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Abstract

My dissertation, Abolitionist Futures: Black Cultural Imagination at the End of the
World, examines abolitionist imagination in the cultural production of black American
writers, creatives, activists, and thinkers. From its inception in the nineteenth century,
abolitionism has evolved from a social movement to abolish the institution of chattel
slavery to a political tradition. Presently, abolition is also a critical method of
understanding the genealogy of contemporary practices of racialized social management
and their origins during the era of plantation slavery in the United States. Because the
concept of abolition fundamentally grapples with the question of radical social
transformation, it also raises a set of questions about the dual tension between hope and
despair, optimism and pessimism, fugitivity and enclosure. At its core, abolition is about
sustaining the capacity to imagine an otherwise, despite and in spite of violence, racial
captivity, and coercion. This dissertation asks: what is the role of radical imagination in
not only envisioning the dissolution of existing social structures but in conjuring up and
bringing forth abolitionist futures?

In the growing body of academic literature on the subject, abolition is most often
considered from the perspective of political theory. In popular media, contemporary
abolitionists have often been portrayed as militants who desire reckless violence and the

destruction of the social order. These accounts of abolition do not sufficiently consider
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the creative impulse that is inherent to abolitionist thought. Black creative imagination, I
argue, is fundamental to abolitionism as in itself a form of social critique that draws on
speculative imagination to deconstruct reality. In this project, I turn to creative
imagination expressed in the twentieth- and twenty-first century black-authored literary
and artistic texts that envision the abolition of the social world precisely by imagining
alternative futures and speculating about new modes of being in the world. By engaging
a range of aesthetic forms across several genres and mediums, I trace abolitionist
thinking in black speculative fiction, contemporary multi-media art, and digital activist
culture to articulate the centrality of radical creative imagination to abolition.

The examples of imaginative cultural criticism, as it pertains to abolitionist
thought, can be located in the science fiction of W. E. B. Du Bois and in the vampire
fiction of Jewelle Gomez, in the contemporary mixed-media art of Titus Kaphar and
Harmonia Rosales, as well as in the digital art produced by users on social media
platforms. These creative works uncover the ways in which abolitionist imaginary
makes an appearance in black cultural and intellectual production that is not
immediately considered to be “political,” let alone abolitionist. Nevertheless, as I suggest,
it is precisely these obscure creative works of abolitionist imagination that can help
understand the many contingencies of abolitionist thought in the present day and, more
precisely, help answer the question of what it means to locate and engage in the practice

of radical hope in the face of insurmountable violence in slavery’s afterlife.



Dedication

To my late grandparents, Vilma Cirule and Nikolajs Karklins,
whose moral courage in the struggle against fascism made life possible

and whose love and tenderness lives on in me.

vi



Contents

ADSETACE ..o iv
Acknowledgements...........cooovviiiiiii e ix
1. Introduction: Abolition and Genealogies of Black Radical Imagination.............ccccccc...... 1
1.1 The Long Tradition of Abolitionist Thought ... 6
1.2 Dissertation OVeIVIEW.........cccuiiiiiiiiiieiciieieett e 25
2. Abolition as the End of The World in W. E. B. Du Bois’s “The Comet” (1920).............. 40
2.1 Apocalypse as Utopia’s Condition of Possibility ...........cceceeviivniiviiniiiininiicnnns 47
2.2 Post-Racist Utopia and the Failure of Interracial Intimacy/Solidarity .................... 61

3. Vampirism as Abolitionist Praxis: Human(e) Being in Jewelle Gomez’s The Gilda

STOTIES (19971 )ittt ettt sttt ettt sesne e 80
3.1 Gothic Monstrosity: Otherness as an Emancipatory Possibility ...........cccccceevvienneee 98
3.2 Queer Intimacy and Kinship as Black Feminist Visions of the Future.................. 107
3.3 Apocalypse, Radical Hope, and Biocapitalist Futures............cccccocciviviiiininnnnnae. 117
4. Reckoning with the Past: Abolition of Whiteness in Contemporary Art of Titus Kaphar
& Harmonia ROSales...........ccuiuiiiuiiiiiiiiciicicccc e 129
4.1 Abolition of Whiteness in Titus Kaphar’s Enough About You (2016) .................. 139

4.2 The Godliness of Black Womanhood in Harmonia Rosales’s The Creation of God
(2017)148

4.3 Abolitionist Imagination and the History of the Present ............cccccoeiiinnnnanne. 164

5. “Abolitionist Has Entered the Chat”: New Abolitionists, Digital Media and Protest
Culture in the Era of #BlackLivesMatter ..o 169

vii



5.1 Strategic Narratives: ‘Defund the Police” and The Rising Popularity of the
Abolitionist Rhetoric in Contemporary ACtVISIN ........cccccevvivueueirininieieininecceeeeeenes 178

5.2 Movement Foremothers: Black Women Abolitionists and Feminist Genealogies of

TTANSGTESSION.....cviiiiiiiiiiiiic s 196
5.3 Rainbows, Flowers, and Unicorns: Protest Art, Radical Hope, and Futurity ...... 214
6. Conclusion: Abolitionist Icons in the Commercial Marketplace.............cccoeverinnnnnn. 220
REFETEIICES ...ttt sttt ea e 235
BIOZIaPRY ...t 263

viii



Acknowledgements

The timely completion of this dissertation project would simply not have been
possible without the steadfast support of my adviser, Dr. Robyn Wiegman. I am grateful
to have been Dr. Wiegman'’s student, for everyone knows that her dedication to
supporting doctoral students and seeing them through successful completion is
unmatched. Over the years, Dr. Wiegman has offered me guidance at all times of day
and night, whenever I needed it, and I sincerely thank her for ensuring that I received
the writing support I so very much needed to finish this dissertation in a timely manner.
She is an exceptionally attentive and generous reader, whose close attention to my work
will continue to motivate me to be a better thinker and a much better writer long after
this project is finished. I would like to also express my sincere thanks to the rest of the
members of my dissertation committee for their intellectual generosity and kindness. I
am grateful to my committee members, Dr. Joseph Winters, Dr. Jasmine Cobb, and Dr.
Markos Hadjioannou, for supporting me; they never failed to make me feel that they
genuinely cared to see me succeed. I would be remiss not to say that I have also
benefitted tremendously from the opportunity to have been taught by Dr. J. Kameron
Carter, whose classes were truly lifechanging and whose genuine excitement at his

students’ thinking has always made me feel deeply affirmed and seen.

1X



Speaking of teaching, at the NWSA convention I attended in November of 2018, I
heard Alice Walker say the following words about her mentor, Langston Hughes: “he
disregarded my ignorance, which is what good teachers do.” These words have stuck
with me ever since because I knew precisely what she meant. I thank my teacher of ten
years, Dr. Wahneema H. Lubiano, whom I met when I was only nineteen years old. I am
humbled to have spent the next decade as a student of the Black radical tradition—I
have been profoundly changed by my training, owing to Dr. Lubiano’s mentorship and
her unconditional tolerance of my own ignorance over many, many years.

In addition to the faculty, I would like to express my sincere gratitude to those
whose labor often remains invisible in the narratives of academic success. I want to
express my sincere thanks to the department’s current and former administrative staff,
Nancy Morgans and Tiwonda Johnson-Blount. Ms. Morgans was a genuine advocate for
me as an international student; she has stood up for me and eagerly supported me in
resolving all matters. I am also deeply indebted to everyone at the Department of
African and African American Studies, which has now been my intellectual home for
over ten years. My thanks go out to Ms. StacyNicole Robinson, for being so generous in
providing me with a working space and access to the department.

For the generous financial support, I thank Duke University Graduate School
and, in particular, the Department of Gender, Sexuality, and Feminist Studies for

selecting me as the 2020-2021 Dissertation Fellow and fully funding the final year of my



doctoral training, which allowed me the freedom to write and complete this project on
time.

I am thankful for the support of my colleague, interlocutor, and friend Mitchell
Damian “MD” Murtagh, who wrote alongside me on Zoom several times every week for
over six months. It is those hours spent commiserating while working to complete our
dissertations during the global pandemic that offered me the accountability, empathy,
and companionship on what would have otherwise been a desperately lonely journey.

Bennett Carpenter is always a call away, no longer just a friend and a union
comrade but my chosen family. Meeting Bennett was one of the biggest blessings of my
life, for they have shown me what it means to be loved fiercely and unconditionally. For
that and so much more, I endlessly thank them. Thank you also to my university
colleagues, who quickly became cherished friends and who have supported me with
advice, survival strategies, venting, and laughter over the last six years: Daanish Farugqji,
Jessica Gokhberg, Annu Dahiya, and Amanda Bennett. I'm also grateful for many old
friends whom I met while attending graduate school and living and organizing in
Durham, NC: Michael Becker, Julien Fischer, Scott Barish, Mike Burrows, Mindy Isser,
Juliane Hammer, Dana DePietro, Saadia Yacoob, and Zaid Alhami. Wherever I am, my
heart is always with my dear friends, Tal Matalon and Rann Bar-on, who first met me
when I was an eighteen-year-old college freshman; they have supported my life as a

young immigrant in the United States for over ten years now. Rann and Tal have been

el



an unconditional source of guidance in all matters, big and small; thanks to them, I have
never felt alone in this country.

I am grateful for my late friend, Ms. Tawnya Marie Palmer, who was my biggest
cheerleader until the very end. It was her unconditional love for me and her unwavering
belief in who I was that made all the difference in my life. Shortly before she passed, she
made sure that I had another mentor to guide and watch over me — ever since, Ms.
Cindy Canty-Dumas has been a source of wisdom and guidance. They embody what it
means to live a life of principle and courage that I aspire to in my own lifetime. I thank
them for seeing my essence, for believing in my ability to heal, and for lovingly guiding
me towards radically different possibilities for my life, in which I am the main character.

I would also be remiss not to thank my high school English teacher, Peter Smith,
whose letter of recommendation facilitated my admission to Duke University as a
college student and made the last ten years of my career in the United States possible.
He was one of the first teachers who made me feel worthy. I am also indebted to my
teachers, Stella McCracken and David McCracken, who never missed a chance to
remind me —“you’re a star!” — thank you for “knowing my potential.” Over a decade
later, I think of them with great fondness and gratitude for making me feel truly seen.

No words will ever fully capture my gratitude to my therapists, Dr. Rolffs S.
Pinkerton and Dr. Marilyn Vedder, for their compassion and companionship over many

years. It's been one of my life’s greatest honors to work with them and learn from them.

xii



I also wish to acknowledge here the personal and familial sacrifice that my
pursuit of higher education in the United States required of me and my family as I left
my home in Latvia at sixteen years old. I honor the grief of loss and separation from my
loved ones, and especially from my grandparents who have now passed on, a pain that I
will carry for the rest of my life. To my dad/Moemy nane, Nikolajs Karklins, and my
grandparents /u moum 6adyuwiie u dedyuie, Aapuce INauwkesuve u Huxoraro Ilawicesuuy —
0Aazodapio 3a Bawy éepy 6 mens u 3a A10006b u uckperirocmo! 3a menaomy, 3a uedpocmo, 3a
noddepxxy u seprocmo! 3a s60nku u coodbujerus! 3a mo, umo Atodume, He 3advisaeme, u 3a mo,
ymo xdeme mers 6cezda yxe éce amu 200vl. To my late grandparents — Vilma Cirule and
Nikolajs Karklins, who fought to defeat fascism and gave me the opportunity to live.
Aeda, nuxmo e 3advim, u Huumo He 3abvimo! A nommio, u 1 zopxyco! Cnacubo 3a Xusnv u 3a
npumep, Kax xumo, At00s ceds. Vimucite, paldies par Tavu bezgaligo optimismu, par draudzibu
un visiem smiekliem. Man [iis tik [oti pietriikst, bet es zinu, ka abi esat man visu laiku blakus un
skataties uz mani no debesim. Even if the immigrant’s story is one of loss, sacrifice, and
shattering grief, it is equally a story of infinite, unbreakable love that knows no borders.
I honor this, too.

My husband, Dr. Phabinly James Gabriel, is truly the peace to my storm: the
great love of my life and my best friend, who is the most resilient and undefeatable
person I know. His hard work, courage, and dedication to his own dreams inspires me

to dream bigger and, when I hesitate or fumble, his belief in me helps me keep going.

xiii



1. Introduction: Abolition and Genealogies of Black
Radical Imagination

“An abolitionist imaginary is trying to create the set of relations we want in our
now,” Saidiya Hartman has said. “Abolition is a synonym for the end of the world.”! For
decades, abolitionists have been advocating for radical changes to the system of racial
capitalism and an immediate end to mass incarceration, surveillance, and policing of
black life in the United States. In the summer of 2020, however, the vision of abolition
entered the mainstream discourse more prominently than any time in recent public
memory. The murder of George Floyd in Minneapolis, Minnesota on May 25, 2020
sparked not only a series of national uprisings like past rebellions in Ferguson,
Baltimore, and Charlotte but also global protests —from London, Paris, and Helsinki to
Krakow and Karachi, millions took to the streets. Only a few weeks later, on June 11,
2020, The New York Times published a historic op-ed by Mariame Kaba, one of the
leading abolitionist voices of our time, titled “Yes, We Mean Literally Abolish the
Police.” Kaba passionately wrote about abolition as “a vision of a different society, built
on cooperation instead of individualism, on mutual aid instead of self-preservation”
(“Yes, We Mean”). The publication of Kaba’s essay was of historic importance. It

signaled an unprecedented attention to questions that quickly had come to dominate

! Hartman, Saidiya. panelist. Panel discussion. “Poetry is Not a Luxury: The Poetics of Abolition.” 10 Aug.
2020. Online. Available at https://arika.org.uk/programming/revolution-not-one-time-
event/programme/poetry-not-luxury-poetics-abolition. Accessed 15 Sept. 2020.
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media headlines, brand pledges, and public addresses from elected officials. What is
abolition, and how can abolitionism help bring into being a radically different world?
While many pundits, especially those on right-wing media platforms,
misrepresented abolition by painting it as a reckless call for violence and anarchy, it
should be understood that abolition stands for a form of critical consciousness that can
be broadly placed within the genealogy of radical liberation movements and, more
precisely, within the tradition of black radicalism (Gilmore 258).2 Contemporary scholars
understand abolition as a creative practice, a critical mode of thinking, imagining, and,
therefore, also a way of speculating about radical possibilities that exists beyond the
realities of right now (Gilmore 2011; Rodriguez 2018; Chua 2020; Burns et al. 2020; Davis
and Rodriguez 2020). Contrary to what pundits might expect, abolitionists demand “not
so much the abolition of prisons but the abolition of a society that could have prisons,
that could have slavery, that could have the wage, and therefore not abolition as the
elimination of anything but abolition as the founding of a new society” (Moten and
Harney 114). Constituting a form of “critical imagination [in] black freedom struggle,”

abolitionist thinking “convenes a creative force that is, at once, interruptive and

destructive” of existing forms of oppression (Rusert 800; Rodriguez 1579). What

2 For a detailed analysis of protest discourse that emerged in regard to protests, looting, and civil unrest, see
Dave, Dhaval M., et al. Black Lives Matter protests, social distancing, and COVID-19. No. w27408. National
Bureau of Economic Research, 2020; Leopold, Joy, and Myrtle P. Bell. "News media and the racialization of
protest: An analysis of Black Lives Matter articles." Equality, Diversity and Inclusion: An International

Journal (2017).



remained largely obscured in the media and in the public discourse more broadly was
abolitionists” insistence on and belief in people’s collective creative capacity to radically
re-imagine and transform the world in which we live, and not simply to destroy it.

My dissertation, Abolitionist Futures: Black Cultural Imagination at the End of the
World, examines this dual abolitionist impulse of destruction and creation, of cynical
pessimism and radical hope. In this project, I turn to twentieth- and twenty-first century
black-authored texts that envision the abolition of the social world as we know it by
imagining alternative futures and ways of being in the world. In this sense, the
abolitionist project that emerged during the nineteenth-century struggle against racial
slavery remains largely unfinished. More precisely, abolitionist thought understands
contemporary practices of racial subjugation, such as surveillance and mass
incarceration, as evolving forms of racial captivity that originated during the era of
plantation slavery and that continue to haunt American culture to this day. This idea—
that slavery has an afterlife —was expressed by many scholars, from W.E.B. Du Bois to
Angela Davis,® but most recently it was Saidiya Hartman, whose famous remark in her
1997 memoir Lose Your Mother, introduced the concept of the afterlife of slavery to
contemporary black studies. Because “slavery persists,” wrote Hartman, “as an issue in

the political life of black Americans,” “black lives are still imperiled and devalued by a

3 See Angela Davis, “From the Prison of Slavery to the Slavery of Prison: Frederick Douglass and the Convict
Lease System,” in The Angela Y. Davis Reader, ed. Joy James (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1998), 74-96.



racial calculus and political arithmetic that were entrenched centuries ago” (6). By
centering the genealogy of slavery, “scholars have come to understand the barracoon,
coffles, slave holds, and plantations of the Middle Passage as spatial, discursive,
ontological, and economic analogues of modern punishment that have haunted their
way into the present,” drawing parallels between the modern-day prison industrial
complex and police brutality and the historic institution of racial slavery (Dillon 114). In
this way, within abolitionism’s creative capacity to imagine otherwise lies a pessimistic
disillusionment with the American project and a hopeful capacity for redemption. It is
this seeming paradox —the interplay between pessimism and fervent hope in the
possibility of a liberatory future —that animates my inquiry in this dissertation project.
Theoretically, this dialectical tension within abolitionist thought is a ground for
engaging and extending key critical debates in contemporary black critical theory. The
concept of abolition signals a kind of apocalyptic desire to “destroy the world”
(Wilderson) and an emancipatory impulse that in Hope Draped in Black (2016) Joseph
Winters calls “melancholic hope” (16). To all appearances, this entanglement is
contradictory. The apocalyptic inclination towards the destruction of the world, what
Audre Lorde called righteous rage, seems to be hardly fueled by hope. However, it is
precisely this tension between black rage and black hope inherent in abolitionist
insurgent futures that constitutes what I see as an intellectually productive philosophical

and conceptual relation. In this context my project troubles an imposed conceptual



binary between optimism and pessimism that is rather prevalent in the field and
manifests as a debate about the merits of two schools of thoughts, Black Optimism and
Afropessimism, to argue that the two must not be viewed as mutually exclusive. While
black optimists argue that black subjectivity is a mode of resistance that exists despite
and in spite of anti-black racism, Afropessimists posit that fugitivity is its by-product, a
response to conditions of social death that relegate blackness to the ontological structure
of nonbeing. Pessimists, thus, argue that black freedom is structurally impossible in a
racist society that is fundamentally anti-black. Frank Wilderson (2008), the scholar who
is credited with consolidating Afropessimism as a school of thought,* argues that “a
world without race, more precisely, a world without Blackness, is truly unimaginable”
and, thus, the only reasonable project is to “destroy the world” as we know it (102).
Tryon P. Woods, however, reminds us that a new world is indeed possible precisely
because “the black freedom struggle is the movement with ‘no way in ’to the world as it
is; it is the no-movement that nonetheless moves inexorably towards a (re)new(ed)
world” (220). Here lies the tension between hope and despair, optimism and pessimism,

fugitivity and enclosure that animates this project. I seek to contribute to this scholarly

4 While Frank Wilderson has several times credited Black feminist scholars like Hortense Spillers and
Saidiya Hartman with producing conceptual ideas that are foundational to Afro-pessimism, Wilderson is
considered to be the founder of Afropessimism as a school of thought. See Wilderson III, Frank B. Red, white
& black: Cinema and the structure of US antagonisms. Duke University Press, 2010; Wilderson, Frank

B. Afropessimism. Liveright Publishing, 2020. Other scholars, including Jared Sexton and David Marriott,
have contributed scholarship to develop the ideas of Afropessimism. See also Douglass, Patrice, and Frank
Wilderson. "The violence of presence: Metaphysics in a blackened world." The Black Scholar 43.4 (2013): 117-
123; Sexton, Jared. "The social life of social death: On Afro-pessimism and Black optimism." InTensions 5.1
(2011): 1-47;



discussion, in which abolitionist desire for destruction and the potential for creation can

be meaningfully considered alongside each other.

1.1 The Long Tradition of Abolitionist Thought

Although abolitionist projects have only recently gained national attention, mass
political mobilizations against police and prisons have been a critical part of a “long
historical praxis of abolition [that] is grounded in a Black radical genealogy of revolt and
transformative insurgency” and has against the transatlantic slave trade, plantation
slavery and colonial conquest (Rodriguez 1610, 1576). Modern forms of captivity,
including mass incarceration, hyperpolicing, and surveillance are understood by
abolitionists as structures of violence that have been inherited from the era of chattel
slavery.® “Indeed,” writes Dillon, “terror’s constitutive relationship to the production
and management of race began on the “floating dungeon” of the slave ship,” which
functioned as “a machine that was simultaneously a prison, a factory, a market, and an
instrument of warfare” (119). The slave trade produced coercive methods for controlling

and disciplining populations and, in this sense, “making white life” in the United States

5 In contemporary culture, this approach to mass incarceration was popularized by the publication of
Michelle Alexander’s The New Jim Crow in 2010. More recently, filmmaker Ava DuVernay produced a short
film on the U.S. prison system, titled The 13 (2016). In prior years, historians have written extensively about
the system of debt peonage that followed de jure abolition of chattel slavery, formalizing a legalized form of
indentured slavery that led to brutal exploitation of black Americans who were charged with a criminal
offense. See Childs, Dennis. Slaves of the state: Black incarceration from the chain gang to the penitentiary. U of
Minnesota Press, 2015; Haley, Sarah. No mercy here: Gender, punishment, and the making of Jim Crow modernity.
UNC Press Books, 2016; Muhammad, Khalil Gibran. The Condemnation of Blackness: Race, Crime, and the Making
of Modern Urban America, With a New Preface. Harvard University Press, 2019.
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depended upon black (living) death. More precisely, the slave trade, argues Dillon,
formalized racial logics that were implemented to rank human life and assign human
beings measures of value, to the extent that ancestry and physical appearance
determined how personhood was reduced to a commodity, a form of exchange, and a
unit of unpaid labor. In making these historical connections, contemporary abolitionist
thought traces the way in which “racialized and pathologized criminalization became
the mechanism by which slavery continues to haunt the present” (Brown 2019; 75). In
slavery’s afterlife, new abolitionists observe emergent forms of “racialized carceral
practices, including [the] chain gang, the convict prison lease system, gendered violence,
sexual terror, Jim Crow law, lynching”® and new systems of carceral punishment,
including digital surveillance” and other forms of policing historically oppressed
communities. In this way, abolition, as Michelle Brown puts it, is “inseparable from a
black liberation project that has been unending across modernity.”

The history of abolitionist thought begins in the abolitionist movement against

the slave trade as well as the institution of chattel slavery and other forms of racial

¢ For a more detailed account of new forms of racial subjugation in slavery’s afterlife, see Packard, Jerrold
M. American Nightmare: The History of Jim Crow. Macmillan, 2003; Alexander, Michelle. The new Jim Crow:
Mass incarceration in the age of colorblindness. The New Press, 2020; LeFlouria, Talitha L. Chained in silence:
Black women and convict labor in the New South. UNC Press Books, 2015.

7 Ruha Benjamin has coined the term ‘“The New Jim Code,” arguing that new forms of computational data
and algorithms reproduce racial inequality on the Internet. See Benjamin, Ruha. Race After Technology:
Abolitionist Tools for the New Jim Code. Cambridge: Polity, 2019. For further scholarship on abolitionist
analyses of racism and technology, see also Noble, Safiya Umoja. Algorithms of oppression: How search engines
reinforce racism. NYU Press, 2018; Jefferson, Brian. Digitize and Punish: Racial Criminalization in the Digital Age.
University of Minnesota Press, 2020.



subjugation in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.® Abolitionist thinking in and
of itself has never been merely theoretical or in any way abstract. On the contrary,
abolitionist analyses of racial power have emerged out of historical struggle against
enslavement and persisting forms of racial subjugation like convict leasing and racial
segregation. New abolitionists turn to this genealogy and, more specifically, to personal
writings, academic scholarship, and historical analysis of not only contemporary forms
of confinement but also that of slavery, drawing on a wide range of literature in the
tradition of black radical thought, including works by Frederick Douglass, Ida B. Wells-
Barnett, W.E.B. Du Bois, and Orlando Patterson (Brown 2019, 74). Early abolitionists,
many of whom were themselves enslaved during their lifetime, often before they
became figures of public importance, like Frederick Douglass and Harriet Tubman,
advocated for a total destruction of the institution of slavery. This propensity towards
the complete dissolution of slavery as an institution is evident in many early works that
form the historical archive of abolitionist thought. Their role in the movement against
slavery has served as a point of reference for generations of activists and political
visionaries that succeeded them, such that, for instance, decades later the Combahee

River Collective, a Black feminist lesbian social organization that was active in Boston

8 For a more detailed historical account of the anti-slavery abolitionism and its origins, see Sinha,
Manisha. The slave’s cause: A history of abolition. Yale University Press, 2016. For work on the origins of
American abolitionism, see also Goodman, Paul. Of one blood: Abolitionism and the origins of racial equality.
Univ of California Press, 1998; Newman, Richard S. The transformation of American abolitionism: Fighting
slavery in the early republic. Univ of North Carolina Press, 2002; and Harrold, Stanley. American abolitionists.
Routledge, 2014.



from 1974 to 1980, took its name from “the river in South Carolina where black
abolitionist Harriet Tubman led a military campaign during the Civil War —the only
such campaign planned by a woman” —which “resulted in the emancipation of more
than 750 slaves” (Kelley 2002, 148). Indeed, new abolitionist movements, organizations,
and organic intellectual communities that emerged in the post-1960’s landscape turned
back to the nineteenth-century history of abolitionism for inspiration and political
analysis that would guide their own practices of resistance in slavery’s afterlife.
Accordingly, Joy James (2005) writes that new “abolitionists are heirs to their ancestors’
strengths and limitations in combating violent captivity” (xxv).’

