to suggest, is the lineaments of subjection that Twilight 

City presents, the histories and futures of precarious life that Handsworth’s postwar migrants 

encounter when they step off the SS Empire Windrush. The stealth, uninterrupted movement of 

the car gestures toward the temporality of fugitive time, that desire for physical and mental relief 

from the suffocating world, that incessant search for the outside of “entrapment,” as Auguiste 

describes the condition of the “dispossessed” in the New London (Eshun and Sagar 165). I now 

want to turn to the strategies Black Audio uses to register this desire for bodily relief in the filmic 

structure—in the cut, in the movement between frames, in the relationship between diegesis and 

nondiegesis. This cinematic inscription is where we find the singularity of Black Audio’s fugitive 

filmic grammar.  

Toward the third space 

My focus is on how Black Audio’s “alternative visual grammar,” as Auguiste puts it, 

intersects with what Akomfrah refers to as the Collective’s “search for new versions of 
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becoming.” In the interplay of these two ideas, I argue, we find the sense of anticipation of 

embodied flight central to this dissertation’s larger conception of fugitive time—an anticipatory 

sense, that is, built right into the editing strategies of these two films. I’ll begin with what I 

understand to be the phenomenological fugitive movement in the succession of images in 

Handsworth Songs. That is, the sense in the film, from moment to moment, of a longing for release 

in that next moment from the immediacy of embodied trauma, the desire to escape the persistent 

haunting of violence that nonetheless always remains constitutive of that phenomenal flight, 

ensuring the ceaselessness of escape. 

The specificity of this temporality in Handsworth lies in its structure of montage. For 

Akomfrah, the film’s director, cinematic montage is a search for the “third meaning”: “that 

somehow when...two opposites collide in this dialectical way, some sort of synthesis is 

engineered…and in that a new form, a new meaning, a new way emerges which you can chase 

ad infinitum.” This dialectical structure is the fulcrum of Handsworth’s fugitive filmic grammar, 

this Eisensteinian principle of montage as a “collision of independent shots,” a “superimposition 

of two elements” from which “arises a new, higher dimension” (Eisenstein 49). Deleuze suggests 

that this structure is produced through a “dialectical yearning of the image…to leap formally 

from one power into another” (Cinema 1 36). While this dialectical method of montage is most 

closely associated with early-20th century Soviet cinema, what makes Black Audio’s formation of 

it distinct is its fugitive valence. In Handsworth Songs, as I’ll show, the dialectical synthesis, this 

“third meaning,” signifies that utopian site of release from the traumas of the world. Put another 

way, if the two images of the dialectic emerge from within the world that subjects blackness, then 

this third space signifies the outside of that world, that “yearned” for space, as Deleuze would put 
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it. The other critical dimension of Handsworth’s fugitive montage structure lies in what Akomfrah 

refers to as the “chase ad infinitum,” the relentless fugitive pursuit of that utopian third space 

that always seems to be just out of reach. In Black Audio’s first feature-length essay film, the 

movement and collision of images produce an infinite, ecstatic energy that lunges out toward 

that third space.  

To understand Handsworth Songs in such a way requires that we allow the film itself and 

its discursive apparatus metaphorically to stand in for the body. I mean this in the way that Jean-

François Lyotard identifies the film as “the organic body of cinematographic movements,” the 

way a given singular film is made possible by “the subordination of all partial drives…to the 

unity of an organic body” (355). Critic Malin Wahlberg similarly characterizes the “film as an 

expression closely affiliated with the human nervous system—heartbeats as well as the quick 

change of mental life in dreams and hallucinations” (68). But what distinguishes the corporeality, 

as it were, of Handsworth Songs is its blackness—the way in which this film might be thought of as 

representing the historical and cultural specificity of the black body, and the body’s desire to strip 

itself of trauma (that is, experienced, remembered, even unconsciously perceived trauma). In 

Handsworth, the trauma lies principally in the dominant discourse on race shown in the film’s 

newsreel footage in which blackness is represented as pathological, irrational, and inchoately 

violent. These clips are traumatic in the sense that they elicit memories of past experiences of 

racism and violence, but that they also elicit the attendant unconscious hauntings of traumatic 

experiences that were never fully comprehended as such in the first place. In Cathy Caruth’s 

terms, these unconscious signs of trauma emerge belatedly, and repeatedly, despite their 

incomprehensibility, despite “an absolute inability to know it” (92). These news media headlines 
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and clips threaten to enact a kind of violent erasure of blackness, indeed, of the black body, 

rendering it, as Kobena Mercer would put it, paradoxically invisible to the law yet hypervisible 

as the blight of the Powellian nation. Thus if the entire discursive montage of Black Audio’s film 

represents the black body, then those racist news clips are constitutive of this body. They have 

been inscribed, we might say, on the flesh of that black body. The flesh, Hortense Spillers tells us, 

is that site of wounding, the “zero degree of social conceptualization” of black trauma. The flesh 

is the “primary narrative…[the] seared, divided, ripped-apartness,” that which has historically 

rendered blackness fungible, “a prime commodity of exchange” (“Mama’s Baby” 207, 220). To 

understand the filmic amalgam of Handsworth Songs itself as metaphorically standing in for the 

wounded black body allows us to see how Black Audio configures their fugitive filmic grammar.  

Crucial to this wounding, however, is the way the film moves through time by means of 

disparate successive moving images, each colliding with and disrupting the next—from 

interviews, to news footage, to nondiegetic shots, to mid-century ship docking scenes. Despite 

the achronological succession of many of Handsworth’s archival images (leaping between the 

1980s and 1950s), the film unfolds phenomenologically over a set duration, “mov[ing] forward 

relentlessly” in time (Doane 112). The inertia of what Jacques Aumont calls the film’s “time of 

projection,” I argue, makes possible a sense of fugitive thrownness away from that racist 

discourse that has become part of the black body, inscribed onto its flesh (Aumont 245). There’s a 

way, in other words, in which the temporal projection of Handsworth suggests a sense of flight 

toward that utopian “third meaning” of montage, that longed for site of relief in body and mind 

that lies just outside the world. As I’ll show in the example below, the two types of montage 

sequences of concern here—those of blatant antiblackness and those of black discursive power—



 

 189 

are bound together in this singular filmic projection (this singular black body), yet the radical 

political disparity between the two reveals a volatile fault line, a sense that those sequences of 

black discursive power threaten to escape the rails of the film’s temporal projection, breaking 

from the filmic body, in search of that utopian third space outside of representation.  

Such a reading recalls Reece Auguiste’s characterization of the film as “a flight from 

talking heads and didactic forms of cinema” (“Background Notes” 157). It also aligns with what 

Stoffel Debuysere calls Handsworth’s “resistance to closure, finality and fixation,” its refusal of 

discursive captivity (76). Ultimately, the film qua black body seeks to strip itself of that traumatic 

discourse (with its conscious and unconscious hauntings) in its fugitive thrownness, attempting 

to evade its interpellation and thereby free itself of those fleshly wounds that have rendered 

blackness fungible. But those sequences of black discursive power don’t ever entirely escape that 

interpellation. They can’t definitively free themselves of the film’s forward temporal projection—

the projection that simultaneously defines it as a coherent (wounded) black body and gives it the 

inertia to (always potentially) escape that wounded corporeality. The film represents a perpetual 

outward movement as it flees from what Spillers calls “flesh memory,” the continual return of 

those news footage clips that haunt the black body in its ecstatic flight (Spillers qtd in Jafa).  

One of the more prominent instances of this fugitive filmic grammar comes just minutes 

into the film, beginning with a news footage clip of the British Home Secretary walking through a 

clearly incensed crowd of black Handsworth residents. The camera flails about in the dense, 

screaming crowd, but eventually focuses on the Secretary as he speaks with a black resident. 

Their voices are drowned out, but the omniscient narration fills in: “The masses saw him struggle 

for composure, and they heard him mutter to journalists: ‘These are senseless occasions, 
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completely without reason.’ Somebody said behind him, ‘The higher the monkey climb, the more 

he will expose.’” After these words the sequence cuts to a young white boy pulling a milk cart 

through an empty post-uprising Handsworth street, detritus strewn about. The film then cuts to 

several other deserted post-uprising street scenes before we see the previously discussed 

sequence of the dreadlocked youth running toward the camera attempting to evade riot police—

the speed and vitality of the youth contrasting sharply with the stationary and slow-moving 

shots that came just before. The film then cuts to interviews with several West Indian youth, with 

one saying: “You hear in the news…it’s black against Indian. Rubbish that talk. Seen? It’s just 

police and them stupidity…. And black people have had enough.” The film then cuts to a series of 

still images of national newspaper headlines: “Riot of Death,” “Racial Fights Could Take Over 

City,” “The Face of a Bomber” (next to the face of a West Indian man). 

The fugitive grammar of this series lies in the succession of images that separate the two 

sequences of overt discriminatory bias: on the one end, the Home Secretary’s pronouncement that 

“these are senseless occasions,” and on the other, the headline stills that unequivocally indict 

(only) blacks for the uprisings. In the temporal flow of the film, the Secretary’s sequence is cut off 

abruptly, denying him further discursive power, by a series of scenes that give more discursive 

weight to black bodies and voices. But the interview of the West Indian youth is also cut short by 

the newspaper headlines’ claim to discursive authority. The sequences in which blacks have 

discursive power, I want to suggest, stand in such evident political contrast to those antiblack 

scenes, that the former enact a sense of fugitive thrownness—made possible by the momentum of 

the film’s temporal projection—away from those sequences in which the state and the media 

assert their antiblack biases. Reading the movement of the running black youth in the context of 
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the larger montage, critic Nina Power suggests, “as they grasp at him and he manages to break 

free, if only for a moment, you long for him to make it through, to escape the inevitable 

punishment and media stereotyping, to be part of a better history that never was, but that might 

still be” (60). To “make it through” is not simply for this youth to break free from the police, but, 

as Power suggests, to break free of the discursive cycle that subjects blackness, and to break out 

of film’s projection that maintains the woundedness of blackness, to shatter the dialectical 

montage so as to find freedom in that third space where trauma might be kept at bay and where 

the body might find relief.  

The sequence of the dreadlocked youth running away from riot police holds a central 

place in this fugitive desire to break way from the filmic projection and the larger filmic body. In 

contrast to the montage cells surrounding it, which are either still images (of newspaper 

headlines) or subtly moving images (like the boy pulling the milk cart, and the West Indian man 

being interviewed), this running sequence exudes a kind of uncontainable sense of velocity and 

energy. We might say, then, that this running shot threatens to become what Malin Wahlberg 

calls a “frame-breaking event.” Extending Erving Goffman’s phenomenological theory of 

everyday life to the study of experimental documentary film, Wahlberg explains that such an 

event corresponds to those “unexpected modes of representation” in a film that disrupt the 

expected patterns of timing and representation, jolting the “constructed meter” (44, 68). “The 

frame-breaking event is often propelled by a combination of manipulated space-time (duration, 

tempo, rhythm, and repetition) and the enactment of the sound-image record as a trace of a 

historical and social realm” (53). The combination of the relatively quickened tempo of the 

running sequence and its archival status as a historical record of black discontent in 1980s Britain 
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makes this sequence leap out at the spectator from the surrounding montage cells, with its speed 

and (historical and discursive) weight threatening to escape the “frame”—and the fleshly 

wounding—that constitutes Handsworth’s profilmic world and the film’s temporal projection. Put 

another way, we might think of this dreadlocked youth and the way his speed and affect leap out 

as a filmic iteration of Ernst Bloch’s self-preservation drive discussed earlier in this dissertation: 

the “appetite to hold ready more appropriate and more authentic states for our unfolding self,” 

wherein the “body does its own business, fleeing from what damages it, searching for what 

preserves it” (Principle 69, 49). In Handsworth, the youth’s running represents a literal desire to 

flee from what damages black life, and this desire for self-preservation, I contend, is sutured into 

the film’s larger architecture, where the energy of this particular montage cell threatens to flee 

from the rest of the film for the sake of its own preservation, even if that means breaking the film 

itself and the (wounded) body that it represents.  

It’s important to understand the larger montage I’ve isolated—of which this running 

youth is but one cell—as a continual oscillation between antiblack sequences and those of black 

discursive power. The running youth sequence ultimate doesn’t shatter the film and escape the 

film-body, as much as its energy suggests it might. After this running-event nearly “breaks the 

frame,” the film reconstitutes its rhythm and tempo, showing us those stills of antiblack 

newspaper headlines (“Riot of Death,” “The Face of a Bomber”). As much as Handsworth’s black 

discursive power sequences register a kind of symbolic stripping away of that racist discourse 

and a desire to flee the temporal projection of the film-body and find the third space, those racist 

sequences continue to reemerge throughout the film like a persistent haunting of black 

subjection. A back and forth between the two types of montage sequences becomes clear after the 
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“Riot of Death” headline when the film again pivots to the side of black life and sociality with a 

new tableau of still images—“images of a ‘happy’ past,” as Coco Fusco describes them, of West 

Indian couples cutting wedding cake in tuxedos and flowing white gowns, images “that are a 

precious part of the black immigrants’ collective memory” (Fusco 18). This tableau restarts the 

fugitive pulse of the film’s grammar, bringing discursive power back to the side of blackness, 

leaving open the hope that blackness might yet break out and find that utopian third space of 

montage, freeing itself from those mortal wounds that have rendered the black body fungible. 

This reading of fugitivity in the structure of Handsworth Songs, I should say, complicates 

several of the more prominent critical interpretations of the film. In these readings, the relation 

between antiblack media sequences and those sequences of black discursive power is read as a 

“counter discursive” relation whereby the latter sequences effectively resist the hegemony of the 

former. For Kobena Mercer, this relation “interrupts the amnesia of media representations of the 

1985 conflicts…[creating] a space of critical reverie which counteracts the active ideological 

forgetting of England’s colonial past in media discourses on Handsworth” (Welcome 60). Coco 

Fusco similarly suggests that the film “shatters the reductivism of previous media coverage” (18). 

And more recently, Simone Sessolo has argued that Handsworth Songs “counters the 

representation of immigrant minorities as peripheral and extraneous entities to the national, 

social discourse” (749). While I don’t deny that the film undermines the discursive hegemony of 

media biases, these critical readings do not account for the temporal movement of the film in that 

negotiation of discursive power. The film’s juxtaposition of images is not stationary, as if it were 

presenting a series of still images mounted on a gallery wall. The film’s images continuously 

move through time in what film critic Matilda Mroz refers to as “fluid movements, the gradual 
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congealing and dissolution of meaning,” and this temporality ought to be understood as integral 

to the film’s discursive negotiation (Mroz 34). This temporal projection, I argue, enables a reading 

of the black discursive position in the film as a “refusative escape,” as Marquis Bey characterizes 

the practice of fugitivity, as a kinetic refusal of the interpellation of those antiblack media 

sequences rather than a simply a contestation of interpellation (Bey 282).  

One final component of the film’s fugitive grammar has to do with another category of 

traumatic frames from which the others take flight. There are two grainy, presumably early-20th 

century footage sequences of black figures laboring in the West Indies that recall an older, larger 

structure of black historical subjection. Between shots of 1950s mixed-race dance parties are two 

fleeting three-second shots of a shirtless man throwing an armful of cut sugar cane into a pile, 

and a woman pounding fish in a dugout canoe. In both shots, their black bodies shine under the 

sweltering equatorial sun unequivocally reminding us of the violence of slavery and the 

“impoverished agricultural economy” that Claudia Jones argues left many West Indians feeling 

“disinherited” and “disillusioned” after World War II. In contrast to the earlier mentioned scenes 

of antiblackness—such as the one with the person yelling “the higher the monkey climb, the 

more he will expose” to the Home Secretary—that bring to mind contemporary (1980s) antiblack 

ideology and imply a certain history to that violence, in these West Indian labor images that 

history is laid bare for all to see, serving as a kind of haunting of earlier modes of black 

subjection. Indeed, these shots stand in stark contrast to the relatively affluent blackness in the 

dance sequences that surround them. In its temporal projection, the film moves on from these 

historically fraught shots, to be sure, taking abrupt flight from them, riding, it seems in part, on 

the film’s affective residue of the escapist energy of the youth running from riot police searching 
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for an opening to another world. But there is also an affective residue of these West Indian shots 

that remains for the duration of the film, forming a kind of (un)conscious memory of historical 

subjection that disrupts the projection of the film’s fugitive thrownness. The tension produced by 

this persistent haunting of black embodied violence ensures the ceaselessness of escape, 

generating the ecstatic vitality that animates the movement toward absolute release. After all, 

fugitive time is not about attaining a definitive and determinate utopian life. Handsworth instead 

demonstrates how this temporality can be stitched into cinematic editing, proposing a kind of 

perpetual lunging toward that ever-deferred utopian third space of montage, a celebratory and 

ongoing effort to imagine that moment when the wounds of the flesh might at last be no more. 

If in Handsworth Songs the structure of dialectical montage gestures toward the utopian 

freedom of the third space, in Twilight City we actually get a glimpse, albeit an ephemeral one, of 

a potential version of that freedom. In the latter we get a similar sense of lunging toward that 

outside, a kind of kinetic propulsion toward release, but its particular fugitive grammar lies in 

another facet of the film’s architecture.  

Nondiegetic dreaming 

The outside in Twilight appears in its nondiegetic content. If Gérard Genette defines the 

diegesis of literary narrative as the “universe in which the story takes place,” then nondiegesis, 

simply put, is that which lies outside the story’s universe (Genette, Revisited 17). Film critic 

Edward Branigan refers to this relationship as “two simultaneous worlds.” For him, diegesis in 

film “extends beyond what is seen in a given shot and beyond even what is seen in the entire 

film…. The diegesis, then, is the implied spatial, temporal, and causal system of a character—a 

collection of sense data which is represented as being at least potentially accessible to a 
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character.” Nondiegesis, on the other hand, are those elements “not taken to be part of the 

character’s world, and hence not subject to its laws, but instead are taken to be about that world 

and are addressed only to the spectator” (Branigan 35, 49).  

In Twilight City, the diegesis is Olivia’s world: the research, the dreams, and the personal 

histories she references in her letter, as well as the interviews, historical footage, and 

contemporary images of the city that correspond to those references. Twilight’s diegesis, in short, 

is the world she critiques, the world that subjects, the world of 20th century London within which 

she locates the precariousness of black life. The nondiegetic moments of the film, on the other 

hand, lie outside this world. They represent another world, to take Branigan’s language literally, 

that is “not subject” to the “laws” of the subjecting diegetic world. Nondiegesis, in other words, 

consists of traces of utopia in Twilight, the quiet moments of relief in body and mind where one 

can live beyond the reach of the law’s interpellation. These moments lie outside Olivia’s frame 

and consciousness, yet the existence of this other world stands in relation to hers, as a kind of 

response to the subjections she chronicles. Nondiegesis in Twilight brings with it a promise of a 

more sustained utopia, specifically the “potentiality,” as José Muñoz would put it, of a queer 

utopia that would transform the body’s being-in-the-world. Structuring this relationship between 

diegesis and nondiegesis—between the subjecting world and utopia—is a back and forth 

movement akin to Moten’s notion of “fugitive movement in and out of the frame, bar, or 

whatever externally imposed social logic” that animates much of this dissertation (“The Case” 

179). We find a shuttling in and out of the world in Twilight City that produces a vitality, an 

ecstatic promise of a more sustained utopian release.  
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There are three sequences of nondiegesis in the film, each featuring the work of the late 

Nigerian-British photographer Rotimi Fani-Kayode. Though separated and scattered throughout 

the film, all three include an amalgam of stills and tableaux vivants (reenactments) of several of 

Fani-Kayode’s photographs, such as “Bronze Head,” “Fish Vendor,” and “Milk Drinker.” The 

tableaux are still and quiet, each consisting of multiple composed scenes of (partially) nude black 

men set against a pitch-dark background. In this darkness their bodies hover in the glow of a 

focused studio spotlight, alternatively standing and laying, at rest and moving about with a slow, 

measured assertiveness. The affect in these sequences is radically different from the world that 

Olivia narrates. They mark a “suspended time,” Eshun suggests, moments in the film in which 

“montage and chronology give way to reverie” (“Untimely” 42). In these reenactments we find 

calm, self-assurance, and confidence in one’s embodied presence, a world far flung from the 

layered subjugations of Olivia’s world. In his manifesto, “Traces of Ecstasy,” Fani-Kayode 

explains how he seeks in his work to translate his “rage” and “desire” into “new images,” 

“reveal[ing] hidden worlds” through an “imaginative investigation of Blackness, maleness and 

sexuality” (6). It was Fani-Kayode’s queer photographs that inspired the speculative 

photography exhibition with which I opened this chapter, in which Akomfrah describes images 

that would “flirt with the transcendental as a yearning” and take flight from the “scene of horror” 

of overdetermined blackness. Situating these tableaux in the nondiegetic spaces of Twilight City, 

Black Audio reinforces the utopian impulse of Fani-Kayode’s “hidden worlds,” sustaining his 

quest for “new visions” of black life.  

An energy-generating dissonance develops, I argue, in the film’s back and forth between 

diegesis and nondiegesis, which in turn maintains a continual anticipation of, or thrownness 
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toward, Fani-Kayode’s tableaux. This occurs visually in the juxtaposition of, say, the images of 

people sleeping in boxes on London’s streets and the reenactment of Fani-Kayode’s “Milk 

Drinker” in which a nude male figure drinks from a large gourd. But this dissonance also occurs 

in the audio-visual relation, in the way the diegetic narration of London’s structures of subjection 

(whether provided by Olivia or an interview subject) bleeds into the nondiegetic tableaux. In one 

nondiegetic sequence, for instance, as we look at a close-up profile view of three nude male 

torsos, Olivia recounts a dream in which she “saw a weary black man stumbling through 

Shadwell High Street to be found dead in the morning.” In these nondiegetic sequences, traces of 

diegetic trauma incessantly remind us that utopian relief hasn’t entirely arrived, that the world of 

subjection is not far enough removed from Fani-Kayode’s spaces of desire. 

These tableaux, I contend, gesture toward a fugitive queerness to come. As Kobena 

Mercer puts it, the distinctiveness of Fani-Kayode’s work lies in its “invitation into a 

subterranean escape route from worldly experiences of racism and homophobia,” and its “subtle 

and subversive miscegenation of the visual codes through which it articulates black gay male 

subjectivity” (Welcome 227). Critic Steven Nelson similarly argues that Fani-Kayode uses 

homoeroticism as a tool of “transformation” to “[question] the very ability of the body to retain 

its position as a coherent signifier of identity and experience” (18). The photographer’s work, in 

these readings, constitutes a fugitive space in which the black male body escapes its place in the 

world, pursuing black life’s “illicit alternative capacity to desire” as it takes flight from the 

violence and denigration of the world (Moten, “Blackness” 778). More recently Mercer has 

argued that Fani-Kayode envisions “a new and unprecedented body whose presence, so often 
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fetishized by the difference that history has written on his skin, is transformed in its meaning by 

the unresolved and open-ended interplay of incommensurable codes” (Travel 112).  

These notions of “transformation” and “escape,” in addition to Fani-Kayode’s own 

characterization of his work as “ecstatic” and revelatory of “hidden worlds,” recall queer 

formations of utopia, especially when we consider how the photographer’s tableaux in Twilight 

are haunted by the visual and auditory trace of the violent outside, necessitating the continual 

pursuance of relief. For José Muñoz, queerness is a “potentiality,” it’s a “structuring and 

educated mode of desiring that allows us to see and feel beyond the quagmire of the present” (1). 

“The present is not enough,” he maintains. “It is impoverished and toxic for queers and other 

people who do not feel the privilege of majoritarian belonging, normative tastes, and ‘rational’ 

expectations” (27). Queerness “promises a human that is not yet here,” it takes on an “ecstatic 

and horizonal temporality [as] a path and a movement to a greater openness to the world.” He 

goes on to argue for the critical role of aesthetics in revealing this “queerness to come,” allowing 

us to see “a way of being in the world that is glimpsed through reveries in a quotidian life that 

challenges the dominance of an affective world, a present, full of anxiousness and fear” (25). Eve 

Sedgwick evokes an allied sentiment, adding the critical element of contingency, when she writes 

of queerness as an “open mesh of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances, 

lapses and excesses of meaning when the constituent elements of anyone’s gender, of anyone’s 

sexuality aren’t made (or can’t be made) to signify monolithically” (8). For her, queerness 

encompasses difference, a kind of multitude queerness that opens to that “mesh of possibilities.” 

Both Sedgwick and Muñoz thus give us a temporal framework through which to understand 
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Fani-Kayode’s work in Twilight City, to see the tableaux as a promise, as a glimpse into another 

time and place, as the not-yet-here of another embodied being-in-the-world. 

Let me provide a couple examples of how this nondiegetic fugitive queerness functions 

in the film. The first, which appears about a third of the way through, emerges from the diegetic 

components that lead up to it. Following Homi Bhabha’s narration of the parasitic structure of 

development in the New London, the frame cuts to the car navigating the deserted nighttime 

streets of London, which in turn triggers a shift in Mathison’s sound score: a low-pitched 

synthesizer drone sounds against a high register male voice repeating a flourish of half steps and 

quarter steps, a kind of nervous, ritualistic swirling sound almost like a fragment of a muezzin’s 

call to prayer replaying over and over. During this 15-second car navigation sequence, Olivia 

recommences her narrated letter to her mother:  

You say you hope I’ve not joined the city’s lost souls, those who shuffle in the shadows, 
always waiting for the darkness to melt the autumn evening light. You ask if the winter 
evenings still last forever. Yes, they do. And as the Old London dissolves, your lost souls 
are becoming more visible. 
 

When Olivia reaches the words “always waiting,” the image cuts to a close up of a lit candle held 

in a clenched fist. This is the first of several five-second shots that together form the first Fani-

Kayode tableau. We know these are not still images because the flame flickers during the two-

second pause after Olivia utters the word “light.” When Olivia’s narration reaches the phrase 

“last forever,” the image cuts to a profile view of a man holding a tray on which rests a large, 

pink-hued fish. Five seconds later, the image cuts to a black man laying down, resting his head 

on the stomach of another man, both men resting one hand on the other’s chest. After another 

five seconds, at Olivia’s phrase, “more visible,” the image shifts to a reenactment of Fani-

Kayode’s “Milk Drinker” photograph, in which a man drinks from a large gourd as a white 
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liquid streams down his body from the side of his mouth. The final sequence of the tableau is a 

return to the man holding the candle, this time with his entire body in the frame sitting on the 

ground holding the candle with determined stillness. All of these sequences are set against that 

deep black background, the black men’s bodies illuminated by the studio light. Each, in fact, is 

shot in black and white except the fish shot, the juxtaposition of color and noncolor augmenting 

the pinkness of the fish. There is a profound stillness in each of the frames, as if mimicking still 

photographs. Throughout the tableau, Mathison’s soundtrack of the low synth drone and 

muezzin-like vocals continues to loop below Olivia’s voice. The tableau concludes as the image 

cuts to shots of men eating in a London Somali center, the drone and vocals persisting as Olivia 

continues the narration of her letter, telling her mother, “I suppose, in one way or another, most 

of my friends are the people you warned me about.”  

Audio-visually, I argue, a kind of tension is generated as the car cruises through the dark 

streets, which in turn produces a sense of flight toward Fani-Kayode’s nondiegetic queer world. 

This sense of flight is engendered by sound that “vectorizes” the images, as Chion calls it, where 

the movement in the sound combines with the movement in the images to create a “feeling of 

imminence and expectation.” This particular Twilight sequence corresponds to Chion’s example 

of how a “regularly cyclical” sound combines with an image’s “microrhythms,” those “rapid 

movements on the image’s surface caused by things such as curls of smoke” that “create rapid 

and fluid rhythmic values, instilling a vibrating, trembling temporality” (Chion 13-16). Thus we 

have the energy of the muezzin-like singing voice looping against the low-pitched synthesizer 

drone that merges with the energy of the car moving through London’s night streets, signage and 

shops flying by left and right. The combination, we might say, produces a sense of “imminence,” 
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as if the car were stealthily gathering energy in order to lift off into Fani-Kayode’s parallel world, 

creating a “vibrating, trembling temporality” that takes flight from the precariousness of those 

streets to chase the fugitive’s “dream of an elsewhere” in the flame of the firmly held candle 

(Hartman, Lose 234). 

When the film cuts to that candle in the first dark nondiegetic frame, we immediately 

sense an affect of rest and comfort, in stark contrast to the earlier images of the 1920s Lascars and 

the homeless lining the sidewalks. For Mercer, the “Milk Drinker,” in particular, evokes an 

amalgamated sense of maternity, homoerotic pleasure, and godly presence: “While the 

overflowing milk makes the container a metonymic symbol of the maternal breast, the gourd is 

also a metaphorical penis, and a connotation of fellatio inescapably arises by virtue of the way it 

looms above the mouth, as if it belonged to a saint or a god” (Travel 115-116). In the context of the 

tableau, the “Milk Drinker” evokes a sense of intimacy, an affect of safety that engenders a 

freedom both to feed at the “maternal breast” and give pleasure to “a saint or a god” without fear 

of stigmatization. The Milk Drinker’s space, in other words, is free from the stereotypes, the 

demonizations, and the pathologizations that structure Olivia’s world. It coincides with 

Cervenak’s reading of the interdisciplinary artwork of Pope.L and Adrian Piper, which 

“potentiat[e] other terrains where black life can amble unharmed…where bodies are no longer 

the grounds for others’ becomings, others’ vicious expressions of neoimperial, homophobic, 

transphobic, racist, sexist, classist, and ableist desire” (172).  

But this freedom, as the film’s audio track confirms, is tenuous. Mathison’s cryptically 

looping sounds and Olivia’s account of the “city’s lost souls” bleed into Fani-Kayode’s freely 

queer frames. If, as Chion asserts, film sound “bind[s] the flow of images…through sound 
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overlaps,” then here Mathison’s score and Olivia’s text tether, as it were, diegesis to nondiegesis, 

the world of subjection and the world of utopian calm (Chion 47). Those sounds begin before the 

tableau and continue on after, indicating that Fani-Kayode’s utopia is at best fleeting, that the 

subjecting world threatens to contaminate the freedoms of that queer space. This auditory 

haunting of subjection is critical to this sequence’s grammar as the fugitive search for release in 

body and mind advances outward, lunging toward the moment of the body’s unburdening. And 

just as the night car took us out of the frame of the world and into Fani-Kayode’s nondiegetic 

utopia, the film ushers us back into the diegetic world when we see the images at the Somali 

center. The reentry establishes the fugitive movement in and out of the frame found throughout 

the film, the ongoing rush for that sustained nondiegetic freedom.  

The other example I want to provide takes a different approach to the audio-visual 

relation. This nondiegetic sequence, which comes toward the end of the film, emerges from 

diegetic sequences that focus on the persecution of lesbians and gays under Thatcherism, 

specifically Section 28, which prohibited the “promotion of homosexuality” by local authorities in 

the UK (until its repeal in 2003). This series of diegetic sequences features an interview with 

Savitri Hensman of the Black Lesbian & Gay Centre, footage of the 1988 Gay Pride 

Demonstration, and a portion of Olivia’s voiceover letter concerning a sign she saw at a march, 

which read, “Few things lower the moral fiber and injure the physique of the nation more than 

tolerated homosexualism.” In the interstices of these montage cells, the night car navigates the 

empty London streets, searching for an escape route. And Mathison’s sound design helps bind 

these cells through a faint bass drum setting an even pulse, set against what sounds like a quiet, 

ethereal singing voice slowly ascending in pitch, with that rising voice repeating every five 
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seconds or so. The sequence that immediately precedes Fani-Kayode’s final tableau is a studio 

interview with Femi Otitoju, an Equal Opportunities Consultant, who explains how “Section 28 

has a very profound effect on the lesbian and gay community”: 

Not just in terms of where we can go, like, is it safe for me to walk along this street, 
because now this proactive legislation has made people feel they can just attack me on 
the street corner whenever they wish…. The absence of protective legislation we’ve 
always dealt with, the knowledge…that it was perfectly legal for people to discriminate 
against us in jobs and services. But now, people’s prejudice, their hatred of us, is also 
being legitimized.  
 

When Otitoju finishes, the frame cuts to a close-up of a black hand touching a white curtain, and 

the music immediately shifts once again. Mathison’s synthesizer, now mimicking the sound of 

horns and woodwinds, repeats a three-note melody ascending in a minor key. The combination 

of the minor tonality and the repeated rising creates a sonic texture at once melancholic and 

hopeful, pained and lifting.  

After the five-second shot of the hand resting on the curtain, the frame cuts to a mid-

range shot of the pink fish from the earlier reenactment of Fani-Kayode’s “Fish Vendor” 

photograph, the fish sitting in the dish on the dark ground. Soon a moving shadow appears on 

the fish, followed by a man leaning down to pick it up. As he lifts it, the film cuts to a view 

further back in the studio where we can see the back of the man’s entire nude body as he holds 

the dish, as well as a second man who walks over to place a folded clothe on the lifting man’s 

head, upon which they together place the fish tray. The fish-holding man has his back to the 

camera, while the helper faces us. The single studio light source from the top right accentuates 

the muscular contours of their bodies as they move calmly and deliberately. Once the fish tray is 

placed on the one’s head, the film cuts to a close up of the men’s overlaid midsections as they 

stand tall—we see the nude buttocks of the one and the right bare hip of the other. The final 
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frame of the tableau is a return to the black and white image from the previous tableau of the 

man laying down, resting his head on the stomach of another with his eyes closed. After another 

five seconds, with Mathison’s ascending three-note melody continuing to repeat, the film cuts to 

a close up of two black hands holding a small hymnal set against a blue choir robe. Two more 

similar close ups transition us visually into a church service in medias res, black men and women 

crowded in the pews. Mathison’s music then fades, giving way to the singing congregation.  

 Similar to what precedes the other nondiegetic tableau, a kinetic energy develops in the 

combination of the images and accounts of LGBT persecution on the one hand, and the 

repeatedly ascending singing voice on the other, instilling in the spectator a “feeling of 

imminence and expectation,” as Chion puts it, “a vibrating, trembling temporality.” The night car 

moves in and out of the interviews that precede the tableau, gaining velocity in conjunction with 

the sound of that ascending and looping voice. Otitoju’s words—“people feel they can just attack 

me on the street corner whenever they wish”—mark the final impetus for escape, what Moten 

refers to as the fugitive’s “refusal of what has been refused,” lifting us into Fani-Kayode’s 

alterworld (“Blackness” 756). This time the tableau has no voiceover, only Mathison’s lifting 

melody that builds on the ascending voice that helped us rise up to that nondiegetic world, 

making the sequences feel more like a restful suspension without the auditory intrusion of the 

world of subjection. If the camera in the previously examined tableau focused primarily on the 

nude men from the waist up, in this one we’re given the entire black body, standing tall and 

exuding power with the camera angled up at medium range. The men’s slow, measured 

movements elicit a sense of intimacy and control like the previous tableau, while their 

collaborative effort to position the fish evokes a sense of mutual care and belonging—all aspects 
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of sociality that the film’s diegetic sequences demonstrate are radically threatened in the age of 

Thatcherism. Together with Mathison’s melancholic, buoyant score, Fani-Kayode’s tableau gives 

the sense that these men are in the clouds or a far off world, rising further and further away from 

that street corner where, Otitoju says, they can be “attacked” “whenever.” “If indeed there is a 

subject constructed in Fani-Kayode’s work,” Steven Nelson suggests, “it is one that frees itself 

from the prison of the body” (19). We find in this tableau a fleeting moment of this freedom in 

which one tastes the promise of a more sustained reprieve from the impositions heaped on 

blackness and queerness, the burdens that bear down on the black body, promising, as Muñoz 

puts it, “a human that is not yet here.”  

But Mathison’s music again precedes and exceeds these nondiegetic cells to reveal a kind 

of slippage between worlds, the sense that their limits are not clearly marked, that one must 

savor the ephemeral moments of utopia before they recede. Mathison’s synthesizer is what 

moves us in and out of the frame, returning us to the world to rejoin the film’s study of black 

subjection, only to plan the next escape. His musical score allows us to trace a counterpoint much 

like the one we find in Handsworth, an interplay between disparate sequences that generates the 

film’s kinetic thrownness toward release, however transient it may be, inscribing the phenomenal 

experience of fugitivity into the structure of the film itself. 

* * * 

 In Twilight City’s nondiegetic sequences and Handsworth Songs’s montage editing we find 

figurations of what Akomfrah describes in his speculative photography essay—frames that “flirt 

with the transcendental as a yearning,” frames that center on that “notoriously public figure,” the 

black body. On the surface, this embodied yearning speaks to their 1980s moment of 
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production—the hyperfinancialization of the metropolis, the police occupation of black 

communities, the uprisings in Brixton, Toxteth, Tottenham, and Handsworth, the persecution of 

queer communities, the coalitional blackness assembled by the children of the Windrush 

generation. Black Audio’s “alternative visual grammar,” in a way, was a grammar of its time. A 

grammar of black entrenchment and refusal amid the onslaught of Thatcherism. But this 

alternative grammar and the embodied yearning it indexes is just as much about histories and 

futures. It charts the disparate historical experiences that brought it into being—the Lascar sailors 

on the Isle of Dogs, the London blitz, the mid-century collapse of West Indian agriculture, the 

arrival of the Empire Windrush at Tilbury. It’s also a grammar indebted to prior black British 

grammars, including dramatic narrative films like Pressure, directed by Horace Ové and written 

by novelist Samuel Selvon, or Menelik Shabazz’s Burning an Illusion—both among the earlier 

screen representations of the children of the Windrush generation.    

But theirs was also a kind of prefigurative grammar, a gesture to fugitive aesthetic 

languages to come. Writing at the cusp of the millennium, soon after the members of the Black 

Audio Film Collective dispersed in different creative directions, Stuart Hall suggested that Britain 

had entered a moment of hollow, uneven “multiculturalism.” Outside the “radius” of sterile 

celebrations of diversity, “the practices of racialized exclusion, racially-compounded 

disadvantage, household poverty, unemployment and education under-achievement persist—

indeed, multiply” (“From Scarman” 188). From 1958 to the turn of the century, Hall insisted, 

“black people have been the subject of racialized attack, had their grievances largely ignored by 

the police, and been subjected to racially-inflected practices of policing” (188). And, of course, on 

the other side of the Atlantic, we find in America a haunting repetition of an analogous police 
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brutality, police militarization, and black invisibility to the law that carries its own harrowing 

legacy. In the historical conjuncture that has seen the murder of Stephen Lawrence, Michael 

Brown, and Christopher Alaneme, we need fugitive grammars now as much as ever. We must 

listen to the next generation—to the Otolith Groups, to the Zadie Smiths, to the Grace Ndiritus—

as they trace the further evolutions of fugitive desire into the 21st century, giving voice and 

language to those lives that matter. As the new generation articulates its own grammar, taking up 

what Black Audio itself inherited and reformulated, we must remember that it is only the 

appearance of the object of black fugitive desire that changes. Its undercurrent, its utopian core, 

remains the same. The outside of trauma always resides in that next moment—that next moment 

that disguises itself as teleological movement but in fact constitutes the first gesture of outward 

flight. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Deferred Dreams, Deferred Bodies 

 

She feels that gaping wound everywhere. The wound has been shifting all over her 
body and she can no longer find it. She raises her hands above her head as though 
supporting a falling roof. She gestures into the sky with frantic arms. She laughs. The 
skin tears away from her, and she knows that the damage to herself is now 
irreversible.  

 
       Yvonne Vera, Nehanda 
 

Yvonne Vera’s 1993 novel Nehanda is an antihistory. It chronicles the life of the prophet 

and spirit medium, Nehanda, as Vera remembered it being told to her, passed down from 

generation to generation in what Vera calls a “mythical consciousness of history” (Hunter 77). If 

the British claimed in 1898 to have hanged the historical figure Nehanda for inciting the first 

Zimbabwean revolt against colonial rule, in Vera’s account, Nehanda does not die—she departs. 

“She refused that,” Vera explained in a 2000 interview of the woman whose singular connection 

to her ancestors and land galvanized the nation’s First Chimurenga. “She surpassed the moment 

when they took her body, and when they put the noose upon it, she had already departed” 

(Bryce 221). In the novel, Nehanda takes flight from the “gaping wound” on her body, the wound 

that has been inflicted on her people. She seeks the “ecstasy” of “healing” and “release.” Sitting 

in her jail cell awaiting her fate, she has “hope for the nation,” foreseeing “new languages,” “new 

existences com[ing] out of the dreaming air” (Vera, Nehanda 92-93).  

Nehanda’s final moments of life are decidedly fugitive. She escapes execution, that 

ultimate enactment of colonial subjection, “refrain[ing] from a certain performance of the labor of 

the negative…run[ning] away from the snares of recognition” (Moten, “The Case” 211). With her 
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body suffering, she finds her ecstatic release by escaping her body altogether, taking flight from 

those mortal scars, burdens, and sensations, letting her “skin tear away from her.” And, like 

Sethe’s vision in Beloved of stealing away “through the veil,” this is all done in anticipation. For 

Nehanda to depart before the noose is placed around her neck, she must see her path to escape. 

Surrounded by a “dreaming air,” she lives in advance that moment when she will finally be at 

rest, beyond the reach of colonial interpellation, in that time and place in which her people will 

once again flourish in their own cosmology, reborn into “new existences.” 