And so, abolitionists” uncompromising, absolutist stance on the institution of
racial enslavement and the total eradication of slavery has been echoed in contemporary
black Marxist, radical feminist, gay and lesbian, and anti-prison movements that have
drawn on abolitionism to inform demands of their own time. Organizations like the
American Anti-Slavery Society, founded in 1833, and the Philadelphia Female Anti-
Slavery Society, which was also founded in 1833 and operated until 1870, established as
their purpose “to secure the total abolition of slavery in the United States as soon as

possible and without any compensation to the slaveholders” (Brown 1978, 144; emphasis

% Interestingly, contemporary movements for police and prison abolition in the twenty-first century, such as
the Black Lives Matter Movement and the local movements adjacent to its overall vision, have also adopted
references to abolitionists who proceeded the current wave of political resistance. For example, one of the
most famous chants in the BLM movement recites the lines of poetry from the autobiography of a black
revolutionary abolitionist Assata Shakur who was active in the Black Panther Party and the Black Liberation
Army in the late 1970’s.



added). Relying on the religious framework of Christianity that was prevalent at the
time, “abolitionists defined slavery unequivocally as a moral sin” and “exhibited little
tolerance for more pragmatic, moderate, or conciliatory reforms, some of whom
questioned the practicality of total and immediate emancipation or raised issues
regarding the future of the freed slaved in America” (Doyle 104). While abolitionists
were ordinary people, who, as Andrew Delbanco observes in Abolitionist Imagination
(2012), disagreed on tactics and strategic approaches to what was a largely decentralized
movement that was fraught with political divisions (between those who envisioned an
armed revolt and those who called for non-violent tactics, between those who imagined
an integrated multiracial society and those who dreamed of a separate nation, and so
on), abolitionists were “passionate idealists who enlarged the imagination of
mainstream politicians” (29).

At the core of abolitionism was thus a fiery commitment to slavery’s total and
absolute destruction, in one way or another. Certainly, abolitionism’s dual tension
between destruction and hope can be traced in contemporary theory as in recent works
scholars have very explicitly theorized total abolition, and what Afropessimist scholars
like Wilderson and Sexton have called “the end of the world,” as the only condition of
possibility for black emancipation and freedom. But this dual tension can also be
unearthed by paying close attention to literary devices and narrative structures used by

nineteenth-century abolitionists in their writings against the institution of chattel
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slavery. Today’s social movements” uncompromising tendency to demand an immediate
abolition of systems of oppression —for example, the total abolition of prisons —echoes
the language of apocalypse, divine wrath, and militancy that permeate early abolitionist
texts, including writings by Frederick Douglass and David Walker.

In 1829, David Walker, an abolitionist best known for urging enslaved people to
revolt against slaveowners, wrote David Walker’s Appeal to the Colored Citizens of the
World, in which “he frequently refer[ed] to “American people’ and ‘Americans” as the
enemy” (Finseth 358). Walker threatened white Americans “with threats of divine wrath
and vengeance,” and, in so doing, imagined “catastrophic consequences for America's
slaveholders, even as he somewhat surprisingly adumbrate[d] a theory of sympathy that
might save the nation from complete ruin” (Pelletier 256). Using motifs of destruction
like vengeance, blood, and violence, Walker’s “open discussion of the possibility of
armed slave resistance made it rather infamous in the antebellum South” (Apap 321).
Walker’s Appeal was denounced by many for its propensity for violence, including a
prominent white abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison who wrote in The Liberator that “a
good end does not justify wicked means,” adding, however, that any “call upon their
slaves to destroy them” was the consequence of slaveowners” own actions (Abzug 19).
Despite his criticism of Walker, Garrison, nevertheless, issued a “radical appeal for
immediate and total abolition,” stating in the principles of the Anti-Slavery Society, which

he founded with Arthur Tappan, that “we shall spare no exertions nor means to bring
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the whole nation to a speedy repentance,” the promised land of freedom from bondage
(Doyle 102; Savage 151; emphasis added). Despite “Garrisonian fears of ultimate race
war,” Walker’s Appeal would come to symbolize abolitionists” uncompromising position
against the system of slavery in its entirety (Abzug 22).

More than that, Walker’s work would “help establish some of the foundational
narrative structures and tropes of antislavery sentimentalism” and, more specifically,
what literary critic Kevin Pelletier (2013) calls “apocalyptic sentimentalism” that was
employed by his abolitionist successors, including Harriet Beecher Stowe, who is widely
taken to replicate the kind of apocalyptic tropes used by Walker (257). “Terror,”
therefore, “is a fundamental affect within abolitionist sentimentality,” which “had a
ruthless and vengeful streak running through it, a streak that is not ancillary or
accidental but constitutive of its very making” (256). David Walker consistently reminds
his readers that abolition necessitates destructive consequences, writing, “I am afraid ...
that their hearts will be hardened, so that their destruction may be sure,” later adding,
“repent and reform, or you are ruined!” (Walker 45). In None Like Us (2019), Stephen Best
describes Walker’s “righteousness and vengeance” when Walker writes, “I pray God
that none like us ever may live again until time shall be no more” (8). Best argues that
Walker’s “prayer reads like the hope of someone firm in the belief that black people will
never have their moment in time” (10). Put differently, Best concludes, “his hope lacks

hopefulness.”
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Walker’s appeal to “colorized citizens of the world” and, ultimately, his prayer
that “none like us every may live again” point to the tension embedded within the
abolitionist tradition. While abolitionists condemned the institution of slavery in the
strongest terms possible, with Harriet Tubman famously denouncing slavery as “the
next thing to hell,” abolitionism also emphasizes the possibility of a radically different
world (Larson 54). Vengeful rage and a fervent belief in the righteousness of the
abolitionist project produces what in Hope Draped in Black (2016), Joseph Winters
conceptualizes as “a different kind of hope, hope that is underlined by melancholy,
tragedy, vulnerability and “heightened receptivity to loss” in the black literary and
aesthetic tradition (17). We can trace the way in which hope underlies abolitionist
thinking in Frederick Douglass’s My Bondage and My Freedom, originally published in
1855, in which Douglass recollects first learning about abolitionists when overhearing
conversations between Master Hugh, the brother of Thomas Auld who owned Douglass,
and his company. Douglass writes that he often heard about how a slave killing his
owner or setting fire to a slaveowner’s house was considered to be “the legitimate fruits
of the abolition movement” (133). He concluded that, whatever abolition was, “it could
not be unfriendly to the slave, nor very friendly to the slaveholder.” Overcome with
curiosity, Douglass immediately consulted the dictionary and the newspapers and soon
learned about “the thing to be abolished,” slavery. “Ever, after that, when I heard the

words “abolition,” or “abolition movement,” Douglass wrote, “There was HOPE in those
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words” (134). It is not insignificant that Douglass emphasizes the word “hope” in all
capital letters. Notably, Douglass’s curiosity was sparked by hearing white slaveowners
talk with “vindictive bitterness” and “marked caution” about the violence against
slaveowners at the hands of enslaved fugitives, and it is precisely placing the violent acts
that slaveowners were discussing in the context of his own experiences as an enslaved
person that produced hope in him. Douglass goes on to write that following these
experiences he “saw a world in new light” and “seemed to live in a new world,
surrounded by new objects, and to be animated by new hopes and desires” (135). But
Douglass’s hope in abolition is unstable, marked by the brutality of his conditions of
existence as an enslaved person. Writing of his year of bondage under Covey, who had
Douglass “whipped, either with sticks or cowskins, every week,” Douglass remembers
wanting to take his own life, as “a flash of energetic freedom would dart through [his]
soul, accompanied with a faint beam of hope, that flickered for a moment, and then
vanished” (172; 176). Suffering both bodily and mentally, Douglass endured lengthy
days of hard work and “brutal chastisements” that produced in him “that ever-gnawing
and soul-devouring thought—‘I am a slave—a slave for life—a slave with no rational
ground to hope for freedom’” (178).

Douglass’s symbolic juxtaposition of his encounter with the abolitionist vision of
a world without slavery set against the backdrop of his “wretched condition,” which

“wrecked, changed, and bewildered” and “goaded [him] almost to madness,” reveals
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the complexity of neatly mapping notions of optimism and pessimism onto abolitionist
thinking (177). Even as Douglass described himself as “a living embodiment of mental
and physical wretchedness,” he also wrote about how much he “longed to have a
future—a future with hope in it” (218). As historian David W. Blight observes, Douglass
drew heavily on “apocalyptic mentality” and his “disposition fluctuated between hope
and despair” (316). Within Douglass’s own abolitionist imagination, as within Walker’s,
hope in the abolitionist cause was riven with a profound sense of pessimism,
underscored by his dark realization that the plantation, and, by extension, the United
States, was “not home, but a prison” (110). In reviewing Douglass’s and Walker’s
writing, we can more clearly see how the dual impulse of destruction and creation, of
pessimism and hope was engrained in the abolitionist ethos by those who waged the
struggle against the institution of chattel slavery.

In Abolitionist Imagination, Andrew Delbanco explains that the appeal of
abolitionism did not, however, end with the de jure abolition of slavery in 1865. If before
the war abolitionism was denounced and ridiculed, then after the Civil War “more and
more Americans claimed to have been abolitionists all along” (17). As abolitionists
became a subject of study for historians, Marxian writers, however, increasingly “have
portrayed them as instruments of Northern money interests” (19). Abolitionism was, of
course, a social movement, with its complexities, contradictions, and rivalries that have

since been extensively scrutinized by historians. Nevertheless, abolitionist thinking also
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provided a critical foundation for subsequent generations of black writers, thinkers, and
activists, who were left to grapple with the movement'’s failure to secure full social,
economic, and political emancipation for black Americans. To this end, Delbanco argues
that it is important “to construe abolitionism not only as a historically specific
movement but as an ahistorical category of human will and sentiment” (23). “In this
broader view,” writes Delbanco, “an abolitionist is not a member of this or that party but
is someone who identifies a heinous evil and wants to eradicate it —not tomorrow, not
next year, but now.” Delbanco goes on to suggest that anyone who expresses some
disapproval of injustice can be seen as an abolitionist, but for scholars of black
radicalism Delbanco’s generalization does not fully capture the relationship between
abolitionist sentiment and the ethos of black radical tradition that specifically depends
on black visions of futurity. For instance, in Freedom Dreams Robin D. G. Kelley notes
that black radical tradition that emerged out of the abolitionist struggle (and not only in
the United States but even earlier with the Haitian Revolution between 1791 and 1903)
specifically reflected “black people’s dreams of the new society” (6). While these
historical social movements were undoubtedly comprised of all kinds of people,
including white people of consciousness who fought for black freedom, “black
intellectuals,” Kelley maintains, “not only imagined a different future, but in many

instances their emancipatory vision proved more radical and inclusive than what their
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compatriots proposed.” Therefore, abolition was and is, first and foremost, a project of
black radical imagination.

This is, however, not to imply that black abolitionists have had perfect visions of
the future. As a radical tradition and a critical mode of viewing history, abolition has
been genealogical and intergeneration. New abolitionists have turned to the history of
captivity under slavery and, even more importantly, in its afterlife to excavate historical
parallels between residual and emergent forms of racial governance and articulate both
breaks and continuities between the past and the present. As Angela Davis (1998)
observes in “From the Prison of Slavery to the Slavery of Prison,” the fact that “black
human beings might continue to be enslaved under the auspices of southern systems of
justice (and that this might set a precedent for imprisonment outside the South) seems
not to have occurred to Douglass and other abolitionist leaders” (76) at the time of the
Emancipation. For example, Douglass, being “the premier black public intellectual of his
time,” did not, in fact, “criticize the expansion of the convict lease system and the related
system of peonage” and “the penitentiary system, all of which clearly were institutional
descendants of slavery.” This, however, did not mean that other black political
visionaries did not continue to draw attention to the way in which the elements of
plantation slavery were reproduced in postbellum legal doctrines and social policies.
Although black intellectuals that continued the work of Douglass and others, did not

necessarily use the term abolitionists to identify themselves, they, nevertheless,
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continued to interrogate the abolition of slavery as an unfulfilled project, demanding
elimination of practices of racial subjugation that replaced chattel slavery in the
postbellum United States. For example, even before writing his seminal 1935 book, The
Black Reconstruction, in which Du Bois developed the term “abolition democracy,” Du
Bois published an essay titled “The Spawn of Slavery: The Convict Lease System of the
South” in 1901. Over thirty years before his seminal analysis of the failures of
reconstruction, Du Bois recognized convict leasing as slavery’s “spawn,” meaning the
product of slavery. And a few years later, Mary Church Terrell, Davis observes,
published an essay on the same subject, “Peonage in the United States: The Convict
Lease System and the Chain Gangs” (1907). Both Terrell, Du Bois, and other thinkers like
Ida B. Well-Barnett were attentive to new postbellum forms of “quasi-total control,” like
“sharecropping, tenant farming, the scrip system, and the most dramatic evidence of the
persistence of slavery, the convict lease system” (Davis 1998, 78). The abolitionist
movement to eliminate convict leasing in its totality, however, was not as widespread as
the campaign against lynching at the beginning of the twentieth century. In fact, Davis
argues that had more anti-lynching activists made a connection between racial terror,
punishment, and incarceration and, thus, recognized the prison as another way to
manage formerly enslaved people, “then the contemporary radical call for prison
abolition might not sound so implausible today” (92). In this sense, abolitionist

knowledge production embodies the critical method of “call and response” that is

18



central to black American cultural tradition, in that abolitionist thought is inherently
intertexual and intergenerational, requiring a critical turn to the past as part of
constructing the abolitionist history of the present.

Contemporary movements for abolition draw on critical histories of slavery,
connecting the end of legal slavery to the rise of incarceration as a new mechanism of
racial subjection and building upon the work of scholars like Du Bois. In Black
Reconstruction (2012 [1935]), Du Bois specifically traced the emergence of Black Codes,
which, he wrote, “virtually reenacted slavery” (451). Du Bois called the liberal
movement against slavery the “abolition democracy,” pointing out, however, its failure
to fully abolish racial subjugation. Du Bois argued that the work of Reconstruction that
began after the Civil War in 1866 and ended in 1877 was never fully complete and, in
fact, “did more to retard and set back the American Negro than anything that has
happened to him” (704). Slavery was eliminated, Du Bois wrote, only as a “war
measure” that was pursued through the legislative process, but the structure that made
enslavement possible was never completely abolished, even after the Thirteenth
Amendment (188). “There were four million freedmen,” wrote Du Bois, “and most of
them on the same plantation, doing the same work that they did before emancipation”
and “getting about the same wages”; they, too, were to “be subject to slave codes
modified only in name” (188). Abolishing legal ownership of the slave was not enough,

he asserted. Abolition also “meant the uplift of slaves and their eventual incorporation
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into the body civil, politic, and social, of the United States” (189). For Du Bois, then, the
term “abolition democracy” embodied a “political perspective” that denoted
emancipatory impulse that propelled enslaved people to fight for black freedom, stage
general strikes, escape slavery, form coalitions with the white working class, and elect
progressive representatives to office (Lipsitz 273). The impulse of abolition democracy
necessitated that freed Black Americans develop new institutions, imagine new
practices, and forge new social relations in the afterlife of slavery in order to achieve full
emancipation.

Scholars and activists have adopted Du Bois’s term to, as Jesse Olsavsky
observes, “articulate a vision of interracial democracy in the United States, of the kind
that briefly flickered during the Radical phase of Reconstruction” (14). However,
Olsavsky also insists that, in so doing, the vision of abolition democracy is often
separated from abolitionist thinking, adding that “the profound role of abolitionism in
the making of twentieth-century black revolutionary traditions has been little explored,
sometimes misunderstood. Notwithstanding, activist scholars and organic intellectuals,
like Angela Davis, Joy James, Assata Shakur, Mumia Abu Jamal, and George Jackson,
were among the first in “contemporary movements for penal abolition” that drew upon
“a longstanding body of abolitionist writing and theory” to articulate the vision of
political activists and revolutionaries who called themselves new abolitionists (McLeod

1617). The subject of their critique has been the U.S. prison. Abolitionist criticism of
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reformist policies that followed black Americans’ legal emancipation from slavery were
taken up by aforementioned thinkers, who argued that prison was “the modern day
manifestation of plantation” (James 2005, xxiii).!° This was because “built into the 13th
Amendment was state authorization to use prison labor as a bridge between slavery and
paid work” and, in this way, enslavement “was abolished ‘except as a punishment for a
crime’” (Gilmore 197). Contemporary abolitionists, therefore, do not believe that racial
slavery was ever abolished and trace the emergence of the contemporary prison
industrial complex to legalized practices of convict leasing, which were formally
abolished in the United States only in 1942."" And, only a few decades later, Richard
Nixon’s The War on Crime and Drugs formalized imprisonment as the government’s
primary response to social problems arising out of economic poverty in historically
marginalized communities, which resulted in the skyrocketing of the prison population
in the United States (Gordon 1999, 146). In the light of racial segregation, hyperpolicing,

and unrelenting racial discrimination in areas of economic and social advancement,

10 In the introduction to the anthology, entitled The New Abolitionists, Joy James refers to plantations as
“penal sites— prisons for the exploitation of agricultural, domestic, and industrial labor and the
dehumanization of beings” (xxiii). In fact, James argues that the writings of U.S. prisoners have to be read as
nothing other than “penal-slave” or “neo-slave” narratives that “denounce the State for manufacturing
slavery on both sides of prison walls” (xxxv). For a more detailed argument on the use of the term “slavery”
to describe the postbellum United States see James, Joy. New Abolitionists, The:(Neo) Slave Narratives and
Contemporary Prison Writings. Suny Press, 2005.

11 For a more detailed account on convict leasing in the post-emancipatory United States, see Browne, Jaron.
"Rooted in slavery: Prison labor exploitation." Race, Poverty & the Environment 14.1 (2007): 42-44; Muller,
Christopher. "Freedom and convict leasing in the Postbellum south." American Journal of Sociology 124.2
(2018): 367-405; Gilmore, Kim. "Slavery and prison —understanding the connections." Social Justice 27.3 (81
(2000): 195-205.
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abolitionist thinking continued to animate radical social movements in the 1960’s and
1970’s, culminating in the Black Power movement, which approached the struggle
against the afterlife of slavery with a sense of defiant militancy reminiscent of
nineteenth-century abolitionism. It is not merely coincidental that, for instance, when
asked whether Malcolm X would admit any white person to his black nationalist
Organization of Afro-American Unity, he remarked that it would be the renown
abolitionist John Brown (Quarles 107). In fact, Brown’s abolitionism was extolled by
numerous prominent black political leaders besides Malcolm X, including figures central
to the black American cultural and political discourse like Du Bois and Langston
Hughes (Reynolds 2009, 12).

In Forerunners of Black Power: The Rhetoric of Abolition (1971), a little-known text
that is now out of print, Ernest G. Bormann showed not only that abolitionist rhetoric of
the nineteenth century informed social movements, which followed the struggle against
chattel slavery, but that the rhetoric of abolition was mimicked by those who carried the
tight forward. Writing shortly after the emergence of the Black Power Movement and
the founding of the Black Panther Party of Self-Defense (BPP) in 1966, Bormann
examined the rhetorical power of leading spokespeople of the anti-slavery moment,
showing how the abolitionist rhetoric had been carried forth into the early twentieth
century. After the Russian Revolution of 1917, Marxist rhetoric, Bormann argued, was

introduced into what he refers to as “black persuasion,” giving rise to “one of the most
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amazing black rhetoricians of American history,” Marcus Garvey, who raised large
amounts of money to establish an independent pan-African state and fund the Black Star
line of steamships to transport the goods and eventually black Americans to the
continent as part of his back-to-Africa movement (234). “Many of the lines of argument
in the rhetoric of the 1920’s relating to the hypocrisy of the American Dream,” Bormann
wrote, “are direct inheritances from the nineteenth century rhetoric of abolitionists” (234;
emphasis added). Bormann went on to argue that the “contemporary rhetoric of racial
revolt” —referring here to the Civil Rights and the Black Power movements —“shares a
common theme and a common set of rhetorical techniques, as did the rhetoric of
agitation and of conversion for the abolitionists” (238).

Accordingly, it is precisely by turning towards the abolitionist archive and, more
specifically, to the intellectual contributions of the giants of the black abolitionist
tradition, such as W. E. B. Du Bois, Ida B. Wells-Barnett, and Fredrick Douglass, that the
new abolitionists have traced “the historical links between slavery, the failed
reconstruction, the turn of the lynchings, the emergence of the KKK, Jim Crow, the riots
of the post-civil war period, and the rise of the racial ghettos in all major U.S cities”
(Davis “Abolition Democracy,” 2). In Are Prison Obsolete? (2011), Angela Davis notes
that, like prison slavery, chattel slavery, lynching, and racial segregation “were once
considered to be as everlasting as the sun” and that the vast majority of Americans

similarly struggled to envision their abolition (24). In the nineteenth-century,
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abolitionists who advocated for an end to the system of racial enslavement were offering
ideas that were both radical and speculative. In making an unapologetic demand for
total liberation, abolitionists were proposing a vision of the future devoid of slavery in a
time where the ownership and trade of black people was absolutely normalized. While
some anti-slavery activists promoted a gradual, reformist approach, radical abolitionists
engaged the imaginative capacity of abolition to articulate a world in which racial
captivity in all of its forms would cease to exist. These abolitionists speculated about,
and argued for, black emancipation, self-determination, and agency in a socio-political
context that considered such arguments to be neither reasonable nor valid.'? In fact, the
idea that black Americans were equal in human worth was in and of itself simply
unthinkable to far too many Americans.!®* The success of their political project required
that that abolitionists weaponize radical imagination in order to imagine and work
together towards the seemingly impossible.!* In this sense, the task of prison

abolitionists today is similar to those who struggled against plantation slavery: to

12 See Lemke, David. "Frederick Douglass’s utopia: Searching for the space of Black freedom." Race and utopian
desire in American literature and society. Palgrave Macmillan, Cham, 2019. 23-39.

13 Similarly, abolitionist demands for police and prison abolition are also unthinkable for the majority of
Americans. Despite widespread protests, nearly 60% of Americans oppose the “defund the police”
movement. For a more nuanced overview of recent pools, see Rakich, Nathaniel. “How Americans Feel
About ‘Defunding the Police.” Five ThirtyEight, Jun. 19, 2020. https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/americans-
like-the-ideas-behind-defunding-the-police-more-than-the-slogan-itself/

14 Abolitionist imaginary in and of itself is, therefore, always incongruous with ideological structures that
reproduce punitive mechanisms of containment that suppress self-determination of people, ideas, and social
movements. As a mode of insurgent thinking, being, and relating to other human beings and the earth,
abolition, then, resists and contests epistemological regimes of confinement and oppression that reproduce
mechanisms of racial captivity and the “social formation that sustain[s] the gendered racist power relations of
chattel slavery, colonial conquest, and white-supremacist nation-building” in slavery and its afterlives
(Rodriguez 2019, 1598).
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speculative and imagine a world in which institutions of racial captivity cease to exist.
The transformative power of abolitionist thought has made a particularly strong mark
on contemporary black cultural and literary studies. Scholars, intellectuals, and writers
have engaged abolition as an object of study across several areas of research, including
black critical theory, literary studies, sci-fi studies, Afro-futurism, and utopian studies.
The abolitionist impulse, therefore, permeates a wide range of scholarly projects in
contemporary black studies that, in one way or another, engage both the critique of
structures of racial subjugation and the imaginative power of black speculation to

envision radically different futures.

1.2 Dissertation Overview

The movement to abolish slavery has been rigorously studied by scholars of
black American history. Scholars of history, sociology, and literary studies, among them
Herbert Aptheker, John Hope Franklin, Benjamin Arthur Quarle, Letitia Woods Brown,
Nathan Huggins, Charles H. Wesley, and Mary Frances Berry, published works on the
history of slavery, political competitions of ideas between abolitionists, and the
abolition’s relationship to early women’s rights movements. In 1909, W.E.B. Du Bois
published the first biography of John Brown. Two years before the publication of Du
Bois’s work on the famous white abolitionist, Du Bois’s ideological opponent, Booker T.
Washington, was the first to write Frederick Douglass’s autobiography in 1907 in order

to “assume the mantle of race leadership” in liberal white circles, argues Stephen G. N.
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Tuck (110). Contemporary historians have, too, continued to study abolitionism and
abolitionists, with recent scholarly publications such as Kelly Carter Jackson’s Force and
Freedom (2020), David W. Blight’s Frederick Douglass (2018), Manisha Silva’s The Slave
Cause (2016), and Ira Berlin’s The Long Emancipation (2015), to name just a few.

Even more interestingly, the study of abolition has raised numerous adjacent
questions, spurring scholarly debates pertaining to the relationship of slavery to
capitalism, gender, domesticity, reproduction, and abolitionist practices of resistance. As
Sarah Haley notes in her entry on abolition in Keywords for African American Studies,
Black feminist scholars have excavated histories of black women’s abolitionist practices
of resistance, refusal, and subversion that have been historically overlooked by
historians. Women historians such as Stephanie Camp (2004), Catherine Clinton (2004),
and Thavolia Glymph (2008) have shown that black women resisted enslavement by
posting abolitionist materials in slave cabins, constituting acts of “abolitionist study and
planning,” and that the time black women spent fleeing plantation or helping other
enslaved people liberate themselves, as Harriet Tubman did throughout her thirteen
trips back to the U.S. South, “counts as abolitionist time” (Hailey 2018).> Within
contemporary Black studies, therefore, abolition has meant much more than an end to

slavery. On the contrary, as Hailey notes, abolition “raises a complex set of questions

15 For a more detailed narrative of existing literature on various aspects of abolitionist history, see Haley,
Sarah. "Abolition." Keywords for African American Studies, Erica R. Edwards, et al., New York University
Press, 1st edition, 2018.
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about when, and whether, slavery actually ended” and in contemporary black studies
these questions are often interrogated and engaged through conceptual frameworks
related to abolitionist futurity, temporality, and speculation. ¢

To this end, abolition has been a central concept across a variety of various
scholarly projects, including sociology, science and technology studies, critical theory,
and black cultural and literary studies, spanning multiple methodological approaches,
conceptual frameworks, and critical imperatives. These projects engage abolitionist
thinking from a wide range of vantage points, and what unites them is a common
understanding of abolition as an unfinished project and, in some instances, an
impossible one altogether. In critical humanities, in particular, the contemporary
importance of abolitionist thinking, and its attending genealogies, has been most

significant to scholarly debates in the study of black radical imagination,!” including

16 Recent works examine abolition and the rise of new carceral digital technologies. For example, see
Benjamin, Ruha. Race After Technology: Abolitionist Tools for the New Jim Code. Polity Press, 2019; Jefferson,
Brian. Digitize and Punish: Racial Criminalization in the Digital Age. U of Minnesota Press, 2020. There is also
new emerging literature on abolition, education reform, disability studies, and transformative justice. See,
for examples, recent titles like Ben-Moshe, Liat. Decarcerating Disability: Deinstitutionalization and Prison
Abolition. U of Minnesota Press, 2020; Brown, Adrienne Maree. We Will Not Cancel Us: And Other Dreams of
Transformative Justice. AK Press, 2020; and Shange, Savannah. Progressive Dystopia: Abolition, Antiblackness,
and Schooling in San Francisco. Duke University Press, 2019.