In this final chapter I want to consider the literary and historical afterlives of Nehanda’s 

fugitive escape in recent Zimbabwean fiction. Yvonne Vera’s Without a Name (1994) and NoViolet 

Bulawayo’s We Need New Names (2013) also feature women who seek to shed their bodies and 

minds of alienation, women through whom we can glimpse a larger view of a nation as it seeks to 

terminate violence and precariousness. Vera’s Without a Name does so in 1977 during the 

country’s Second Chimurenga, at the precipice of national independence from white settler rule; 

Bulawayo, in turn, sets this desire for self-transformation in the early-21st century, a time when 

thousands of Zimbabweans fled their collapsing country for foreign lands. If the fugitive desire to 

strip the body of subjection can be understood as a Zimbabwean historical longing that begins 

with Nehanda’s 1898 departure, Without a Name and We Need New Names each take up distinct 

moments in the evolution of this longing. Like Nehanda, these two novels establish a discourse of 

dreaming for new configurations of the body that stand allegorically for a larger societal sense of 

yearning. Their allegories, however, reveal the fault lines of national belonging, showing us the 

women who strive to intervene in a historically masculinist nationalism, and showing us a 

shifting conception of belonging to one’s ancestors and land. In our own moment in which the 



 

 211 

question of the nation has perhaps become out of fashion in postcolonial literary studies, Vera 

and Bulawayo’s fugitive bodily discourses demand to be read through the lens of the country’s 

last four decades of societal crisis.   

Working through questions of fugitivity in African contexts, and particularly in Vera and 

Bulawayo’s fiction, opens up distinct ways of reading contemporary African fiction, as well as 

new valences in theories of fugitivity. Questions of indigeneity, of cultural belonging to a precise 

ancestral home, bring a paradoxical layer to notions of black fugitivity—a discourse premised 

more on diasporic notions of rootlessness than rootedness. In Vera and Bulawayo’s novels, the 

ancestral land is the spiritual force around which all fugitive movement revolves: in the former, it 

is the source of both belonging and trauma, anchoring a distinct cyclical structure of fugitive 

time; in the latter, only the residue of this cyclical structure remains, and this ancestral force 

evolves, through transnational migration, into a melancholic trace that beckons its people to 

return. At the same time, if, as I have argued, fugitivity lends itself to a phenomenological 

conception of time-consciousness as an interweaving of anticipation and traumatic memory, then 

the frame of fugitivity opens up a distinct phenomenological optic into the African novel. Such a 

vantage exhibits a telescopic view of the body—its sensations, perceptions, and feelings, its 

desires and pains—revealing in the Zimbabwean literary context how fiction registers history’s 

woundings and desires in and on the body. 

In what follows I attend closely to the configurations of fugitive time in Without a Name 

and We Need New Names—the ways both of these novels index on the body the alienation 

wrought by colonialism, patriarchy, and poverty, and the language with which Vera and 

Bulawayo articulate a desire for disalienation. Using varied figurations of metaphor, narrative 
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perspective, and narrative time, the two authors present interconnected societal allegories 

through their protagonists’ desire for wholeness in body and mind. But like all formations of 

fugitive time in this dissertation, we find in these works a constant deferral of that ultimate 

release. “That gap,” as Saidiya Hartman describes fugitive experience, “between what they had 

dreamed of and what they could have would never be bridged” (Lose 227). In these novels we 

witness the continual mutations of that ecstatic desire for escape as the forces of subjection 

themselves change shape over time. 

Lineages of (dis)alienation 

In their larger scope, Vera and Bulawayo’s novels are part of an expansive body of 

scholarly and literary work preoccupied with questions of alienation. In Frantz Fanon’s 

influential formulation in Peau noire, masques blancs, alienation is wrought through an 

oppositional structure, specifically the white gaze as it constructs a series of abject tropes of 

blackness—of “cannibalism, intellectual deficiency, fetishism, racial defects”—which in turn 

produces an effect on the consciousness and body of the colonized. “I took myself far off from my 

own presence [être-là], very far, constituting myself an object. What else could it be for me but a 

dismemberment [décollement], a wrenching, a hemorrhage that spattered my whole body with 

black blood?” (91). This “inferiority complex” becomes internalized, engendering a kind of 

physiological change in the body, as if parts have been excised, leaving phantom limbs of a 

former wholeness. Ronald Judy incisively reads Fanon’s alienated body as a mode of ontological 

captivity, in which “the nègre is somehow imprisoned in his body, but only in the sense that it is 

in the dialectic of the corporeal and racial schemas” (Judy, “Fanon’s Body” 71, original emphasis). 

Fanon goes on to suggest that this entrapment between the materiality and the racialization of the 
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black body effectively becomes sutured into the larger structure of colonial society, “a system 

based on the exploitation of a given race by another” (181). Ultimately, the accumulation of these 

elements produces a crisis of being, what Fanon calls the “zone of nonbeing [non-être]”, an 

“incline essentially stripped” of recognizable humanness (6). 

A half-century later, Achille Mbembe’s influential On the Postcolony brings a related 

framework to bear explicitly on sub-Saharan Africa. For him, the state apparatus of early-to-mid-

20th century colonial power produces an ideology of the African as decidedly “other”—as less-

than-human, a “bundle of drives,” an objectified “body-thing” to be used for both colonial 

experimentation and forced labor (26-27). In the Foucauldian sense, Mbembe describes this 

colonized figure as docile, rendered pliable in order to “extract as much as possible from its 

labor” (33). Implied in Mbembe’s account, as well, is a kind of alienated labor, that the colonized 

laborer “relates to the product of his labour as to an alien object,” as Marx puts it in his 

“Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts,” an objectification that further compounds that 

foundational Fanonian objectification, or “dismemberment,” of colonized being (Marx 72). 

Though more concerned with the structure that produces colonial alienation, Mbembe’s 

framework does share that crucial Fanonian consequence of being evacuated from oneself, of 

occupying a body and consciousness that have effectively become occupied by another. 

For decades, these formations of colonial alienation have played out in a variety of ways 

in African literature. Cheikh Hamidou Kane’s 1962 novel Ambiguous Adventure is among the early 

works to focus explicitly on existential alienation, on an individual’s struggle with what gets lost 

when one becomes consumed by colonial culture, language, and ideology. Kane’s bildungsroman 

chronicles the life of young Samba Diallo as he works his way through the French colonial 
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education system in Senegal, eventually continuing on to study in Paris. In conversation with his 

French classmates about his time in the French capital, Samba evokes a Fanonian sense of loss: “I 

see less fully here…. I no longer feel anything directly” (138). Here we find a similar convergence 

of the affective and corporeal registers of alienation, a sense that Samba’s lack of vision and 

feeling is somehow the result of an excision of part of his being. In Paris, Samba is “less” than and 

“no longer,” in body and mind.  

Of the fiction most closely associated with Vera and Bulawayo’s work, alienation, too, is 

a recurrent leitmotif. In many of the Zimbabwean novels set before the end of the civil war in 

1980, the presence of white settlers and their institutions demonstrate the structural opposition of 

colonialism that engenders alienation. In Chenjerai Hove’s Bones (1989), for instance, the white 

farmer Manyepo reinforces this production of alienation through his claim to the land and the 

brutal treatment of his workers. In Tsitsi Dangarembga’s Nervous Conditions (1988), by contrast, 

missionary education and British acculturation are pivotal to the eating disorder Nyasha 

develops—again, a jointly physical and mental manifestation of alienation. The mid-1940s setting 

of Vera’s novel Butterfly Burning (1998) also reveals scattered intimations of the colonial 

apparatus that generates alienation: the population’s constant evasion of the police, the 

“seventeen male bodies” hanging from a tree at the novel’s outset. Moreover, beyond these 

thematic considerations, Zimbabwean literature has also registered the effects of colonial 

alienation in aesthetic form, with perhaps no better exemplar than Dambudzo Marechera’s work. 

Set in roughly the same 1970s period as Vera’s Without a Name, Marechera’s The House of Hunger 

(1978) also reveals that white colonial presence through mass arrests and references to guerilla 
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warfare, but it is more the confluence of psychological deterioration and the fragmented prose 

style that enacts the novel’s weight of alienation: 

An iron net had been thrown over the skies, quietly. Now it, tightening, bit sharply into 
the tenderer meat of our brains…. [B]eneath it all our minds festered; gangrenous…. The 
underwear of our souls was full of holes and the crotch it hid was infested with lice. We 
were whores; eaten to the core by the syphilis of the white man’s coming. (92) 
 

Here Marechera leaps among seemingly disparate images of abjection to assemble a sense of the 

social decay wrought by colonial subjection. Fanon’s notion of colonialism altering both mind 

and body very much animates Marechera’s prose, here in the syphilis that eats away the 

colonized subject. As numerous critics observe, Marechera and Vera are kindred spirits in the 

way they suture trauma and alienation into a fragmented, stream of consciousness style of prose.1 

As we move into the postcolonial moment, a period that begins with the first rush of 

decolonization across the continent in the early-1960s, the forces of subjection that African writers 

respond to change guise. In various countries, Mbembe points out, newly independent states 

“reappropriated” many of the institutions and mechanisms that had been used to maintain 

colonial authority. In several, including independent Zimbabwe, the state maintained its power 

less through a reciprocal obligation between state authority and the people, than through an 

amalgam of violent coercion, nativist ideology, and natural resource extractions that allowed the 

state to allocate privileges to ensure its power. With these systems in place, the added effects of 

global structural adjustment and deregulation in the 1980s and 1990s were devastating 

                                                        

1 For a sampling on how critics understand the relation between violence and Vera’s prose style, see 
Liz Gunner and Neil Ten Kortenaar’s “Introduction: Yvonne Vera’s Fiction and the Voice of the 
Possible,” Kizito Muchemwa’s “Language, Voice and Presence in Under the Tongue and Without a 
Name,” and Jane Bryce’s “Imaginary Snapshots.” 
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throughout sub-Saharan Africa: unemployment and poverty soared, social welfare systems 

crumbled, migration to urban centers and other countries intensified (40-58).2 Notably, however, 

Zimbabwe did experience an economic “boom” in the first few years after independence largely 

due to the termination of international sanctions that had been levied against the state during the 

war. But these “unsustainable” gains, as Alois Mlambo puts it, in access to healthcare and 

education, collapsed by the end of the 1980s once structural adjustment measures were 

established, which in turn spurred a wave of de-industrialization, privatization, inflation, and 

unemployment across the country (Mlambo 206-223). “The result was ‘permanent joblessness, 

hopelessness and economic insecurity’ for the majority and the mortgaging of Zimbabwe’s 

economy to foreign capital” (Mlambo 215). To be sure, societal alienation persisted in these 

conditions, but it no longer resembled that clear Fanonian oppositional structure of colonizer and 

colonized. In late-20th and early-21st century Zimbabwe, the postcolonial state becomes a critical 

subjecting force in its effort to maintain power, but it subjugates in conjunction with the forces of 

global capital. The result, as we find in contemporary Zimbabwean fiction, is a kind of diffuse 

alienating structure of poverty, state sponsored evictions and violence, alcoholism and the spread 

of infectious diseases, defunded schools and health systems, and flight to Europe, North 

America, and nearby countries.3  

As for Vera and Bulawayo’s novels, as well as those of many of their contemporaries, I 

argue that alienation takes the form of what Ato Quayson has characterized as a kind of societal 

                                                        

2 For more on the differential effects of structural adjustment across the continent, see Cooper, 
“Development and Disappointment” in Africa Since 1940.  
 
3 Mlambo provides a useful overview of the escalations of the crisis in the 2000s and the effects of the 
vast majority of Zimbabweans in “The Crisis Years, 2000-2008” in A History of Zimbabwe.   
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and individual sublimation of the forces of subjection. If, in Quayson’s reading, Fanonian 

alienation is based on an “implied [white/colonial] interlocutor…skeptical about the humanity of 

the black man,” then what we find in many African works of fiction, he says, is a “skeptical 

interlocutor…structurally inextricable from the subjectivity of the alienated self” (“Self-Writing” 

34). The forces of subjection—this “skeptical interlocutor”—come to reside in the “structural 

location of a matrix of anticipations that call up and yet persistently question the subject’s 

identity,” forming a kind of self-regulating, internalized structure of alienation (35). Quayson’s 

examples include the “communal ethos as expressed in the voice of Tradition” in Achebe’s Things 

Fall Apart, and, significant to our discussion, the “corporeal injunction of a traumatized body-

politic” in Vera’s Without a Name. Indeed, despite the presence of white settlers during the 

historical period of Vera’s novel—set in 1977, three years before independence—Vera makes no 

explicit reference to any colonial figure. Instead, that colonial subjection is implied in Mazvita’s 

perception of pain in her body, in her experience of trauma. By contrast, in Bulawayo’s We Need 

New Names, set more than two decades after independence, alienation derives not from colonial 

subjection, but from the larger structural mechanisms that have impoverished, displaced, 

starved, and infected the bodies of the novel’s cast of characters. 

We Need New Names in particular is part of a 21st century cohort of Zimbabwean fiction 

that chronicles these sublimated structures of alienation both on the continent and in diaspora. 

“The Cracked, Pink Lips of Rosie’s Bridegroom,” for instance—a story from Petina Gappah’s 

acclaimed collection An Elegy for Easterly (2009)—revolves around wedding guests’ observations 

of the body of a groom standing at the alter: they see the “sickness [that] screams out its presence 

from every pore,” and the “broad” smile on his face when he’s told about a gift of two hundred 
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million Zimbabwean dollars (161-162). His body, we might say, registers the traces of 

Zimbabwe’s devastating hyperinflation of the 2000s as well as the dismantled health care 

infrastructure that has allowed HIV to spread throughout the country. Brian Chikwava’s novel 

Harare North (2009) demonstrates another instance of this sublimated alienation, specifically in 

the unnamed protagonist who has fled to London where he lives illegally working menial jobs. 

The traumas of his prior life as a member of a pro-Mugabe youth militia catch up to him, 

culminating in the final hallucinatory lines of the novel in which he somehow believes that his 

childhood friend, Shingi, has taken over his body: “You tell the right foot to go in one direction 

and he is being traitor shoe-doctor and tell left foot to go in another direction. You stand there in 

them mental backstreets and one big battle rage even if you have no more ginger for it” (230). 

This sense of bodily infiltration, I argue, marks the kind of internalization of alienation that 

Quayson describes when the “skeptical interlocutor” has become “structurally inextricable from 

the subjectivity of the alienated self.” And by making the “internalized other” a friend, not 

necessarily a foe, Chikwava further diffuses that which engenders the protagonist’s psycho-

corporeal alienation. 

This final moment in Chikwava’s novel also gestures to the desire for disalienation that I 

want to isolate in Vera and Bulawayo’s fiction. For Fanon, disalienation is processual—a “quest,” 

he says, leading to the point at which the “black man can free himself of the arsenal of complexes 

that has been developed by the colonial situation,” “expelling that feeling of inferiority” (24, 42). 

This “quest,” this “authentic emergence,” is born in that “zone of nonbeing” of pathologized 

blackness, in that Fanonian (non)ontological space within which Neil Roberts identifies an 

incipient “hope” and potential “flight” (Fanon 6; Roberts 118-119). A space James Ford similarly 
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associates with an “array of affects, ideas, fantasies, and practices” (207). The process of 

disalienation, then, is a kind of escape from recognition and imposition, a “fugitive avoidance in 

and out of nothing,” an energy that strives to flee the nothingness of nonbeing (Moten, “Notes on 

Passage” 56). And given Fanon’s temporal framing of disalienation as engendered “through the 

refusal to accept the present as definitive” (183), I want to suggest that a sense of anticipation 

structures this movement toward disalienation. That this refusal of the present requires 

imagining in advance that moment when the body and mind are at last freed of the trappings of 

colonial interpellation. That what Ronald Judy observes as Fanon’s “becoming consciousness” 

presumes a sense of affectively lunging beyond the reach of negation toward that moment of 

release (“Fanon’s Body” 70). Such an anticipatory consciousness, in Saidiya Hartman and 

Stephen Best’s fugitive logic, locates one in the “interval between the no longer and the not yet, 

between the destruction of the old world and the awaited hour of deliverance,” a kind of fugitive 

interstitiality as one gathers energy in the passage from subjection to release (3).  This being-

toward disalienation, I argue, is intimated in Chikwava’s protagonist as he feels his one foot try 

to break free of the other. We also find it in Yvonne Vera’s account of Nehanda leaping beyond 

herself, “surpass[ing] the moment when they took her body” (Bryce 221). And an analogous 

desire for disalienation propels Mazvita in Vera’s Without a Name and Darling in Bulawayo’s We 

Need New Names to free themselves of the burdens of poverty, sexual violence, and state 

repression, daring to imagine that moment when their bodies feel lighter and entirely their own.  

The final component to this temporal relation between alienation and disalienation that I 

want to draw out of Vera and Bulawayo’s novels is their allegorical dimension. Central to my 

argument is that the push toward disalienation that we encounter in Vera and Bulawayo’s 
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protagonists cannot be severed from a larger societal push for disalienation; that these bodies that 

strive to free themselves of pain and violence must be read alongside a larger body-politic also 

striving to free itself of societal and historical constraint. In Without a Name, for instance, we 

encounter a pervasive discourse of “longing” and “dreaming” that centers on Mazvita’s desire 

for wholeness, but it’s a discourse that is unequivocally embedded in the historical context of 

Zimbabwe’s civil war—a people’s “longing” for an end to white settler rule, to feel a collective 

wholeness. And in We Need New Names we encounter a later historical stage of this collective 

yearning for wholeness, now situated amid the rush of Zimbabweans fleeing to other countries in 

search of a better life, “the children of the land leaving in droves” (148). The difference is that 

Vera’s describes a collective desire to remain within the confines of national borders, whereas 

Bulawayo’s collectivity seeks geographical dispersal, a collectivity united in its desire to escape 

that which makes their former rootedness no longer possible. 

Both scenarios, however, could be called national allegories—a term that opens up a host 

of debates, particularly in postcolonial studies. The best-known essay on the subject remains 

Fredric Jameson’s “Third-World Literatures in the Era of Multinational Capitalism” (1986), an 

essay that has seen sharp criticism—notably in Aijaz Ahmad’s initial response and the critique of 

the essay’s generalization of all “third world” literatures. Yet the essay has had an undeniable 

endurance in postcolonial criticism since its publication. Critics from Imre Szeman (2001) to 

Joseph Slaughter (2004) to Elleke Boehmer (2005)—whether they align with Jameson or not—

have returned to it as a foundational essay on the relationship between literary form and 

nationalism in the formerly colonized world. While I can’t speak to the claim that all literatures 

from former European colonies are allegorical of the nation, I contend that much of Jameson’s 
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logic stands for the two novels considered here. In Vera and Bulawayo’s works, for instance, the 

private and the public, the individual body and the body-politic, are inseparable. The quotidian 

thoughts and experience of their protagonists are inextricable from politics—from the violent 

conflicts, the diseases, the evictions, the joblessness, the currency devaluations, the unspoken 

codes of patriarchy that saturate society. And Vera and Bulawayo’s texts also coincide with 

Jameson’s flexible notion of allegory as “profoundly discontinuous, a matter of breaks and 

heterogeneities, of the multiple polysemia of the dream rather than the homogeneous 

representation of the symbol” (73). Their novels, in other words, are not just allegories of the 

Zimbabwean nation tout court. They instead reveal the contradictions, dissonances, and 

mutations of a sense of collective belonging in perpetual motion. They cut against monolithic 

conceptions of the Zimbabwean nation that demand fixed roles designated for the land, ancestral 

belonging, and masculine authority. They show how nation can be forged in diaspora, how 

women can have a constitutive voice. Finally, in contrast to Benedict Anderson’s strict sense of 

the nation as “limited” (encompassed by finite boundaries) and “sovereign” (organized around 

the symbol of the sovereign state), I read the “nation” in Vera and Bulawayo’s work in the more 

elastic Jamesonian sense of the “social” and the “political” (Anderson 7; Jameson 72). That is, as a 

larger, amorphous sense of heterogeneous collectivity, that, in the Zimbabwean case, refuses 

identification with a (repressive) “sovereign state” and refuses to fix that collectivity to a single 

geography of the world. As I chronicle the structures of desire and escape in Vera and 

Bulawayo’s fiction, I want to read them in and alongside a larger, polysemous sense of being-

with. A category of the nation with its roots in the collectivity for which Nehanda took flight 

from her own body as she awaited her execution. 
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As I move into close readings of these two novels, I want to keep in mind the history that 

Nehanda initiates, which the figures in Without a Name and We Need New Names inherit, albeit in 

different forms and different moments of Zimbabwean history. Nehanda’s body, I contend, 

connects to Mazvita’s body, which in turn connects to the body of Darling and her youth 

counterparts. In Vera and Bulawayo’s novels we find particular descriptive and formal devices 

through which to view their own iterations of fugitive time that reflect the historical moment of 

their intervention in this evolution of fugitive desire, that phenomenological desire to strip the 

body of trauma and imagine an elsewhere and an otherwise. 

Vera’s centrifugitive cycle 

Yvonne Vera’s Without a Name is a novel very much preoccupied with the intimacy of 

violence. The third person limited voice that predominates gives us a “moment-by-moment” 

view into Mazvita’s “mental world,” as Vera has commented, showing how she processes the 

pain that courses throughout her mind and body, as well as how she imagines an end to that 

violence (Primorac 385). Throughout, the narrative perspective provides a singular view into 

Mazvita’s journey. Having been raped by a freedom fighter in a field near her home village of 

Mubaira, Mazvita flees to Harare to escape her traumas. In the capital, though, she discovers that 

her rapist has impregnated her, and she falls into a precarious life unable to find work to support 

herself. Along the way, the narrative unfolds in two temporal registers—Mazvita’s trajectory to 

Harare told in flashbacks, and her course back to Mubaira set in the present—which appear 

largely in alternating chapters and in fragmented pieces.  