17 For a detailed account of black radical imagination, see Kelley, Robin DG. Freedom dreams: The black radical
imagination. Beacon Press, 2002; Johnson, Gaye Theresa, and Alex Lubin, eds. Futures of Black radicalism.
Verso Books, 2017. More specifically, for an overview of the centrality of slavery and insurgent resistance to
black speculative imagination, see Commander, Michelle D. Afro-Atlantic Flight: Speculative Returns and the
Black Fantastic. Duke University Press, 2017; Broyld, Dann J. "The Underground Railroad As Afrofuturism:
Enslaved Blacks Who Imagined A Future And Used Technology To Reach The" Outer Spaces of

Slavery"." Journal of Ethnic and Cultural Studies 6.3 (2019): 170-184; Burnett, Joshua Yu. "The Collar and the
Sword: Queer Resistance in Samuel R. Delany's" Tales of Neveryon"." African American Review 48.3 (2015):
257-269.
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Afrofuturism'®'® black optimism, and utopianism,? as well as the theoretical discourse
of Afropessimism, which has often been positioned as an antithesis to these other
strands of black critical thought.?! This conceptual binary suggests that these critical
traditions consider abolition and the question of black freedom through opposing
conceptual touchstones, engaging, on one hand, racial politics of hope, agency, and
fugitivity in black aesthetics and social practices of resistance, and, on the other,
ontological conditions of fungibility, captivity, and black (non)being. To this end, if
critical considerations of Afrofuturism, futurity, and black fugitivity are most commonly

associated with the term utopia, then Afropessimist thinking is tethered to the concept

18]t is important to note the importance of Sheree R. Thomas’s Dark Matter: A Century of Speculative Fiction
from the African Diaspora, which was published in 2011, curating a rich archive of black science fiction,
fantasy, and speculative fiction. For the overview of recent works, see Hunt, Chloe. "The Blackness We
Leave Behind...": Speculative Approaches to Time and Space in Black Critical Theory." American

Quarterly 72.2 (2020): 507-517.

19 There was also a rather obvious turn to what Richard Iton (2008) calls “the black fantastic,” with a
plethora of new cultural production that features black superheroes or otherwise black characters who
engage with fantastic, horrifying, or wonder-filled worlds. Subsequently, speculative subgenres such as
black sci-fi, black fantasy, and black horror have also been increasingly popular within U.S. cultural domain,
generating increased scholarly attention to black speculation in popular culture as well as black speculative
genealogies in literature and cultural production. See Carrington, André M. Speculative Blackness: The Future
of Race in Science Fiction. U of Minnesota Press, 2016; Yaszek, Lisa. "Afrofuturism, Science Fiction, And the
History of The Future." Socialism and Democracy 20.3 (2006): 41-60; Womack, Ytasha. Afrofuturism: The World
of Black Sci-Fi and Fantasy Culture. Chicago Review Press, 2013.

20 While scholarship has been consistently attending to the question to race and utopian desire for over two
decades, the conceptual framework of “black utopia” is reigniting an interest in this field of study. Recent
works, in particular, examine black American’s contributions to the theory of utopia and work to more
firmly situate black speculative imagination within the tradition of black radical thought. For further
reading, see Zamalin, Alex. Black Utopia: The History of An Idea from Black Nationalism To Afrofuturism.
Columbia University Press, 2019; Brown, Jayna. Black Utopias: Speculative Life and The Music Of Other Worlds.
Duke University Press, 2021.

21 It should be emphasized, however, that this conceptual binary has been challenged by scholars who have
put Afropessimism in conversation with the theorization of Black fugitivity and Black futurity. See, for
example, Grant, Carl A., Ashley N. Woodson, and Michael J. Dumas, eds. The Future is Black: Afropessimism,
Fugitivity, and Radical Hope in Education. Routledge, 2020.
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of ‘the end of the world.” However, while seemingly distinct, and often presented as
irreconcilable even, critical discourses that lean towards optimism and those that
embrace pessimism are similarly indebted to abolition as a critical mode that activates
and informs the articulation of concerns about black emancipation, social
transformation, and the condition of black (non)being. In this sense, neither discourse is
singularly optimistic or pessimistic — inherent to abolitionist thought is a continuous
negotiation of these dialectical positions. Abolitionists Futures engages the duality of
optimism and pessimism that is fundamental to the creative radical imagination and the
critical theorization of abolition by identifying their various expressions in black
American literature and artistic production.

Building on these critical conversations, I situate this project where black studies,
cultural and literary studies, and American studies converge. This project seeks to
contribute to the critical projects outlined above by curating a wide range of cultural
objects that engage abolition from different conceptual and critical vantage points. At
the same time, this dissertation also converses with and contributes to multiple bodies of
work across adjacent disciplines, including art history, sci-fi studies, and critical theory.
While the project does not limit itself to critical considerations of literature, for instance,
it certainly is, in part, directed by an intellectual investment in literary and cultural

studies and engages often overlooked texts that have been given less attention in
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scholarly circles.?? Furthermore, by tracing how both contemporary thinkers and their
predecessors have speculated on the meaning of black freedom over time, this project
adds to the historical knowledge of U.S. black politics and history of political resistance
through the speculative power of radical imagination. More specifically, the dissertation
offers insight into the historical relationship between black politics and cultural
production in the post-emancipation United States. While primarily a study of cultural
and literary objects, the project is, at the same time, also an engagement with major
theoretical touchstones in the field of contemporary black studies that I have discussed
earlier.

My dissertation aims to contribute to the body of literature that attends to the
possibilities of thinking about and taking seriously black critical imagination as a
political project and a social critique, and it does so precisely by engaging a range of
aesthetic forms across several genres and mediums. Speculative fiction, multi-media art,
and digital culture are given equal attention in order to seriously consider the potential

of imaginative cultural criticism?* as an authoritative form of knowledge production.

22 For instance, Du Bois is certainly known as a historian and sociologist and less so as a writer who
produced one of the first proto-Afrofuturistic works of fiction. Few, if any, scholarly writers have engaged
contemporary art that I examine in one of the chapters.

2 It is not my imperative to label the objects to which I turn in this dissertation as either utopian or
Afrofuturist. The objects curated here have elements that would qualify them as either of these categories.
My interest lies with locating a new way of looking at black radical speculative fiction that generates new
conceptual possibilities for the field.

2%In using the term imaginative cultural criticism, I seek to trouble the binary between the figure of the critic
and that of the artist or the cultural maker. I rely on scholars in cultural Black studies that have questioned
the rigid separation between criticism and cultural production. Writers and artists whose works I engage are
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This project challenges modern conceptions of critique that privilege rationality and
instead add to scholarship that demonstrates how radical imagination functions not
merely as an idle exercise in wishful thought but as a site of generative criticism. This
dissertation further affirms the importance of speculative imagination not only for black
political and cultural discourse but for the transformation of the social order more
broadly. In this way, I answer C.L.R. James’s admonition to take seriously the work of
speculative thought and its potential for bringing abolitionist futures into the world.

In their speculations about abolitionist futures, black thinkers examined in this
study imagine the end of racialization—and thus “the end of the world” as we know it—
precisely because they recognize the fundamental relationship between political

imagination and material reality.? Political thought that is concerned with radical social

critics in their own right. These works function as a vehicle of aesthetic expression as well as socio-political
critique. This argument goes back to W.E.B. Du Bois’s essay “Criteria of Negro Art” (1926) and can be traced
in published works by the Harlem Renaissance and the Black Arts Movement critics, such as Locke, Hughes,
and Wright, as well as Larry Neal and Addison Gayle, and cultural theorists, such as Houston Baker and
Wahneema Lubiano.

2> While political theory has historically rejected imagination and utopian consciousness as “unscientific,” I
follow Herbert Marcuse’s argument which proposes that it is “the awareness of the transcendent
possibilities of freedom” that “must become a driving power in the consciousness and the imagination” in
order to make radical social transformation possible. In “An Essay on Liberation” (1969), Marcuse argues
that imagination is productive for social transformation when it mediates sensibility with theoretical and
practical reason in an effort to work towards the betterment of society. Therefore, for Marcuse, imagination
and thought are bound to each other, and utopian consciousness does not merely constitute an “idle
speculation” about the future. On contrary, Marcuse maintains that it is only when science and technology
(by implication, reason and rationality) are infused with new sensibility (that is, imagination) that the social
order may see advancement that is not dependent on exploitation. See Marcus Herbert, “The End of Utopia”
(1967) and Fredric Jameson, “Herbert Marcuse: Towards A Marxist Hermeneutic” (1972). Marcuse’s
argument on utopia is useful here for my consideration of utopian consciousness and social transformation
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transformation is inherently speculative insofar as it necessitates both a critical analysis
of existing material conditions and the imagining of alternative political possibilities for
the future in order to “make a new start, develop a new way of thinking, and endeavor
to create a new man,” to use Frantz Fanon’s closing words to The Wretched of the Earth.
The focus on speculation is pertinent here precisely because, broadly speaking,
emancipatory imagination requires a certain investment in futurity. Thus, the project of
emancipation is always already invested in futurist thinking; it relentlessly anticipates a
release from racial subjection, for “those who believe in freedom,” as Ella Baker once put
it, “cannot rest until it comes.” This is especially true in the context of black history
insofar as the tradition of black radical movements and thought was engendered by the
political struggle against racial slavery/capitalism which made radical demands in the
present for the sake of an emancipated future (Kelley 2002; James 1969; Robinson 1983;
Boyd 1998). The question of black abolition is always already shaped by radical
subjectivity and exists in close relation to notions of temporality, utopian possibility,

and, ultimately, radical transformation of the social order.

because my scope here extends beyond the study of literary utopias. Both Herbert Marcuse and Avery
Gordon (whose argument on the utopian imagination I engage on page 15), of course, develop a different
notion of utopia from Fredric Jameson. I am, however, also inspired by Jameson’s consideration of utopia as
a form of praxis, rather than a mode of representation, as well as the productive tension rooted in the debate
on the impossibility of imagining utopia and on the utopian as “a way of conceiving and living in the here
and now,” following Avery Gordon (2016).
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This investment in the speculative as a site of emancipation is rooted in the
impulse inherent to the abolitionist imaginary. In Keeping Good Time Avery Gordon
reminds us that, while abolitionist imaginary is “entirely absent in the history and
theory of Western utopianism,” it is this “practice of being and/or becoming unavailable
for servitude” that needs to be more urgently considered (x). The impulse I locate in
abolitionist thinking refers to what Gordon calls “our longing for non-sacrificial
freedoms” and more—a building of an alternative otherwise driven by this “instinct for
freedom,” or what Fred Moten (2003) calls the “freedom drive,” what Robin D. G. Kelley
(2004) calls the “freedom dream,” what Dr. King meant when he proclaimed, “I have a
dream;” it is that “healthful impulse to escape the sorrowful world” to “freedomland”
(Gates & McKay 6) echoed in the sacred spirituals of enslaved people; a radical
subjectivity that Toni Cade Bambara described as being “unavailable for servitude”
(Johnson & Lubin 200). It is the abolitionist imaginary that has shaped black radical
tradition and the liberatory praxis of those who have historically aligned themselves
with black radicalism as both a political theory and a ground for multi-racial, cross-class
political mobilization in service of liberation “applicable to everyone made unfree by
racial capitalism” (200).

Cultural, literary, and visual texts curated in this dissertation project attend to
the notion of abolition as a process that is wholly incomplete. As Stuart Hall reminds us,

“it is not that there is a world outside, ‘out there’, which exists free of the discourses of
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representation. What is “out there” is, in part, constituted by how it is represented” (15).
Following Stuart Hall, Raymond Williams, and other theorists invested in the critical
study of culture, I ground my project in the assertion that a thoughtful understanding of
history necessitates rigorous cultural analysis because history is inscribed in culture (and
vice versa).2® Therefore, this project’s departing point is that history and culture are
inevitably inscribed in each other. It is imperative to critically engage products of black
cultural imagination in order to glean further insight not only into the history of racial
slavery, its afterlives, and the social structure of racial capitalism writ large but also into
how the persistence of racial domination, and resistance to it, can be further understood
and theorized.

As far as my method, I am equally indebted to the tradition of cultural studies,
semiotics, and critical theory. My research is, in part, inspired by Foucault’s concept of
the “history of the present” and centers the “historical record” of racial regimes as a way
of engaging in, to use David Garland’s words, an “analysis formed in the present of the
present,” a process that “always involves a critical distancing from the present” in an
effort to better understand it (Garland 379). Writing the “history of the present” requires

both historicist and culturalist approaches to the study of sociality; therefore, my project

2 In “The Future of Cultural Studies” (1989), Raymond Williams notes that the central theoretical point in
cultural studies is that “you cannot understand an intellectual or artistic project without also understanding
its formation: that the relation between a project and a formation is always decisive.” The value of cultural
analysis, for Williams, is that it engages with both, rather than prioritizes one over the other. To this end,
history and culture constitute each other. This argument shapes my thinking here, too. Similarly, Stuart Hall
articulates this exact point in “Race, Culture, and Communications” (1992).
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both relies on and engages in scholarship that employs interdisciplinary cultural
analysis. Employing this genealogical approach, I conceptualize the present as living, or,
in other words, as being constituted and shaped by the past while concurrently being
reorganized by the socio-political conditions of the present. As Raymond Williams
notes, “in most description and analysis, culture and society are expressed in an habitual
past tense,” in which “only the fixed explicit forms exist, and living presence is always,
by definition, receding” (Williams 1977, 128). Instead of approaching the social as
“always formed” by the past, and, thus, reducing it to its “fixed forms,” Williams
proposes that cultural analysis engage “practical consciousness of a present kind,” in
which the present is engaged as a set of living, interrelated processes of continuity (132).
At the same time, the past is never complete, nor concluded, either; it has an
enduring, spectral presence, even if in such a way that is not immediately or easily
discernable. This presence, writes Avery Gordon in Ghostly Matters, is a kind of haunting
“by which something lost, or barely visible, or seemingly not there to our supposedly
well-trained eyes, makes itself known or apparent to us.” This is a genealogy of critical
thought or “sociological imagination”?” —a way of seeing that links imagination and
critique —within which I situate my own thinking about racial regimes, their saliency,

and, in particular, their use of cultural, judicial, and legal mechanisms to reassert power

71 rely on Avery Gordon’s use of the term sociological imagination, which Gordon draws from C. Wright
Mills. See Mills, C. Wright. The Sociological Imagination. Oxford University Press, 2000.
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(Gordon 2011, 24). I highlight this to further emphasize where I locate the dissertation
project in terms of its disciplinary scope and the way in which I wish to excavate various
strands of abolitionist thought as they emerge across various time periods in slavery’s
afterlife and how they articulate abolitionist thinking: through different cultural
mediums and through various ways of foregrounding conceptual tensions inherent to
abolitionism — optimism and pessimism, endings and afterlives, and so on.

For this reason, the chapters of this dissertation “land” in three different time
periods, engaging abolition from several vantage points in terms of genre, form, and
time periods. I capture several distinct instances of abolitionist thinking in black
American cultural imagination in slavery’s afterlife with the intention of contributing to
the ongoing study of abolition both as a critical history and a tradition of thought. The
tirst chapter locates itself in the early twentieth century, focusing on W. E. B. Du Bois’s
short story, “The Comet,” which imagines an apocalyptic scenario, in which two people,
a black man and a white woman, are the only survivors in New York City destroyed by
a comet. In this chapter, I examine how Du Bois’s imagination of a post-racial future is
underlined by both optimistic and pessimist impulses, such that the glimpse of a post-
racial utopia imagined by Du Bois in “The Comet” is made possible by the total
destruction of the existing world.

The second chapter, on the other hand, turns to the post-1960’s imagination of

abolition, which is indebted to the activist genealogy of radical social movements that
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emerged during the 1970’s and 1980’s, most notably the women’s liberation and the gay
rights movements. I turn my attention to Jewelle Gomez’s The Gilda Stories, the first
vampire fiction novel to feature a vampire figure who is both black and lesbian. I
examine how in this novel Gomez reimagines vampirism as an abolitionist sociality, as
vampires in the novel live radically different lives among humans, practicing ethics of
love, care, and accountability. Like Du Bois, Gomez also engages temporality, narrating
the journey of the vampire Gilda, the novel’s protagonist, from 1850 to 2050. By
employing the trope of vampirism, Gomez offers an abolitionist vision of queer
relationality that focuses on imagining new forms of care, reciprocity, and ethical
consumption against the grain of white supremacy.

The third chapter attends to abolitionist imagination in the twenty-first century,
turning attention to contemporary black art and, more specifically, artistic pieces by
Harmonia Rosales and Titus Kaphar. Their work shows that addressing the
incompleteness of black freedom in the present-day U.S. requires a critical turn to the
way in which legacies of slavery continue to haunt our present. These black American
artists use the visual medium to theorize the abolition of whiteness as a necessary
precondition for attaining black freedom in the modern-day United States. Central to
their articulation of abolitionist ethics is a critique of western epistemology and its
attending hierarchies of the human that systematically relegate black Americans to the

subhuman status.
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The fourth and final chapter contextualizes preceding chapters within
contemporary activist movements for abolition and the emergence of the
#BlackLivesMatter movement, with a particular focus on digitization and digital media
as well as the rise of a new generation of activists, whom I call new abolitionists. In this
chapter, I discuss how the racial uprising following the murder of George Floyd in 2020
marked a new era for abolitionist politics, which became part of the popular discourse in
a truly unprecedented way. I consider how several of the most prominent black women
abolitionists, including Angela Davis, Assata Shakur, and Harriet Tubman, have become
inspirational figures for new abolitionists and how their symbolism has been integrated
into everyday protest culture. I conclude the chapter by investigating digital abolitionist
art to demonstrate how social platforms, like Instagram, have become a new medium for
abolitionist creative expression, which invokes utopian desire for radical transformation.

With new cultural trends in mind, the epilogue to this dissertation raises the
question of commercialization. Although digitization has offered new avenues for
popularizing abolition, it has also resulted in commercial cooptation of the movement’s
messaging. Interrogating the figure of the abolitionist influencer, I, in conclusion,
suggest that resisting neoliberal cooptation of social movements under late capitalism is
the ultimate challenge for the abolitionist imagination in the twenty-first century.

Such a necessarily versatile dialogue between black aesthetics, social history, and

popular culture has a potential to be a useful contribution to scholarly debates on the
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possibilities and the limitations of black radical imagination in an anti-black world.
Examining how black political imagination has been articulated in US literary and
cultural production has the larger purpose of using this work to critically engage with
theoretical impasses that emerge when cultural critics grapple with the unresolved
question of black freedom in the post-enslavement United States. Attending to
speculative approaches to abolition, I argue that engaging the tension between radical
hope and a sense of futility in critical approaches to the study of racial power, social
death, and the speculative potential of black futures has the potential to generate new
perspectives in this field. It is precisely this “capacity to think together,” in the words of

Christina Sharpe (2012), that is at the heart of this dissertation project.
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2. Abolition as the End of The World in W. E. B. Du
Bois’s “The Comet” (1920)

Contemporary abolitionist thought is undoubtedly indebted to the intellectual
contributions of twentieth-century intellectuals and civil rights activists who spent years
documenting and analyzing all the ways in which the legal abolition of slavery
unleashed new forms of racial captivity and social management. No figure is more
important to this history than William Edward Burghardt Du Bois as one of the seminal
thinkers in the twentieth century whose writings on the socio-political and economic
aftermath of racial slavery have inspired many present-day abolitionists to think
critically about the persistence of racial oppression in the modern-day United States.
When U.S. prison population exploded under the Nixon’s administration during the
1970’s and 1980’s, it was Du Bois’s 1935 study titled The Black Reconstruction in America,
1860-1880 that served as a point of reference for the development of the prison
abolitionist movement as we know it today.

One of Du Bois’s primary arguments in The Black Reconstruction concerns how the
movement to abolish racial slavery in the United States failed to consolidate the cross-
racial solidarity that was necessary to subvert and destroy the plantation economy and
create the desired conditions for truly inclusive and equitable democratic institutions.
Du Bois examined black life in the United Stated in the decades following the Civil War

and the Emancipation in order to center the experiences of Black Americans and
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challenge racist interpretations of the Reconstruction era by white scholars. Most of all,
Du Bois was insistent on the fact that the Reconstruction had failed not due to any
inherent deficiency of Black people in the United States or their innate inability to
successfully integrate into the post-Emancipation U.S. society. Rather, Du Bois
highlighted all the ways in which the abolition of slavery gave rise to new forms of
exploitation, like mob violence and lynchings, debt peonage, racial segregation, and
miscegenation, all of which functioned to reproduce continuing oppression and
subjugation of Black people in the United States. In the chapter titled “Back Toward
Slavery,” Du Bois wrote that in the years following the legal abolition of slavery “there
came again in the South the domination of the secret order, which systematized the
effort to subordinate the Negro,” a point I return to later in this chapter ( Du Bois Black
Reconstruction, 677). It was also in The Black Reconstruction that Du Bois first articulated
the concept of “abolition democracy,” which he understood to require a structural
transformation of the post-slavery society rather than a mere assimilation of black
Americans into the existing social structures that historically served the socio-economic
interests of white planters. Du Bois argued that the democratic project was not feasible
until the structure of white supremacy upon which the U.S. society had been built was
fully abolished and true democracy was given an opportunity to thrive. Most
importantly, Du Bois articulated abolition democracy as a political vision that emerged

out of Black people’s struggle for emancipation.
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Du Bois’s vision of abolition democracy has since been developed and applied to
the contemporary context by scholars like Joel Olson, George Lipsitz, and Angela Davis.
Lipsitz understood Du Bois’s concept of abolition democracy as an “emancipatory
tradition” that connects racial and class oppression in the United States with the struggle
against imperialism abroad (Lipsitz 274). In his 2004 book, The Abolition of White
Democracy, Olson extends Du Bois’s concept in order to argue that what he calls
“abolitionist praxis” has three distinct elements: “the political actor as agitator, their
emphasis on freedom, and their willingness to follow the radical implications of their
demands” (Lipsitz 274). And in Abolition Democracy (2005), Angela Davis argues that the
current crisis of incarceration is the direct result of the “failure to enact abolition
democracy” by which she means, following Du Bois, to create new social institutions as
a prerequisite for the achievement of full democracy (Davis 95). Tracing this critical
genealogy is crucial for understanding the importance of Du Bois to contemporary
abolitionist thought. Indeed, Du Bois’s theorizing of abolition has been indispensable to
the development of contemporary thinking about incarceration and policing as
extensions of the slavery regime, much like debt peonage, mob violence, and vigilante
justice were during the period in the history of the United States that animated Du Bois’s
thought.

Honoring Du Bois’s significance for the development of a contemporary

abolitionist movement in the United States, this chapter examines Du Bois’s abolitionist
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thinking through the lens of his speculative writing. Although he is primarily known for
his contributions as a sociologist and race theorist, Du Bois was also an avid writer of
speculative fiction, including science fiction. It is science fiction, in particular, that
provided him with “a means to examine the simultaneous dependence on and contempt
for black Americans by white Americans” (James and Mendlesohn 257). The creative
freedom afforded by narrative fiction allowed Du Bois, the fantasist, to envision “what
could not be imagined in [a] conventional, mainstream story” and enabled Du Bois, the
theorist, to test out his ideas in the realm of the fictional (257).

But, as I will show in this chapter, Du Bois’s experiments as a creative writer are,
in fact, a rich site for abolitionist theorizing. The fictional genre gave Du Bois the
opportunity to test ideas that he might have not been able to articulate in nonfictional
pieces that normally followed formal writing conventions and required that he
‘rehearse’ his intellectual prowess to convince racist critics who were quickly ready to
dismiss and undermine his thinking. In his fiction, however, Du Bois was able to
experiment not only with his theorizing but his creative imagination as well, making his
fictional works a compelling way to better understand Du Bois’s abolitionist thought
and imagination. In his short story “The Comet,” which was published as part of Du
Bois’s 1920 Darkwater anthology, we can observe, for example, how Du Bois’s
abolitionism is specifically anchored by concepts such ‘the end of the world” and utopia,

which embody the dual tension between destruction and renewal, futility and hope, the
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end and the beginning that is inherent to abolitionists” understanding of social
transformation and visions of black emancipation.

The trespassing of racial boundaries, in particular, figured extensively in Du
Bois’s utopian dreaming. Interracial romance was a particularly dominant theme in his
fictional works, from his first sci-fi short story “The Princess Steel” written between 1908
and 1910 to Dark Princess, Du Bois’s second novel published in 1928 that, according to
Laila Soraya Haidarali, he described as his favorite published work of fiction (31). In
these texts, Du Bois consistently used the trope of interracial sexuality and reproduction
to stage ideas about political possibilities —or impossibilities —of racial emancipation
and enact his imagination of a black utopia. For example, as Ryan Schneider (2003)
observes, all of the short stories included in Du Bois’s famous anthology Darkwater: A
Voice from Within the Veil (1920) center on interracial relations between black and white
subjects.!

The interracial figure, however, has functioned in Du Bois’s writing as signifier
for utopia’s failure, and so the rest of this chapter attends to “The Comet,” which, as the

title implies, is a post-apocalyptic short story, which narrates a serendipitous encounter

! Given the public anxiety around interracial intermingling or what was known as “miscegenation,” a term
coined by white supremacist agitators in 1863, it is unsurprising that Du Bois opted to use the trope of
interracial sexuality in many of his speculative works. These include “The Princess Steel” (c. 1908-1910), Dark
Princess (1928) as well as short stories such as “The Comet,” “The Princess of the Hither Isles,” and “The
Call.” While in an essay such as “The Damnation of Women,” also included in Darkwater, Du Bois calls for the
advancement of black women'’s rights and agency, the presence of autonomous black women in Du Bois’s
speculative repertoire is severely limited. For more, see Schneider, Ryan. “Sex and the Race Man: Imagining
Interracial Relationships in WEB Du Bois's Darkwater.” Arizona Quarterly: A Journal of American Literature,
Culture, and Theory 59.2 (2003): 59-80.
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between a black man and a white woman amidst the total destruction of New York City.
As a result of a deadly comet passing by the earth, Jim and Julia find themselves to be
the last survivors —or so they think. An unlikely match, the couple search the city for
survivors while also grappling with racial and class antagonisms that have separated
them for so long. Ultimately, Jim and Julia are able to overcome the notion of social
difference and begin to see themselves and each other as those who shall be responsible
for continuing the reproduction of humankind in this new post-apocalyptic world. But
as soon as the couple forms a spiritual and a romantic bond and the reader gets a
glimpse of what a post-racial world might look like, their union is suddenly interrupted
by the arrival of Julia’s white father and her fiancé Fred, who are followed by a violent
white mob that immediately demands for Jim to be lynched. Broadly, “The Comet” is
concerned with speculating about the contingencies of forming an interracial alliance
under post-apocalyptic conditions, which, in Du Bois’s imagination, make the building
of a radically different new world possible. In other words, the end of the world as we
know it holds in itself the promise of a possible transcendence of oppressive structures
that up until now have depended on black captivity. In “The Comet,” the trope of
apocalypse thus serves as a meditative ground for the speculative imagination that is
central to abolitionist thought and activism, which draws attention to a set of critical
questions. What is the significance of the end of the world as a trope of abolition? And

how does Du Bois negotiate radical hope and the kind of pessimism evoked by the
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tragic imagery of the apocalypse? What is the purpose of this dual tension in Du Bois’s
fictive imagination of abolitionist futures? Extending the work of literary scholars who
have read “The Comet” as an expression of a utopian longing for a post-racial future, I
excavate Du Bois’s insistence on considering the abolition of white supremacist
superstructure as a prerequisite for black emancipation. I read the “The Comet” as a
black utopian text that aims not merely to imagine an ideal society but, to use Fredric
Jameson’s formulation, highlights “our own incapacity to conceive [utopia] in the first
place” (Jameson 230). Ultimately, I ask how might we read “The Comet” to account for
critical considerations of whiteness as hegemonic power, as that which constitutes the
core “target” of the abolitionist project. What new perspectives may be revealed if we
purposefully read “The Comet” not only through the lens of utopian possibility but also
through that of complicity, violence, and failure? My argument here is that the
protagonists” interracial romance signifies, for Du Bois, the urgent need for interracial,
cross-class solidarity in the abolitionist struggle against white supremacy. Yet at the
same time, Du Bois is intentional about concluding the short story with the ultimate
failure of their transgressive union across the color line precisely in order to underline
the idea that black emancipation remains impossible as long as a white power structure,
signified in “The Comet” by the white woman'’s father, fiancé, and the mob, remains

intact. Until white supremacist racial and class structures are abolished, Du Bois implies
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in “The Comet,” the anti-racist project and, thus, the possibility of post-racial abolitionist

futures remains futile.