I want to begin by disentangling these layers of violence and trauma that weigh down so 

heavily on Mazvita. As Sarah Nuttall puts it, the novel’s narrative perspective engenders a 
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unique interplay between Mazvita’s body and consciousness, enabling Vera to use the body to 

“capture fractured consciousness” and to “allow its interiority to emerge on its surface” (398-399). 

The result is a sedimentation of subjection that accumulates throughout the novel, producing an 

internalized structure of alienation with a multitude of signs and symptoms. The foundation of 

these layers is Mazvita’s rape—the ur-trauma from which all other traumatic symptoms and 

events in her life stem. The narrator’s interior access to Mazvita’s thoughts tell us that “she felt 

his arms linger too long over her thighs,” that his “whispering” had been just as devastating as 

his touch. “He had claimed her, told her that she could not hide the things of her body…. He 

whispered as though he offered her life…. Hanzvadzi . . . he said. You are my sister” (34-35). 

Indeed for the freedom fighter to call her his sister—in Shona, their common language—

demonstrates his sense of entitlement, what he takes to be their assumed roles in the larger 

struggle that authorize him to take her body and efface her identity, as Kizito Muchemwa 

suggests, in the name of the masculinist-nationalist project (Muchemwa 13). The man’s 

whispering, importantly, remains with Mazvita: “Mazvita gathered the whispering he had 

spread between her legs, over her arms, over her face. She ran far into the mist but the 

whispering, a frightful memory, encompassed her” (34). Coursing throughout her body and 

mind, the memory of his words and touch cut into her experience of time throughout the novel, 

including this encounter’s final and most detailed narrative appearance, when Mazvita recalls 

how “he removed her legs from her body, and she lay still, not recognizing her legs as her own” 

(97). This language recalls that Fanonian conception of alienation as décollement, or 

dismemberment, of the self becoming severed, as if one were standing outside of oneself and 

witnessing the self, in pieces, as other. It’s one of the many instances in which “the body is 
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reduced to its component parts,” where pain and violence bring her arms or her neck to the fore 

of her consciousness, giving Mazvita the sense that they have been severed from her being 

(Nuttall 397). By the end of the novel we also find a very deliberate act of anamnesis, of Mazvita 

attempting to remember his image, since “she was sure that if she remembered his face, she could 

free herself of remembering him” (96). But that face eludes her. She instead continues to 

“remember the mist and the whispers,” like a knife repeatedly cutting into her, drawing her back 

to her violation. This originary trauma constitutes a kind of gravitational force that continually 

seeps into Mazvita’s consciousness, reinforcing her alienation.  

In a broader scope, Mazvita’s violation is a reminder of the ways black women, whether 

on the continent or in diaspora, have been uniquely and historically targeted. In her recent book, 

Rape: A South African Nightmare, Pumla Dineo Gqola identifies black women in South Africa as 

those “longest burdened with assumptions of unrapability,” assumptions that stem from 17th 

century stereotypes of Africans as “excessively sexual and impossible to satiate.” Rape, Gqola 

suggests, has and continues to be a “powerful language with which to control women in South 

Africa” (43-53). Similarly, in her influential essay, “Mapping the Margins,” Kimberlé Crenshaw 

explains how rape in the United States has historically been used to “legitimize efforts to control 

and discipline the Black community,” in particular casting “all Black men as potential threats to 

the sanctity of white womanhood” (1266). A glaring consequence of this fixation on black 

predation and white victimhood, Crenshaw maintains, is a kind of “sexual hierarchy…that holds 

certain female bodies in higher regard than others,” specifically a “devaluation of Black women 

and the marginalization of their sexual victimizations” (1268-1269). 



 

 225 

Another vector of this larger global frame of black women’s experience is the question of 

representation, and the approaches scholars have taken in the study of literary depictions of rape 

and violation. Very much related to Mazvita’s position in Without a Name, Lucy Graham, in her 

work on race and rape in South African literature, studies the ways intraracial rape has been 

represented by black authors. In a comparative study of short fiction by Njabulo Ndebele, Gcina 

Mhlophe, and Baleka Kgositsile that all center on the rape of black women by black men, Graham 

isolates the fundamental intersection of gender and narrative interiority. Ndebele’s “Fools” 

narrates the experience of Mimi’s violation through the interior perspective of Zamani, her rapist 

and teacher, a perspective that, for Graham, only serves to echo the “patriarchal tropes of colonial 

and religious discourse… reflect[ing] a society where men’s oppression, frustration, and symbolic 

emasculation propagates violence against women and children” (123). In contrast, Graham shows 

how two black South African women writers—Mhlophe in her story “Nokulunga’s Wedding” 

and Kgositsile in “In the Night”—bring power and voice to women historically silenced after 

rape through an interior voice that emphasizes their “subjectivity and embodied experience,” 

including a kind of internal processing of the burdens of complicity, shame, and patriarchal 

expectations (128). In Without a Name, the interior voice is also a critical device that brings us into 

Mazvita’s mind as she processes the events that unfold around and against her, how she 

physically experiences her violation, and how she perceives the structure of patriarchy around 

her. 

Mazvita’s interior view of her rape, in particular, reveals an entanglement of masculinity, 

nationalism, and the land that forms an additional critical layer to the novel’s sedimentations of 

subjection. Similar to the freedom fighter’s “claim” to Mazvita, her new partner, Nyenyedzi, 
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“names her,” calling her Howa, after a particular kind of mushroom he notices her admiring. “In 

the future Nyenyedzi evoked that name when he wanted to hold her close,” to keep her within 

his reach (13). Nyenyedzi’s claim also extends to the land and the nationalist struggle, when he 

tries to convince her that they must “fight to cleanse the land, not find new dreams to replace our 

ancient claim.” “[The land] holds and claims you,” he suggests, “there is no prayer that reaches 

our ancestors without the blessing from the land” (39-40). The first-person plural again signals 

Mazvita’s assumed membership in a larger, predetermined nationalist structure—a structure that 

simultaneously includes her but denies her an intellectual or participatory role. Compounding 

this is Nyenyedzi’s assertion that he “could not leave the land, and be a man” (46). The land is 

thus pivotal to both his masculinity and his sense of nation—the combination of which 

constitutes what Robert Muponde calls the “chauvinist” and “exclusionary” “master narrative” 

of the nation, which, as Vera has argued, has historically excluded women from “shaping the 

truth of the struggle” (Muponde, “The Sight” 123; Hunter 80).4 There is a mutual “claiming” in 

these passages in which the people hold an “ancient claim” to the land, and the land reciprocally 

“claims” them in return, keeping and protecting. But Vera exposes the assumed masculinist 

premise of this symbiotic relation through the freedom fighter’s claim to Mazvita’s body—as if 

she, too, were part of the landscape to be worked, claimed, and guarded—cutting into a 

monolithic nationalism with the specificity of women’s experience.  

This entanglement of masculinity, nationalism, and the land is further sedimented by 

Mazvita’s identification of the land itself as her violator. “She connected him only to the land…. 

                                                        

4 Muponde cites the work of Josephine Nhongo-Simbanegavi on the ways in which the nationalist civil 
war leaders limited the role of women to “auxiliary” positions seen as “non-pivotal in the dispensation 
of the war” (Muponde, “The Sight” 123). 
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The land had allowed the man to grow from itself into her body” (37). For Quayson, this 

indicates a displacement of the effects of trauma, since the referential locus of the event—that 

image of her rapist’s face—remains inaccessible. “The event-rape,” Quayson suggests, “becomes 

a semiotic system which generates a series of signifiers…making the environment stand for the 

rape-event itself” (“Symbolisation” 205-206). And for Pauline Dodgson-Katiyo, this displacement 

gives Mazvita “a reason for moving away from fixedness,” a reason for taking flight from both 

the land and the predominating masculinist-nationalist ideology that seeks to enfold her (106). 

Mazvita’s symbolic transference also illustrates the novel’s contested conception of autochthony. 

Where Mazvita’s autochthony is registered as powerlessness—that she’s somehow claimable like 

a piece of land, a natural object taken from a field to be used for the nationalist cause—the 

freedom fighter’s autochthony—his emergence from the soil—is apparently constitutive of 

masculinity and power. As the novel progresses this dissonance results in Mazvita’s desire to 

break with the “grand narratives” of the nationalist struggle, as Vera explains in an interview, 

and “redefine [her] consciousness toward the land” (Hunter 80). 

The most intimate optic into Mazvita’s experience of these accumulating layers of 

subjection comes in the chapters set on the bus in Harare. We encounter an array of symptoms of 

Mazvita’s trauma on this bus well before we know the full extent of the events that engender 

them. Moreover, the majority of these symptoms take on a phenomenological temporality in 

which Mazvita’s wounds and burdens deepen over time. We find in the first chapter, for 

instance, before we know of her experienced violence, that “a lump was growing on the side of 

her neck”: “She felt it growing there in repeated outward pushes. She had no doubt that all her 

body was moving slowly in that lump, that she would eventually turn to find her whole being 
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had abandoned her, rushed into that space beside her neck” (8). There’s a movement of time in 

these lines, the lump “growing,” “pushing,” her body “moving slowly” into that location of 

burden on her body. The lump causes her to “take herself far off from her own presence,” as 

Fanon would put it, signifying a kind of progressive alienation as it consumes her “being” and 

transforms her into an object other than herself. We encounter similarly moving and deepening 

pain elsewhere in the novel, such as the “mountains growing on her back,” the way her skin 

“burns,” how her toes “tighten and grow stiff.” Wounding festers, for Mazvita, pain grows and 

courses throughout her body, ensuring that her past remains part of her. 

What makes these micro-movements of wounding so haunting is the position of these 

bus chapters in narrative time. Halfway through, we discover that Mazvita has her infant son tied 

to her back in these bus scenes, but not until the final pages of the novel do we discover that this 

child is no longer living. So when we first encounter the above “lump,” for instance, we cannot 

yet connect it to the dead child she carries on her back. We don’t yet know how the immediacy of 

the baby against her body “pulled her back from her design to be free” (74), the child serving as a 

“living witness to her rape,” as Grace Musila puts it, drawing her back to the soldier’s 

whispering, to the men who have “claimed” her (Musila 54). We have thus arrived at the crux of 

the novel’s narrative temporality: we repeatedly encounter these phenomenally deepening 

symptoms of trauma—this “growing lump,” her “stiffening” hands, her “dissipating” vision—in 

advance of the narrative appearance of the principal violent events. In the final pages of the novel, 

we read that, prior to taking her seat on the bus, Mazvita had strangled the child in an effort to 

rid herself of her trauma, to “claim her dream and her freedom” (109). This narrative delay, I 

want to suggest, constitutes a kind of formal mimicry of the temporality of trauma: the reader 
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encounters the haunting repetition of the symptoms of some violent event without having access 

to the source of that trauma for the majority of the narrative. In the text’s narrative architecture, 

in other words, we find that temporality that Cathy Caruth, rereading Freud’s work on neurosis 

and hysteria, describes as the “unassimilated nature” of an unexpected painful event: “the way it 

[is] precisely not known in the first instance…and returns to haunt the survivor later on.” As in 

Caruth’s framework, there is a certain “incomprehensibility” to Mazvita’s rape. For her not to 

know the face of her rapist means that a certain structure of meaning is lost, and it is precisely 

this incomprehensibility that ensures that she continually relives the event, that she continues to 

feel it throughout her body and sees it in the corpse of her child (Caruth 4-6). As critic Martina 

Kopf understands it, this narrative temporality “ruptures” the novel’s “progression of time,” 

which in turn “conveys a void, or non-being,” entrenching Mazvita’s alienation (105). But the 

delayed knowledge of the doubled-trauma—of her rape and the killing of her child—also 

retroactively recodes those deepening phenomenological wounds on Mazvita’s body and mind 

that we first encounter, augmenting the already intimate narrative voice that gives us access to 

Mazvita’s interior perceptions of pain.  

And throughout the novel, as much as Mazvita’s alienation seems anonymous, isolated, 

and personal, there are crucial moments that link her subjection to a larger societal structure. As 

Zoe Norridge puts it, “Vera examines how individual and collective suffering is experienced as a 

result of curtailed dreams, social inequalities and violent conflict” (26). War and poverty, in 

particular, are critical to these interconnections in Without a Name. In an early chapter detailing 

her initial feeling of anxiety in Harare, for instance, Mazvita’s alienation is stitched in and among 

a larger social alienation: “She breathed the poverty and the loneliness, the black walls tarnished 
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and buried with the cries of abandoned dreams, of apparitions of laughter fueled with 

desperation, of voices pained” (25). Here societal alienation is a kind of material vapor that 

Mazvita literally inhales into her body, compounding the specificity of her own experienced 

subjection. Vera does a similar kind of work, albeit more subtly, later on in one of the novel’s 

many references to the civil war: “1977. Everyone was an accomplice to war. The war made them 

strangers to words…. The war changed everything, even the idea of their own humanity. They 

were shocked at what they witnessed and lived through” (88). Here we get a kind of societal 

extension of Mazvita’s symptoms of trauma: of her inability to articulate her rape fully to 

Nyenyedzi, her sense that her rape has dismembered her being. This third-person plural appears 

through the novel, as does the year “1977,” constantly moving us between Mazvita’s interiority 

and the larger societal pulse of the moment, demanding that we put Mazvita in relation to a 

larger structure of alienation.  

If the feeling of Mazvita’s alienation accumulates throughout the novel, so, too, does the 

utopian desire that weaves in and out of her micro-experiences of subjection. On nearly every 

page, situated in Mazvita’s consciousness, we get some kind of language of “desire” for 

“freedom” and “release,” language consistent with Vera’s larger aesthetic examination of “how 

women feel in their own pursuit of their own freedom and their own desire to understand their 

own bodies” (Hunter 80). Mazvita’s sense of attunement, specifically to embodied desire, I argue, 

manifests in swelling waves throughout Without a Name, projecting her outward toward 

disalienation. And like the novel’s language of subjection, this language of utopian swelling 

emerges from the materiality of the body. As was the case with Césaire’s Cahier, Ernst Bloch’s 

embodied conception of utopian desire is very much apt here: this idea that the human 
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perception of time inherently involves a leaping forward toward that moment just prior to the 

now, an “urging, wishing, doing” that corresponds to the fundamental “drive-instinct” which 

“belongs to the economy of the individual body and is only employed in so far as it belongs to it, 

in so far as the body does its own business, fleeing from what damages it, searching for what 

preserves it” (49). Importantly, the “searching” wave-like structure of Mazvita’s utopian desire—

the repeated swellings and recessions of longing that cut into the immediacy of her alienation—is 

also consonant with Fred Moten’s understanding of black fugitivity as a “swerve in and out of 

the confinements,” and Moten’s conception of the fugitive energies of black art that evoke a 

“breaking and entering and exiting [of] the exclusionary frame” (Black and Blur 85, 67). There is a 

fugitive shuttling back and forth in the novel, in other words, between the world of subjection 

and that world of Mazvita’s absolute release in mind and body.   

One of Mazvita’s first swellings of utopian desire, unsurprisingly, coincides with the 

“unalterable encounter” of her rape (36). During the attack, Mazvita relishes the moments of 

silence amid the man’s whispering. “She would grow from the silence he had brought to her. Her 

longing for growth was deep, and came from the parts of her body he had claimed for herself.” 

When she’s finally able to escape, she runs “allow[ing] her arms to move forward, ahead of 

her…following her arms” (35-36). Here we get this Blochian language of embodied outward 

longing, of seeking self-preservation in the next moment. As she runs, she moves forward, 

literally living in advance of herself, leaning toward the silence that brings relief. For Mazvita, 

this “silence,” Nana Wilson-Tagoe suggests, “inspires a quest for personal autonomy and self-

extension” (171). But as quickly as Mazvita’s emotion swells into this ecstatic desire for escape, 

the memory of the encounter returns her to the scene, to his whispering, to the land that she 
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identifies as her violator. Her affect swells outward toward that horizon of relief, only to recede 

back into her trauma.  

As we begin to piece together the chronology of Mazvita’s journey in the novel, wading 

through the switchbacks of narrative time, another critical moment of utopian swelling comes 

with her flight to Harare. “The war is everywhere,” she tells Nyenyedzi, “we must go to the 

city…. Do you see the people who come from the city . . . they have no fear in their eyes” (30). 

“Mazvita carried a strong desire to free herself,” the narrator suggests, “from the burden of fear, 

from the skies licked with blue and burning with flame” (31). And in her earliest moments in 

Harare, this desire for release in the city remains strong: “Mazvita had a profound belief in her 

own reality, in the transformation new geographies promised…. Mazvita recognized Harare as 

the limitless place in which to dream, and to escape” (64). In these passages, we find an intimated 

embodiment—in her desire to flee the violence that has and will continue to consume her body in 

Mubaira, but also in her anticipation of release in Harare. For her, moving across geographic 

space coincides with that Fanonian “quest” to “expel” her alienation, engendering a kind of 

bodily transcendence, stripping the fear from her eyes. Mazvita anticipates her life in Harare as a 

kind of utopia of “transformation” and “promise,” a place where body and mind can be wiped 

clean of trauma. 

But her memories of violence soon seep back in, puncturing her experience of the 

present. The child becomes the organizing symbol that crushes her Harare dream, the baby 

literally generating the searing pain she feels throughout her body. The burden of the child then 

catalyzes another wave of fugitive desire:  

It was the constant nearness of her head to the child that made her frenzied and 
perplexed…. If she could remove her head, and store it at a distance from the stillness on 
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her back, then she could begin. She would be two people. She would be many. One of her 
would be free…. She wanted one other of her, that is how she conceived of escape. She 
attempted this enigmatic separation by drawing mightily forward…. Her neck rose 
upward and she felt a violent pain delve downward into her back. She looked up. (25-26) 

 

Here we get a striking inversion of Fanonian alienation in which the imagined severing, as it 

were, of her head paradoxically generates disalienation, allowing her to steal away from her 

wounded self so that she might find “freedom.” There is a Blochian structure of anticipation in 

Vera’s prose—this “drawing forward” so that she might quite literally live in excess of herself. 

The “violent pain” shooting through her back is that signal that closes this moment of utopian 

desire. The sentence, “She looked up,” is almost cinematic as if cutting to the next scene, abruptly 

bringing Mazvita out of the imagined world of her release and back into the world that subjects 

her. It’s the narrative cut that suspends her flight, drawing her back into the “confinements,” as 

Moten would put it. 

Mazvita’s larger desire for escape in the novel accrues with each of these waves of 

utopian desire, creating a network in which these affective waves fuse and feed off one another, 

forming a larger structure of affective swelling in Mazvita. This phenomenon, I want to suggest, 

is akin to the quality Spinoza attributes to the term “affection” (affectio), which Gilles Deleuze 

describes as the “state of a body insofar as it is subject to the action of another body,” such as “the 

action of the sun or the effect of the sun on you” (“Cours Vincennes”). In part three of his Ethics, 

Spinoza suggests that the body “retain[s] the impressions or traces of objects,” that an affective 

residue of the sun’s rays remains with the body after the initial contact (Ethics 165). This 

“impression,” this “trace” of affection that remains with the body is crucial to understanding the 
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cumulative nature of utopian desire in Without a Name.5 In Mazvita’s case, the “object” that 

touches her body and leaves a residual impression is that elusive object of fugitive desire—that 

state in which violence and trauma have been definitively stripped from mind and body. That 

object, in her words, is her “freedom.” So each time that freedom-object, as it were, “touches” 

Mazvita—such as her “longing for growth” and escape during her rape, or when she imagines 

severing her body to make “one other of her”—each of these tastes of freedom leaves a trace in 

her that subtly accumulates to constitute the larger, evolving affective architecture of her being-

in-the-world. When the utopian swelling recedes each time, drawing Mazvita’s back into the 

world of her subjection, it doesn’t disappear, but instead resides in her as a dormant trace, 

waiting to be touched on again, waiting to fuse with the energy of other traces, using that 

connectivity to grow into an even greater potential for escape.  

So in the novel we have this affective structure that grows inside Mazvita, and reaches its 

peak in the chapters when she is sitting on the bus in the narrative present, headed back to 

Mubaira with her deceased child tied to her back. The bus is where the specificity of Vera’s 

articulation of fugitive time emerges most explicitly, and where her utopian desire for release is 

most sustained and ecstatic. What becomes apparent on this bus is that the fugitive time-

consciousness we’ve seen grow in Mazvita throughout the text paradoxically becomes moored to 

her ancestral land. That instead of taking flight from the spaces, ideologies, and people with 

whom she so closely associates her alienation, she seeks a renewed connection to those spaces, 

traditions, and ancestors on her own terms. For Mazvita, the land generates an “ancestral pull,” an 

                                                        

5 Megan Watkins presents a related though distinct notion of “accumulating affect” in “Desiring 
Recognition, Accumulating Affect.” 
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“overwhelming force,” as Vera explains, and this pull, I argue, ultimately anchors her fugitive 

trajectory. More specifically, it’s a structure of fugitive time generated by the sound of the mbira, a 

lamellophone that in the context of the Shona people of Southern Africa has historically been 

used as a kind of medium, or technology, to commune with ancestral spirits. In his influential 

ethnomusicological study, The Soul of Mbira, Paul Berliner explains that, among the Shona, “the 

mbira is believed to have the power of projecting its sound into the heavens and attracting the 

attention of the ancestors, who are the spiritual owners and keepers of the land and the 

benefactors of the people’s welfare” (43). In Without a Name, Vera uses the mbira as a metonym 

for a kind of ancestral force that generates a cyclical version of fugitive time: Mazvita seeks flight 

from the violence she experienced on her ancestral land, but that ancestral land—represented in 

the sonic register of the mbira—ultimately beckons her to return, to seek relief in body and mind 

through a restructured ancestral relationality. 

The novel’s narrator perhaps provides the best introduction to the sound and materiality 

of the instrument itself at the outset of this three-page sequence: “[S]he heard an old man play the 

mbira. The old man sat curled midway in the crowded bus, along the aisle. He was squeezed 

narrowly on the edge of the seat. He held the mbira possessively above his lap, and played. The 

mbira sat in one half of a dried shell, a calabash. The shelter made the sound fall backward, 

toward the back of the bus, where Mazvita waited” (78). The sound hails Mazvita on this 

crowded bus, leaping from this old man’s fingers, out of the round calabash shell, coursing 

throughout the bus. Mazvita waits for the sound to touch her, as if she has some premonition of 

its coming and its “healing” power, as Liz Gunner and Neil ten Kortenaar characterize the 

instrument’s effect on her (4).   
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The music that reaches Mazvita in the back of the bus, I argue, is not merely heard, but 

felt—affectively, even physically. It’s this feeling of the mbira’s sound that Vera’s prose brings to 

life, which in turn generates the most fugitively utopian sequence in the novel. It’s a feeling that 

has everything to do with how Mazvita got to where she is in the back of this bus, but also a 

feeling deeply connected to the historical practice of spirit possession among the Shona and the 

sound of the mbira at the center of those traditions. This structure of feeling emerges from the 

phenomenological coursing of the sound:  

The sound reached her in generous waves of sustenance. Mazvita waited in a smooth 
and silent gaze. She turned her eyes from the window to the mbira and she cupped her 
fingers and held them forward. Her hands were still and seeking. The two women stared 
at her in amazement. Her eyebrows softened into arches of wonder. Her lips softened. 
The tightness disappeared along her neck. The skin on her neck grew smooth. The mbira 
was a revelation, a necessary respite. (78) 

 

What I find crucial here is the relationship Vera establishes among the body, moving sound, and 

a sense of anticipation. The sound of the mbira is described as in motion as it “falls back” out of 

the resonator, “reaching” Mazvita in “waves.” The sound begins to pour into her ears, into her 

cupped hands, into her mind, precipitating in her a sense of moving physically and affectively 

outward: she holds her hands “forward,” we’re told, in a “seeking” stance. What Mazvita begins 

to lean toward, I contend, is a state of mind and body akin to what takes place during the ancient 

Shona bira ceremony in which the meditative polyrhythms and repeating melodic cycles of the 

mbira call on ancestral spirits to take possession of a person physically and psychologically, that 

person becoming a medium through which an ancestor engages with the living directly. The 

language of “revelation” at the end of this passage indicates that initial moment of invocation. 

And the physical effects of the mbira’s sound on her body—her lips and eyebrows softening, her 

neck loosening—indicate the beginning of something, or someone, coming to occupy her body. If 
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Paul Berliner describes the bira ceremony as an occasion in which “family members come 

together to call upon a common ancestor for help,” then we might think of Mazvita’s response to 

the mbira’s sound as a call for ancestral intervention, a plea for help in escaping her trauma, to at 

last reach that moment of physical and affective release (Berliner 187). 

The confluence of the mbira on this bus and the ritual ceremony it gestures toward 

importantly also demonstrates a coevalness of indigeneity and modernity. To be on this bus is to 

be part of the sprawl of urban life in late-20th century Zimbabwe, to have access to the pathways 

of mobility that link village to city, but also to have access to technologies that, by 1977, have 

circulated the globe many times over. The presence of this bus in Harare, the mbira sounds that 

course through it, and the disparate peoples packed into it have rendered this bus a distinctly 

African technology. It recalls Anthony Appiah’s well-known observations of a particular Yoruba 

wooden sculpture depicting a man riding a bicycle. Noting the significance of the bicycle, Appiah 

suggests, “It is not there to be the Other to the Yoruba self…it is there because it will take us 

further than our feet will take us; it is there because machines are now as African as novelists” 

(157). Similarly, I would argue, Mazvita’s experience of the mbira music presents not a decaying 

of Shona tradition and ritual, as if her deeply personal experience of the sound on the bus were a 

contamination of what has historically been a communal experience on ancestral lands. Her 

personal experience instead presents a reconfiguration of the mbira’s place in society, a reshaping 

of it to the pulse of contemporary life in which two people sitting on opposite ends of a bus can 

share an intimate connection through sound. If, in Appiah’s logic, the bus is now as African as 

novelists, then the mbira—in its technological capacity to invoke ancestral spirits amid the city’s 

din—is as modern as the novel. 
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Continuing on with the mbira sequence, we get an extension of the phenomenological 

coursing of the music throughout Mazvita’s body, her increasing anticipation of that ancestral 

invocation:  

The people in the bus continued their chatter, they laughed loud, told their children to sit 
still, coughed from the dust that fell in through the open windows . . . Mazvita listened 
through that din of voices and received the mbira sound, guided it toward herself…. It 
fell in drops, the sound, into her cupped hands…. The sound came to her in subduing 
waves, in a growing pitch, in laps of clear water. Water. She felt the water slow and 
effortless and elegant. She breathed calmly, in the water. The mbira vibrated through the 
crowd, reached her with an intact rhythm, a profound tonality, a promise graceful and 
simple. (78) 
 

In this language the mbira’s sound becomes material in the water metaphor. The waves that were 

sonic in the previous paragraph have become aquatic. Water growing, lapping, calming her—

again, changing how she perceives her body. The sense of flow attributed to this water is 

registered in the flow of the prose itself—in these almost rhythmic oscillations between clipped, 

abbreviated sentences, and sprawling, additive sentences that grow with each clause. Sitting on 

the bus, the materiality of the sound allows Mazvita to sever herself from her immediate world, 

creating a kind of meditative channel between her body and the old man’s body—his fingers and 

the sounds they release. That ellipsis in the second line functions as a kind of threshold between 

the “din” of the world that subjects her, and her fugitive movement toward the world of her 

ancestors who have been called through the sound of this instrument.6 The sound ushers her into 

                                                        

6 I should say that the mbira also plays an important role in Vera’s first novel Nehanda—a role that falls 
somewhere between the instrument’s more personalized capacity in Without a Name and the more 
historical role that Berliner outlines. The mbira is very much at the center of communal ritual, for 
instance, in Nehanda, and the ancestral connection is explicit: “The mbira players who sit in the inside 
of the circle of spectators send quivering mournful sounds through the air, reminding one of birth, of 
death and of the serene presences of the departed” (28). But the way the instrument’s sounds 
“permeate” the body in Nehanda, and take on the metaphor of water “flowing along secret and diverse 
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that fugitive interval “between the no longer and the not yet,” between the devastations of 

alienation and the promise of disalienation (Hartman and Best 3).    

 Mazvita’s utopian longing for release peaks in this next segment, the sound continuing to 

move throughout her body and usher her into a transcendent affective state: 

The sound looped in waves over her head, curled downward, sunk deep in her chest 
where she had been irrevocably wounded…. There was forgiveness as she desired it, 
reconciliation and dream. She heard the mbira grow loud, move nearer to her, nearer to 
her dream. She waited in waves of suspenseful wishing and longing, in rays of supple 
joy. She sat still, waited though she knew deep down that her waiting was futile and 
misguided…. She fought for a memory brilliant as a star, but there was darkness so deep 
and silent, and now, this glorious searching sound visited her, sought her out, found 
parts of her which were still whole, which held some sweetness and longing. (78) 

 

Here that Blochian language of “wishing” and “longing” returns to prominence, animating how 

the music allows Mazvita to live fugitively in advance of the present moment, proleptically 

inhabiting that time when her body has been unburdened by those ancestors. This idea of 

possession as inflected by a certain structure of sonic fugitivity is similar to the way Nathaniel 

Mackey describes the shared fugitive impulse of “African possession religions” and the music of 

John Coltrane, as a “surge, a runaway dilation, a quantum rush” when “something beyond your 

grasp of it grabs you…that something gets away from you” (“Cante Moro” 191). The sound of the 

mbira initiates that “quantum rush” in Mazvita, that “something” from “beyond” that “grabs” 

her, serving as her guide to the outside of the world where relief awaits. What makes this 

iteration of fugitive time distinctly Vera’s is the mbira, the object that reconfigures Mazvita’s 

relationship with her people and her land, allowing her to feel a kind of ecstasy in the sound’s 

                                                        

 

streams” is very much similar to Vera’s phenomenological and metaphorical engagement with the 
mbira in Without a Name (Nehanda 52, 28). 
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ethereal “joy” and “glorious searching.” Those buzzing bottle caps and swirling syncopations 

touch on her “irrevocable wound,” as she puts it, generating a moment of “transcendent 

pleasure” (Shaw 32). If earlier in the novel Mazvita so closely identifies her rape with the land 

itself, here, in contrast, the mbira renews that ancestral connection, though it is unclear if Mazvita 

processes it consciously in these terms, since what’s happening, above all, is sensorial, affective, 

and felt in the body. The mbira is the technology that enables this affective dialogue between 

Mazvita and the ancestors who’ve been called, engendering a new, intimate relationality in 

which Mazvita seeks, in her words, forgiveness.  

The term “forgiveness,” of course, reminds us of the baby tied to her back in the bus. This 

child, I want to suggest, encapsulates the paradoxical relation between trauma and utopia at the 

core of Mazvita’s embodied fugitive temporality. On the one hand, there is the materiality of the 

child’s body on her back, enacting a kind of incessant haunting, a persistent reminder of her rape 

and the traumatic events that followed. In this sense the child is part of the world from which she 

flees. But on the other hand, this child has departed. The moment it was strangled was the 

moment it began its journey toward those ancestors from whom Mazvita seeks forgiveness and 

relief. Mazvita’s cyclical journey back to her people, in other words, cannot be severed from this 

trauma that rests literally on her back. Mazvita’s dialogue with her ancestors, then, might be seen 

as kind of negotiation, a coming to terms, a parsing of how she might reshape her connection to 

the departed and to the land based on the specificity of her life experience. 

These notions of negotiation and forgiveness, as well as the language of “reconciliation” 

in this segment of the passage are also critical to a particular historical reading of the novel. 

Certainly these terms are deeply specific to Mazvita’s life experience, the traumas she has lived, 



 

 241 

and how she envisions moving forward. But this language is also decidedly allegorical of the 

Zimbabwean nation in the moment of the nation’s emergence from settler colonialism in 1980, 

when Robert Mugabe, the then-newly elected Prime Minister, initiated a discourse of “national 

reconciliation” that sought, in his words, to create a “new man, with a new mind…and a new 

spirit that must unite and not divide.” To a populace emerging from civil war, divided, in short, 

between a majority black population that sought to take back dispossessed lands and a white 

population that feared losing their farmlands, Mugabe implored all to “deepen our sense of 

belonging and engender a common interest that knows no race, colour or creed. Let us truly 

become Zimbabweans with a single loyalty” (De Waal 47). If Nyenyedzi’s collective “we” in the 

novel is very much an anticolonial Shona collective, Mugabe’s collectivity represents a new 

idealist collective that sought to “reconcile” difference and past violence. Vera’s “reconciliation 

and dream” is a subtle nod to this post-independence discursive strategy, to a historical moment 

three years in advance of the novel’s setting when that “freedom” of independence was still 

feverishly anticipated. Indeed, this is another veiled instance in which Vera’s novel functions 

allegorically, linking the specificity of Mazvita’s personal experience with a larger societal 

collective. 

Returning to the final segment of the mbira sequence, we find that, like her other fugitive 

swellings, Mazvita’s sonic flight comes to a close, returning her to the world of the living: 

She waited for a moment merciful with release, for the mbira held out a promise. She 
welcomed the mbira which brought to her a sky flaring with waves of white cloud. The 
mbira led her across a white sun. She waited for the sound to circle her with a new 
promise of freedom…. She waited eagerly and trembling. Then the sound died. It died in 
slow undecided rhythms, as though someone hit hard at the instrument with a fist. The 
notes collapsed. She looked up. (78) 
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We get this language of “release” that’s central to the different formations of fugitive time in this 

dissertation. The mbira—that metonym for ancestrality—has become Mazvita’s guide, ushering 

her into a new world which now takes on the image of a “flaring sky,” a “white sun.” The sound 

which was once water now lifts Mazvita into the sky. And at last we have that word that’s been 

constantly gestured to in these three pages but not uttered until now: freedom. “A new promise of 

freedom.” But that freedom, that absolute outside of violence and traumatic memory, is one that 

Mazvita knows she may never entirely inhabit, even if her ancestors have allowed her to place 

her finger on it. For the mbira brought her to freedom’s edge, but it also brought her back with its 

silence, guiding Mazvita on a fugitive labyrinthine journey “in and out of the confinements.” 

That phrase, “she looked up,” again cuts her back into the world of her subjection, ushering her 

back into the “exclusionary frame” so that she may take flight once more.  

In the end, the sound-filled bus journeys on, moving toward Mubaira for Mazvita to bury 

her child. Between this extended mbira passage and Mazvita’s return in the concluding pages, 

trauma and desire, past and present, continue to ebb and flow, moving her in and out of the 

world, with those fugitive fragments gathering momentum, building toward the novel’s final 

moments. Returning to a deserted and charred Mubaira, Mazvita’s version of fugitive time 

appears to come full circle. “If she had no fears, she could begin here,” the narrator suggests, 

“without a name.” For Mazvita, having a name is “cumbersome,” it evokes memory, “it recalls 

this place to her, which, earlier, she had chosen to forget.” “She wishes…[that the] hills would 

name her afresh. She would have liked to begin without a name, soundlessly and without pain” 

(115). The ancestors, speaking through the sound of the mbira, have called her back to the land, 

not to move back in time, but for a “fresh” interpellation by the land itself. To escape the pain and 
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whispering she hears and feels by reimagining her autochthony, effacing the claim made on her 

by Nyenyedzi and the man in the field. Mazvita, “releas[ing] the baby from her back,” placing 

him on the burnt grass, makes that reimagining material, allowing her to become open to the 

possibly of “forgiveness” and “reconciliation” (Without a Name 116). As Vera explains in an 

interview, “It might be an act of recovery for her if she can put the child in the land of her 

ancestors.” Returning the child to her people might give her “redemption,” a “lightness of being” 

(Hunter 83).  

The novel’s final line, however, disrupts the closure of her cyclical time: “The silence is 

deep, hollow, and lonely.” Clearly Mazvita’s redemption is not guaranteed. She may have come 

back to reconcile with her ancestors, but this “loneliness” gestures toward a necessary sociality. 

There’s a sense that, even after the mbira’s ancestral sound has washed over her, even after she 

returns the child to her ancestors, her fugitive swellings must continue in pursuit of a collective 

that will help her find that lasting “lightness of being.” In the same interview, Vera says that her 

interest in Without a Name was “to find out new directions which might offer us better 

possibilities for freeing ourselves” (Hunter 80). It is perhaps these collective possibilities of 

freedom that the novel’s final resounding “lonely” pushes toward, a sociality that would allow 

Mazvita’s fugitivity to become enmeshed among the multitude of different visions of freedom 

that constituted that collective lunging toward liberation in 1977. A collective aspiration that 

would include the specificity of Mazvita’s life experience and others like her “left out in shaping 

the truth” (Hunter 80). Mazvita’s flight from subjection thus continues as the words trail off the 

page. Her particular formation of fugitive time may be cyclical, drawn back to her homeland by 

that “ancestral force,” but these final lines demonstrate that there is also a social force with which 
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Mazvita must reckon, that her journey to renew that ancestral connection cannot occur in 

isolation, that she needs the living just as much as the departed.  

If Mazvita’s longing for release is a kind of inheritance of Nehanda’s late-19th century 

longing with which I began this chapter—as another stage in the evolution of a larger collective 

embodied yearning that moves through Zimbabwean history—then NoViolet Bulawayo’s We 

Need New Names provides another historical iteration. Bulawayo’s novel also puts pressure on the 

relation among embodied freedom, ancestrality, and collectivity, but during a historical moment 

several decades on in the 2000s, well after the elation of independence had worn off and the 

Zimbabwean state had collapsed. In Bulawayo’s novel fugitive time appears through the eyes of 

a young girl who envisions her migratory escape beyond the limits of Zimbabwe’s borders as her 

release from subjection. 

Bulawayo’s hauntological flight 

We Need New Names, in many ways, stands in stark contrast to Vera’s novel. For one, it 

lacks the heightened interiority through which Mazvita’s distinct fugitive time-consciousness 

appears. Darling, Bulawayo’s child protagonist and first-person narrator, focuses less on the 

isolation of her own body and more on how her bodily perceptions fit among the many bodies 

she observes around her. Bulawayo’s fugitive time comes through the novel’s assemblage of 

bodies, in other words, how wounding and desire are etched on an array of literal and 

figuratively collective bodies across the text. Structurally, We Need New Names also has fewer 

leaps in narrative time. It traces what appears to be the linear progression of Darling’s coming-of-

age, beginning with her early life in the townships of Harare where she and her friends imagine 

the US as a kind of Promised Land, concluding with Darling’s post-migration adolescence in 
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Michigan.7 Scattered along this trajectory, however, are micro-flashbacks through which a certain 

temporality of trauma is maintained, as well as three “interlude” chapters that divide Darling’s 

narrative into quarters, each told in an omniscient voice that pans out like a camera to take a 

macro-view of a larger national collective.  

I’d like to work through the embodied temporalities of subjection and fugitive desire on 

either side of Darling’s Atlantic crossing, focusing on how those structures of feeling evolve 

across time and space. The first move, then, is to examine the novel’s formations of alienation in 

contemporary Zimbabwe, and how Bulawayo uses a network of metaphors and tropes to inscribe 

that alienation onto the body and the body-politic writ large. Pertinent here, I think, is Achille 

Mbembe’s skepticism that the 21st century African has moved beyond the pathological ontology 

engendered by colonial violence. He asks if, “in answer to the question, ‘Who are you in the 

world?’ the African of this century could say without qualification, ‘I am an ex-slave’… ‘I was the 

matter on which someone else exercised a right of appropriation’” (Postcolony 236). At issue in 

                                                        

7 Bulawayo’s novel is part of a cohort of recent African novels preoccupied with the contemporary 
experience of migration to Europe and North America. Works like Tayeb Salih’s Season of Migration to 
the North (1966) and Cheikh Hamidou Kane’s L’Adventure Ambiguë (1961) were early forerunners of the 
African transnational migration novel, charting the geopolitical and affective relation between Europe 
and the continent during colonialism (Kane) and soon after independence (Salih). But the migration 
novels written in the last two decades mark a turning point in this subgenre of African literature. For 
one, most of these authors were born after independence and have no direct experience of colonial 
rule, thus producing a very different geopolitical constellation from the strictly Manichaean colonizer-
colonized relation. The structure of migratory desire in these recent works is also historically distinct, 
the majority set amid a late-capitalist moment in which goods, peoples, and ideas circulate globally, 
and amid the various crises engendered by the collapse of numerous postcolonial states across the 
continent. Some of the most influential of these contemporary novels include Fatou Diome’s Le Ventre 
de l’Atlantique, Taiyi Selasi’s Ghana Must Go, Chimamanda Adichie’s Americanah, Adbulrazak Gurnah’s 
By the Sea, Chris Abani’s GraceLand, among others. This younger generation’s work has also received 
significant scholarly attention, including in Dominic Thomas’s Africa and France: Postcolonial Cultures, 
Migration, and Racism and Brenda Cooper’s A New Generation of African Writers: Migration, Material 
Culture & Language.  
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these provocations is the crossing of a threshold: is the African definitively no longer a “slave,” no 

longer a “matter of appropriation”? “Have we really entered another period,” he continues, “or 

do we find the same theater, the same mimetic acting, with different actors and spectators, but 

with the same convulsions and the same insult? Can we really talk of moving beyond 

colonialism?” (236). What seems clear is that, for Mbembe, the threshold question is a false one. 

Independence across the continent was not a transcendent moment in which subjection and 

pathology were suddenly erased from society. Similar to Saidiya Hartman’s contention that 

subjection was reconfigured, rather than effaced, for black Americans post-emancipation, for 

Mbembe, the face of subjection largely changed shape after independence.8 And if subjection did 

not entirely roll over into another guise in the postcolonial moment, his logic suggests, then 

certainly pronounced traces of that prior subjection did.  