2.1 Apocalypse as Utopia’s Condition of Possibility

Du Bois’s apocalyptic short story “The Comet” first appeared in print in 1920 in
the collection of his autobiographical essays, poems, and short stories titled Darkwater:
Lessons from Behind the Veil. Set in New York City of the early twentieth century, “The
Comet” tells the story of a black man Jim Davis and a wealthy white woman Julia as
they come across each other in a devastated city wrecked by a comet. While passing
New York City, the comet releases toxic gases, tragically wiping out the totality of its
population. In a city haunted by “the stillness of death” that “lay everywhere and
everywhere bowed, vent, and stretched the silent forms of men,” only two survivors
remain (Du Bois, "The Comet" 151). Searching for others amidst debris and slain bodies,
Jim and Julia believe that the catastrophe spared no one except for them. The violent
destruction of New York City represents a possibility of producing a new “vision of the
world,” now that the materiality of social difference has been abolished and Jim and
Julia can finally co-exist unconstrained by social boundaries that have once divided
them. Since “the world is dead,” racial and material categories that once separated them
are ostensibly now gone, too (158). Although, at first, Julia behaves in ways that are
outright racist towards Jim, once the two have spent a significant amount of time

traveling the city in search for survivors, she is able to overcome her distrust and
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patronizing view of Jim and begins to see him as a human being. Their spiritual
connection, however, is short-lived as they are soon discovered by the search party
consisting of white men, including Julia’s father and her suitor, who accuse Jim of
raping Julia. Julia remains silent and complies with her father’s orders. Jim barely
escapes being lynched by the angry mob of whites who, too, assume that Jim must have
had intended to harm Julia. The interracial romance between Julia and Jim ends as
quickly as it began, and Jim walks away only to encounter a black woman, who is
presumably his wife, with a dead baby in her arms. The tragic end to the utopian
interracial romance envisioned by Du Bois’s as a post-racist utopia reveals that to the
reader that the comet had only destroyed the city, leaving the rest of the world intact.
The abolition of the world as we know it, therefore, ultimately has failed. In “The
Comet,” Du Bois suggests that the success of the abolitionist project depends on the
eradication of whiteness as the organizing logic of the U.S. society.

But in order to fully articulate the urgent necessity of abolition and, therefore, the
symbolic significance of the comet, Du Bois first needs to establish the terms of the
conversation for thinking about the realities of the existing world. From the very first
pages, Du Bois makes it clear that whiteness is endemic to the world. On the other hand,
blackness exists outside of it. Du Bois first employs juxtaposition to establish Jim as an
outsider who exists “outside the world” (Du Bois, “The Comet” 149). In the opening

lines, the narrator describes Jim standing on the steps of the bank, where he works as a
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“messenger” (or, to use contemporary language, a courier) overlooking a busy street and
“watching the human river that swirled down Broadway” (149). Du Bois’s choice to
portray Jim as a messenger is in itself symbolic, to the extent that in the rest of the
narrative Jim’s role will be as a messenger in a new world —from the past to a
postapocalyptic, anti-racist future. In this world, however, Du Bois insists, Jim was
“nothing” to those passing him by, Jim notes “bitterly,” for “few noticed him” except for
“in a way that stung” (149). On the very first page, Du Bois already establishes Jim's
identity as someone who exists within but simultaneously beyond or outside the living
world. In a loud, bustling street filled with hurried New Yorkers, whiteness embodies a
way of being in the world, a movement propelled forward in history, whereas Jim’s
blackness amounts to stillness, nothingness in the eyes of others, as he watches over
them. It is important to note here that, at this point in the narrative, no character has
been explicitly assigned a racial identifier. Because whiteness is atmospheric, it is not
named in the narrative. Du Bois’s reliance on the materiality of space does the work of
signification through the mechanism of representation.

For example, Du Bois stages this opening scene, which for the first time,
introduces Jim’s character, on the steps of a bank. We may understand the bank as the
consolidation of financial power through which racial capitalism rules the flow of
human capital coursing through Manhattan, pulling human subjects into its seductive

ruses of power (149). Because Jim is a low-rank worker at the bank, his act of gazing at
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the spectacle of the capital flow that is personified by the “human river” further
reinforces his subjugated position as a black and poor man in the deadly vehicle of
capitalism. As a black man, Jim is painfully invisible to the white world. Even his name
“Jim” may be understood as Du Bois’s figurative nod to the North’s Jim Crow that has
relegated Jim to the margins of social life. Although it is well known that the Jim Crow
laws enforced legal racial segregation in the Southern states, historians insist that
institutionalized racial discrimination was just as pervasive in the Jim Crow North,
particularly in cities like New York where the story is set (Sugrue 2008; Purnell 2013;
Purnell et al. 2019). Unsurprisingly, Du Bois’s narrative of Jim is profuse with figurative
language that signals to his disciplinary exclusion from New York’s white civil society
as a black man. To underline Jim’s status as someone who exists outside of the human
category, Du Bois is explicitly deliberate in his choice of words that I locate at the level of
the sentence. In constructing the narrative, Du Bois establishes Jim’s blackness and/as
otherness employing two distinct metaphors: water and the underground.

First, Du Bois uses the metaphor of the river to represent the forward-moving,
collective force symbolizing the notion of universal humanity, in which a black man like
Jim finds himself dismissed and excluded. In the very first sentence, the word “bank”
allows the reader to imagine where Jim is located physically: “he stood a moment on the
steps of the bank,” writes Du Bois opening the short story with these words (Du Bois,

“The Comet” 149). Yet at the same time, Du Bois’s thoughtful word choice locates Jim
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socially, too. By that I mean that observing the dynamic “human river” swirling “down
Broadway,” Jim finds himself standing on its metaphorical “bank,” observing those
wading through the river’s waters from the “shore” imagined by Du Bois as the steps of
the bank, where Jim works as a clerk. Unsurprisingly then, it is Jim’s boss at the bank
who, in the beginning of the story, instructs him to descend underground, for the task
that needs to be completed before the comet passes the city is “too dangerous for more
valuable men” (147).

By using the metaphor of the human river, which swirls powerfully as a
collective force, Du Bois suggests that Jim is alienated from New York’s vibrant social
life to the extent that he is simply invisible to those who pass him by. Later in the
narrative, having realized that all New Yorkers have perished, including his family,
grieve-stricken Jim attempts to commit suicide by jumping into “the black waters,”

A

saying “quietly,” “the world lies beneath the waters now —may I go?” (156). Here, Du
Bois returns to the metaphor of the water in order to emphasize Jim’s continuous desire
to be part of the mighty “human river” and end his life’s pain, such that he is willing to
leap into the waters lapping “on luring, deadly rhythm” beneath his feet (156). It is
worth noting that the metaphor of the human river is eerily similar to that of the
“mighty human rainbow,” which figures in Du Bois’s poem found in the last pages of

Darkwater, an anthology in which “The Comet” was published. Conceptually, the

rainbow has a direct relationship to water: it is made possible by the dispersion of light

51



in water droplets. Just like the river, the rainbow contains many water drops, all of
which emit the full spectrum of colors upon the sky. Both the river and the rainbow thus
represent a massive collective human force that, for Du Bois, functions as a symbol of a
universalist notion of humanity, from which Jim is violently excluded. Additionally, the
word “mighty” appears several times throughout the story’s narrative, further
emphasizing Jim’s own disbelonging and the burning desire to feel seen as an equal
human being that it provokes in him.? In “The Comet,” water serves as a metaphor of
belonging, citizenship, and common humanity, from which blackness is categorically
excluded.

Second, Du Bois contrasts the metaphor of a vibrant, forceful stream of water
with that of a still and dark underground, where Jim is sent by his boss in order to
retrieve old records, a potentially deadly task. After Jim bitterly watches the stream of
humans pouring down the sidewalk, abjection, which shapes him as a nonbeing in the
eyes of the white world, is again reinforced by his assigned task. In the dark basement of
the bank, Jim descends further down the timeworn archive (150). There, Jim finds “a
secret vault” filled with “the dull sheen of gold” just moments before the door shuts
behind him, entrapping him underneath Manhattan and saving him from death by the

deadly gases of the comet (150). Jim’s journey underground foreshadows the use of a

2 Interestingly, the word “mighty” appears several times in each chapter of Darkwater, including poem:s,
short stories, and works of social commentary.
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similar trope in Richard Wright's “The Man Who Lived Underground” (1942) and Ralph
Ellison’s Invisible Man (1952), the latter of which ends with the narrator falling into a
manhole while being chased by Harlem’s policemen, who restore the cover and trap him
beneath the ground.

For Jim, too, is an invisible man. Paradoxically, for him, the underground
represents a reprieve from the racial denigration that he experiences walking the streets
of Manhattan as a black man who feels profoundly unseen by those around him. Here,
Du Bois yet again emphasizes that Jim inhabits what Orlando Patterson calls social
death, such that it is only by being away from the world, wandering “in the bowels of
the earth, under the world,” that Jim, at last, finds a moment of inner peace (150). The
darkness of the underground functions as a subterranean elsewhere that is far removed
from the physical realm and, by implication, from the social structures of the white
world that have invisibilized Jim all along. Furthermore, in “The Comet” Manhattan’s
urban architecture symbolizes modern social engineering, including racial and class-
based segregation of public and private space.’ The dark, black underground, therefore,
is a site that is devoid of such divisions. For Jim, it is an opportunity to escape into the
shadows of the world untouched by the social and material violence of U.S. racism. It is

only after Jim emerges from the underground into Manhattan and realizes that the

3 For a more detailed discussion see Brown, Adrienne. The Black Skyscraper: Architecture and the Perception of
Race. JHU Press, 2017.
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world , in fact, has come to an end, that he is set free from the racial and class
oppressions that have up until this moment defined his life as a black man.

In these ways, the symbolic use of the river and the underground position Jim as
a member of society rejected by white society and, by implication, the white nation.
Even as Jim manages to escape the vault and emerges back into the streets of Manhattan,
Du Bois further reinforces this exact point. Upon seeing slain bodies scattered around
the bank’s floor, Jim, horrified and shocked, immediately thinks about the fragility of
black life and the implications of being caught as a black man standing over a sea of
dead white bodies. “If they find him here alone —with all this money and all these dead
men—what would be his life be worth,” the narrator asks (151). These lines reinscribe
Jim’s subject position within the narrative and intentionally signal his acute awareness
of racial protocols that structure his (non)being in the white world. The reader is, of
course, invited to deduce that a black man, like Jim, would be immediately accused of
violence and murder and subsequently pay the price with his own life. In developing
the narrative plot, Du Bois continuously circles back to Jim’s blackness as a position of
non-being. The move to establish Jim as an outsider is important in Du Bois’s
construction of the narrative in “The Comet,” for Du Bois highlights his disbelonging in
order to establish the comet as a destructive yet liberating force that strikes the earth
and, through the act of apocalypse, engenders a set of new political possibilities for a

radically different future. Accordingly, the comet serves as a disruption that shatters
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time and space and abolishes the existing social order, consequently freeing Jim from the
conditions of his existence and igniting the possibility of change. The dystopian disaster
is paradoxically the catalyst for the utopian impulse that animates Du Bois’s liberatory
vision of a new world. A total apocalypse and, therefore, an end to the world as we
know it, Du Bois seems to suggest, is what is required to create conditions of possibility
for Jim’s freedom. As Nagueyalti Warren observes, “death appears to be an overarching
motif” in Du Bois’s creative works (53).

It is death and destruction that, in fact, liberates Jim from the racist hold of racial
capitalism that banishes him from the mighty human river, in which Julia basks without
a worry in the world. After re-emerging from the underground and wandering amidst
corpses and debris that lay “in grim and awful silence,” Jim soon encounters Julia, who
suddenly finds herself rather helpless and desperate. In the silent nothingness of the
apocalypse, like that of the dark, black underground, Jim obtains a new-found freedom
to transgress racial and class boundaries that “just yesterday” forbid his entering spaces
reserved for whites only (152). In this post-apocalyptic moment, Jim is able to eat the
food at a white-only restaurant, which, he notes, would not have served him just a day
before. Now, he is also able to drive an elegant Ford car, a luxury he surely could not
have afforded as a working-class black man. The catastrophic devastation of the entire

world —which is what Jim and Julia will assume had happened as they wander the city
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in search of other survivors —disrupts temporality and opens up an emancipatory space
for black self-determination.

Abolitionist apocalypse engendered by the comet also allows Jim a newfound
freedom to move in the world as a liberated subject. Even the way that Du Bois describes
Jim’s excursion in a luxurious car across Manhattan suggests that Jim is longer a passive
observer of the human flow of New Yorkers, who rush past him without ever noticing
his existence. In their absence, Jim’s movement across a devastated New York City
embodies this kind of self-determination: he is free to ride any car that he wants or enter
any space that he pleases. To emphasize Jim’s freedom, Du Bois uses phrases that
emphasize force and speed, such as “glided off,” “ran past,” “flew past,” and “rushing,”
to describe Jim's actions in the scene, in which he drives the Ford across Manhattan. In
these lines, Du Bois’s choice of words communicates a sense of urgency felt by Jim as he
searches for other survivors. At the same time, the rapid, exhilarating motion across
public space that Jim has likely never experienced before conveys a sense of excitement
at this new-found freedom of movement. This sense of rapid movement mimics the
abolitionist force of the comet that comes and strikes out of nowhere. In its rapid
movement across space, the comet disrupts the linear progress of time and propels Jim
into a different dimension of political possibility. So, it is destruction of the New York

City —the end of the world as he knew it— that allows Jim to experience a greater sense
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of social mobility that is unbound by racial and class hierarchies and special borders
determined by them.

All of the rhetorical moves described above are necessary for Du Bois to establish
the emancipatory future potential of the imminent apocalypse, set against the grain of
Jim’s present condition. The use of these literary techniques —figurative language,
symbolism, and recurring imagery —aids Du Bois in staging a temporal shift from a pre-
apocalyptic antiblackness to the potential of a post-apocalyptic blackness that can
generate new visions of black freedom and a different future. To emphasize the
enormity of the structural transformation that this future requires, Du Bois relies not
only on notions of a human calamity, doom, or tragedy but rather on the haunting
imagery of the apocalypse catalyzed by a deadly natural disaster. Apocalyptic
imagination allows Du Bois to draw on the apocalypse’s symbolic association with the
supernatural, that which is beyond human comprehension. Scholars emphasize the
religious symbolism of the story that has biblical connotations of revelation: Rabaka, for
instance, notes that Jim and Julia can be read “as a post-apocalyptic Adam and Eve” (26).
The apocalypse, thus, is the central premise in the narrative in “The Comet,” which tells
“the tale of a different type of survival: of navigating Jim Crow segregation and
everyday racism in the early twentieth century” (Joo 119).

Derived from Greek, apocalypse means a “disclosure of something previously

hidden or unknown” (Montgomery 5). In its destruction of the city, the comet ravages
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the existing racial geography, and the silent nothingness of this devastation exposes the
violence of the pre-apocalyptic world, now that Jim is set free from its racial protocols. In
this way, in apocalyptic literature, which in popular culture has often taken the form of
science fiction, “the destruction of the old world (...) is set against the writer’s
establishment of a new world (Ketterer, “New Worlds for Old” 44). The notion of the
apocalypse disrupts temporality by suggesting there is an end point to human existence
and thus, stages, the dialectic between the old and the new. Apocalyptic literature,
therefore, “question[s] the fundamental epistemological assumptions of the human
situation” and in considering the impossibility of a future unveils new revelations about
the present moment (44). The apocalypse is colossal in its abnormality, and thus also
mystical and metamorphic. So, the apocalyptic imagination is best understood “in terms
its philosophical preoccupation with that moment of juxtaposition and consequent
transformation or transfiguration” of the human experience (13). Du Bois’s use of the
destructive comet as an allegory for the gravitational pull of abolition allows him to
establish this narrative of world-shattering transformation.

This duality between destruction and emancipation is complicated, of course, as
the comet serves as a deadly force that kills all New Yorkers, meaning that all residents,
including black and white people, are killed because of the toxic gases released by this
celestial object. In this sense, it does not factually liberate black people. However, I read

Du Bois’s use of the allegory of the comet as highly symbolic. What is important to the
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narrative is that Jim and Julia are certain that that the rest of the human population has
been wiped out, and so although the world has not, in fact, come to an end, Du Bois’s
staging of the apocalyptic scenario reveals what might be possible without the social
structures of categorization, oppression, and exploitation erected by humans.

It is in their absence, for instance, that the class-privileged and ignorant white
woman in “The Comet” is finally capable of transcending her racist beliefs. Julia is also
freed by the abolitionist force of the comet such that she is no longer required to perform
her compliance with white patriarchy. Indeed, in the post-apocalyptic world, Du Bois
makes clear, Julia can make her own decisions. She no longer needs to serve the interests
of the white patriarchal power structure. The emancipatory function of the disaster for
someone like Julia, who can disavow her prejudices and see the world anew, suggests
that abolition holds a possibility of freedom for everyone, even the privileged.

As the narrative stages the encounter between Jim and Julia, the reader remains
unaware that the actual tragic disaster of the short story will be the eventual return of
the white patriarch, who will later disrupt Jim and Julia’s interracial union and separate
them. But this does not occur just yet in Du Bois’s narrative. For now, “the comet had
swept the earth,” writes Du Bois, “and this was the end” (151; emphasis mine). In this
sentence, the end gestures both to the material end of the world because of the
catastrophe as well as what Du Bois imagines as a possibility for the total end to social

hierarchy and antiblackness that plague Jim’s life. In this sense, the post-apocalyptic
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moment in “The Comet” is “beyond reason and reasonableness” (Zamalin 53). Yet, at
the same time, the apocalyptic scenario imagined through the metaphor of the comet is
rhetorically convincing precisely because the comet is both a material (a natural
phenomenon that is believable and catastrophic) and non-material (a divine, fantastical
intervention) metaphor. Du Bois, therefore, uses the trope of the apocalypse to stage an
uninhibited encounter between blackness (Jim) and whiteness (Julia). The questions, for
Du Bois, are: amidst total destruction, what kind of world will Jim and Julia conceive
with no one else around them? In staging this encounter, Du Bois inevitably asks, what
possibilities can be explored and nurtured now that the world has come to an end? As
Alex Zamalin notes in Black Utopia, ““The Comet” was Du Bois’s “meditation on the
contours of an impossible future to be erected upon the rubble of a collapsed
institutional hierarchy” (51).

The apocalypse, thus, functions as a site for generating abolitionist thinking, in
which the explosiveness of the comet ruptures racial time. With Jim’s resurfacing into
the world, the stillness of the underground is carried with him: there is no one to
manage, watch, and or limit his movement through space. As I mentioned earlier, his
encounter with Julia symbolizes a confrontation between a new subjectivity rooted in
anti-racist ethics and traditional racial thinking that has governed the collective common
sense. The trope of the catastrophe in “The Comet” functions as a temporal rupture that

disrupts the continuity between the past and the present, releasing its hold on the future.
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The symbolic rupture caused by the tail of the comet impedes the reproduction of racial
capitalism through the event of total destruction and eradication of the material world.
Such destruction is both literal and allegorical, such that in wiping out the earth’s
population the comet also symbolically disrupts the social order and its corresponding
social hierarchies. Thus, the catastrophe is both a moment of devastation and necessarily
a moment of possibility. Here, the end-of-the-world trope works to denote what Calvin

awii

Warren calls the “ontological revolution,” “one that will destroy the world and its
institutions” (Warren 171). “The Comet” stages such an ontological revolution and thus
reveals Du Bois’s own nihilistic inclination precisely because Du Bois’s choices, in regard
to the plot structure, suggest that a new world necessitates a categorical destruction, in
its totality, of the existing one. The work of abolition, however, does not end there.
Abolition democracy requires the nurturing of solidarity between black and white
people and their own renouncement of the realities that have previously organized
social life in the United States across the lines of race and class. For Du Bois, interracial

solidarity is a prerequisite for post-racial utopia, which he explores through the allegory

of interracial intimacy between Jim and Julia.

2.2 Post-Racist Utopia and the Failure of Interracial
Intimacy/Solidarity

The realities of racial segregation that mark Jim and Julia’s vastly different lives
point to the actual tragedy, the ethical disaster of the present moment that is marked by
white supremacy as well as class-based exploitation. Before the comet’s gases suffocate
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the residents of the city, Jim and Julia’s positions within the social order remain
undisputed. As I have outlined earlier, Jim is marked as an outsider. This is important in
Du Bois’s construction of the narrative in “The Comet,” for Du Bois highlights his
disbelonging precisely in order to establish a juxtaposition between Jim and Julia, who
symbolizes “white thought and traditions” (Rabaka 29). Throughout the narrative, Du
Bois insistently describes Jim and Julia as inhabiting vastly different worlds, yet again
highlighting the distance between Jim’s blackness and the white world. Julia serves as a
counterpoint to Jim’s experiences in the world that reduces Jim, in his own words, to
“nothing” (Du Bois, “The Comet” 149). While the newspapers run alarming headline,
Julia is not bothered by the possibility of imminent danger. Ironically, a white woman
spends her time developing pictures of the extraterrestrial object that would soon
devastate her own little universe. This signals to her internalized sense of protection,
such that in the world on a brink of an end, Julia ultimately feels safe and protected. As
stereotype would have it, she represents the innocence of white femininity that grants it
protection within the white supremacist racial older. As the gases of the comet permeate
the city, Julia happens to be in her “dark room developing pictures of the comet” (153).
Her hobby is symbolic of her privilege to continue to indulge in pleasurable activities
despite the impending doom.

When Jim comes to the rescue of Julia, whose screams he hears while roaming

through New York City in search of survivors, their differences are immediately
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apparent. Jim notes that “yesterday, (...) she would scarcely have looked at him twice”
and that he “would have been dirt beneath her silken feet” (152). The fact that Jim refers
to Julia’s feet as “silken” signals his own internalization of a gendered racial hegemony,
which shapes his view of Julia’s femininity as fragile and sensitive. Silk not only has the
connotation of being expensive and luxurious but also soft, gentle, and pure. These
registers are typically ascribed to white femininity which is simultaneously glorified and
treated as tender and in need of male protection. Henceforth, Du Bois’s detailed
narration of how Jim and Julia perceive each other adds nuance to Jim’s gendered racial
identity and Julia’s racialized gender identity, both of which shape their respective
worldviews.

For one, Du Bois is clear in emphasizing the way in which racial protocols are
deeply ingrained in Julia’s thinking throughout the narrative. Upon meeting Jim, the
narrator describes how Julia stares at her rescuer with disbelief: “of all the sorts of men
she has pictured as coming to her rescue she had not dreamed of one like him” (Du Bois,
“The Comet” 152). A black man like Jim Davis does not figure into Julia’s fantasy of a
romantic story, in which she imagines being saved, colloquially speaking, by a white
knight on a white horse. “Not that he was not human,” the narrator continues to
emphasize Jim’s distance from Julia, “but he dwelt in a world so far from hers, so
indefinitely far, that he seldom even entered her thought” (152). Terrified, however,

Julia, with tears streaming down her cheeks, clings to Jim. Warming up to him, she is
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overtaken with curiosity about this “tall, dark workingman of the better class” as she
carefully takes note of his “sensitive face trained to solidity and a poor man’s clothes
and hands” (153). Later, however, as Jim and Julia roam the city in search of other
survivors, Julia’s mind is permeated by racist fears and anxieties. Realizing that she
“was alone in the world with a stranger, with something more than a stranger,” Julia
decides “she must escape” from Jim, “a man alliance in blood and culture —unknown,
perhaps unknowable” (155; emphasis mine). For “who knew,” Julia wonders, “what
awful thoughts—" may be occupying Jim’s mind (Du Bois, “The Comet” 155). Yet again,
Du Bois deliberately interrupts the line without revealing the ending of the sentence, a
literary technique he will also employ at the ending of the plot, when he interrupts Jim
and Julia’s joint exclamation about their envisioned future of the world and leaves the
reader wondering about the words that ought to have followed. Having initially
warmed up to Jim, Julia is, nevertheless, overwhelmed by her own racial anxieties, in
which Jim embodies her fear of violent rape, a trope of black masculinity that was
certainly prevalent in the early twentieth century. Without revealing the ending of
Julia’s thoughts, Du Bois hints at its meaning, leaving the reader to choose how they
interpret this line. This move mirrors to the readers their own familiarity with racial
protocols, such that the audience is likely able to deduce that the alleged threat that Jim

symbolizes in Julia’s eyes is tied to racist stereotypes associated with black men as
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violent, hypersexual, and threatening. Accordingly, Du Bois does not need to reveal the
line’s ending; the 1920’s reader already understands his point.