Thus understanding the structure of embodied subjection in Bulawayo’s early-21st 

century Zimbabwe requires that we revisit the forms of violence and ontology in the colonial and 

postcolonial periods that Mbembe sees as intimately entwined. In the later chapters of On the 

Postcolony, he lays out what he understands to be colonialism’s “phenomenology of violence,” a 

framework very much indebted to Fanon’s work: “violence insinuates itself into the economy, 

domestic life, language, consciousness”; it operates both externally as an imposition of subjection 

on the colonized, and internally in the way the colonized inflicts that imposed violence on the self 

(174-175; 182). Consequently, “from the standpoint of colonialism, the colonized does not truly 

exist, as person or as subject.” The colonized is simply “an embodiment,” without intentionality 

                                                        

8 For Hartman, “slavery was transformed rather than annulled” in the postbellum south; emancipation 
was a question of freedom “within limits” (Scenes 6).  See the introduction for a closer engagement of 
Hartman’s claim. 
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or reason. “The colonized belongs to the universe of immediate things—useful things when needed, 

things that can be molded and are mortal, futile and superfluous things” (186, original emphasis). 

Colonial violence operates through “annihilation” to produce the African as “nothingness,” a 

“slave” who “possesses life, property, and body as if they were alien things,” a “man or women 

whose body can be degraded, whose life can be mutilated…with impunity” (188, 235). The 

colonized African figure of Mbembe’s analysis is thus alienated, relegated to Fanon’s “zone of 

nonbeing,” existing in the world entirely for the purpose of reaffirming the subjectivity of the 

colonizer (188).  

On the being of the formerly colonized, Mbembe notes, with his characteristic hyperbole, 

that the postcolonial African figure exists in a state of “half-death,” in which “life and death are 

so entangled that it is no longer possible to distinguish them” (197). “Brutality and uncertainty” 

pervade everyday life, shaping the structure of one’s sense of memory and anticipated future; “a 

metaphysics of sorrow” envelops this “raw life,” as he puts it, “partly due to the excessive 

burden of mass suffering and the omnipresence of death” (199). The elites who inherited the 

former colonizer’s power and institutions maintain this order of half-death through what 

Mbembe calls their autocratic “phallic” power: the public displays of obscenity, shame, and 

violence, as well as the production of signs, images, and languages that form an omnipresent 

simulacrum (102-111). Though the specificity of how this half-death shapes the body and 

ontology of the formerly colonized is not detailed, Mbembe’s argument for the close relation 

between colonial and postcolonial power suggests that at least a pronounced residue of that 

former “nothingness” resides in the postcolonial figure. That the postcolonial regime’s operations 

of violence are not unlike colonialism’s structures of “annihilation” that reduced the subject to a 
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body to be manipulated, mutilated, or discarded. We encounter a form of this residual 

“annihilated being,” I contend, in We Need New Names. Bulawayo’s novel supplements Mbembe’s 

work by giving us a micro-lens into the material effects of that residual annihilation, how 

wounding is inscribed onto the body and body-politic. 

We Need New Names presents a kind of phenomenology of this notion of postcolonial 

“half-death,” a way of reading the deepening structure of “annihilation” that cuts into the body 

of the formerly colonized. In the novel, the body serves as an index of what Bulawayo has 

referred to as contemporary Zimbabwe’s “unraveling,” or what Amatoritsero Ede calls the 

novel’s “African dystopia” (Hartselle 35; Ede 121). Similar to the temporality of alienation in 

Vera’s Without a Name, Bulawayo presents a network of bodies that register wounding as an 

unfolding phenomenon, a wounding that deepens over time as an expanding structure of 

inflicted violence. We are introduced to this unfolding wounding in the first chapter when 

Darling and her friends leave Paradise, their ironically named township, in search of guavas in 

the wealthy neighborhood of Budapest. In a way, hunger, in these early scenes, functions as a 

kind of sustained violence on the body. The more they eat Budapest’s abundant guavas, the more 

the seeds “cut their anus,” making them “constipated”: “when it comes to defecating, we get in 

so much pain it becomes an almost impossible task.” The violence the guavas enact on their 

bodies marks a kind of repetition and deepening of their subjection, the object of desire luring 

them with the promise of satiation, only to deepen the “cut” and block the digestive tract. Even if 

these children develop a “common identity” through their shared “indecency,” as Robert 

Muponde argues, the guava further entrenches their embodied subjection, that “cut” deepening 
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as each seed passes, “mutilating” their bodies, as Mbembe puts it, moving them further into that 

liminal ontology of “half-death” (Muponde 2015, 157). 

This phenomenological structure of bodily annihilation is perhaps most prominent in 

those afflicted by HIV/AIDS in the novel. Wounding is temporally structured, for instance, in 

Darling’s observations of her father after he returns from South Africa:  

We just peer in the tired light at the long bundle of bones, at the shrunken head, at the 
wavy hair, most of it fallen off, at the face that is all points and edges from bones jutting 
out, the pinkish-reddish lips, the ugly sores, the skin sticking to the bone like somebody 
ironed on it, the hands and feet like claws. I know then that what really makes a person’s 
face is the meat; once it melts away, you are left with something nobody can even 
recognize. (103) 
 

Here we read time in the way the disease has literally withered Darling’s father, changing the 

color of his lips, transforming his hands into claws, melting the skin from his face. Adjectives and 

similes create a temporality of decay, a structure of time that chronicles the interstitial movement 

between life and death. This phenomenological reading also provides another layer to Anna 

Chitando’s claim that the male figures in We Need New Names have “lost their status” and have 

become “disempowered” by an “economy that forces them to leave home and come back to die” 

(Chitando 117). As such, we might read this passage’s temporality of emaciation as a temporality 

of emasculation, of the slow decay of the man’s status as patriarchal “bread-winner,” as Chitando 

puts it.   

Crucial, too, to these readings is Darling’s point of view as a child, evident as she “peers 

in” at her father, likening him to a monster. Throughout the novel Darling and her friends focus 

on the objects, the people, and the phenomena most immediate to them; they are more concerned 

with “the business of the everyday, of living, of play,” Bulawayo suggests in an interview, rather 

than with the politics and histories that engender what they see around them (Cameron). This 
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lens gives us access to the pains that burden their lives as children and the dreams that take them 

away from those burdens, such as Darling’s preoccupation with how her father spent years “not 

loving us, not visiting us, not anything us” (91). The same optic that doesn’t see the structural 

reasons for her father’s arrival and departure—why he left, why he didn’t send anything—is also 

the optic that reveals these detailed, almost telescopic descriptions of how the disease has moved 

through her father’s body, breaking it down moment by moment. Bulawayo uses the child’s 

perspective to provide a “visceral image” of an unraveling world, providing a distinct view of the 

subtle movements, woundings, and desires that animate the world (Wilkinson 125).  

In fragments throughout the novel, we do, however, learn how her father connects to a 

larger societal structure. We hear, for instance, that “everyone was flocking” to South Africa in 

search of work, like Darling’s cousin Makhosi who found a job in a South African diamond mine, 

only to return to Zimbabwe with hands “decaying like logs” (25). The desire to flee to South 

Africa also gestures to the novel’s brief allusion to Zimbabwe’s devastating currency 

devaluations of the 2000s, which we glimpse when Darling’s grandmother laments the “lumps” 

of money that “cannot even buy a grain of salt” (26). And the disease Darling’s father suffers 

from connects him to a larger structure of illness and infrastructural collapse in the country. The 

spread of the epidemic has no doubt been affected by the dearth of doctors and nurses who are 

“always on strike” (101). And there’s an insidious stigma attached to AIDS, legible in Darling’s 

fear of contagion after her father touches her: “I don’t want to touch myself with that hand…I 

even wish I could throw the hand away and get another” (92). In Darling’s response to her 

father’s body we find the “abjection” and pathologization that critic Anna-Leena Toivenan 

suggests is produced by the collapse of the postcolonial state in the novel (Toivenan 3). 
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Bulawayo uses a telling expression to refer to these various manifestations of societal 

crisis. The phrase “things falling apart” appears more than a dozen times throughout the novel as 

a kind of elastic, all-encompassing expression for civil society’s post-independence unraveling, 

signifying the devastating accumulation of currency devaluations, unemployment, forced 

relocations, food scarcity, and collapsing education and health care systems. “Look at how things 

are falling apart,” Darling’s father says before leaving for South Africa. “Is this what I went to 

university for?” (93-94). Each appearance of the phrase evokes a kind of apocalyptic image, a 

world literally and figuratively breaking. Indeed there is an important consonance between We 

Need New Names and Chinua Achebe’s celebrated first novel, which Bulawayo clearly evokes 

with each appearance of the expression. In Things Fall Apart, the phrase signals the collapse of a 

cosmology and a way of life; the beginning of colonialism’s uprooting of a distinctly Igbo being-

in-the-world. The phrase marks the moment when the villagers of Umuofia realize that the 

recently-arrived missionaries are immune to the “sinister forces” of the Evil Forest, and the 

moment when Okonkwo “felt a cold shudder run through him” at the thought of his sons joining 

those missionaries, “like the prospect of annihilation” (153). In both novels, the phrase suggests a 

simultaneous infrastructural and metaphysical rupture: in Achebe, it’s the Igbo laws, institutions, 

and beliefs usurped by British ones; in Bulawayo, it is the collapse of the promise of those very British 

laws and institutions that ruptured the 19th century Igbo worldview of Achebe’s novel. Like many 

former British colonies across the continent, Zimbabwean post-independence law remained, 

largely, British. These novels are, in other words, of the same historical cloth, with each in its own 

way wrestling with how to (re)build a world in the wake of apocalypse. And just as the 

collapsing world engenders contingency in Things Fall Apart—“Who knows what may happen 
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tomorrow? Perhaps green men will come to our clan and shoot us.” (142)—it brings radical 

uncertainty for those in Bulawayo’s Zimbabwe willing to risk their lives for a chance at a better 

life abroad. The expression evokes this genealogy, demanding that we recognize the afterlives of 

broken worlds that thread into 21st century life, and that we consider the ways earlier African 

writers used language and form to work through crisis. 

This language of “things falling apart” and the systemic collapse it signifies also connects 

to the novel’s phenomenally wounding bodies in the first interlude chapter. Here Bulawayo 

chronicles the formation of Paradise and the other townships that developed in the wake of 

“Operation Murambatsvina” (“Move the Rubbish”), in which the Mugabe government, under the 

guise of cracking down on illegal housing and commerce, demolished entire townships and 

displaced hundreds of thousands in order to disrupt growing opposition to the government.9 The 

body in this chapter registers the physical and emotional effects of the Operation: “They 

appeared with the dust from their crushed houses clinging to their hair and skin and clothes…. 

Swollen ankles and blisters under their feet, they appeared fatigued by the long walk” (75-76). 

The “dust” of their former homes “clinging” to their bodies is a kind of literal trace of the trauma 

of their forced relocation. Their “swollen” ankles and “blisters” index how their wounding 

continues to deepen, expand, and inflame, entrenching their alienation. Here we also find that 

Achebean expression of societal undoing: privately the men “fell apart like crumbling towers”; 

the women knew “all there was to know about falling apart” (78-79). This chapter, and the other 

                                                        

9 For a detailed sociological and historical account of the Operation, see Maurice Vambe’s The Hidden 
Dimensions of Operation Murambatsvina in Zimbabwe. Anna Chitando (2016) and Polo Moji (2015) also 
identify the dislocations in Bulawayo’s novel with “Operation Murambatsvina,” given the historical 
setting of the novel.  
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two like it, are nation chapters. The indefinite plural subjects—“they,” “men,” “women”—serve 

as a counterpoint to Darling’s limited perspective, giving us the larger social histories and 

phenomena that move beneath the surface of the child’s observations. These chapters galvanize a 

sense of collectivity, Toivanen suggests, “convey[ing] a hopeful, affective understanding of the 

nation as communal belonging despite the crisis” (8).  

Scattered throughout these formations of subjection is a fugitive desire for relief that 

migrates across the novel’s cast of characters and the larger collective voice of these nation 

interludes. It’s a desire, I argue, that corresponds to Bulawayo’s characterization of the novel as a 

search for “new ways of being” (Driver “Writing About Women”). Her utopian language, 

however, is subtler than the Blochian language of “searching” and “longing” that we find in 

Vera. Bulawayo’s fugitive time lies in a more implicit sense of proleptically imagining one’s 

disalienation, of anticipating a reconfigured body and mind. This fugitive utopian desire in We 

Need New Names responds directly to the novel’s sprawling phenomenological formations of 

bodily subjection, and is most often associated with the anticipation of migration—as if the 

habitation of a new geographic space in itself brings transcendence. In Bulawayo’s novel we find 

a historical extension, as it were, of Mazvita’s geographically structured longing for release in 

Vera’s Without a Name. If, in Vera’s late-1970s Zimbabwe, Harare is the site of escape from rural 

violence, in Bulawayo’s version, anywhere beyond Zimbabwe’s limits is seen as the escape from 

a country “falling apart.” Put another way, Darling and her 21st century counterparts seek flight 

from a space that Mazvita had constructed as utopia in the years leading up to national 

independence. Mazvita’s fugitive desire, of course, collapsed when she actually fled to Harare, 

and as we’ll see, a similar collapse occurs for Darling. 
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I’d like to begin this exposition of Bulawayo’s fugitive time with the inverse side of the 

novel’s dialectical structure of hunger. If hunger, as I’ve shown, enacts a kind wounding on the 

body with each guava eaten, it’s also structured by an outward-oriented drive toward satiation, 

and in turn, a desire to remake the body and claim a “new way of being,” as Bulawayo would 

put it. What’s fascinating is that Bulawayo superimposes this outward desire of hunger onto the 

children’s desire to flee Zimbabwe. Budapest, Darling tells us, “is not like Paradise, it’s like being 

in a different country altogether. A nice country where people who are not like us live” (6). The 

food they seek in Budapest, then, takes on the valence of not just a higher socioeconomic position, 

but another form of being altogether (“not like us”), since that food comes from a “country” with 

satellite dishes and trimmed yards. Their Budapest utopia is best illustrated in the early scene 

when the children encounter a woman with “clean and pretty feet” eating something behind the 

fence of her Budapest compound: “The top is creamish and looks fluffy and soft, and there are 

coin-like things on it, a deep pink, the color of burn wounds” (8). Darling notably reads this 

unknown object of desire with her own experiential logic, likening it to “burn wounds,” 

meticulously observing its contours, colors, and textures. “I can tell from the cord thingies at the 

side of her neck and the way she smacks her lips,” she says, “that whatever she is eating tastes 

really good.” As the woman finishes, Darling “swallow[s] with her, my throat tingling” (8-9). 

While Polo Belina Moji rightly argues that the children’s hunger signifies their “ceaseless quest 

for survival,” I would argue that hunger takes Darling even further, enabling her to imagine 

herself as another self, as someone with “clean and pretty feet” (Moji 184). It is to escape the 

poverty and violence of Paradise, to eat better food, to live a better life, and, in turn, to take on a 

new body and being-in-the-world. Watching this woman eat enables Darling to exceed herself, to 
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live fugitively, though fleetingly, outside the frame of her subjection. That “tingling” feeling in 

her throat marks that trace of utopia that she can taste, as if the food is already in her mouth, 

allowing her for one brief moment to escape her world.  

This likening of Budapest to an idealized “country” is very much consistent with the 

migratory logic articulated by the novel’s youth. The “country-game” that Darling and her 

friends play is built on their own hierarchy of countries: North American and Western European 

countries, the “country-countries,” are the most ideal; the next include Dubai, South Africa, and 

Tanzania, where “at least life is better than here”; and finally the “rags” tier that includes Congo, 

Iraq, Haiti, and their own, places of “hunger and things falling apart” (51). Even at this young 

age, these youth have absorbed the larger societal sense not only that they need to “blaze out of 

this kaka country,” as they proleptically put it, but that their possible destinations are 

geopolitically stratified, that they must aim for the wealthiest countries, where, presumably, the 

least precariousness awaits them. South Africa, to which, as James Arnett has put it, Darling’s 

father is “ejected” in order to satisfy “basic material needs,” is a kind of “settling” destination, a 

place apparently not as dire as Zimbabwe (Arnett 154). But no matter their destination, their 

flight, I want to argue, is also a refusal. A refusal to play the role of the failed state’s negative, a 

“refusal of what has been refused” (Moten, “Notes on Passage” 51). It’s a refusal that renders 

their escape fugitive, and it makes the anticipation of their migration—their imagined “blaz[ing] 

out of this kaka country”—a distinct formation of fugitive time. 

The US, where Darling hopes to live with her aunt, is the pinnacle of these fugitive 

destinations for these youth. Leading up to her migration, Darling imagines her life in the US—

the objects she’ll own, the food she’ll eat. Central to her migratory desire is not simply how she 
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imagines the transformation of her body and being-in-the-world, but how others perceive that 

transformation. To achieve satiation and comfort is not enough: those who share a common 

subjection, those who help her sustain her fugitive anticipation of escape, must recognize her 

arrival, and indeed this recognition is sought in advance of migration. Sociality, or, what Hartman 

would call the “commons created by fugitives,” is pivotal to Darling’s fugitive imagination (Lose 

234). She thus boasts to her friends that in the US she will eat “real food,” as if her poverty in 

Zimbabwe has somehow tainted the food, the world around her, and in turn, herself, with 

inauthenticity and inadequacy. She similarly boasts to her friends about her plans to own a 

Lamborghini like the one they see in Budapest: “I just know,” she says, “because of this feeling in 

my bones, that the car is waiting for me in America” (113). The US, for Darling, then, is not just a 

place of desired food; it’s also a place of self-fashioning, of adorning the body in expensive goods 

so that she can announce her escape from the world. This “feeling in my bones,” I contend, is 

akin to the “tingling” Darling feels in her throat at the sight of the woman eating. It’s the subtle 

way in which Darling fugitively lives in advance of herself, feeling that change already in her 

body, as if she’s already living there and then.10  

                                                        

10 Not only is Bulawayo’s novel part of a group of other African novels preoccupied with 
contemporary transnational migration, but many of these other novels present related formations of 
fugitive time, in the fundamental sense of associating the end of one’s subjection in mind and body 
with escape to the “Promised Lands” of Europe and North America, and inhabiting that release in 
advance of migration. Such a structure of desire can be found, for instance, in the impersonation of 
Elvis Presley by the protagonist in Chris Abani’s GraceLand, and in the way Europe can be “smelled” 
from the Moroccan side of the Strait of Gibraltar by the youth figures in Tahar Ben Jelloun’s Partir, and 
the way the youth in Fatou Diome’s Le Ventre de l’Atlantique imagine themselves playing professional 
football in the biggest stadiums of Europe as they play on the beaches of Senegal with ersatz soccer 
balls. 
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Another critical vector of these fugitive anticipations of a remade self in the novel is the 

role of divination, practices in which a diviner figure is called on to intervene in, or foresee an 

end to, a personal crisis. In his classic African Religions and Philosophy, John Mbiti describes the 

role of diviners as “suppliers of assurance and confidence during people’s crises…fortune-tellers 

and solvers of problems” (232). “The diviner fulfills an intermediary function,” Mbiti suggests, 

“between the physical and the psychical, between the human and the spiritual, for the sake of his 

own community” (233). Divination on the continent, I propose, might be thought of as an 

indigenous formation of fugitive time, specifically in its three-pronged potential to relieve people 

in crisis, to enable people to live in excess of the present moment, and to shape community. 

African divination, in other words, is a kind of fugitive science, the science of generating the 

imagined idea of an end to one’s physical and affective burdens, the science of taking flight from 

myriad forms of personal and shared subjection.  

Though Vodloza, the diviner in We Need New Names, only appears in two brief moments, 

it’s clear that his practice contributes to the novel’s larger fugitive desire to free the body and 

mind of burden. Take, for instance, his first appearance, when Darling passes by the sign 

detailing his services: “Vodloza, the BESTEST healer in all of this Paradise and beyond will 

proper fix these problemsome things that you may encounter in your life: bewitchedness, 

curses,…poverty, joblessness, AIDS, madness, small penises, epilepsy, bad dreams, bad 

marriage/marriagelessness…bad luck with getting visa especially to USA and Britain” (29). Here 

we’re given a sprawling list of the problems of a nation “falling apart,” some social, some 

emotional, some physical, all of which Vodloza promises to “proper fix,” lifting them from 

people’s bodies and minds. To read the promises of this sign is another way in which the figures 
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in Bulawayo’s novel live in advance of their present selves, fugitively stealing away toward their 

release. Attaining a visa to the US and UK, in particular, takes on a special role here, as if living in 

one of these countries were a kind of panacea, and the visa were an object that precipitates a 

proleptic leap toward that panacea.  

Vodloza’s second appearance in the novel is focused on getting Darling to that cure all. 