At first, Jim represents, for Julia, nothing more than a prototypical black rapist
whom she “ought” to fear. With the world dead and gone, Jim, nevertheless, is yet again
relegated to the metaphorical “bank” of the human river by Julia. Having successfully
escaped him, Julia soon decides to return to Jim but only because she is terrified by the
prospect of truly being left alone among all the dead bodies spread all across the city.
Why, Reiland Rabaka, asks, is it that even though she knows Jim (who has treated her
with the utmost respect throughout their journey together) Julia nonetheless feels
“alone! Alone on the streets - alone in the city - perhaps alone in the world!” (33).
Invoking Frantz Fanon, Rabaka suggests that, for Julia, Jim is not a man; he is black and
that means that, to her, he is persona non grata (37). Julia, in absence of white men,
“shifts from being the eternal runner-up racial ruler and to the head honcho racial ruler”
(Rabaka 28). Julia’s perception of Jim as someone inferior to her represents the way in
which blackness is constructed as a zone of non-being, to use Fanon’s formulation, in the
dominant discourse, such that Jim’s being does not register for Julia as that of full
humanness. In fact, Jim, whose character symbolizes black being in a white world, is the
one upon whom Julia projects her racial fantasies about blackness. “Not that he was not
human,” the narrator continues to describe Julia’s inner dialogue, “but he dwelt in a

world so far from hers, so infinitely far, that he seldom even entered her thought” (Du
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Bois, “The Comet” 152). Here, too, Du Bois emphasizes Jim’s physical and allegorical
distance from the white world, juxtaposing Jim’s lived experience against that of Julia
and emphasizing the emancipatory significance of the temporal rupture caused by the
comet. Now that the world has come to an end, Jim and Julia, however, have an
opportunity to see each other differently. At the end of “The Comet,” Julia begins to
disaffiliate from her prejudices in the post-racial atemporal space in which she and Jim
exist together following the apocalypse. There is a distinct shift in the narrative, a
rupture that engenders a new form of relationality.

This temporal distinction between the world of yesterday and that of today is
staged in the dialogue between Julia and Jim multiple time. After Jim and Julia have
spent considerable time together searching the devastated city for survivors, Julia finally
recognizes “how foolish [their] distinctions seem —now” (157; emphasis mine). In
response, Jim utters, “I was not—human, yesterday,” and Julia agrees, saying that “your
people were not my people,” adding, “but today —" (157; emphasis mine). Yet again, Du
Bois marks a clear distinction between the condition of the present and the possibility of
a post-racial future, suggesting that the racial catastrophe incites a new beginning that
will no longer be bound by the antiblackness of social differences that preceded it. It is
only through the total disruption of the world that such change, Du Bois suggests, can
become possible. Nevertheless, like the examples I have invoked earlier in this chapter,

the syntax is incomplete and contains several interruptions, in which the sentence “but
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today —" is cut short and transitions into a declarative statement: “she paused” (157).
Here, the text’s structure communicates a sense of uncertainty, interruption, and
ambivalence. At the level of the syntax, the narrative tone in describing the interracial
encounter between Jim and Julia is inconclusive, foreshadowing a somber ending that
will follow only a page later when the white mob led by Julia’s father finally finds them.
The notion of interruption characterizes the broader narrative of “The Comet” as
Du Bois emphasizes the fundamental interruption of the social world, a kind of an
abrupt stop that has been put on all social mechanisms. The act of Jim and Julia first
going to Harlem and then leaving Manhattan altogether in the Ford car, is in itself an
interruption of the racial logic that deems their existence in close proximity unthinkable.
Their departure from Manhattan signifies a distancing from the world they have both
inhabited in vastly different ways and toward the new possibilities that potentially
await them. “They moved in quiet reverence,” Du Bois writes, “lest somehow they wake
these sleeping forms who have, at last, found peace” (156). By “sleeping forms,” Du Bois
evidently means social structures that once made their joint journey —as a black man
and a white woman —unimaginable and even scandalous. It might be assumed that a
“respectable” young white woman like Julia would not have otherwise ventured into
Harlem with a black man in search of his family. Post-apocalypse, however, engenders a
radical new reality. “Flying and alone” across what Du Bois calls the “solemn, world-

wide Friedhof,” which in translation from German means graveyard, Jim and Julia look
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“upon the horror of the world,” moving towards “the ends of the earth” (156; emphasis
mine). The word “ends” functions as an allegorical reference to a kind of spatiality that
brings them to the end of the world and, thus, to the end of the anti-black structures that
make it possible. It is precisely in this moment of joint, unified movement, in the act of
“going elsewhere,” that Julia, “crimson,” perhaps, from embarrassment, and Jim,
“ashen” from nervousness, look into each other’s eyes for the first time with an
“unspoken thought” (156; emphasis mine). Both recognize that their actions would have
been seen as a transgression of social codes in the past. Yet, the unspoken thought holds
a moment of mutual recognition and “the vision of a mighty beauty” that “swelled in
their souls,” although immediately, given what they have accepted as truth about their
differences for so long, “they put it away,” Du Bois concludes (156). Here, too, the
sentence structure is characterized by instability of their relation to one another, as they
come closer only to drift apart again. In “The Comet,” the narrative performs continuous
interruptions, such that the narrative voice holds back the possibilities of Jim and Julia
truly transcending racial thinking. Even after the world has ended, in order to fulfill the
vision of abolition democracy, Jim and Julia still must choose to abandon their
prejudices and actively embody interracial solidarity. It is their journey away from
downtown Manhattan, however, that marks a structural movement away from the
racialized schema that defined pre-apocalyptic present in “The Comet.” It is, therefore,

the social structure that drives the narrative as much as individual desire, for Jim and
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Julia’s inner desire to transcend racial and class boundaries is always already
constrained by racial protocols that both hold them back and keep them apart as evident
in the lingering sense of interruption and incompleteness in the narrative.

Ultimately, however, Du Bois’s imperative is to envision a post-racist utopia as
the next step after the abolition-as-apocalypse. This post-apocalyptic atemporal space is
a site of radical possibility and, although Jim and Julia are hesitant about each other,
eventually they seem unable to withstand what is a kind of gravitational pull towards
each other and ultimately reject their social conditioning, even if momentarily. Julia
begins to see that Jim “was in some larger sense a gentleman,” and she is soon
captivated by a visionary fantasy that positions her as the ultimate mother-to-be of the
future human race. The narrative voice observes that Jim “seemed very human” to her,
“very near now” (Du Bois, “The Comet” 157; emphasis mine). Looking upon the dead
city from the Metropolitan Tower, Julia, for the first time, acknowledges “how foolish
[their] human distinctions seemed —now” (157; emphasis added). Mass death and the
destruction of the material world caused by the apocalypse act as “the leveler” of
inequality, mutters Jim, and “the revealer” of humanity, Julia, whispers in response
(157). In this moment, Jim and Julia seem to recognize their common humanity, agreeing
that “the Lord is the Maker of” both the rich and the poor (157). It should be noted that
it is only after Julia realizes the significance of her role as one of the only two surviving

people with the capacity to reproduce that her perception of Jim shifts from describing
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him in amicable terms coupled with occasional condescension (“he was a man, —no
more; but he was in some larger sense a gentleman (...) save his hands and —his face”)
to boldly glorifying him (157). In that particular instant, Jim becomes “her Brother
Humanity Incarnate, Son of God and great All-Father of the race to be” (157). Suddenly,
Julia is overcome with an intense feeling —“slowly the mighty prophecy of her destiny
overwhelmed her” (157; emphasis added). She comes to understand that she is “no mere
woman,” that, in fact, she is the “mighty mother of all men to come and Bride of Life”
(157-8; emphasis added). Only after realizing her own importance as the only surviving
female subject with child-bearing capacity does Julia see Jim as a potential reproductive
partner (158).

In constructing Julia’s awareness in this way, Du Bois underlines the importance
of interracial mixing to his vision of the post-racial utopia---a vision that contends with
the way that that interracial mixing was a site of racial antagonism and a point of social
transgression at the time of his writing.* The eventual union between a working-class

black man and a rich white woman represents, for Du Bois, interracial and cross-crass

4 While his views changed and evolved throughout his lifetime, at one point Du Bois was outright skeptical
of interracial marriage as a socio-political project. For instance, in his essay “The Social Quality of Whites
and Blacks,” published in The Crisis in November of 1920 (in the same year as Darkwater), Du Bois advocated
for the individual right to pursue romantic or sexual relations outside of one’s racial group but candidly
warned “against intermarriage in America.” For Du Bois, it was imperative for black Americans “to accept
no alliances so long as there is any shadow of condescension; and to build a great black race tradition of
which the Negro and the world will be as proud in the future as it has been in the ancient world.” Du Bois
expressed both his persuasion about the “social equality” of the racial groups and their right to intermingle
as well as his profound skepticism about the “social expediency” or, in other words, the practicality of
intermarriage between white and black people in American society.
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solidarity which he sees as central to the fulfillment of abolition democracy. As Alys
Eve Weinbaum notes, Jim and Julia’s romance across the lines of race and class serves as
a symbolic “solution to racial antagonism” (Weinbaum, “Interracial Romance” 103). This
“imagined interracial, heterosexual union” has “the potential to save the world by
repopulating it with a racially mixed population” which can answer “the question of
how to build a new world” (104).> This “liberating spark,” Weinbaum argues, propels
the protagonists to “transcend racism, albeit differently, through an imagined
interracial, heterosexual union”; in this regard, their alliance represents “the promise of
interracial romance as catalyst and reproducer of global interracial unity” (106; 107). In
this way, “The Comet” constructs “the white woman’s desire for the black man (rather
than his supposedly predatory desire for her) as the romantic catalyst” for black
emancipation (105). And, furthermore, as Lisa Yaszek writes, Du Bois implies that “it
will take a natural disaster to eradicate racism in America,” which makes Jim and Julia’s
transcendence of racism possible, “but that without such a disaster there may no future

whatsoever for black Americans” (53). Interracial intimacy in “The Comet,” then, serves

5 Similarly, Lawrie Balfour considers the interracial “romantic union” of the protagonists to be
representative of Du Bois’s vision of the “rainbow world,” referencing a line from Du Bois’s poem titled “A
Hymn To the Peoples” that concludes Darkwater (555). Other literary critics, too, propose that it is the
interracial dalliance in “The Comet” that is an expression of Du Bois’s utopianism. Jim and Julia’s romantic
and spiritual union signifies the “promise of the utopian hope,” according to Hanna Wallinger (150). Hee-
Jung Serenity Joo, too, suggests “that Du Bois's fiction is where he depicts his utopian desires for the future”
(106). Ryan Schneider reads “The Comet” as a text that “theorizes a utopian model of black-white relations”
(73; emphasis mine). Generally speaking, scholars” readings of Du Bois’s short story primarily focus on
interracial romance as a utopian trope that represents the promise of transcendence of racism.
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as the promise of transcendence and embodies a politics of hope that underlies the
apocalyptic, destructive impulse of the abolitionist imagination. In other words, beyond
destruction of the existing world there always already lies the possibility of a new
beginning.

The motif of destiny and divine decree that fuels the trope of the apocalypse also
extends to the romantic clichés pertaining to the heterosexual romance that structures
the short story’s narrative. Although their union is not simply romantic but rather
spiritual, Jim and Julia’s characters are archetypical star-crossed lovers who are first
brought together by an outside force and then inevitably separated by the gravitational
return of the social that makes itself known by the father’s loud honking. The post-racial
space that Jim and Julia exist in is immediately torn apart the moment her father and her
fiancé appear on the scene. Like a comet that wreaks havoc on New York City, the
interracial liaison that occurs between Jim and Julia is a catastrophe for the social
structure of white supremacy that must be instantly averted by the arrival of the white
patriarch who “rescues” Julia from “the colored man” and, in doing so, reverts their
social dynamic (Du Bois, “The Comet” 160). The honking interrupts their moment of
spiritual bonding, in this way signaling that, the world has not, in fact, come to an end
and, thus, things are about to return to the pre-apocalyptic “normalcy.” When her suitor
Fred refers to Jim using the word “ni***,” Julia “quietly” speaks up in Jim’s defense to

say that Jim “has dared-all, to rescue me," "and I—thank him —much” but does “not
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look at him again” z159). Instead, she timidly turns away and leaves the scene without
any other protest or indignation at egregious and inherently racist accusations directed
at Jim.

The failure of Jim and Julia’s interracial alliance is further highlighted by an
intentional shift in the narrator’s voice. Once Jim and Julia are separated, the narrator
refers to Jim as the “Negro” and “the colored man,” words that are nowhere to be found
in the preceding pages (159; 160). But their separation, and what scholars like Reiland
Rabaka interpret as Julia’s betrayal of Jim, is not at all a tragedy in this old world; as a
matter of fact, it is the logical conclusion to their story precisely because the world has
not, in fact, come to an end. As Fred informs Julia, the comet devastates only the
perimeter of New York City. Indeed, the racial society that Jim and Julia had thought
was totally destroyed is quickly restored to the natural order of thing. In “The Comet,”
the promise of post-racial transcendence ultimately fails because the structure of white
supremacy has remained untouched and intact.

The anti-romance that is central to the text’s conclusion is significant for
understanding the social implication of the anti-utopian and anti-romantic resolution
that Du Bois offers in “The Comet.” Weinbaum interprets the arrival of Julia’s father and
fiancé as a symbol of “white paternal authority over the romantic and reproductive life
of the woman” (106). In Black Utopia, Alex Zamalin, on the other hand, maintains that

the arrival of the white patriarch allows Du Bois to connect “Julia’s latent racist
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paternalism with Julia’s father,” thus inscribing Julia’s dual position of being subjected
to white patriarchal power and implicated in white racial power structure (56). What Du
Bois is symbolically pointing out here, in my view, is that the vision of abolition
democracy remains incomplete, and indeed impossible, without the total dismantling of
white supremacist power structures that enable racial capitalism to continue its tight
grip on black social life in the United States. The arrival of the white patriarch
symbolizes the dominance of racial power structures whose function it is precisely to
hinder and suppress interracial solidarity between black and white Americans. Within
Du Bois’s depiction of interracial romance as a symbol of the possibility of post-racial
utopia lies also a damning condemnation of whiteness as the condition of this
abolitionist future’s impossibility.

If we consider that Jim represents the black working class while Julia is a
signifier for class-privileged whites, then the dismantling of racial and class barriers
between them through their union serves as a symbolic representation of interracial,
cross-class unity that, Du Bois suggests, is necessary for the possibility of a post-racial
U.S. society. The return of the white patriarch and, more precisely, the separation of Jim
and Julia that immediately takes place upon his arrival, then, represents the mechanism
of racial capitalism, whereby any attempt at unification across the lines of race and class
must be immediately put to an end and subdued. This becomes particularly clear when

the white mob accuses Jim of attempted rape, which evokes the way in which black men
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in the United States have been historically constructed as threats to public safety more
generally and to white women more specifically, thus fueling white racism and
reproducing whites’ fear of blackness. This obviously functioned to prevent coalition-
building between black and white people, who saw black men as threats to their
daughters, sisters, and wives.

In fact, Du Bois writes about the function of mob violence in The Black
Reconstruction, where he discusses how in the post-Emancipation South whites “treat the
Negroes, in many instances, in the most horrible and atrocious manner, even to
maiming them, cutting their ears off, etc.” (604). Du Bois argues in the chapter titled
“....” that organized mob violence and the formation of the Ku Klux Klan “systematized
the effort to subordinate the Negro” but that those who were essentially “writhing,
yelling, cruel-eyed demons who break, destroy, maim and lynch and burn at the stake”
were also “normal human beings” who “at heart are desperately afraid of something”
(605). Here, Du Bois links white anxieties to economic fears, writing that the fear that
drives the white mob is that of “losing their jobs, being declassed, degraded, or actually
disgraced; of losing their hopes, their savings, their plans for their children; of the actual
pangs of hunger, of dirt, of crime” (605). “And of all this,” adds Du Bois, “the most
ubiquitous in modern industrial society is that fear of unemployment” (605). With this in
mind, the symbolism of the white patriarch followed by the white mob, then, represents

the way in which the ideological apparatus of white supremacy is put in practice to
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overpower attempts at interracial and cross-class unity that dares to imagine a different
world, in which class and racial hierarchies are abolished. It also suggests that the
possibility of such a radically different world first requires the abolition of the white
supremacist apparatus that underlies the structure of racial capitalism that will always
seek to suppress collective efforts of engendering a post-racial world. The symbolism of
racial capitalism in this scene is further reinforced when the father turns to Jim and
hands him a roll of bills, offering him a job should he need one. This exchange evokes
associations with the opening scene when Jim stands on the footsteps of the bank. In this
final scene, the world has not ended, so Jim has returned to his “rightful” place at the
metaphorical footsteps of capitalism as he remains economically dependent on the white
man. As the angry mob shouts and threatens Jim with being lynched, the narrator
describes him “gazing at the money in his hand and shrinking as he gazed,” implying
that Jim, yet again, feels invisible and small in a world that does not see him as a full
human being. The world, in fact, has not changed at all.

The possibility of a postracial future, therefore, has been foreclosed. After finding
a baby’s cap in his pocket, Jim sees a “brown, small, and toil-worn” woman, who might
be his wife or sister (the terms of their relationship are never defined), with “the corpse
of a dark baby” in one of her arms. The narrator makes it clear that Jim is overjoyed to
see the nameless woman, and the encounter offers him a sense of relief from the racist

violence of the white mob. Jim embraces her “with a sob of joy” (Du Bois, “The Comet”
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160). These last few lines function as the final scene that ends “The Comet.” As Saidiya
Hartman writes in her BOMB Maguazine essay, “the corpse-baby casts into doubt any
hope about the future, since the genealogical line ends abruptly and prematurely in her
arms, the dead offspring attenuates the vision of what might be, deprives them of
generation and legacy.” This “makes plain what we are reluctant to acknowledge: they
are not able to live as others live, nor are their children” (Hartman "The End of White
Supremacy, An American Romance"). The body of the child,” adds Hartman, signifies
“the remains of an eclipsed future” and “the restoration of the world appears to confirm
the impossibility of black futures.” There are, thus, two foreclosures that mark the
ending of Du Bois’s short story: one is the impossibility of postracial futures represented
by Jim and Julia’s post-apocalyptic union and the other is that of black futurity signified
by the dead child in the woman’s arms. What possibilities are made available to the
“toil-worn woman and rough-looking laborer with a dead baby cradled between them,”
asks Hartman? Surely, they will attempt to rebuild their lives in a devastated city but
ultimately, their relationship is not afforded time or space within the narrative arc to
have a past, present, and future. The dead child symbolizes the social death of blackness
in a white supremacist order, which traffics in violence —this is a world, in which a
white woman is rescued but the black child is destined to die.

At the end of “The Comet,” black life is deprived of a future. Julia returns to her

obedient place in service of and under the subjection of the white patriarch, while Jim is
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relegated back to the zone of nonbeing. In the second-to-last chapter of Black Skin, White
Masks (1962), Frantz Fanon, speculating about treating a patient struggling with neurosis
and psychic instability “fueled by his desire to be white,” writes: “I will tell him, “The
environment, society are responsible for your delusion.” Once that has been said, the rest
will follow of itself, and what that is we know. The end of the world” (191). As Antonio
Viego notes in Dead Subjects, Fanon suggests that “a clinical intervention on his watch
would ultimately need to compel nothing less than bringing a racist world to its knees”
(201). This interest in shifting the analytical attention from solely focusing on the
individual capacity for desire, intimacy, and transformation to instead thinking critically
about existing social structures that make such desire possible is what ultimately
animates abolitionist thinking in “The Comet.” The promise of abolition democracy is
extinguished by the return of the social. All that remains is what is and what has always
been: racial capitalism requires the impossibility of interracial love, which is to say the
impossibility of interracial solidarity and continued necessity for black captivity. Not
only a utopian imagination of a post-racial future enacted through the trope of
interracial romance, “The Comet” is also Du Bois’s critical commentary on the inherent
violence of the Jim Crow North in the early twentieth century as well as the structural
power of hegemonic whiteness to manufacture consent for racial supremacy and subdue
interracial visions of a radically different sociality that is the ultimate promise of

abolition. In this sense, the impulse towards utopian creation of a new world is
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underlined by the violent impulse of destruction. The condition of abolition’s possibility,
Du Bois seems to suggest, is the end of the world as we know it, which disrupts time
and space to engender a new sociality. There, racial and class classifications cease to

exist, and new modalities of being give rise to radically new futures.
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3. Vampirism as Abolitionist Praxis: Human(e) Being in
Jewelle Gomez’s The Gilda Stories (1991)

W.E.B. Du Bois was undoubtedly one of the seminal abolitionist thinkers of the
twentieth century. In many ways, his turn to a literary medium to address slavery and
its incompletion laid the foundation for black American speculative authors in the
decades to come. One such important and influential author is Jewelle Gomez, a black
feminist lesbian novelist and poet who uses a speculative imagination to examine the
persistence of various modes of racial captivity in slavery’s afterlife and posit what an
alternative way of being might look like. Much like Du Bois who speculated in the early
years of the twentieth century about the promise of a post-racial utopian future in “The
Comet,” Gomez toward the end of the century would explore the possibility of an anti-
racist, feminist utopia. In her debut 1991 novel, The Gilda Stories, Gomez explores
vampirism as an ethic and a praxis of relating to all living beings with radical love,
respect, and compassion. Whereas, traditional vampire stories portray vampires as
bloodthirsty, merciless creatures, who lead their lives by violently preying on and
consuming the blood of innocent human beings, Gomez’s vampires display integrity
and respect for all living beings, including those who supply them with the blood that
they need to consume in order to survive. In this way, Gomez strategically draws on the

elements of vampirism —or, in her own words, engages in the practice of “reinterpreting
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the mythology” —in order to envision what abolitionism looks like not only in theory

but also in practice, both on the interpersonal and intracommunal level (Maguire 20).

Importantly, Gomez’'s award-winning novel was the first piece of literary fiction
to feature a vampire protagonist who embodied marginalized identities that have been
historically absent not only from the horror genre as such but from the narrative of
history itself. Gomez’s vampire heroine Gilda is female, black, and lesbian —identities
that reflect Gomez’s own positionality. “Being a lesbian feminist shapes everything,”
Gomez says in a 2004 interview (Maguire 18). “The things that are my identity are
present in my writing both consciously and unconsciously” (20). Along with other black
speculative writers like Octavia Butler, Tananarive Due, Samuel Delany, and Steven
Barnes, Gomez was featured at “the first conference of black speculative fiction writers
of the United States, held at Clark Atlanta University in 1998” (Thomas, Dark Matter
386).! Altogether, Gomez has produced seven literary works, including three plays,
several anthologies, a volume of short stories and poems, and multiple journal articles
published in leading academic journals in black literary studies as well as feminist and
queer studies. As a black lesbian female writer, Gomez saw an urgent need for Black

lesbian’s voices in literary arts, which she vocalized in the essays she penned over

! Until recently, Gomez’s work had not received nearly as much popular attention outside of academic and
queer activist communities, nor interest from commercial presses, as other celebrated black American
feminist authors, like Octavia Butler, or other white feminist writers of speculative and science fiction, such
as Ursula K. Le Guin, Joanna Russ, and Margaret Atwood, to name just a few.
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several decades of academic writing, among them “Speculative Fiction and Black
Lesbians” (1993) and “But Some of Us Are Brave Lesbians: The Absence of Black Lesbian
Fiction” (2005). Years later, in a 2016 interview with Rochelle Spencer titled “Of
Afrofuturism and Social Change” that was published in The Gay & Lesbian Review,
Gomez referred to herself as “the foremother of Afrofuturism,” a cultural and literary
genre and a philosophy of blackness which has in recent years gained a rather
substantial attention from popular audiences, commercial presses, and media producers
(Gomez 2016, 26).23 When The Gilda Stories was first published, however, Gomez has
said that “the black community was very suspicious of the vampires —and the
lesbianism,” which are one of the primary themes in The Gilda Stories, which follows the
eternal life of a Black lesbian vampire over two hundred year, from 1850 to 2050 (26). “I
don’t get invited to black bookstores,” Gomez noted in 2016. (26). This has undoubtedly
changed now that Gomez’s has received attention from commercial entities and a San
Francisco-based film company 13 Gen has acquired the rights to adapt The Gilda Stories
for television. The project that will be led by a popular Liberian-American film director,

producer, and playwright Cheryl Dunye, who famously produced The Watermelon

2 For more on Afrofuturism, see Yaszek, Lisa. "Afrofuturism, science fiction, and the history of the

future.” Socialism and Democracy 20.3 (2006): 41-60; Womack, Ytasha L. Afrofuturism: The world of black sci-fi
and fantasy culture. Chicago Review Press, 2013; Eshun, Kodwo. "Further considerations of

Afrofuturism." CR: The New Centennial Review 3.2 (2003): 287-302.

3 In interviews and writings on her novel Gomez has also refered to The Gilda Stories as fantasy. See Gomez,
Jewelle. “Black Women's Heroes: Here’s Reality, Where’s the Fiction?” The Black Scholar 17, no. 2 (1986): 8—
13.
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Woman (1996) and has more recently directed one episode for the third season of the
television series Dear White People (2019) and another episode for the HBO horror-drama

Lovecraft Country (2020) (Silverstein).

In this chapter, I turn to Gomez’s novel in order to continue my examination of
creative works that draw on the abolitionist imaginary. I continue my investigation of
abolitionist futures through the lens of the twentieth-century black cultural and artistic
production in the post-emancipation United States that often stays under the radar in
scholarly considerations of abolitionist thought.* What makes Gomez’s novel a
particularly interesting text is the way in which Gomez draws on the elements of
multiple genres, rewriting and building upon them, to articulate her vision of alternative
world-making. In one of her earlier essays, “Black Women Heroes,” which was
published in 1986, three years after Gomez first began working on the novel, Gomez
noted that “the premise [of The Gilda Stories] falls into the fantasy fiction genre” (Gomez,
“Black Women Heroes” 8). As we will see in this chapter, however, the novel specifically
draws on the mythologies of vampirism and so we may say, then, that The Gilda Stories
also works within the subgenre of vampire fiction and is, thus, indebted to the Gothic

tradition that gave rise to the popularity of the vampire figure in the Euro-American

4 By this I mean that most of the existing scholarship examines abolitionist thought through political texts,
such as works of political or social theory or political writings of incarcerated or formerly incarcerated
writers. Less attention has been paid to how abolitionist thinking is expressed through creative mediums,
like literature or art.
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literary imagination. In her essay “More than Human Black Feminisms of the Future in
Jewelle Gomez’s The Gilda Stories,” Susana M. Morris confirms that Gomez’s novel
remixes traditional vampire fiction but, nevertheless, by offering a two-hundred-year
speculative history of the United States from the perspective of a black woman she also
works within the imperatives of Afrofuturism feminist canon. As I mentioned earlier,
Gomez herself identified her work as being a part of the Afrofuturist tradition and the
lineage of writers producing “speculative fiction to talk about social change and to
imagine a better world” (Gomez, “Of Afrofuturism and Social Change” 26). Still, other
scholars, like Sabine Meyer (2002), Christopher Lewis (2014), and Shannon Winnubst
(2003), Morris notes, have further interrogated the novel through various conceptual
lenses, arguing that The Gilda Stories can be read as a passing narrative, a neo-slave
narrative, and a “queer counter-narrative” to historically white vampire fiction (38). All
of the above considerations pose an issue for classifying the novel according to a specific
genre. Just like the vampires in The Gilda Stories are not bound to social boundaries,
Gomez’s own creative praxis moves across multiple genres and is unconstrained by the

traditional conventions of specific literary categories.

Set in antebellum Louisiana in 1850, the novel begins with the journey of a
nameless “Girl,” who escapes enslavement and kills a man whose only intention is to
rape her and then return her to the plantation. As a human, the Girl, who will later

adopt the name of her vampire mentor, Gilda, is considered property under the law.
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Once her mother dies, the Girl realizes that she will be sold and, thus, will be separated
from her siblings. So, the Girl decides to claim her freedom. Gilda, a 300-year-old white
female vampire, finds the Girl hiding in a barn after fighting off her rapist and offers the
child a home in the brothel that she runs along with her lover Bird, a Native American
vampire woman. Over the years, Gilda protects and educates the Girl, who soon, too,
becomes part of Gilda’s intimate circle of women. Here, for the first time, the Girl
experiences love, intimacy, and communal support, what bell hooks (1990) calls, in
another context, the homeplace, “the space where we [black women] return for renewal
and self-recovery, where we can heal our wounds and become whole” (389). The
vampire becomes the first such space, where the Girl, although suspicious of the older
Gilda at first, finds herself being treated by this white woman as an equal. Once Gilda
comes of age and becomes a young woman, she decides to accept vampirism as a new
way of life and adopts the name of older Gilda, who decides to end her life as a vampire
and take the True Death.> As the older Gilda’s successor, young Gilda begins to fully live
her life as a vampire, moving around the United States every several years, secretly
changing her identity, leaving old friends and making new ones, and every time starting

her life over again.

> While vampires are generally immortal, in The Gilda Stories vampires have full autonomy and agency over
their lives and willingly expose themselves to the sun when they have decided to end their life. When the
older Gilda decides to take the “true death,” it is assumed that she does so because she is emotionally and
mentally spent from living a life of integrity while witnessing so many wars, conflicts, and violence over the
hundreds of years that she has been alive.
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Each chapter of the novel correspondents to a specific location and year as the
narrative is constructed around various events happening in Gilda’s life.® Hailing from a
plantation in New Orleans, Gilda lives in California in 1890, in Missouri in 1921, in
Massachusetts in 1955, and in New York City in 1981. Later, Gomez shifts the narrative
time to the future, placing Gilda in New Hampshire in 2020 and in the so-called Land of
Enchantment in 2050. Over several decades, readers follow Gilda’s adventures that span
time and space as she forms intimate romantic as well as platonic relationships with
other Black women, some of whom are vampires and others mortal human beings.
Against the backdrop of the racist violence of the U.S. history, Gilda finds hope and
inspiration from other black people in hair salons, theater productions, and jazz clubs.
During her many lifetimes, Gilda becomes a famous writer and, at another point, a
beloved singer and musician in New York City’s black community as she explores the
creative potential of the arts to ignite new feelings in herself and others. While other
vampires keep humans at a distance, Gilda fully immerses herself in the mortal world,
creating chosen family whenever she goes. Being in community with other black people,
and especially black women, sustains Gilda’s hope against all odds, and much of the
novel is devoted to stories of her relationships with others. At the end of the novel, the

tone, however, shifts rather drastically as Gilda confronts a terrifying vision of an

¢ Before turning her writing into a novel, Gomez wrote short stories about Gilda, which is why we might be
able to assume that the novel is called The Gilda Stories.
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apocalyptic future society, which has been tragically devastated by the human-made
ecological catastrophe, vulturous consumption, and brutal exploitation of human beings
and the earth itself. Here, the world is on the brink of environmental collapse and mortal
humans have become much like conventional greedy vampires: they have discovered
vampires’ immortality and now prey upon them, using paid hunters, who resemble the
slave catchers of the antebellum era, to capture and enslave vampires to serve human
needs. Having witnessed the terrors of human behavior while living as a vampire in
parallel to the historical violence of slavery and segregation, Gilda begins to lose hope
until she meets another black woman, Ermis, and initiates her into vampirism in order
to save her fragile body from dying. Amidst the destruction that inevitably breeds
pessimism, the intimacy between these queer black women serves an impetus for
Gilda’s renewed belief in the future and empowers her to carry on, with a new lover and
friend (the boundaries between the two in the novel are often blurred) by her side.
Within this re-imagination of the U.S. history, then, there is a tension between cynicism,
born out of the tragic realities of living in the purview of white supremacist terror, and
the radical hope that emerges from the possibilities of choosing to live life on radically
different terms. For Gomez, vampirism, rather paradoxically, becomes the ultimate
source of hope in The Gilda Stories. This is because Gomez’s vampires strive to be the
models of ethical living by committing themselves to treating every living being with

care and compassion. “It is for love that we do this,” the older Gilda tells the Girl at the

87



beginning of the novel (Gomez, The Gilda Stories 47). As we will see, the vampirism
practiced by women in The Gilda Stories directly contradicts conventional depictions of
the vampire figure who is normally represented as a blood-thirsty, ruthless killer who
attacks human victims and violates their bodies with no mercy. In contrast, as Judith
Johnson suggests in “Women and Vampires,” Gilda is “a vampire with a difference, one
with utopian ideas, compassion, tenderness, and a profound sense of responsibility”

(73).

Vampires in this text are bound by blood in a different kind of way: they make
the decision to live, love, and choose differently; they reject gratuitous violence. Gomez’s
vampires are no longer human but remain truly human(e) at heart. They live in
multiracial, queer communities and love across lines of race, gender, and sexuality,
forming their kinship ties not through the act of sexual reproduction but rather by
exchanging blood. This does not mean, however, that Gilda’s life as a vampire is not
fraught with ethical dilemmas that she navigates based on her own sensibilities as a
black woman and a formerly enslaved person. Throughout the narrative, in fact, Gilda is
presented with difficult moral choices that require her to exercise the highest levels of
ethics that were taught to her by her vampire mentors. For example, in conversation
with Gilda, one of her vampire companions, Anthony, reminds Gilda that “not everyone
has the instinct for love” and that some vampires (in the novel, the vampires who have

gone astray are both white and black) “live through terror,” “deception,” “and the thrill
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of conquest.” “We have life,” explains Anthony, “but this does not mean we are better
people. In fact, we must struggle even more than mortals do to remain good. How easy
it is for goodness to have no meaning when punishment, retribution —or hell —have no
meaning” (Gomez, The Gilda Stories 78). In another episode in the novel, we learn of
Gilda’s first lesbian love interest Eleanor, who is a white female vampire. Despite
warnings from Soreil and Anthony about Eleanor, Gilda proceeds to spend time with
her. Their dalliance ends abruptly when Gilda’s mentors” concerns turn into reality:
Eleanor orders Gilda to kill Samuel, a vindictive vampire who has also abandoned the
vampire ethics, but this is an act that would go against the principles of vampirism and
one that Gilda immediately refuses. What this suggests is that vampires do not engage

in violence unless it is necessary for the protection of oneself or others.

In the chapter set in 1951, for instance, Gilda makes the conscious decision to
partner with Bird in the killing of a fellow vampire named Fox. Not only has he
abandoned the moral principles to which Gomez’s vampires are sworn, Fox has been
actively terrorizing Black girls for many years, including a Black girl named Toya whom
Gilda takes under her protection during years spent in Massachusetts. When Gilda takes
his life, she looks into his eyes that are “empty, like black stones” (163). When her
tingers brush against “the delicate sides of his heart,” she notices that his eyes soften and
he looks “at the women for the first time as a human,” suggesting that, despite his

evilness, even Fox has a trace of humaneness left in him. Much like humans, vampires
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like Eleanor, Samuel, and Fox have made the deliberate choice to abandon their
principles. So, just as the vampiric life has endowed Gilda with supernatural gifts like
immortality, strength, as well as freedom from racial captivity, it has also, at the same
time, presented her with difficult ethical decisions pertaining to questions of violence,
revenge, and the ethics of living as a Black woman who is always under threat of

violence.

Gomez, thus, does not seem to suggest that vampirism as a model of utopianism
is an easy and straightforward path. Instead, the difficult moral decisions Gilda must
make throughout the novel suggest that Gomez is interested in exploring vampirism as,
tirst and foremost, a praxis of humane living. In one of her nonfiction essays, Gomez
herself notes that The Gilda Stories is primarily concerned with “expanding our ideas of
what human nature really is, allowing us to consider all aspects of ourselves” (Gomez,
“Speculative Fiction” 949, 954). In describing the older Gilda’s upbringing in the very
tirst chapter of the novel, Gomez indicates that although she knew that “there were
those like her who gained power as much from the terror of their prey as from the life
substance itself,” she, on the other hand, “was sustained by sharing blood and by
maintaining the vital connections to life” (31). Indeed, it was “her love for her [vampire]

family of friends [that] had fed her for three hundred years” (31).

The older Gilda offers this wisdom to the Girl/Gilda. After older Gilda’s death,

the Girl/Gilda continues to be mentored and supported by an indigenous vampire Bird,
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who is both a motherly figure and a lover to her, as well as a white gay vampire couple,
Sorel and Anthony, who are the older Gilda’s trusted teachers and mentors and whom
she comes to consider her family as well. Community building as well as the notion of
family that is not tied to genealogical concepts is central to The Gilda Stories because
vampirism offers Gilda that which she was unable to have as a fugitive enslaved person.
Therefore, the figure of the vampire is a compelling fit for Gomez’s imaginary utopian
community rooted in queer kinship: the vampire is inherently a queer figure in its own
right because vampirism exists outside of the heteronormative framework of sexual and
biological reproduction. To articulate her vision of utopian community and queer
kinship, Gomez flips the conventional Gothic scripts of vampirism, within which
vampires show no mercy in attacking and violating human beings and, by sucking their
blood, turn them into vampires without their consent.” In the traditional narrative
structure of the genre, “the encounter with the vampires,” writes Kathy Davis
Patterson, “is characterized as a one-way or intransitive exchange that leads the victim
from intense erotic desire to a wasting sickness and finally to death, [that] destroys
tamilial (and therefore patriarchal) generational dynamics by replicating its homoerotic
‘evil”” (Patterson 6). But in The Gilda Stories, Patterson notes, this is “emphatically not the

case” (6). The question of sexual desire itself is also interlinked with agency and

7 For example, Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897) one of the best-known works of vampire fiction, the vampire is a
gluttonous consumer of middle-class women, whom Dracula violates and coerces to turn into vampires
themselves.
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empowerment, and this is particularly evident in the way that Gilda, as I have
mentioned above, rejects the command from her lesbian lover Eleanor to kill another
vampire on her behalf, affirming her own will and, as Patterson observes, rejecting “the
white woman's presumption of an existing mistress/slave imbalance of power between
them” (6). In the novel, adopting vampirism is a fully consensual act and one that gives
liberation from the world as we know it, not death. As an enslaved black girl, Gilda was
not able to have a home nor a family, so in this way, vampirism provides her with the
ultimate gift of freedom from racial slavery. By becoming a vampire, the Girl, rejects the
logic of white patriarchy that constructed her enslavement through biological
inheritance. As we will see later in this chapter, even the act of consuming blood from
humans is understood to be an empathetic exchange, during which vampires indeed do
take human blood while making sure to satisfy the mortals” deepest emotional and
psychological needs.® Vampirism serves as an allegorical vehicle through which Gomez
communicates a vision of an alternative sociality within which the hegemonic structures

of social difference are both challenged and abolished.

Gomez’s use of vampirism, therefore, is configured as an ethical alternative to

the racialized monstrousness of U.S. society. As Susan M. Morris notes in her essay

8 Although vampirism in The Gilda Stories is still sustained by blood consumption, this act is more of an
exchange rather than vulturous violation. Still, Gomez does retain certain elements of traditional vampires,
such as the act of blood sucking or the vampire’s need for her native soil, which vampires in The Gilda Stories
keep sown into their beds, clothes, and shoes.
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“More Than Human,” Gomez’s vampirism is “the next step of social awareness and
perhaps even evolutionary development” that forewarns the reader that “human life
and culture will perish without a radical restructuring of power” (41). Other literary
scholars have similarly understood Gomez'’s strategies for drawing on the elements of
vampirism as deeply tied to ideas about ethical commitments in the struggle against
systems of racial, gender, and class oppression. As Svetlana Seibel argues in “Radical
Relating,” in Black Atlantic women’s vampire fiction more generally “the empowerment
of vampirism brings with it the responsibility to be ethical” (Seibel 111). In The Gilda
Stories specifically, the vampires, like the protagonist the Girl turned Gilda, and others
whom she meets on her journey, could technically be able to “violate and kill without
the fear of retribution and judgment,” much like slaveowners have done in the past, but
instead, they make a conscious choice to never abuse or misuse this power (111).
Instead, even when they take human blood, Gilda, Bird, and other vampires approach
their encounters with humans with a distinct sense of loving care and reciprocity. The
act itself is not depicted as violent, as vampires in The Gilda Stories take a great deal of
care when approaching mortals and make sure to wipe their memory clean after the
encounter. In one instance, Gilda takes blood from a man but loses her sense of control,
her lips lingering at the slit she makes on his neck for far too long. When Gilda realizes
that the man’s heartbeat has slowed down and she might have unintentionally put his

life in danger, she is overcome with “anger at her indulgence and carelessness” as “she
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held him close and felt desperately for his pulse” (Gomez, The Gilda Stories 205). Gilda
cannot continue the blood exchange to save him, for “bringing a stranger into their life
with no preparation was a more grave offense than letting him die” (205). Even after she
confirms that the man is alive and has not suffered any damages, Gilda struggles with
lingering thoughts of guilt: “she had not left him with anything in exchange and felt like
a thief” (205). In the novel, vampirism, then, not only envisions but itself embodies an
empathetic way of living, in which social relations are deeply rooted in a black feminist
ethics of care and radical empathy for all beings regardless of their race, ethnicity,
sexuality, or gender expression. For Gilda and other vampires, every human life is of
value. In this sense, vampirism itself becomes, as Seibel specifies, an “affective chance to
defy discrimination, exploitation, social justice, normative discourses, and irresponsible
attitudes from a position of responsible power” (111). Here, vampirism is no longer an

economy of monstrosity but rather a model for ethical living.’

The feminist critique in Gomez’s novel foregrounds the ways in which the slave
past shapes the present and implies that the desire to abolish all institutions of
exploitation and oppressive hierarchies of social classification is essential to a black

feminist vision of a radically different future. Morris (2016) specifically notes that The

° In Gomez’s speculative vision of the past, the present, and the future, it is precisely vampirism that offers
a utopian vision of ethic living, which in her book Willful Monstrosity (2020) Natalie Wilson refers to as
“ethical vampirism,” wherein vampires refuse the binary “construction of (certain) humans as moral and
(all) monsters as immoral aberrant” and instead seek to “redress various types of immorality” like rape,
sexual assault, pedophilia, greed, and so on (100).
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Gilda Stories “presents a black feminist future in which black women survive, thrive, and
combat white supremacy as powerful vampires” and are portrayed as “agents of
change” who “move from the margins to the center of the world (34, 36, 40). In staging
Gilda’s resistance to rape, her protection of a young black girl names Toya, and her
vulnerability to the white mob violence, the novel also makes clear the ways in which
racialized gender violence against black women transforms but endures from the era of
slavery and into the present. And in reflecting on the novel in her essay “Black Women
Heroes,” Gomez herself emphasizes the importance of envisioning Gilda’s heroic
experiences as a black woman: she was seeking to “create a female character of larger-
than-life proportion,” Gomez notes, “the type of character and situation that the
burgeoning aesthetics of feminism had given birth to” (8). What is also interesting is that
in pointing out the absence of black women heroes in fiction in her essay and before
turning to the examples of mythic figures in ancient African civilization, the first
reference to a black female hero that Gomez makes is that of an abolitionist. Gomez

writes,

“We need only look as far as Sojourner Truth, clearly a larger-than-life figure in
our history who might have served as a model for mythic interpretation. But
perhaps this history was too immediate. The exploits of the recent century-and-a-
half are familiar and might not lend themselves to fantasy fiction in our minds”

(8).
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We might speculate here that Gomez was inspired by abolitionists figures like Tubman
because, as I will demonstrate later in this chapter, The Gilda Stories is filled with
references to anti-slavery abolitionism as well as the abolition of prisons. What I want to
emphasize here is that Gomez’s notion of vampirism as an ethical framework is rooted
in abolitionist politics because it articulates an ethical orientation that presupposes a
total dismantling of social relations as they currently exist in the world. Indeed, Gomez’s
vampires —at least, those who practice vampirism in good faith—operate in a parallel
universe to the white supremacist superstructure. This is what I understand Gomez to
mean when she says that “in many ways” the character of “the second Gilda is a parallel
to the United States” (Burch). In this sense, the abolitionist impulse in Gomez’s
speculative world-making in The Gilda Stories lies in the author’s ability to imagine an
ethical parallel universe to dominant US social relations. In fact, Gomez herself uses this
language to describe her work, writing that “if we can create a root system, a path to our
independent action from our internal and integral sources of power we can make
ourselves the center of our universe if only in our fantasies” (Gomez, “Black Women
Heroes” 13). The possibility of abolitionist futures, Gomez here suggests, depends on the
ability not only to imagine new institutions or sets of social relations but to live in ways
that are radically different from the institutions, social structures, and cultural norms

that we have inherited. In short, by embodying a new set of values in day-to-day
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interactions with others, we can, she writes in the same essay, “change the way in which

we view ourselves in this society” (13).

To connect this discussion to earlier chapters in this dissertation, we might
consider the ethical vampirism in The Gilda Stories as a microcosm of what Du Bois’s
vision of abolition democracy would look like in practice. It is the vampires” abolitionist
practice of choosing love, empathy, and compassion over violence and greed that
symbolizes the antidote to a sense of futility in the face of immense violence. The Gilda
Stories is instructive in that Gomez shows what is necessary to resist the hopelessness
perpetuated by white supremacy and patriarchy: love, care, compassion, and family.
And in this sense, Gomez’s imagination of a multiracial, queer community of Gilda,
Bird, Anthony, Soreil, and others resonates with Du Bois’s own desire to imagine a post-
racial futurity through the union between Jim and Julia. Gomez takes that impulse and
articulates it as a material possibility on the page in the context of the political
imperatives and priorities of her own time as someone who was living during the height
of the feminist and queer sexual liberation movements. Gomez’s vision of racial freedom
as well as queer liberation is not only dependent on the destruction of specific
institutions and power structures, as was made evident by Du Bois in “The Comet,” but
necessarily also involves new modes of relating. The Gilda Stories shows that the
abolitionist impulse begins from within: here, abolition is a conscientious decision to live

with others in ways that are profoundly ethical, compassionate, and just.
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In the rest of this chapter, I examine how Gomez’s novel explores the ethics of
vampirism, which, as I have suggested above, serves as a trope for abolitionist praxis of
being in the world, through various vantage points: kinship, intimacy, queerness, and
radical hope. |, first, turn to the history of monstrosity in the Gothic tradition to show
how Gomez effectively appropriates the vampire narrative for her own creative means
and how, in so doing, she reorients blackness away from being associated with
monstrousness. Then, I explore in greater depth how elements that are traditionally
associated with vampirism, such as non-reproductive kinship and blood exchange, serve
to construct the novel’s radical philosophy of black feminist abolitionist thought. I
conclude the chapter by engaging with the last apocalyptic chapter of The Gilda Stories to
examine how at the end of the novel, Gomez depicts the persistence of the inhumane
violence of American life as a critique of the actual monstrousness of social hierarchy

and racialized and gender violence.

3.1 Gothic Monstrosity: Otherness as an Emancipatory
Possibility

During the second half of the twentieth century, Leslie Fielder and Theodore
Gross were among the first scholars to examine an implicit connection between race,
blackness, and the American gothic form. The interest in the gothic literature within the
context of the black experience in the United States culminated with the publication of
Toni Morrison’s historic 1987 novel Beloved, which examined how the phantom of
chattel slavery haunts the living in slavery’s afterlife. In African American Gothic (2012),
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Maisha Wester poignantly calls Morrison’s Beloved “a horror story as terrifying as any
zombie movie” (Wester 1). The horror imagined by black authors like Morrison,
however, is not fictive but rather gleaned from the pages of U.S. history. Wester argues
that black Gothic texts, like Morrison’s Beloved, are that much more terrifying because
the haunting imagined by Morrison and other black American writers, like Gomez,
working in this lineage, is rooted in the actual lived realities of the enslaved people and
their descendants. Sabine Meyer in her 2002 essay, “Passing Perverts, After All?
Vampirism, (In)Visibility, and the Horrors of the Normative in Jewelle Gomez' The Gilda
Stories,” actually draws a direct parallel between Gomez'’s black female protagonist and
Morrison’s philosophy of writing. Meyer notes that Gomez constructs her black female
protagonist in line with Toni Morrison’s notion of “choices,” which Morrison articulated
when she stated the following in her 1988 lecture titled “Unspeakable Things
Unspoken.” “We are the subjects of our own narrative,” Morrison said, “witnesses to
and participants in our own experience, and, in no way coincidentally, in the experience
of those with whom we have come in contact. We are not, in fact, “other.” We are
choices” (Morrison 375). Meyer, then, points to the fact that Gomez’s protagonist
embodies Morrison’s vision insofar as Gilda is portrayed not as an “other” but as a
character “capable of making choices about how to read and how to (re)locate her/self
within the complex politics and aesthetics of (in)visibility and enforced normalcy”

(Meyer 4). This directly contradicts popular depictions of blackness in the white
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imagination that see black people as a source of chaos and unpredictability. These
authors show that it is not blackness that is horrifying, as white supremacist imagination
would have it. The specter that continues to haunt the American psycho-social
landscape into the present days, is, in fact, that of slavery. In order, however, to
understand the imperative of African American gothic literature, we ought to turn our

attention to the literary tradition that Morrison, Gomez, and others were responding to.

Anxiety about racial and ethnic otherness was already present in the early body
of works in the Gothic tradition as it emerged in Western Europe. American gothic
writers wrote in the tradition of British Gothic that emerged with “the mid-eighteenth
century ‘Graveyard Poetry of Collins, Young, Blair and Gray” between 1780’s and the
1820’s and was soon exported in the United States by professional writers like Charles
Brockden Brown, whose novels “profoundly influenced the direction of the American
Gothic, the most famous of which is Wieland (1798) (Smith 4, 34).1° American Gothic was
undoubtedly still a part of the British literary culture, written in the English language
and, as American literary critic Lloyd-Smith (2004) notes in American Gothic Fiction,
“exposed, both intellectually and in terms of their marketplace, to British models” (3).

Nevertheless, American writers also reshaped the genre based on specific American

10 The constraints of this chapter do not allow me to explore the origins of Gothic literature from its
inception in British culture and the genre’s spread across various national and cultural contexts. For more
information about the Gothic literary tradition, see Smith, Andrew. Gothic literature. Edinburgh University
Press, 2007; and Mulvey-Roberts, Marie, ed. The Handbook to GothicLliterature. NYU Press, 1998.)
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circumstances that were unique to their own locality (including the socio-political
conditions emerging out of the histories of the American Revolution and, later, the Civil
War) and so the emergence of American Gothic was more than a “simple matter of
imitation or adaptation” (Lloyd Smith 4). “Certain unique cultural pressures,” such as
the frontier experience, the “Puritan inheritance” and the “fear of European subversion”
as well as “racial issues concerning both slavery and the Native Americans,” asserts
Lloyd-Smith, “led Americans to the Gothic as an expression of their very different
conditions” (4). Dealing in transgressions, the genre often featured “free-thinking
characters” who were generally “up to no good”: these characters, for instance,
disbelieved notions such as virginity, were “eager to deflower those who maintain it,”

and preyed on innocent victims who “put their trust in the benevolence and right

thinking of others” (5).

According to Lloyd-Smith, these free-thinking characters were often mad
scientists engaging in “ill-advised experiments” as well as grotesque monstrous others,
including vampires and ghosts; they were portrayed as social outcasts who have gone
astray, denouncing all behaviors and cultural norms that were considered to be moral
and socially desirable (6). Against the backdrop of social normalcy, queer theorist and
literary scholar Jack Halberstam argues in Skin Shows that the figure of the monster
became emblematic of a deviant subjectivity that opposed that which was constructed as

natural, healthy, and pure in the white imagination (2). The gothic form emphasized the
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uncanny horror lurking in the shadows of the everyday life by using “the intensity of
feeling and description in order to evoke a world of disturbing uncertainty” (Graham
57). To this end, following Ann Raddclife’s scholarship on the gothic, Lloyd-Smith
maintains that Gothic narratives were fueled by the notion of imagined terror or the
horrifying idea of what might or could happen if deviancy, understood as a site of
horror, would be allowed into society (8). The figure of the monster in the Gothic
tradition, thus, was not simply about the monster as such. Monstrosity “condensed
various racial and sexual threats to nation, capitalism, and the bourgeoisie in one body”
and articulated popular anxieties about all sorts of perceived impurities that might stain
the fabric of white culture (Halberstam 3). And yet, even as the gothic genre is fearful of
monstrosity, it “creates a public who consumes monstrosity, who revels in it, and who
then surveys its individual members for signs of deviance or monstrosity, excess or
violence” (Halberstam 12). The monster figure can be read, then, as an anticipatory
“signifier whose signified is always already yet to come” (Moffat 13). In other words, the
monstrous other is endemic to white, patriarchal anxieties about which bodies have a

natural right to hegemonic power.!12

11 Like any form of cultural production, gothic literature derived its common mythologies from colonial
narratives of otherness that imagined indigenous, Jewish, and African people as grotesque. British Gothic
literature, as is the case with Stoker’s Dracula for example, explicitly linked monsters to Jews.!! Halberstam
emphasizes that within nineteenth-century British consciousness, blackness was seen as an external threat
abroad, while Jewishness was considered as such internally: Jewish people were seen as “degenerate” and
“marked as a threat to capital, to masculinity, and to nationhood” (14). On the other side of the Atlantic, the
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The imagined terror that has animated the white American imagination, in
particular, is the fear of racial and ethnic otherness that threatens to compromise the
purity of the white race, which is, in turn, sustained by heteronormative notions of
biological reproduction. Narratives of racial otherness in Gothic literature were tied to
anxieties related to the imperial decline, and, accordingly, the use of ghosts, for instance,
signified anxieties about racial and ethnic others that lurked beneath the social fabric
(Smith 103). On the other hand, blood-thirsty vampires were placeholder signifiers for
excessive consumption and immoral, carnal craving. In this regard, the white
imagination “needs” the monstrous other as its moral antithesis in order to maintain
socially violent boundaries that construct whiteness as the norm and place itin a
hierarchical relation to the other. We might, then, think of monstrosity as an ideological
means for, first, monitoring, managing, and containing subjects that are understood to
exist outside of the (white) normative social order and, second, for retaining the

coherence of whiteness as a dominant socio-cultural category that anchors racially

figure of the monstrous black slave, much like the Jew, haunted the white American imagination as an
internal threat to the coherence of whiteness.