To ensure her safe crossing to the US, Darling’s mother takes her to the healer, who tells her, 

“The ancestors are your angels, they will bear you to America.” Spreading tobacco leaves in front 

of her, Vodloza invokes those ancestors: “Open the way for your wandering calf, you, 

Vusamazulu, pave the skies, summon your fathers, Mpabanga and Nqabayezwe and Mahlathini, 

and draw your mighty spears to clear the paths and protect the child from dark spirits on her 

journey” (152). Here divinatory objects and invocations clear what Barnor Hesse calls the 

“escapist pathways” of fugitive experience, setting Darling out ahead of herself, her mind 

advancing even as she sits in front of the healer (Hesse 308). The fetish object Vodloza gives her is 

also crucial to this sense of anticipation: “He tied a bone attached to a rainbow-colored string 

around my wrist and said, This is your weapon, it will fight off all evil in that America” (152). 

The proximity of this bone to Darling’s body—and of course the force of the modal speech act (“it 

will fight”)—enhances her anticipation of transcendence in the US, assuring her protection as she 

moves forward and outward. It’s an object that, as William Pietz argues in his influential series of 

articles on the fetish, is “established in an intense relation to and with power over the desires, 

actions, health, and self-identity of individuals” (Pietz 10). The diviner sutures this fetish object 

into Darling’s structure of desire, into her belief that her arrival in the US will bring a new self, a 

new being-in-the-world.  
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These components of fugitive escape—Darling’s longing for the “creamish” treat, 

Vodloza’s divined pathway—culminate in the second interlude chapter’s collective migration. In 

these two pages, we find a dispersal that transforms the sociality of the nation into diaspora: 

“Look at them leaving in droves, the children of the land, just look at them leaving in droves. 

Those with nothing are crossing borders…. Those with hopes are crossing borders. Those with 

loss are crossing borders…. Moving, running, emigrating, going, deserting, walking, quitting, 

flying, fleeing—to all over” (147). Mention of the “children of the land” reminds us of this 

collective’s autochthony, of the sense of belonging that has shaped their sense of nation—the 

same connection to the land and the ancestors that drove Nehanda’s revolt against the British, 

and Mazvita’s affective response to the mbira’s cycling sounds. But to “leave,” indeed to “leave 

in droves,” marks a critical distancing from that autochthony. Their departure from the land 

means that their sense of being-together, their sense of nation, can no longer be derived solely 

from that land, that it must come in greater parts from what Brent Edwards calls the “prosthetic” 

linkages of diaspora. What constitutes the African diaspora, Edwards suggests, are the 

“practices” of strategy, rhetoric, and affinity that together engender a sense of belonging across 

difference—across those “uneasy encounters,” “necessary misrecognitions,” and 

“mistranslations” generated when the disparate global cultures, languages, and histories of 

people of African descent intersect (14, 118). Even in Zimbabwe, certainly, Bulawayo’s “droves” 

were an integral part of this prosthetic global collectivity, given how, as Mbembe notes, the 

continent has become a nexus of “passage, circulation, and opening” in the 21st century. But the 

transnational movement of Bulawayo’s droves signals a new positioning within this global 

diasporic structure. Indeed, their movement is part of what Mbembe calls the “new African 
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diasporas” of our century, the plurality of circulations of people of African descent across 

disparate nodes of the globe that require different “prosthetic” configurations to shape belonging 

(Mbembe, Sortir 224). 

At the outset of the second interlude, Bulawayo’s language of “quitting, flying, fleeing” 

presents a formation of diaspora not just in motion, but in the act of escape. Indeed to “cross” 

these 21st century “borders” requires a kind of stealthy negotiation, an inherent fugitive 

sensibility in order to pass through what Sandro Mezzadra and Brett Neilson call the border’s 

“temporal thickness”: the “technologies of temporal management, whether they seek to speed 

border-crossing processes by using biometrics and chipped passports or to slow and even block 

border passages through such technologies as detention, interceptions, or ‘preemptive 

refoulement’” (133). The fugitive time-consciousness of these droves is one that must anticipate 

how they will navigate this “thickness,” how they will move through the unpredictable barrage 

of interrogations, verifications, searches, and technologies, including the biometrics that 

“[inscribe] the border onto migrants’ bodies” (173). Their border fugitivity also requires what 

Fred Moten and Stefano Harney call a “constant economy of misrecognition”: in contrast to 

Edwards’s notion of diasporic “misrecognition” that shapes belonging across cultural difference, 

Moten and Harney’s economy of misrecognition entails an insistence, however feigned, that 

these droves are willing and capable of “providing ‘human capital’ according to the changing 

and elusive needs of flexible economic systems and labor markets” (Moten and Harney 51; 

Mezzadra and Neilson 174). In order to realize their escape, in other words, they must insist that 

they will be useful bodies, adaptable to the labor market, capable of any kind of work, even if 

these words are just words to get them to the other side. With this sense of anticipatory 
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pragmatism, Bulawayo’s droves dream of making it through the crossing’s thickness, seeping 

into the other side in search of release. 

Significantly, what we find crossing the borders in this interlude chapter is a collective 

body. “When things fall apart, the children of the land scurry and scatter like birds escaping a 

burning sky,” the narrator continues. “They flee their own wretched land so their hunger may be 

pacified in foreign lands, their tears wiped away in strange lands, the wounds of their despair 

bandaged in faraway lands, their blistered prayers muttered in the darkness of queer lands” (147-

148). Similar to how the sound of the mbira lifts Mazvita into a “flaring sky” in Vera’s novel, 

Bulawayo’s migratory droves are likened to birds “escaping a burning sky,” stealing away from a 

traumatic world. The novelist again returns to the “things fall apart” refrain, this time, perhaps, 

implicitly juxtaposing this contemporary loosening of autochthonous belonging with Achebe’s 

rupture of 19th century Igbo cosmology, as if to gesture toward a historical understanding of what 

it means to live within a radically reshaped Weltanschauung. Bulawayo also seems to evoke 

Fanon’s anticolonial treatise The Wretched of the Earth as another implicit mode of intertextuality 

and historical relationality, as if the contemporary “wretchedness” of the “land” she articulates 

were in a way residual of the wretchedness and alienation engendered by the colonial violence 

that animates Fanon’s text—indeed recalling the question Mbembe provocatively poses: “Can we 

really talk of moving beyond colonialism?” 

This portion of the interlude also succinctly encapsulates the novel’s embodied structure 

of fugitive time. It articulates a kind of pain and wounding inflicted on the body, which, in the 

language of the “blistered prayers” and “hunger,” implies a passage of time, a wounding that 

cuts deeper and deeper into the flesh. But the fugitive, hopeful logic here is that those “strange” 
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lands will bring an end to that continual wounding, that crossing those borders will bring a kind 

transcendent relief to the physical body, “pacifying” its hunger, “wiping” its tears, “bandaging” 

it wounds, “muttering” its “blistered prayers.” The conditional mood of the passage’s 

grammar—they flee so that they may—gives the sense that this border crossing and attendant 

bodily relief has not yet been attained, that these droves are lunging toward it, proleptically 

inhabiting that relief as if it were already felt here and now. This anticipatory consciousness of 

bodily release, I argue, appears in some way in each of the texts examined in this dissertation. 

The particularity of Bulawayo’s articulation comes from the historical and cultural specificity that 

produces those “wounds,” and the way she superimposes this desire for relief in body and mind 

onto a desire for transnational migration. This transnational longing, in turn, inscribes her 

fugitive time-consciousness onto a larger late-capitalist global structure in which populations, 

commodities, and ideas circulate the globe with increasing ease and immediacy, flowing across 

linguistic, cultural, and state borders. Bulawayo’s droves are part of the larger droves from 

Morocco, from Syria, from Iraq fleeing violence, poverty, and debilitating histories, hoping for a 

new and better life in the Promised Lands of Europe and North America. 

As soon as the second interlude’s structure of utopian longing is articulated, we 

encounter another pivotal feature of fugitive time: that that utopian relief always seems to vanish 

beyond the horizon as one approaches it, resetting one’s fugitive course. Instead of finding 

transcendence by escaping the world, these droves encounter a new kind of pain on the other 

side that pulls them back. “Look at the children of the land leaving in droves, leaving their own 

land with bleeding wounds on their bodies…. Leaving their mothers and fathers and children 

behind, leaving their umbilical cords underneath the soil, leaving the bones of their ancestors in 
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the earth, leaving everything that makes them who and what they are, leaving because it is no 

longer possible to stay” (148). As Bulawayo again reiterates this collective’s autochthony, she 

focuses on the social, material, and ancestral world left behind. To take flight is to leave a part of 

you behind, literally underneath the soil, but also figuratively in the severing of emotional, social, 

and cosmological connection. Leaving, the novel suggests, changes the body and consciousness, 

splitting the self to form a new kind of alienation—a term Bulawayo herself has used to describe 

this sense of loss—replacing the foundational alienation of physical and psychic violence residual 

of colonialism (Hartselle 31). It’s a kind of late-capitalist iteration of Fanon’s alienation as 

dismemberment, of losing part of the self, which then estranges one from the self that remains. 

Bulawayo compounds this sense of loss and self-estrangement as she closes the chapter, saying 

that they will be “welcomed with restraint in those strange lands,” that they will have to “walk 

on their toes because they must not leave footprints on the new earth lest they be mistaken for 

those who want to claim the land as theirs” (148). After crossing the hyper-securitized border, the 

migrants effectively cross another, entering the spaces of communities that “project danger onto 

that which is already recognizable as different,” marking the fault lines between familiar and 

alien, belonging and nonbelonging (Ahmed 36). Their migratory fugitive escape from the world 

must be deferred as they tiptoe back into a new iteration of that subjecting world, a version that 

reluctantly recognizes their presence.  

As soon as Darling arrives in Destroyedmichygan, as she ironically thinks it’s called, she 

realizes that she has not escaped the frame of her confinement after all, and her American dream 

vanishes. The first signs of this vanishing manifest in the inversion of her previous fugitive 

anticipations of eating “real” food in the US. She proclaims that the cold and dreary place she has 



 

 264 

come to “doesn’t look like my America, it doesn’t even look real”; even a glass of Coke “doesn’t 

even taste real” (152, 186). Synonymous with the “ideal,” Bulawayo uses the term to signify the 

projection of utopian desire of a teenager who focuses principally on the gratification of sensory 

experience—things that look, taste, and feel “real.” Indeed this non-materialization of Darling’s 

desire for realness marks a crucial threshold in the Bildung structure of her narrative. The 

crumbling of utopia upon arrival advances her maturation, her cognizance of the world’s 

inequities and hypocrisies. There is perhaps no more telling a scene than when Darling glimpses 

the Lamborghini that drove her earlier fugitive aspirations in Zimbabwe. Shocked when she’s 

told the car’s multimillion dollar value, Darling thinks, “What is America for, then?” The car then 

seems to disappear from view, “just like a dream that you dream and you know you dreamed it 

but you can’t even remember what it was” (227). With the collapse of her fugitive desire comes 

the collapse of her memory of what constituted that image of desire in the first place. By the 

novel’s final interlude chapter, Darling’s crushed personal dream fuses with the collective’s: 

“When we got to America we took our dreams, looked at them tenderly as if they were newly 

born children, and put them away; we would not be pursuing them” (243). Yet another indication 

of her coming-of-age is Darling’s “we” that replaces the more affectively distant “they” of the 

earlier two interlude chapters. This collective still holds an affective investment in these dreams 

of escape. They “put them away” as if to suspend the energies of utopia until they can find a new 

course. 

In Bulawayo’s novel, as with the other formations of collapsed utopian desire in this 

dissertation, fugitive time-consciousness redirects in the moment of collapse, recommencing the 

search for the “outside about which [they] will not know anything and about which [they] cannot 
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stop thinking” (Sexton 9). In the US, I want to suggest, the new guise of fugitive time comes to 

resemble the cyclical structure of fugitive time found in Vera’s Without a Name, in which the 

sounds of the mbira redirect Mazvita to search for her release in the very place she had escaped, 

calling on her to renew her intimacy with the ancestral land. Darling’s post-collapse desire, 

though, is less about a revitalized ancestrality, than an indefinite desire for the pieces of home 

that she loved, memories of experienced relief and pleasure that allow her, briefly, to feel that 

pleasure as an escape from the present. What distinguishes this fugitive desire from mere 

homesickness, I’ll show, is Darling’s ultimate inability to return, transforming these escapist 

memories into a kind of utopian horizon. Like the sounds that redirect Mazvita’s imagined 

escape, these moments of Darling’s recalibrated fugitive desire are precipitated by sensorial 

experience. 

Take, for instance, the scene in which Darling eats a guava for the first time since leaving 

Zimbabwe. With each smell and bite, she thinks, “I leave the house, Kalamazoo, and Michigan, 

leave the country altogether and find myself back in my Paradise, in Budapest” (188). If, earlier in 

her life, a multitude of guavas enacted a kind of violence on her body, here, the taste of a single 

one instead enacts a feeling of nostalgia for the trauma-less fragments of that prior world—the 

people, the objects, the flavors. We find a similar moment of sensory-generated flight when 

Darling finds a batik fabric painted with a familiar marketplace scene “crazy with life and color”: 

“Looking at the cloth I’m remembering how beautiful it felt to be in a real scene like that, 

everybody just there together, mingling together, living together, before things fell apart” (285). 

The sight of this image evokes the memory of her life before the eviction, before her father’s 

departure and illness—a time before their poverty tore apart the family’s being-together. That 
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same utopian “real” reappears in this market memory, now redirected toward a new image of 

release in the wake of the prior one’s collapse. In the final interlude chapter, we find a related 

collective longing for return also precipitated by sensory experience, when Darling describes how 

other diasporans, after years abroad, would ask newly arrived Zimbabweans “to describe how 

the earth smelled right before it rained” (248). In these scenes, I want to suggest, the immediacy 

of sensory experience shifts the imagination to another time and place, much like the sounds of 

the mbira that affectively remove Mazvita from the bus, transporting her to a space of ancestral 

relief. While these moments in Bulawayo’s novel don’t gesture toward the same spiritually-

inflected experience, they share the effect of drawing the mind back to the land and the sociality 

begat by that land. The fugitive time-consciousness of Bulawayo’s droves cycles back after the 

initial utopian collapse, much like Mazvita’s fugitive pivot in the wake of her Harare dream.  

The specificity of Bulawayo’s fugitive time lies in the impossibility of realizing this 

return—or more precisely, in it’s particular mode of impossibility. If Mazvita has the opportunity 

to round the curve, as it were, of her cyclical time-consciousness and at least pursue her return, 

Bulawayo’s diasporic droves cannot round that curve. As a result, their diasporic life becomes a 

form of exile. Their dreams of return fuse with a melancholic structure, a kind of unassimilable 

loss that simultaneously serves as the utopian object toward which they imaginatively leap. The 

“body and soul…crave[s]” that other space, Bulawayo says in one interview (Hartselle 31). In 

Bulawayo’s text, there is a kind of refusal to assimilate loss, a deliberate act of anamnesis which 

allows that loss to become generative in their fugitive anticipation of release, so as to live in 

excess of themselves, and proleptically taste the outside of the world.  
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Beyond the impossibility of re-inhabiting the past, there are structural reasons that 

prevent Bulawayo’s diasporans from approximating that prior life in Zimbabwe. Foremost is that 

the country remains in crisis, traces of which Darling encounters throughout her time in the US. 

She hears, for instance, that a family friend had been taken by the police in the middle of the 

night “for the things he had written” in a newspaper, and “has not been seen or heard from 

since” (205). She also encounters it in an extended family member who arrives from Zimbabwe 

with “burn scars on his arms and back where they burned him,” who she later sees “hammering 

his head” with his fists (157, 161). The world continues to fall apart in Zimbabwe while Darling 

looks on from afar, a reality further magnified when the tourist visas Darling and many of her 

fellow diasporans’ traveled with expire, leaving them without papers to reenter the US if they 

were to leave. “We stayed, like prisoners,” the third interlude tells us, “only we chose to be 

prisoners and we loved our prison…. And when things got worse in our country, we pulled our 

shackles even tighter and said, We are not leaving America, no, we are not leaving” (249). 

America, once their object of fugitive desire, has become for them the place of least 

precariousness. 

This foreclosure of return, I argue, is essential to what I’m calling, after Derrida, the 

“hauntological” structure of their fugitive time-consciousness in the US. The “ideal” Zimbabwe, 

which is at once remembered and desired, takes on a kind of spectral quality as, on the one hand, 

something that once was, that comes from the past, residing in the present as a residue, and on 

the other, something yet-to-come, something anticipated, something proleptically felt in the 

present though it hasn’t yet been properly lived. Like Derrida’s formulation of the specter as 

“always to come and to come-back,” the spectral object for these diasporans—the “ideal” 
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Zimbabwe of sociality, of intimacy with the ancestors, of life without violence and poverty, of the 

feeling of release in mind and body—is marked by “frequentation,” as Derrida puts it, by 

repeated visitations from this simultaneous once-was and to-come (Specters 123, 126). Fugitive 

time for them at this stage of escape is a kind of multivectored temporality, of simultaneously 

looking backward and outward. Nostalgia and utopia converge to constitute that object of desire 

in which the body and mind are finally at ease. Thus when Darling tastes those traces of her ideal 

homeland in the guava, she is simultaneously remembering and imaginatively leaping toward 

wholeness. “How will these ones ever be whole in that ‘Melika,” the final interlude asks, “as far 

away from the graves of the ancestors as it is?” (243). To be “whole” is this novel’s language for 

that state of relief in mind and body so fervently sought in diaspora. 

This hauntology of wholeness is the time-consciousness that shapes Bulawayo’s 

characters in the US as they navigate their (renewed) alienation. With expired visas, “we were 

now illegals,” Darling tells us, forced into a refigured fugitive life of constantly anticipating and 

avoiding the detection of authorities. “We did not meet stares and we avoided gazes…. We built 

mountains between us and them, we dug rivers, we planted thorns—we had paid so much to be 

in America and we did not want to lose it all…. And when at work they asked us for our papers, 

we scurried like startled hens and flocked to unwanted jobs” (244). These images of growing 

mountains and fleeing hens demonstrate how their illegality prevents them from transcending 

the “reluctance” with which communities first met them, it demonstrates the watchful eye one 

must constantly have. The position of the “illegal migrant in both the polity and the labor 

market,” Mezzadra and Neilson tell us, “is marked by and negotiated through the condition of 

deportability” (146). Undocumented migrants in the US are “constructed as criminal anti-
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citizens,” as Julie Dowling and Jonathan Inda have put it, targeted in practices that seek “to 

securitize the nation through the abjection and exclusion of individuals and populations deemed 

threatening to the social body” (6, 11). In post-9/11 America, the border has become 

“deterritorialized” in an effort to regulate movement through a kind of “mobile technology,” a 

“portable, diffused, and decentered control apparatus interwoven throughout the nation” (10).  

One critical result of these conditions, for Dowles and Inda, is what they call “migrant 

counter-conducts”: varying forms of dissent and struggle against punitive practices designed to 

keep the undocumented silent and docile, such as street protests, court challenges, and sanctuary 

politics. Among the strategies reminiscent of Bulawayo’s undocumented droves “building 

mountains,” “digging rivers,” and “scurr[ying] like startled hens” are more everyday tactics of 

evasion to ensure survival, such as avoiding police road blocks by not driving at night and on 

weekends when stops are common, or texting and using social media to warn others of road 

block locations (24, 27). These “conditions of deportability” within their “prison,” as Bulawayo’s 

diasporans call the US, keep them constantly on the run, circulating at the periphery of American 

society—producing a simultaneous sense of confinement and stealth movement, a kind of 21st 

century instantiation, we might say, of the slave ship’s hold and what Frank Wilderson calls 

“fantasies of flight” (Red xi). An imminently deportable life boils beneath that hauntological 

superstructure that orients the minds of Bulawayo’s diasporans toward release in a utopian 

Zimbabwe. Their precarious prospects in the US and at home necessitate that they live in the 

imagination, imaging a world beyond the possible through their “fantasies of flight.” 

In the novel, this renewed precarious and fugitive condition comes with a renewed 

structure of wounding. “And the jobs we worked…. Jobs that gnawed at the bones of our dignity, 
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devoured the meat, tongued the marrow. We took scalding irons and ironed our pride flat…. We 

cut ourselves working on meat; we got skin diseases. We inhaled bad smells until our lungs 

thundered” (246). To be deemed “deportable,” to have access only to work refused by others, is 

to leave the body vulnerable to a multitude of devastations. The language of wounding 

Bulawayo presents here is not unlike that earlier language used to describe the wounds of the 

“droves” leaving Zimbabwe. There is an implied passage of time in this “gnawing at the bones,” 

this development of “skin diseases” and “thundering lungs.” It’s as if these fresh woundings cut 

into the former ones, fitting into those earlier grooves in the flesh that perhaps had begun to heal 

since their arrival. Subjection again becomes sedimented, layered over time, further fueling their 

desire for that elusive “wholeness” in their homeland. 