12 To offer another reading, scholars of Gothic literature have also thought about the vampire figure as one
that signifies the instability of social identities. Whereas the hegemonic discourse normalizes social
categories and the distinction between the human/nonhuman, natural/unnatural, and so on, the gothic
introduces “a fundamental sense of ambivalence” about the delineations imposed by the social order
(Wester 6). To inhabit monstrosity, then, implies a kind of dwelling outside of the boundaries of what is
deemed to be natural, logical, and, ultimately, human. The more removed the act is from normative social
prescriptions the more monstrous it appears to become within the dominant paradigm (Bryant 551). As
Jeffrey Jerome Cohen notes in Monster Theory, “the monster dwells at the gates of difference” (7).
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exclusionary notions of national belonging and citizenship, which, in turn, depend on

the act of heterosexual reproduction along strict racial lines.

Accordingly, while nineteenth-century Gothic genres saw the clashing of
multiples versions of monstrosity, in twentieth-century Gothic production it was
specifically race that became “a master Signifier of monstrosity” that blocked “out all
other possibilities of monstrous identity” (Halberstam 5). As signifiers of otherness,
monsters “bear the trace of difference that destabilized the distinction” between us and
them. But this otherness is not a strict inversion of normality, nor its direct opposite.
Monstrousness, as Graham explains in Representations of the Post/human (2002), signaled
the “chaotic mixing” of categories and, therefore, pointed to an inherent instability of
social categories (54). In fact, the monster signifies “the end of clear delineations” and, in
this sense, poses a threat to the stability of a social order that depends on exclusionary
social demarcations (54). Inherent to gothic cultural production was this sense of
anxiety, “born out of the twin desire,” writes Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, “to name that which
is difficult to apprehend and to domesticate (and therefore disempower) that which

threatens” the hegemonic social order (viii).

Narrative strategies that deploy gothic elements allowed black American writers
to frame themselves as “producers of, rather than as subjects in, the prevailing modes of
gothic and grotesque narrative discourse in American literature and culture” (Bryant

541). It was Richard Wright, who in his introduction to Native Son, delineated a direct
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relationship between the African American experience and the gothic (Goddu 131).
Early American writers, like Nathaniel Hawthorne and Henry James, Wright noted,
complained about “the bleakness and flatness of the American scene,” so they had to
invent horror (qtd. in Goddu 131). But horror was all around them —in the institution of
slavery and the enduring shadow of racial oppression in the United States in its afterlife.
In this sense, African American history does not simply constitute material for the gothic
narrative but, as Teresa Goddu asserts, it is “also itself coded in gothic terms” (7). The
American gothic is, therefore, not escapist, but insistently haunted by race. It “discloses
the instability of America’s self-representations,” serving as “a primary means of
speaking the unspeakable in American literature” (10). Black American writers, thus, did
not merely mimic traditional gothic conventions but rather rewrote them in ways that
simultaneously expressed “the terrors and complexities of black existence in America”
and resisted “the identities white gothic writers imposed on them” (Wester 2). Beginning
with slave narratives, which featured screaming, “blood-soaked soil,” and invocations of
hell-like torment, an entire lineage of contributors to the African American literary
canon manipulated gothic tropes to overturn narratives that framed blackness as
existing outside of the human (40). In his award-winning essay “The Soul Has Bandaged
Moments,” Cedric Gael Bryant specifically details how the main gothic motif that
animated the late nineteenth- and twentieth-century works of African American literary

production dealt with the idea of “trespassing prohibited literal or ideological space”
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(546). This meant that writers imagined their characters violating hegemonic norms or
entering spaces which precluded the presence of black subjects. Within this discursive
context, the racial monster of the American psyche functions as a metaphor for slavery
and “the horror of continuing unfreedom” (Wester 188). Abolitionist writers, among
them Frederick Douglass and Harriet Jacobs, explicitly framed slavery as a “haunting
institution” and a “tormenting specter” (42). Later, generations of black writers
“repeatedly return to this notion of slavery as haunted and haunting institution,” what
Avery Gordon would call the “the lingering inheritance of racial slavery” (Wester 139;

Gordon 2011, 139).

Gomez’s The Gilda Stories is an important text in this tradition as it uses the
monstrous figure of the vampire to challenge white supremacist patriarchal violence
(Lenhardt 204). Like other black American writers before her, Gomez flips the traditional
vampire script by establishing what Bryant calls a “retaliatory monstrous difference” as
a creative space for reimagining and remapping old racial cultural codes which redefine
blackness, queerness, and femininity as powerful, evocative, and morally rich (544). As
Wilson notes, “horror can be an ethical project” (100). In the terms [ have already
discussed, Gomez’s bending of the horror genre provides a model of “embodied ethics,”
what Wilson calls an “ethical vampire life,” which does not rely on horror in the classical
sense. This kind of critical reworking of the gothic narrative through the lens of black

subjectivity reframes monstrosity not simply as “a fixed, paralyzing moment of horror,
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but also a catalytic space where agency and progress, hope and being are possible”
(Bryant 551). In other words, within the African American gothic grammar, to use
Bryant’s term again, monstrosity is no longer a signifier of otherness but rather a
discursive tool for envisioning forms of being (beyond humanness even) that do not
depend on a set of exploitative social relations. “Rather than cultivate fear of vampires,
or overturn the monstrosity attendant to social death no matter the terms,” notes
Christopher Lewis, “Gomez positions a community of vampires and social monstrosity
as methods of liberation and white determined humanity as a troubling force. In The
Gilda Stories, human beings —not vampires —are depicted as draining the world of its
life” (449). White people are “just barely human. Maybe not even,” writes Gomez when
narrating discussions that the older Gilda has with the Girl. “They suck up the world,

don’t taste it” (Gomez, The Gilda Stories 11).

3.2 Queer Intimacy and Kinship as Black Feminist Visions of the
Future

In the foreword to the twenty-fifth anniversary edition of the novel, Gomez asks:
“What is family? How do we live inside our power and at the same time act
responsibly? How do we build community? How do we connect authentically across
gender, ethnicity, and class lines?” (Gomez, The Gilda Stories xiii). Gomez stages the
exploration of these questions through the vampire family/community dynamic,
emphasizing not the monstrous quality of vampires but rather their moral/ethical
otherness which is the source of their difference and thus, also the source of their moral
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power. Gomez’s vampires carry within them a kind of humane-ness that too many
mortal humans lack. Soon after becoming a vampire, for instance, Gilda learns from her
mentor that “the only way to maintain any humanity is to remember the faces of those
who've died, to carry them within ourselves so that whatever good might have
remained in their spirits has someplace to dwell” (78). The vampire’s task is to see
goodness in every human being, no matter how wicked. This is why, even when killing
a white Klansman in self-defense, Gilda is able to psychically access his humanity and
“absorb some sense of his true spirit” (114). And, as I have discussed earlier, when
killing Fox to protect Toya, Gilda is able to touch momentarily the remains of his true

essence, before ripping his wicked heart out.

Bound by ethics of empathy and love, kinship among vampires is no longer
biological and, therefore, not heterosexual. Much like traditional vampires, the
multiracial commune of queer vampires in The Gilda Stories functions entirely outside of
the heterosexual biocentric framework of human reproduction. Kinship forms hybrid
and expansive familial networks that transcend socially imposed boundaries of race,
gender, age, and sexuality, which is expressed in a series of erotic, queer, interracial
intimate encounters between black, white, and indigenous female vampires that are

resolutely unbound by the presumptions of racial, ethnic, and gendered otherness. The
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bio-social implications of race'® simply cease to exist between Gomez’s vampires who
can only be adequately described as free-loving and, thus, inherently transgressive. In
fact, the very notion of erotic intimacy in Gilda’s life is unconstrained by age, gender, or
the nature of the relationship. For example, there is a sense of sensual, maternal care in
the way that the young Girl bonds both with the older Gilda and with her lover Bird, a
Native American vampire, who, after older Gilda’s passing, becomes her new mentor as
well as her lover in her adult life. By this I mean to emphasize that, for Gomez,
heteronormative ideas about family, maternity, and sexual desire collapse to give way to
a queering of the Gothic trope of incest that is reframed not as a site of sexual violation
but as emotional safety, intimacy, and generative eroticism. As Sarah Kent writes in
“The Bloody Transaction,” “Bird and Gilda’s eroticism queerly reorients the world. The
Gilda Stories sculpts the erotic as a counter-politics that radically destabilizes hegemonic
rules and regulations of relationships” (752). The extent of Gomez’s intervention in the
heteropatriarchal concepts of kinship, desire, and sexuality can be most clearly observed

in her reframing of the blood exchange, which I discuss in greater detail below.

Even as Gomez adopts many elements of the vampire figure, she is working
against heteronormative conventions that have historically shaped the genre of vampire

fiction. In classic gothic fiction, the narrative is rich with metaphors that signify violence

13 For a more detailed account of biological ideologies of race, see Jordan, Winthrop D. "Historical origins of
the one-drop racial rule in the United States.” Journal of Critical Mixed Race Studies 1.1 (2014); Lemelle,
Anthony. "One drop rule." The Blackwell Encyclopedia of Sociology (2007);
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and the sexual violation of the vampire’s human subjects, and specifically the act of
mercilessly taking their blood, is the height of that violation. More precisely, in
traditional Euro-American horror fiction, according to Judith Johnson, the act of sucking
the blood is a “blunt metaphor for rape” (74). Notably, the very first vampire stories in
the British-American literary archive —works like The Vampyre (1819), Carmilla (1871),
and Dracula (1897) are stories of “violation, exploitation, and pursuit” by the vampire
character who is constructed as “an aristocratic leecher” (75). For Gilda and other
vampires, however, taking blood from human beings is a tender act of reciprocal
exchange. “The sexual relationships implied by the vampire kiss” in the novel, Johnson
observes, “is more an exchange of passion than a rape or an economic enslavement”
(78). This act is decidedly intentional, and Gomez goes to great lengths to emphasize this
level of deliberateness throughout the narrative. When Gilda teaches the Girl the ethics

of vampirism, she emphasizes the importance of selflessness:

“And as you take from them you must reach inside. Feel what they need, not
what you are hungering for. You leave them with something new and fresh,
something wanted. Let their joy fill you. This is the only way to share and not
to rob” (Gomez, The Gilda Stories 50; emphasis added).

In the narrative, it is presumed that the exchange benefits both parties as the teachings
Gilda receives emphasize that humans” deepest needs and longings are satisfied during
the exchange. Vampires must infuse the participant of the blood exchange —for the

subject of blood sucking is clearly not a “victim” in a tradition sense —with what is
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“fresh" and “new.” These specific words suggest that Gomez’s vampire ought to engage
in the blood exchange not only with care but a sense of imaginative possibility. The
blood drinking, then, “becomes a mutual decision to exchange blood,” as Johnson
suggests, which does not harm human beings, since they cannot remember the
exchange, nor does it kill them or transform them into greedy vampires against their
will (78). Johnson also notes that for women writers in horror fiction, blood has not
signified horror like it has in the traditional horror literature written by white male
authors. ¥ Evoking associations with menstrual blood and female reproduction, blood
becomes understood instead as “source of power, a source of the ability to share love
and creative life (other vampires)” and, thus, a mode of queer reproduction (78). “It is
for love that we do this,” the older Gilda explains, emphasizing that “there is a joy to the
exchange we make,” giving “what’s needed —energy, dreams, ideas”; those who “kill
every time they go out into the night,” however, are “simply murderers” (Gomez, The

Gilda Stories 47; 45). Blood drinking is, thus, rejuvenating, life-giving, and restoring.

14 Written primarily by male authors, gothic literature of the nineteenth century featured female vampire
characters that followed strictly heteronormative scripts. Any mention of lesbian eroticism was codified as
“violent and transgressive” and intimate and especially erotic relationships that these women could have
had focused on sexual violation of a woman of no status by a woman in a higher social standing (Amador
9). But as more women writers began producing works of vampire fiction, the female vampire archetype
evolved away from the Victorian imagery of erotic deviance seen, for instance, in works like Samuel Taylor
Coleridge’s “Christabel” (1816) or the aforementioned Bram Stoker’s 1897 novel Dracula. Accordingly, the
trope of “feminine sexual perversion” that was seen in early works of vampire fiction was reimagined to
reflect the feminist ideas that were emerging out of the feminist rhetoric that defined the women’s
movements of the 1960°s and 1970’s. Gomez was one of these writers who looked to reimagine sexual
deviancy as powerful eroticism.
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This becomes particularly apparent in one of the most important scenes, in which
the Girl/Gilda decides to become a vampire. In the process of her initiation, Gilda makes
a small cut on her neck and “kisse[s] her on the forehead and neck where the pain had
been” (46). In this exchange of blood, Gilda then opens the skin on her chest and pulls
“the Girl’s head to her breast” (46). The erotic sensuality between the older woman and
the young woman is neither promiscuous, pornographic, or lewd. In fact, the sensuality
is framed as an intimate maternal connection as the Girl “curl[s] her long body in Gilda’s
lap like a child safe in her mother’s arms” (46; emphasis mine). Gomez then refers to the
Girl as a “suckling girl,” further invoking associations with maternity through its
connection to suckling/breastfeeding, which becomes synonymous with the sacred ritual
of the blood exchange. Here, too, as Lynda Hall notes, “Gomez breaks incest taboos in
depicting a blurred lover/mother/child, with desire circulating between women,
independent from men,” suggesting not only a kind of autonomy on behalf of these
women but that their existence is a diversion from the cultural scripts that shape and

mold the world around them (Hall 401).

Erotic intimacy that is informed by the mother/child connection continues to
characterize Gilda’s encounters with humans and other vampires for the rest of her
journey. When in the early 1970’s, Gilda initiates a black man Julius into vampirism,
their exchange of blood is described as a sex act. When Gilda takes blood from Julius for

the first time, he recounts it to her as a dream, in which Gilda comes to his apartment to
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make love. Later, Gomez describes the blood exchange between them in erotic terms: he
“thrust his fingers into the short, nappy hair that framed her face, pulling her face down
to his” while Gilda “passed her hand over her chest” (Gomez, The Gilda Stories 191).
Here, too, the lines of sexual attraction and motherly care run in parallel to each other as
Gilda “thrust her tongue into his mouth” and “was immediately flooded with the sense
of well-being only a child can feel when lying in the arms of its parents” (192). Gomez
describes their kiss as “both passionate and chaste,” and, although the terms of their
engagement are clearly erotic, Julius is described “like a child in her arms, yet still a
man” (192). This notion of intimacy “explodes” heteronormative, biocentric boundaries
that circumscribe ideas about maternity and sex, wherein the former is constructed as
chaste and asexual and the latter as libidinal and erotic. For Gomez, however, these

terms are complimentary rather than contradictory.

This dynamic works similarly in Gomez’s descriptions of erotic encounters
between Gilda and her Native American vampire mentor Bird. When Bird returns to
Gilda after many years spent away with her Native American kin, Gomez describes their
blood exchange in erotic and maternal terms though it is Bird who is the maternal figure
and Gilda the child. Gomez describes both women laying together naked as “the soft
touch of Bird’s hand” caresses Gilda’s body “as if it was her mother’s” (139). In
describing Bird caressing and kissing Gilda’s face, neck, and chest, Gomez writes that “it

was not unlike lust,” yet Gilda “felt the love almost as motherly affection” (139; emphasis
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added). Using language to reinforce a sense of mother-child connection between them,
Gomez, nevertheless, describes how “Gilda lay on her back opening herself” to Bird and
how Bird’s touch sparked “a tingle insider her thighs,” indicating sexual arousal (139).
In this instance, maternity, eroticism, and queerness are inseparable as their encounter is
framed as a lesbian sex act:
“[Gilda’s] hand massaged Bird’s breast, first touching the nipple gently with
curiosity, then roughly. She wanted to know this body that gave her life. ... To
an outsider the sight may have been one of horror: their faces red and shining,
their eyes unfocused and black, the sound of their bodies slick with wetness, tight
with life. Yet it was a birth. The mother was finally able to bring her child into the
world, to look at her. It was not death that claimed Gilda. It was Bird. . . She

lingered over her as she would a child. She whispered sweet words to her as she
might a lover” (140; emphasis added).

Here, Gomez directly acknowledges that this sensual scene of erotic mother-to-child
lovemaking would be outright horrifying to the outside world. Indeed, incest is a taboo
within a familial structure that is predicated upon biological definitions of kinship that
divide members of the family unit. As Candace Benefiel (2004) notes, Gomez’s vampire
family, however, “incestuous and blurred as it is, presents a subversive alternative
model to the nuclear family” in that it profoundly restructures normative social
boundaries that are constituted by white patriarchal notions of kinship, family, and
sexuality (263). Relations between Gomez’s vampires that would otherwise be
considered to be a form of social deviancy are in The Gilda Stories moments of profound

human intimacy that generate a space of transformative queer desire between women
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who live on their own terms, outside of the dominant notions of normalcy. “Gomez’s
emphasis on ‘family’—on the individual’s ability to choose and ‘create’ the ‘family,”
Lynda Hall (2000) writes, “not only bypasses heterosexuality and often negates the male
presence as a necessary and powerful “head” of the family, but also takes agency in the
‘act’ itself —naming and claiming identity as a family without procreation a necessary
component either” (401). Feminist sensibility, in Gomez’s novel, therefore, is rooted in
lesbian consciousness and extends beyond addressing solely the structures of racial
unfreedom by challenging gendered foundations of social institutions, like the nuclear

family, that reproduce constraining hegemonic ideas about race, gender, and sexuality.

For Gomez, vampirism is an ideal theme for exploring the intersection of black
feminist consciousness and queer sexuality between independent, free-loving women in
that “modern vampire fictions do not seem to differentiate between male or female
lovers/victims; they lie down with women and men as the occasion provides” (Benefiel
268). Accordingly, the labels of homosexual or heterosexual “seem irrelevant to the
nature of vampirism,” Benefiel notes, and thus are, “unduly limiting” (401). Whereas in
classic Gothic texts vampires are portrayed abnormal, ruthless, and merciless, vampires
in women'’s lesbian fiction, including Gomez’s The Gilda Stories, are “not narrative
Others but narrative selves, role models” (79). Erotic intimacy that is nurtured among
these vampiric women, as well as their human subjects, engenders new models of

communal living. For this reason, several times throughout the novel, Gilda reiterates
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vampires’—and therefore also her own—“separateness” from the mortals, which Gomez
describes as “an impenetrable curtain between them, one she wished didn’t exist”
(Gomez, The Gilda Stories 169). At the same time, however, Gilda also feels profound
connection to human beings, which suggests that Gomez’s vampires are not inseparable
from humans. Indeed, their supernatural powers and psychic abilities merely amplify
the humanness —compassion, love, kindness, and care—they have already possessed as
mortals, for to be initiated into ethical vampirism, one must show a deep desire to live

with unconditional integrity.

In The Gilda Stories, love can be found anywhere and with anyone, and, over her
two-hundred-year journey across time and space, Gilda carefully and intentionally
cultivates intimate relationships with many women. Once she leaves them, Gilda is able
to find such love in new places and with new people, while carrying the memories of
former lover-friends into the future. For example, in 1981, Gilda spends her time with a
group of women who gather on weekends “to listen to music or poetry, or simply to eat
together” in the West Side apartment belonging to her friend, Ayeesha (196). When
Gilda looks “into Ayeesha’s face and those of her friends,” Gomez writes, she sees
“Aurelia, Berniece, her mother and sisters” —all the women she has loved and bonded
with in the decades prior to moving to New York City (196). “It was this link,” writes
Gomez, “she searched for in each new place she lived,” as “Gilda found her comfort

with women” (196, 174). In this way, the undoing of socially constructed boundaries in
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the act of emotional and erotic bonding across lines of gender, race, age, and sexuality is
also the undoing of difference as that which has historically been constructed as
monstrous. Social difference ceases to be a barrier, a cause of disunity and separation,
and instead morphs into a powerful imaginative site of queer possibility. In the terms I
have been exploring, it is this queer abolitionist politic that makes radical hope in a

painfully futile world not only possible but indispensable.

3.3 Apocalypse, Radical Hope, and Biocapitalist Futures

In imagining the humanity’s fate in 2050, the novel’s last chapter, Gomez offers a
radical ecofeminist critique of late-stage capitalism. The mortals have ultimately
discovered vampirism, and Gilda and her family is now pursued by “the Hunters,” a
futuristic version of slave catchers, who, “armed with drugs and other weapons to
ensnare her and her family,” “filled [Gilda] with familiar terror” (234; emphasis added).
The Hunters, who carry “the smell of sweat and greed” remind her of “the bounty
hunter’s hand on her childishly thin ankle” (248). Although the Hunters are “more
silent, more expert,” they are, Gomez emphasizes, “essentially the same” as slave
catchers who preyed upon the enslaved descendants of Africans who, like Gilda, ran
from the plantation life of servitude towards freedom, agency, and self-determination
(234). The logic of those who employ Hunters is driven by the same hunger for power
and domination that drove the institution of racial slavery. Those who hunt vampires in

2050 are sent by “the hungry rich,” Gomez writes, as it is the rich who seek to
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immortality by breaking “the one commandment held by her kind: never kill one’s
creator” (235). Although previous chapters are not devoid of violence, Gomez'’s vision of
the future in the last chapter is deeply pessimistic: humans fail to learn to live
compassionately and ethically and only enact more violence. Slavery, racial segregation,
and anti-black oppression morphs into a new form of captivity, in which ethical
vampires become the newly enslaved. Her critique highlights the devastating impact
that humans will have on the world if the way humans relate to each other and to the
earth continues to be driven by the thirst for power and capitalistic greed. In Gomez’s
depiction of the future, “people had grown restless and impatient with themselves, then
surly and ruthless” because of “the psychological impact of having no distance future to
contemplate,” which is a direct result of “the ruthless way the decline of the planet has

been shepherded,” making the planet uninhabitable for human life (235).

New forms of captivity at the end of the novel are congruent with the socio-
economic shifts and ideological imperatives of late-stage capitalism, which no longer
thrives only on the exploitation of physical bodies of enslaved laborers but extends its
grip to the harvesting of biocapital. Gilda hears rumors that the new form of vampire
servitude to humans is understood as “service” and that “only those who resisted
sharing their blood were dealt with harshly” (234). Gomez’s apocalyptic vision
foreshadows the eventual shift from labor-intensive manufacturing to a service-based

economy under late capitalism, in which time is increasingly subject to economic
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commodification. Her portrayal of greedy humans, who are unable to change their
destructive ways and instead begin to hunt vampires, suggests that the future, if left to
the human, is beyond repair. Environmental destruction signifies a profound loss of
hope precisely because such devastation makes humanistic futures an impossibility. As
an abolitionist praxis of human(e) being, ethical vampirism, The Gilda Stories suggests, is
humanity’s only hope for survival. For Gilda this truth is easy to see, but its fragility in a
world overwritten by human greed makes it difficult to sustain hope. She struggles
against a profound sense of futility, emphasizing the tension in the abolitionist

imagination I have been tracking between pessimism and utopic longing.

Gilda’s emotional struggle with the ongoing logics of slavery is an important
aspect of the novel. In an earlier chapter set in 2020, Gilda is depicted as struggling to
forge hope in the face of human violence. Having for decades closely watched “history
on video—marches, movements, more bombings, rapes, killings, [and] more
movements,” Gilda stops collecting “newspaper articles about the bombings, rapes, and
starvation” and feels the need to maintain distance from the human world. Her desire to
withdraw foreshadows the future in 2050, in which “the nation” is “dissolving” and
“overpopulation has created economic collapse” (227, 226). For the rest of the novel,
Gilda feels that life on earth has become futile and so she is constantly “searching for
hope” in a world that is “dying of greed” (241). By the end of The Gilda Stories, Gilda is

so hopeless that she offers Bird to end their vampiric lives and take the true death
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together: “there was little chance the atmosphere could be saved,” writes Gomez, and
“she knew no reason to remain” (250). Bird rejects Gilda’s suggestion and reminds her of
the ethos of vampirism-as-abolitionism, a relentless commitment to family, life, and
love: “we remain because this is our home,” Bird proclaims. “We both have lost land
here. Should we leave it all to them [mortals]? I will not,” she concludes, reinforcing the
radical commitment to freedom and self-determination that the vampires” practice so

fiercely and unapologetically across time and space “(250).

Gilda’s struggle to locate hope is a product of her life as a witness to the afterlife
of slavery. Although Gilda was able to reclaim her life from captivity, slavery endures in
her present and returns to haunt her in the future. The future that awaits our humanity,
Gomez forewarns while writing during a decade that witnessed the expansion of
racialized mass incarceration, is full of horror, and this “horror was slavery come again”
(235; emphasis mine). These new forms of captivity evoke associations with enslavement
and make Gilda “shiver with the memories of her escape from the plantation” (234). As
a vampire, Gilda is immortal, but so is the ghost of slavery that continues to haunt her
and her new family. Gomez’s vision of history is distinctly congruent with the principles
of neo-abolitionism in slavery’s afterlife precisely because the author continuously
reinforces the idea that slavery was not, in fact, abolished in the nineteenth century.
Instead, slavery continuously makes an appearance throughout the novel, both when

Gomez describes the sharecropping structures of exploitation in the 1920s, the prison
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rebellion at the Attica prison in 1970’s, and how in 2020 humans are “still trying to
decide if brown people and white people should eat sitting at the same table” (225).
Because Gilda is immortal, she witnesses and carries the weight of knowing how history

unfolds—the way in which slavery never, in fact, truly dies.

At its core, Gilda’s movement through time and space gives her the awareness of
the many afterlives of slavery: vampirism enables her to carry forward into the future
the memory of her ancestors and the knowledge of the past. This allows her to see the
long-term continuities between the mechanisms of the plantation and the unfolding of
history in decades following the abolition of slavery. In the fifth chapter, for instance,
which is set in 1981 in New York City, one of the vampires tells Gilda that “we
[vampires] are a living history” (Gomez, The Gilda Stories 177). In this way, vampirism in
The Gilda’s Stories is also a form of historical consciousness that makes Gilda a witness to

the long tradition of abolitionism.