One feature that distinguishes the fugitive life of Bulawayo’s droves in America is their 

newfound structure of solidarity. Referencing the middle passage, for instance, Bulawayo 

establishes a critical linkage between these newly arrived migrants, and those who, centuries ago, 

were captured and enslaved in the US. Appearing as a kind of collective memory in the final 

interlude chapter, we find the elders back home cautioning those who envision America as 

utopia: “Is not ‘Melika also that wretched place where they took looted black sons and daughters 

those many, many years ago?” To which the hopeful droves respond, “In the footsteps of those 

looted black sons and daughters, we were going, yes, we were going” (243). Like her scattered 

references to “things falling apart,” evoking this history allows Bulawayo to juxtapose two mass 

population movements centuries removed, implicitly likening the cargo of an airplane with that 

of a slave ship as they cross the Atlantic. To say that these droves follow in those “footsteps” is to 

question these contemporary crossings, to ask if we might perhaps call their migration 
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involuntary, given the structural collapse that engendered their flight, despite their refusal of that 

“falling apart” world. The juxtaposition also places these droves in an important relationality to 

the contemporary descendants of those who crossed the Atlantic hundreds of years ago, as if 

implicitly to insist on Edwards’s “prosthetic” framework of diaspora, gesturing toward the 

cultivation a new sense of belonging and being-in-the-world that transcends difference. 

Bulawayo’s second allusion to the slave trade, despite being less conspicuous, extends 

this notion of an intra-diasporic belonging to come. In the same interlude chapter, the collective 

voice describes the heterogeneity of immigrant life that Zimbabweans encounter in the US: “The 

others spoke languages we did not know, worshipped different gods, ate what we would not 

touch. But like us, they had left their homelands behind” (245). While these sentences make no 

specific reference to the middle passage or people of African descent, the radical heterogeneity is 

remarkably similar Sidney Mintz and Richard Price’s characterization of the early formation of 

black American culture. It was in the middle passage, they argue, among the captive Africans 

crammed into the hold of slave ships, that we find the “true beginnings of African American 

culture and society.” “Squeezed together between the decks of stinking ships, separated from 

kinsmen, tribesmen, or even speakers of the same language, left bewildered about their present 

and their future…and homogenized by a dehumanizing system that viewed them as faceless and 

largely interchangeable,” enslaved men and women likely undertook “simple but significant 

cooperative efforts,” Mintz and Price argue, laying the bedrock of a black culture to come (42-43). 

In the wake of a lost world, and in response to an undifferentiating system of subjection, there 

was likely a radical “openness” to cultural difference in the hold that enabled a new sense of 

belonging to form (46). The ruptured world in Bulawayo’s novel, of course, is not as devastating 
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as the rupture of captivity and enslavement, but there is, I think, an important consonance 

between the cultural heterogeneity of Bulawayo’s collectivity—the members of which have been 

uprooted from their homelands and must navigate the precariousness of undocumented life in 

America—and the ad hoc production of culture and community that Mintz and Price articulate in 

the hold. In both, in other words, we find those necessary prosthetic connections that Edwards 

argues form the basis of diaspora—prosthetic attachments cultivated for the sake of survival, a 

sense of belonging, and a way forward within a common structure of experience. Both conditions 

establish a kind of “language lab,” as Moten calls the hold of the ship, an alchemy of cultural 

production (“Notes on Passage” 56).  

In addition to this relationality to others in the African diaspora, however, this diverse 

collective that Bulawayo articulates at the novel’s end gestures to an even larger relational 

collective. At work, Bulawayo’s illegal diasporans “met the others…with names like myths, 

names like Virgilio, Balamugunthan, Faheem, Abdulrahman.... When it was hard to say the many 

strange names, we called them by their countries.” Here despite the unequivocal cultural 

difference among these immigrant groups, a sense of solidarity emerges when Darling and her 

diasporans recognize that these others, too, “had left their homelands behind,” and carried 

photographs of “siblings bleak-eyed with dreams unfulfilled like those of our own” (245). The 

collective “we” of this final interlude chapter momentarily transforms into the “we” of this larger 

immigrant collective that “share[s] the experience of migration and the condition of exploited 

and illegal subjects” (Frassinelli 721). “We worked with dangerous machines like crocodiles 

underwater, our minds on the money and never on our lives. Adamou got murdered by that 

beast of a machine that also ate three fingers of Sudan’s left hand” (246). Their common 
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precariousness, their common displacement, their common abandoned dreams, bridge 

difference, enabling them to cultivate that being-with-others vital to their movement out of 

subjugation.  

But this larger solidarity, importantly, retains the specificity of each component group. 

Bulawayo’s Zimbabwean migrants may share structures of feeling with this diverse collective, 

but they still feel the pull of their homeland, and the specificity of their own path to freedom and 

relief. The time-consciousness of Darling and her people, in other words, continues to be 

animated by that fugitive hauntological structure. At the end of the final interlude chapter, the 

collective “we” of the larger migrant structure shifts back to the Zimbabwean collective: “Here 

our own parents come to us in dreams. They do not touch us, they do not speak to us; they only 

behold us with looks we cannot remember. We approach them, we find ourselves surrounded by 

oceans we cannot cross…. Always, we wake from these dreams groping for mirrors, wounds in 

our eyes; we see ourselves through searing pain” (252). This dream of their parents coming marks 

that simultaneous coming-back and coming-toward characteristic of Derrida’s specter, that sense 

that their parents are emerging at once from behind and in front, from memory and their 

anticipatory consciousness. To be with them, to touch them, to reach across that ocean would 

mean to at last find relief, to escape the “searing pain” that first cut them in their homeland, a 

wounding engendered by their poverty and powerlessness, and later deepened by the collapse of 

their fugitive American dreams. Bulawayo’s diasporans thus take on a fluid relationality to those 

with whom they co-inhabit their American subjection. But at their core is their fugitive time-

consciousness, the desire to round that circle that Mazvita approaches when she returns to the 

presence of her ancestors. 
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Refusative histories 

Ultimately, for Mazvita and Darling’s droves in diaspora, home beckons. Their 

autochthony directs them back to the land, no matter how far or long they’ve strayed. They 

imagine themselves inhabiting the sociality of that land, among the living and the departed, 

finding relief from the subjections that have burdened their people since the British South Africa 

Company first seized their lands and resources, imposed taxes on them, and conscripted their 

labor. From Nehanda to Mazvita to Darling, we find a lineage of Zimbabwean women who steal 

away from a world that has crushed them and their people for more than a century. Mazvita and 

Darling are inheritors of Nehanda’s “hope for the nation,” of her refusal to live in negation: “‘My 

people will not rest in bondage’” (Vera, Nehanda 92, 97). Mazvita and Darling, we might say, are 

an extension of that collective of women that Vera presents at the end of her first novel, waiting 

for what will follow Nehanda’s capture: “In cheerful voices the women…see new existences 

come out of the dreaming air. They too are in a state of birth, and growth, and unstoppable 

exultation…. They clap their hands and create new songs to clear the path into new lives…. The 

air waits to be transformed into the ecstasy of their release” (93-94). Like Mazvita and Darling, 

Nehanda’s anticipated release is the nation’s anticipated release. The music of these women 

clears the path to that ecstatic moment, much like the mbira clears the path for Mazvita, and the 

fetish does for Darling. This is, I’ve argued, an inheritance of fugitive desire. A yearning passed 

down through the generations to escape the “dismemberment,” as Fanon would put it, of 

dispossession. A transgenerational flight of the mind that exceeds the limits of the present. 

Together this sprawling collective, this nation, where ever and when ever they may be in the 

world, leans toward that other world, planning its escape from the interpellator’s gaze so that 
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they may find new lives, new bodies, and new existences in the “dreaming air.” Vera and 

Bulawayo are the mediums through which we trace and witness this fugitive inheritance. Their 

manipulations of language and form reveal a culturally and historically distinct formation of the 

time-consciousness that itself is constantly on the run, migrating throughout the geographies, 

histories, and aesthetic forms of diaspora, changing guise at each turn as it gravitates toward that 

ultimate release. 
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CONCLUSION 

Fugitive Ether 

 

It begins in reverse, with black bodies flying backwards out of the pool, splashes 

collapsing into still water. The young men choreographically undoing dives and flips, landing on 

the side of the pool from which they had gathered momentum and leapt, the one’s hair returning 

to its settled position as the disarray of midair flight reverses itself. The layered sound design 

accompanying this opening sequence in Arthur Jafa’s acclaimed essay film, Dreams are Colder than 

Death (2013), transforms these images into a kind of vortex. A low-pitch rumbling drones 

throughout. As each splash reverses, as the water-caverns made by these young men’s bodies 

vanish, there’s a suction sound, like the last bit of water circling a drain, as if to deny that those 

uncontainable leaps ever took place. As the first of the seven youth flies out of the pool, we hear 

two voices. The primary track is the measured, insistent voice of Hortense Spillers saying, “I 

know we are going to lose this gift of black culture unless we are careful.” Moving quietly below 

Spillers’s utterance is the recorded voice of Martin Luther King Jr. delivering those first iconic 

words at the 1963 March on Washington: “I have a dream, that this nation….”  

Jafa begins with this stunning sequence as if to say that, in the second decade of the 21st 

century, blackness still resides in the frame of the world’s subjection. Pools across America may 

have been nominally desegregated at mid-century, but blackness still doesn’t belong in that 

water. That Philando Castile and Michael Brown did not belong in the pool, in the street, or in 

this world. That perhaps it only ever was a “dream” of life in the water, a dream animated by 

that “gift of black culture.” King’s dream haunts this sequence, ghosting those youth flying in 
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reverse, recalling earlier dreams, earlier visions of freedom that remain as exigent today as ever. 

Indeed it reminds us of where this dissertation began, with Equiano standing on the deck of the 

ship gazing into the waters of the Atlantic, wondering what life might be like among the 

“inhabitants of the deep.” Like the young men in Jafa’s film, Equiano insists that he saw freedom 

in those waters, an aquatic black social life, the desire for which would have been deemed 

illegible, indeed insane, by those from whom he sought to escape. Equiano’s “alternative capacity 

to desire” would remain just that—a desire, a structure of his imagination that erupted out of 

harrowing violence, an unattainable freedom dream that could never be undreamed (Moten, 

“Blackness” 778). Jafa’s filmic reversal intimates an analogous unattainability and indelible trace. 

More than two centuries after Equiano’s dream of an aquatic sociality in which blackness is no 

longer fungible or disposable, that dream remains denied to those black youth. But it’s a dream 

that will stay with them. For they touched that water. They felt its coolness. They savored its 

ephemeral promise even if it was ultimately taken away.  

 As much as this dissertation has been concerned with theory and aesthetics, this 

discussion of Equiano and Jafa is a reminder of the ways the preceding chapters have been 

grounded in a certain materiality of lived experience. Which is to say, on one level, a kind of 

everyday sentience, the sense of living and perceiving as a body in the world, like the way Jafa’s 

youth feel the materiality of that water, or the way Sethe in Beloved feels the stickiness of 

chamomile sap on her legs. But, in a more fundamental sense, each chapter of this project has 

been suffused with the materiality of black embodied violence. The materiality, for instance, of 

the bodily subjection that Equiano experienced amid the “pestilential conditions” of the hold, and 

that Jacobs endured in the “clutches” of her owner. In the way Césaire’s language of “festering” 
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and “blistering” represents the materiality of an enduring, centuries-long woundedness of black 

flesh. In a way, the works studied in this project constitute a kind of historical archive of black 

embodied subjection—how artists have documented and interrogated the mutating materiality of 

lived violence over centuries and across the diverse cultural geographies of diaspora. These 

works speak as much to the violence endured by Frederick Douglass at the hands of his overseer, 

as they do to the racist, xenophobic, and excessive forces that ended the lives of Sandra Bland, 

Emmanuel Sithole, and Mark Duggan in our own day. They speak to the interconnected, albeit 

varied, ways in which the materiality of blackness has been historically and globally expelled 

from the category of the human.   

But if these aesthetic works constitute an archive of embodied violence, they also serve as 

a kind of laboratory for imagining escape routes from that embodied subjection. These writers 

and filmmakers enact a role akin to what Barnor Hesse and Juliet Hooker call the “constitutively 

fugitive formation of black politics” in recent years (444). Like the Movement for Black Lives and 

the Fallist movement in South Africa, these artists have “respond[ed] in different ways to the 

inability of liberal democracy to deliver robust racial justice and inviolable equal rights, drawing 

attention to the unfinished project of decolonization and the unrelenting dehumanization of black 

lives resulting from the precarity induced by global white supremacy” (448). The “response” of 

the artists in this dissertation to the continued abandonment of blackness by democratic process 

has been a desire that manifests on what Ralph Ellison once called the “lower frequencies,” a 

discrete, often nearly-undetectable desire in their work not to resist or overthrow, but to escape, 

seeking that moment when pain has at last been expelled from the black body (Ellison 581). This 

dissertation has sought to gesture toward a genealogy of this escapist desire, connecting the 18th 
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century slave narrative to 20th century black British cinema to the contemporary African novel. It 

has also gestured to a global constellation of this desire, linking geographies as disparate as 

Harare, Fort-de-France, London, and northern Ohio.  

To isolate this desire in these works, like Barnor Hesse and Juliet Hooker I’ve turned to 

the growing body of work in black studies on fugitive thought and experience. From the 

beginning, it’s been my contention that fugitivity—as both a physical movement to another 

geographical location, and a more figurative stealing away of the imagination—implies a 

phenomenological structure of movement and desire: a sense of anticipation of bodily relief 

inherent in fugitivity’s evasion of recognition, but also the way trauma and past experiences of 

violence propel that sense of anticipation. The work of Fred Moten has been fundamental to this 

phenomenological understanding, the way he identifies blackness as a “fugitive avoidance in and 

out of nothing, nowhere, everything, everywhere,” as “that mode of being for which escape or 

apposition and not the objectifying encounter with otherness is the prime modality” (“Notes on 

Passages” 56; “The Case” 187). Saidiya Hartman’s work has also been essential, particularly the 

final chapter of Lose Your Mother where she articulates fugitivity’s “dream of an elsewhere,” as 

well as her influential Scenes of Subjection in which she traces those black historical “desires and 

longings that exceed the frame of civil rights and political emancipation [which] find expression 

in quotidian acts labeled ‘fanciful,’ ‘exorbitant,’ and ‘excessive’“ (Lose 234; Scenes 13). In addition 

to Hartman and Moten, the larger constellation of fugitive thought that I draw on throughout this 

dissertation comes from diverse disciplines. The varied work of Samira Kawash, Jasmine Cobb, 

and Daphne Brooks on fugitive praxis in 19th century America—whether as literal mode of escape 

from slavery, or as a kind of evasive performance—has provided an indispensible historical 
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grounding to this project. Vital, too, are the various theorists who have expanded the limits of 

fugitive thought by tracing its emergence in disparate fields, such as Marquis Bey, who theorizes 

both blackness and trans*ness as “anoriginal lawlessness that marks an escape from confinement 

and a besidedness to ontology” (278), or Leon Hilton, who examines neurodivergent behavior, 

such as autistic “wandering,” as forms of fugitive escape from historical practices of racialized 

surveillance (230).  

At the risk of flouting the perceived rift among contemporary black studies scholars 

between Moten’s “black optimism” and Frank Wilderson and Jared Sexton’s “Afro-pessimism,” I 

consider the latter to be part of this larger reservoir of black fugitive thought. As much as 

blackness, for Wilderson, is the product of centuries of “gratuitous violence” that will never be 

fully escaped, rendering blackness “nonrelational” and “fungible,” he acknowledges his own 

“fantasies of flight,” and describes what he calls “gratuitous freedom” as a kind of utopian 

horizon, an ultimately unattainable site beyond the world of black subjection that effectively 

constitutes the utopian object of fugitive time: “The Slave needs freedom from the Human race,” 

Wilderson maintains, “freedom from the world” (Red xi, 141). Sexton, for his part, leans more 

directly on the language of black fugitivity in his work, describing the experience of “captivity,” 

for instance, as an “unsettled condition, open to an outside about which it will not know 

anything and about which it cannot stop thinking, a nervous system always in pursuit of the 

fugitive movement it cannot afford to lose and cannot live without” (“Social Life” 9-10). Afro-

pessimism, in short, contains traces of the ecstatic desire that animates fugitivity, even if Sexton 

and Wilderson’s primary concern is the historical nothingness of blackness.    
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I’ve drawn on these various takes on fugitivity both to situate this project within these 

conversations that have helped reshape black studies in recent years, but also to establish new 

valences of fugitive thought. My core claim has been that the experience and imagination of 

fugitivity can be phenomenalized. Rather than rely on terms like “movement,” “escape,” and 

“stealing away” that imply phenomenological movement, I’ve tried to show how aesthetic works 

can reveal—both descriptively and formally—the minutiae of that phenomenal movement, how 

stealing away toward a certain idea of freedom operates as continuous motion of the body and 

mind from moment to moment. Such a phenomenological approach opens us to the structure of 

time inherent in the movement of fugitive escape, which is to say, a phenomenological 

temporality of one’s body literally moving through space, but also a phenomenological 

temporality built into the consciousness of the fugitive in flight. As it manifests in the works 

studied here, this fugitive consciousness is structured by what Ernst Bloch has called 

“anticipatory consciousness,” a hopeful surging outward toward the elusive promise of release in 

mind and body located in the coming phenomenal moment. It’s a release-moment that 

corresponds to the instant in which one escapes the “objectifying encounter with otherness,” as 

Moten puts it, releasing blackness from the historical imposition of what Fanon calls “nonbeing,” 

and that imposition’s attendant corporeal and psychological devastations. Ultimately, this 

combination of phenomenology and fugitivity is meant to enhance how we’ve come to study 

representations of the black body, revealing a new kind of telescopic lens into the inconspicuous 

markings, woundings, and desires of the body that often go unnoticed in African diasporic 

cultural production. It engenders a new optic, in other words, through which to examine black 

historical experiences of embodied violence and the subtle ways writers and filmmakers have 
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imagined an end to that violence. The final contribution of this project has been to extend these 

theories of fugitivity beyond the limits of their initial invention in American black studies. My 

aim has not been merely to apply these ideas to other cultural geographies, but to read for the 

ways fugitive thought and experience emerge organically in the histories and cultures of peoples 

across the global African diaspora, such as how the persecution of queer life influenced 

expressions of fugitivity in 1980s Britain, or how a sense cultural belonging to the land has 

shaped Zimbabwean fugitive consciousness.  

I want to conclude with a close-up view of the escapist desire that animates this project at 

every turn, specifically its ecstatic phenomenal movement, and how it operates on those 

Ellisonian “lower frequencies.” This desire functions, we might say, as a kind of “extralinguistic 

mode” akin to what Saidiya Hartman and Stephen Best call “black noise”:  

Black noise represents the kinds of political aspirations that are inaudible and illegible 
within the prevailing formulas of political rationality; these yearnings are illegible 
because they are so wildly utopian and derelict to capitalism (for example, “forty acres 
and a mule,” the end of commodity production and the restoration of the commons, the 
realization of “the sublime ideal of freedom,” the resuscitation of the socially dead). (9) 
 

Crucially, though, the “wildly utopian” noises represented in the literature and cinema of this 

dissertation—those extralinguistic yearnings for an ultimate unburdening in mind and body—are 

in constant motion. They course along in one’s consciousness, evolving and undulating as the 

moments pass. The rhythms and textures of those undulations of the mind reveal that micro-lens 

into the historical wounding of black flesh, but also the muted tones of pathways to other worlds. 

In the black noise of these aesthetic works, we find that Husserlian structure of time-

consciousness, that constantly expanding and receding system of memories and anticipations, of 

traumas and desires, devastations and utopias. We saw it when we were ushered into Sethe’s 
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memory of why and how she killed her baby girl. How she saw Schoolteacher’s hat storming her 

yard, her past traumas threatening to become her family’s future traumas, and suddenly she 

“heard wings,” hummingbirds that would guide her and her children “through the veil, out, 

away, over there…where they would be safe.” And we saw it as Mazvita sat in that bus with her 

deceased infant son tied to her back as if he were alive. As searing pain radiated from her neck 

throughout her body, pulling her back into her trauma, the mbira’s sound “reached her in 

generous waves of sustenance,” “sink[ing] deep in her chest where she had been irrevocably 

wounded,” “circl[ing] her with a new promise of freedom.” 

 These sounds engender and propel Mazvita and Sethe’s black noise, guiding them 

toward other worlds like a kind of fugitive ether that stretches from the horizon, beckoning them 

to follow its trace. In medieval Europe, the Latin aether referred to the purest possible air only 

found in heaven, the element breathed in by the gods. Perhaps those hummingbird and mbira 

sounds are phenomenal traces of that sublime air. A residue of that immanently breathable air 

that might lead Mazvita and Sethe beyond this world, to a place where blackness might at last 

breathe the breaths that Harriet Jacobs and Eric Garner gasped for. That fugitive sonic ether 

sustains Mazvita and Sethe’s dream that one day, one moment, any moment, their pain might 

vanish. It seeps into their minds as a promise too immense to abandon, too devastatingly utopian 

to forget. And while their utopia may never arrive, wounding may never be lifted unequivocally 

from blackness, that ether is there to assure them that there is a way out, that there must be a way 

out. So Mazvita and Sethe inhabit that drive toward the outside, ecstatically forging their own 

pathways to worlds where blackness is no longer disposable. Where blackness can at last be. 
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