This tradition has many components, and that is reflected in how Gomez’s
weaves several references to abolition throughout the narrative. First, abolitionism as
resistance to the institution of chattel slavery is what makes Gilda’s freedom possible. At
the beginning of the novel, the narrative voice tangentially references “abolition and the
rising temperatures of the North and South,” foreshadowing the beginning of the
American Civil War (Gomez, The Gilda Stories 25). Gilda denounces the institution of

slavery and claims her freedom, an act of abolitionist resistance. And it is the older
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Gilda’s “abolitionist sentiments,” which, “writes Gomez, “had never been hidden,” that
propel her to rescue the Girl/Gilda and give her a loving home, safety, and protection in
a community of queer vampires” (32). This act of abolitionist resistance and solidarity,
as Lewis notes, serves “as a powerful means of [Gilda’s] liberation from enslavement

and its gendered, racial, and sexual legacies” (Lewis 453).

Second, one of Gilda’s primary roles within the narrative structure is to convey
the importance of understanding the long-term effects of slavery through the abolitionist
lens shaped by her subjectivity as a formerly enslaved black woman.!> As the narrative
follows Gilda’s stories from one chapter to the other, readers learn that “she didn’t
believe,” writes Gomez, “a past could, or should, be so easily discarded,” and that “the
memories of her master’s lash as well as her mother’s face, legends of the Middle
Passage, lynchings she had not been able to prevent, images of black women bent over
scouring bushes—all fueled her ambition” (Gomez, The Gilda Stories 180). I read Gomez's
mention of Gilda’s ambition as a reference to the abolitionist impulse towards black
futures that is firmly shaped by a critical understanding of racial history, the past of

enslavement, and slavery’s persistence in the social life of the United States.

15 In the novel, Gilda reflects on “the inattention of her contemporaries to some mortal questions, like race,”
suggesting that, compared to other vampires, Gilda is able to see the mortal world through the lens of her
own racialized and gendered experience of enslavement, thus emphasizing the centrality of her identity as a
fugitive slave to how Gilda constructs her own vision and practice of ethnical living (180). Gilda’s present is
and her future firmly connected to the past of slavery, because Gilda’s own “connection to the daylight
world,” meaning to the social life of mortals, “[comes] from her blackness,” which is to say, also her
fugitivity as a formerly enslaved person.
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Gomez doubles down on the historical continuities between slavery and U.S.
history with numerous references to the persistence of racial enslavement in Gilda’s
many lives. When describing Gilda’s own thinking about black social movements of the
sixties and seventies and the fate of political visionaries like Angela Davis, Malcolm X,
and George Jackson, Gomez writes that “the horror of slavery appeared to reap endless
returns” (178; emphasis mine). Throughout the novel, Gomez is intent on reinforcing
this idea that the present is a product of social structures of racial slavery that have
never been fully abolished. This emphasis on the “endless returns” of slavery is
reinforced by a conversation between Gilda and Julius, which makes Gilda think of the
1971 prison rebellion at the Attica Correctional Facility in Attica, New York. “The
pictures of inmates killing and being killed, lined up in the prison yard” evoke for Gilda
“the memories of the slave quarters: dark men with eyes full of submission and rage”
(Gomez, The Gilda Stories 169). She further emphasizes the comparison between
plantation slavery and the contemporary prison—an abolitionist position —when she
writes that prisoners” “bodies plumped with bullets were the same ashen color as those
fallen beside the trees to which they have been tied as a punishment” (169; emphasis
mine). In this sentence, Gomez explicitly references racialized modes of punishment that
were prevalent in the late nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries, when thousands
of black Americans were lynched and burned across the South. Gilda then realizes that

Julius “could not see [the] things” that she witnessed over the century of her life as a

123



vampire. In her own immortality, Gilda witnesses the immortality of slavery, its psychic
grasp on the present, and the persistent hold that the dead have on the living.!® In this
way, Gomez makes clear her investment in seeing the trajectory of postbellum U.S.
history through the lens of abolitionist thought.'” No longer a slave, Gilda cannot fully

escape the structures of slavery in the United States.

In a world with no future, Gilda ultimately does find a renewed sense of hope
with a black woman Ermis, whom she finds in a state of near death and rescues by
performing the blood exchange. “There was hope inside you even as you stood with
death,” Gilda says. “I needed that in you” (Gomez, The Gilda Stories 247). Gomez
emphasizes the word ‘need,” not “‘want.” Radical hope, Gomez suggests, and our capacity
to survive is contingent upon the ability to love and care for other human beings. Gilda’s
ultimate recovery of her sense of hope point to the dual tension between a sense of
tutility and radical hope that is an intrinsic part of abolitionist sensibility. Amidst
devastation and destruction, it is vampirism that allows Gilda and her family to move

forward into the future. And more specifically, Gilda’s sense of despair at the end of the

16 For this insight, I am indebted to my conversation with Mitchell Damien “M.D.” Murtagh.

17 Although Gilda considers the utopian vampiric community to be her true family, this does not mean that
this utopia is perfect or that all vampires are staunchly anti-racist. This only further highlights the
importance of Gilda’s lived experience as black lesbian fugitive slave in constructing Gomez’s vision of
utopianism, which is what Gomez means when she writes about centering perspectives of black lesbians in
liberatory visions of the future. As readers, we can only speculate about the beliefs of other vampires in their
community because the narrative is structured entirely through the lens of Gilda’s stories, as the title
suggests
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novel is overpowered by what has always sustained her: intimacy with other black

women.

Sensuality between Gilda and Ermis is what allows them to move forward “in a
dying and unloving world” (247). After defeating the Hunters who pursue them, both
women begin their journey toward Machu Picchu, where they will eventually reunite
with the rest of the vampire family and begin a new life in South America, far away
from the United States, which is the concluding scene in the novel. Gilda’s desire to
reunite with the rest of her family is symbolic of the future worth believing and fighting
for. As Gilda and Ermis turn southward to meet Julius and Effie, another black woman
vampire with whom Gilda has spent many years, appears on the horizon. “Gilda was no
longer fleeing for her life,” writes Gomez in the last line of the novel. The final sentence
in The Gilda Stories communicates a sense of relief and signifies a new possibility for

Gilda and her family, elsewhere.

In this way, queer intimacy in The Gilda Stories is tethered to a politics of radical
hope, for becoming and living as a vampire necessitates a sense of idealism,
consciousness, and commitment to living life ethically. Even at those times when there
didn’t “seem to be much hope at the moment,” Gomez writes that Gilda remained
“determined to survive” and would “would wait and work and move around the world
toward the future” (Gomez, The Gilda Stories 179). By figuring vampirism as a praxis of

humane being, Gomez’s vampire family explicitly renounces those vampires who have
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“hunger for destruction” (179). Radical hope here is an abolitionist force that is always
within reach in the future. It is this movement towards the future and, therefore,
towards hope that sustains Gilda. Creating a chosen family for herself and nurturing
queer intimacy with vampires and mortals allows Gilda to hold the duality of “deep

sorrow and fierce optimism together in her heart” (127).

I'have been arguing that the tension between futility and hope underlies the
novel’s emphasis on vampirism as an ethical praxis. This is especially evident in Julius’s
initiation into vampirism earlier in the novel, as the way Gomez describes it sheds
further light on qualities that constitute her abolitionist vision and serve as a source of
hope for her. Julius’s “vision of the future” is “fueled” by the post-1960’s black radical
movements, and Gilda is immediately drawn to his fervent passion for the political
struggle of black radicalism (170). When Gilda helps Julius transition into vampirism,
she says to him that vampirism is “commitment as you’ve always fantasized it—in
college dormitories when you talked of revolution, in the theater when they speak of
changing the world” (191; emphasis added). It was Julius’s “enthusiasm and idealism” for
black liberation that Gilda “needed to face eternity” (170, 194; emphasis added). In order
to continue into the future, Gilda needs—not wants—to be touched by Julius’s sense of
hope and relentless desire for a better world, like later, she will also be touched by
Ermis, whose love and care will give her strength to confront the apocalypse. It is hope

in the transformative power of righteousness, conscientious living, and “fierce devotion”
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amidst environmental destruction, racial oppression, and patriarchal violence that fuels
the humanistic praxis of abolitionist being that Gilda embodies in The Gilda Stories

(224).18

Gomez ultimately suggests that, just like Gilda, we desperately need hope to
move forward into the seemingly hopeless future. Black feminist abolitionist politics
allow us to locate the creative capacity to imagine otherwise and be relentless in the
pursuit of a radically different world. Gomez’s vision of the apocalyptic future is not
wholly pessimistic as it is necessarily tethered to the idealistic metaphor of vampirism as
a ground for radical possibilities. This makes Gomez’s The Gilda Stories a decidedly
abolitionist text that is firmly grounded in a black feminist lesbian consciousness: while
slavery endures in the present, Gomez suggests, a total and complete restructuring of
social relations and an entirely new ethics might birth a different future. The world

might be “dying,” but, for Jewelle Gomez, black feminist subjectivity, symbolized by

18 The vampires in Gilda’s family believe that “doing nothing can never be called love,” so Gomez’s
vampires are also, in some sense, activists who travel and work with oppressed communities globally
against “the destruction of the environment by ordinary people” (228; 229). For example, throughout the
novel Bird travels the world to work with indigenous communities and, at the end of The Gilda Stories, we
learn that she is still working tirelessly towards land reclamation and indigenous sovereignty in South
America. Gilda’s vampire-brother Julius works alongside the “members of GrassRoots [a futuristic social
movement] who persisted in their demands that people turn around the way they lived” (233). Through
these characters, Gomez offers a vision of vampires who carry the ethos of abolitionism forward into the
future. Their immortality protects them from human death but does not preclude that they work alongside
mortals to secure a better future.
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Gilda’s courageous, fierce, and morally upstanding character, is the only way of

“contemplating how to live [in the world] instead of dying with it” (241).
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4. Reckoning with the Past: Abolition of Whiteness in
Contemporary Art of Titus Kaphar & Harmonia Rosales

The making of abolitionist futures, such as those envisioned by W. E. B. Du Bois
and Jewelle Gomez, in which the hegemonic terms of human difference have been
eliminated and replaced with an equal regard for the dignity of all human beings,
necessarily requires the undoing of epistemologies that have constructed a hierarchy of
human value in the first place. In western modernity, whiteness has been held to be
synonymous with personhood, while blackness has been regarded as the not fully
human. Structural elements of Euro-American culture distinctly reflect the anti-
blackness that undergirds the category of the human and twins “progress” with
whiteness. As Dylan Rodriguez notes in “Abolition as Praxis of Human Being,” the
abolitionist tradition has served to “protect the collective spiritual, cultural, and
physiological integrity of particular peoples who exist on the underside of liberal
futurity” and, at its core, is “an ongoing, necessary confrontation with the life-deforming
algorithms of a Civilization project that rests on the intersecting and entwined logics of
chattel incarceration (enslavement) and racial-colonial genocide (cultural, biological,
ecological, and otherwise” (1610). Put differently, one of the main imperatives of
abolitionist thought is to reckon with the past and, more specifically, to confront and
contest systems of knowledge that place groups of people outside of the social
construction of humanness and cultural practices that enact their exclusion on social,
political, and economic terms.
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This abolitionist project has been especially important for Black artists intervening
in the representational logics of visual culture, a historical archive that is ripe with
objects that glorify whiteness while normalizing racial hierarchies and reifying racial
stereotypes. In the visual documentations of slavery and colonialism produced by the
plantocracy and settlers, the archive almost exclusively presents monolithic images of
black people who are portrayed as subservient and submissive to whites (Wood 2000).'
Abolitionist undoing of this epistemological ‘baggage’ has required a critical reckoning
with the racial past and, more specifically, with the way in which white epistemology
undergirds dominant systems of social classification that have continued to shape
normative understanding of humanness in the present. The confrontation with this
history and the violence of the white gaze is central to this chapter, in which I examine
how contemporary black artists have returned to the archive of slavery and colonialism
in order to interrogate the epistemological foundations that have shaped anti-black

cultural production.

19 Black Americans have resisted their exclusion from American society by inserting themselves into the U.S.
national culture, often using the visual medium for strategic purposes. In the early nineteenth century, freed
black Americans produced print culture that emphasized their autonomy, often sitting for daguerreotype
portraits in their finest garments to emphasize their freedom (Cobb 2016). As Marcus Wood (2014) argues, in
crafting literary slave narratives formerly enslaved black Americans also used visual elements to establish
the authority of their authorship and underline black autonomy by posing for frontispiece author portraits.
Later, at the height of the Emancipation struggle, white and black American abolitionists strategically used
drawings, prints, and illustrations as tools of visual propaganda to call for slavery’s immediate abolition
(Cutter 2017; Fox-Amato 2019). And, even throughout the twentieth-century, photographic imagery would
continue to be used by black activists to gain political recognition during the anti-lynching movement, the
civil rights movement, and the black power movement (Raiford 2011). Black visual art was no exception
(Doss 1999; Willis & Dodson 1989; Cooks 2011).
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In what follows, I turn my attention to the subversive potential of contemporary
black art for producing abolitionist critique by focusing on two prominent contemporary
black American artists, Titus Kaphar and Harmonia Rosales, whose paintings, in my
reading, undermine, in Larry Neal’s words, “white ways of looking at the world” (Neal
1994). They do so by actively employing and embodying abolitionist thinking in order to
invert the white gaze and radically reimagine the visual archive from the vantage point
of black subjectivity. In the primary objects that I examine —Titus Kaphar’s Enough About
You (2016) and Harmonia Rosales’s The Creation of God (2017) —the artists forge new
conceptions of human value that are unbound by the notions of white dominance and
racial supremacy.?’ Above all, Kaphar and Rosales offer provocative ways of thinking
about what humanness might look like when blackness is centered in the conception of
human worth. In this sense, their work generates expansive possibilities for “thinking
blackness as the practice of another world” by imagining blackness as a site of collective

emancipation from the hegemonic practices of this world (Carter “Post-Racial Blues").

20 When I began to work on this chapter, there was no available scholarly literature that analyzed the works
of the artists under consideration in this chapter. Rosales has since been mentioned only in passing in a few
journal articles. The only other piece of writing that directly engaged her work is a university thesis
published in Spanish. See Morais, Andressa Brusamarello. "Decolonialidade: a representagao do negro na
arte de Kehinde Wiley, Harmonia Rosales e Rosana Paulino." (2020). Kaphar’s work is also often mentioned
only in passing but has been examined in an undergraduate thesis by Emily Hedges at University of
Kentucky; see Hedges, Emily, "Yet Another Fight for Remembrance: Titus Kaphar’s Representation of Race
in the Past and the Present" (2019). Dean's Award for Excellence in Undergraduate Scholarship, University of
Kentucky. Undergraduate thesis. https://uknowledge.uky.edu/libraries_undergraduate_scholarship/2, and a
Master’s thesis; see Russell, Phillip. Black Time:(Re) Mapping and Memory. 2020. Washington University,
Master’s Dissertation. https://digital.lib.washington.edu/researchworks/handle/1773/45978
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What especially interests me is how Rosales and Kaphar embody abolition in their
works by literally cutting, crumpling, or erasing white subjects in their revisions of
classical visual art paintings. Their art functions to actively subvert white epistemology,?'
enabling alternative ethical and political possibilities in which black people are not only
regarded as full humans but are celebrated as figures capable of rewriting both the past
and the present.?

Both Rosales and Kaphar engage the role of whiteness the Euro-American
imaginary as their central theme, while also examining the implications of gender,
sexuality, and childhood in the making of racial hierarchies. Harmonia Rosales’s work
specifically challenges gendered aspects of white epistemology by pushing against the
dominance of white masculinity in the Euro-American conception of humanness. Her
painting, The Creation of God (2017), radically re-imagines the Biblical story about the
creation of the first human on earth. Using The Creation of Adam (c. 1508) by
Michelangelo as her creative departure point, Rosales, a self-taught Chicago-based Afro-
Cuban visual artist, alters the renowned fresco painting that depicts God as an elderly

white man with a lush white beard and grey hair stretching his right arm toward a

21 T borrow the term ‘white epistemology’ from Charles Mills’s formulation of ‘white epistemology of
ignorance,” which refers to a set of epistemic beliefs and practices that construct and maintain white identity
in opposition to the perceived ‘other.’

22 But aside from seeking to re-think blackness, seeking to excavate it from, in Saidiya Hartman’s words, “the
position of the unthought,” Kaphar’s and Rosales’s paintings also stage an institutional intervention within
the white-dominated disciplines of visual studies and art history. Their artworks serve as touchstones for
considering how the visual culture has worked to construct the black body as subservient and, ultimately,
subhuman, and how these familiar normative tropes continue to be rehearsed in the post-slavery culture.
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young white man, Adam. It is generally accepted that Michelangelo’s The Creation of
Adam seeks to illustrate this excerpt from Genesis: “God created man in His own mage,
in the image of God He created him” (Gen. 1:27). In her own rendition of the painting,
however, Rosales depicts God as a grey-haired black goddess, whose body is cloaked in
a tender rosy garb. Surrounded by captivating figures of black female angels, the black
woman is depicted stretching out her arm towards another younger black woman who
replaces Adam. In this chapter, I understand Rosales’s provocative centering of black
femininity as godliness as an expression of feminist abolitionist thought.

The abolitionist imagination of Kaphar’s work speaks more directly to the material
violence of slavery and the subservient position of black subjects, as well as the loss of
childhood innocence in bondage. Like Rosales, Titus Kaphar also “contemporizes”
classic paintings found in the western European visual archive. In one of these works,
titled Enough About You (2016), Kaphar adopts and reconfigures an eighteenth-century
portrait of Elihu Yale, the benefactor of the now world-renown Yale University.
Originally titled Elihu Yale, the second Duke of Devonshire, Lord James Cavendish, Mr.
Tunstal, and a Page, the original painting dates to circa 1708 and features an enslaved
anonymous black boy in the portrait’s corner. In his 2016 reconstruction of this painting,
Kaphar employs abolitionist thought as a critical method of responding to the epistemic
violence of anti-black erasure by crumpling up parts of the painting that feature white

subjects and centering the black boy as the painting’s new protagonist. Much like
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Rosales, Kaphar inverts the white gaze, exposing its violent mechanisms of racial
exclusion while also calling for the abolition of whiteness as the underlying ideology.

Much of Kaphar’s art engages the relationship between the past and the present,
highlighting the continuities between the present-day police violence and the history of
racial subjugation in the United States. Kaphar is one of most prominent contemporary
black artists who have used the visual medium to interrogate the past in order to
uncover hidden narratives within the bloody archive of American history. Many of his
pieces feature murdered black men and boys (among them Trayvon Martin, Amadou
Diallo, Sean Bell, and Michael Brown) as the artist responds directly to the public outcry
at police terror against black Americans generated by the Black Lives Matter movement.
His work was commissioned by TIME magazine in the wake of the rebellion in
Ferguson, MO in 2016 and, more recently, following the uprising sparked by the murder
of George Floyd in 2020, Kaphar painted another painting of a black mother holding an
empty silhouette of a child, which appeared on the TIME’s cover on June 15, 2020. Using
art as a vehicle of critique, Kaphar seeks to “reveal something of what has been lost” and
respond to the conditions of antiblack racism and violence shaping black life in the
United States to this day (Lagios). “My aim is to perform what I critique,” explains
Kaphar.

It is worth noting here that the abolitionist notion of slavery’s afterlife is

particularly important to both artists because their works are ultimately concerned with
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the relationship between the past and the present and, more precisely, with how the past
continues to haunt black social life in the present. While employing vastly different
techniques and pursuing differing approaches to the archive of slavery and colonialism,
Kaphar and Rosales ultimately wrestle with the same question of the need to reckon
with the past as part of the abolitionist practice of imagining a radically different
futurity. Their work seeks to reclaim black representation, as well as black subjectivity,
from the dominance of whiteness, particularly in the context of continued black
unfreedom in slavery’s afterlife. We may think of their engagement with the archive as
what Saidiya Hartman called “critical fabulation” in her canonical 2008 essay “Venus in
Two Acts.” Critical fabulation refers to a method of (counter)reading the history of
slavery, which entails reconstructing the narrative and retelling of the story of the
enslaved without attempting to fill in the gaps in the archive or offer both the author
and her reader any kind of definite closure precisely (Hartman, "Venus" 12). For
Hartman, the recovery that necessitates a closure is fundamentally impossible. It is a
speculative practice of wrestling with and against the past and, more specifically, the
archive that constructs “a cultural history of the captive,” writes Hartman, “and, at the
same time, enact[s] the impossibility of representing the lives of the captives precisely
through the process of narration” that is also central to the work of Kaphar and Rosales,

albeit in the visual medium (11).2 Kaphar and Rosales interrogate the captive’s history,

2 Building on Hartman’s work, Stephen Best goes further to propose the politics of abandonment that signal
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and although they are not, in the most definite terms, engaged in historical retelling as
such, their work is grounded in “the recovery imperative” (Best, None Like Us 12). By
that I mean that the artists see historical recovery as central to their work of radically
reimagining blackness’s position within the historical record.

In other words, the artists decidedly position themselves in relation to the
archive from the vantage point of the present, such that the archive becomes a way to
contend with the history of slavery and interrogate assumptions that “shore up a notion
of black selthood that is grounded in a kind of lost black sociality, in black sociality’s
groundedness in horror” (Best, None Like Us 22). But for Rosales and Kaphar, as I argue
here, the purpose of the return to the archive is not merely to reconstruct or even recover
the historiography of slavery and colonialism as such but rather to do the work of
reimagining, through their engagement with the past, the conditions of the present and,
in so doing, to articulate an ethical investment by fundamentally reconceptualizing the
idea of human worth. Their work shows how the total undoing of white epistemology is
necessary for an abolitionist project interested in the pursuit of new political possibilities

and a radically different set of social relations. They demonstrate that a radical

to the idea that “it is futile to attempt to redeem the past” and we must, therefore, face the “foreclosed
possibilities” when it comes to the impossibility of historical recovery. For both Best and Hartman, the
project of recovery is always incomplete, uncovering presences as well as absences that cannot be filled, for
“the production of traces is always also the creation of silences” (Trouillot 27).
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abolitionist imagination necessitates a critical reckoning with the past as a way of
radically departing from it.

More specifically, when read closely, the work of Kaphar and Rosales calls for the
abolition of the social, political, and epistemological project of whiteness and the means
by which its ideologies and mechanisms of subjugation work to maintain the logic of
antiblackness. By contesting the glorification of whiteness in the Euro-American visual
archive, Kaphar’s and Rosales’s ground-breaking artwork pushes against the broader
discourse of liberal humanism and racialized notions of humanity, citizenships, and
individual. This is what abolitionist scholar Dylan Rodriguez understands the
abolitionist struggle against “institutionalized dehumanization”; that is, abolitionist
praxis resists the tendency to “presume permanency and ahistorical existence of” logics
that justify the displacement, captivity, and exploitation of people with marginalized
identities (1611). Instead, a long abolitionist project takes it upon itself the task of
exposing the fundamental instability to knowledges that have been ‘naturalized’
through language, culture, and the enactment of white power structures upon black
people and people of color as well as women and non-binary people, those who do not
fit into the normative notion of what Sylvia Wynter calls the Western bourgeois
“ethnoclass genre of the human, Man” —that “which overrepresents itself as if it were
the human itself, and that of securing the well-being, and therefore the full cognitive and

behavioral autonomy of the human species itself/ourselves” (312, 260). The visionary
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work of Kaphar and Rosales undoes the Euro-American mode or “genre of being
human,” to use Wynter’s formulations again here, exposing it as a mythology that is
neither natural nor given or mandated by God (312).

By crumbling or altogether erasing white people from the classic European
paintings and instead re-creating them by depicting black people as legitimate and
sovereign human subjects, Rosales and Kaphar fundamentally undermine and even
nullify the colonial logic that has constructed blackness as a pathology that must be
contained, disciplined, punished, and otherwise managed. In their direct confrontation
with Euro-American visual epistemologies and systems of knowledge, these artists’
work leaves us with the ultimate question: what political possibilities emerge when,
following J. Kameron Carter (2019), blackness is understood not merely as a trope of
depravity and degeneracy but as a liberatory “practice of desedimentation” or, in other
words, as “rupture or (de)generative breach” from the logics of settler colonialism and
racial slavery (87-89)? No longer a category of differentiation, blackness, unbound by
biopolitical classifiers, becomes, following Fred Moten (2013), a mode of paraontological
subjectivity, “our undercommon, underground, submarine sociality” (742). Following
Carter’s and Moten’s line of thinking, I, then, suggest that Kaphar’s and Rosales’s art
works are prime examples of how abolitionist thought necessitates a critical reckoning
with the past of slavery in order to uproot epistemology that made the enslavement of

black people a conceivable idea in the modern colonial world. Placing blackness at the
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center of their abolitionist visions, in which blackness is no longer that which is erased,
displaced, or subjugated, becomes that which, in Moten’s words, “bears or is the

potential to end the world” (739).

4.1 Abolition of Whiteness in Titus Kaphar’s Enough About You
(2016)

Beginning in the mid-fifteenth century, enslaved black people, including
children, were often depicted along with their owners in paintings and portraits.? In
Renaissance Europe, a new type of portraiture evolved. Black servants were used as
visual accessories and were strategically positioned next to white protagonists in
paintings. The trend became widespread across the European continent, as wealthy
Europeans commissioned paintings which depicted them alongside nameless, enslaved
Africans, oftentimes young children. In his 2016 oil-on-canvas painting Enough About You
Titus Kaphar works to this tradition by reconfiguring a specific nineteenth-century
painting, which used a black child as an accessory to white protagonists. This painting,
completed by an unknown artist circa 1708, depicts five people: Elihu Yale, who served
as “as governor of the East India Company’s settlement,” William Cavendish, a British

aristocrat and famous patron of the arts, his third son, Lord James Cavendish, and a

24 Black Africans in Renaissance Europe (Earle et al.) offers a thorough account of the black African presence in
Europe. As colonial conquest and the slave trade expanded, enslaved Africans became regarded as markers
of financial capital, social prestige, and imperial power in colonial Europe. For example, Anne Marie Jordan
notes that in the Lisbon court of Queen Catherine of Austria, black women and children were used as cooks,
housekeepers, servants and even musicians (Jordan 156). Often, young black slaves were included in the
portraits of Iberian princesses to symbolize their social standing within the expanding empire.
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lawyer named Mr. Tunstal, as well as a black boy who has been referred to as “an
enslaved servant” by art curators and a “page” in the painting’s original title (The Family
of Elihu Yale and an Enslaved Child - YCBA Collections Search). A British merchant and
slave trader, Elihu Yale commissioned the painting, which is currently preserved in one
of the collections at the Center for British Art at Yale University, where Kaphar
completed his graduate education as a classically trained artist in 2006 (Belli). As is no
doubt already clear, Elihu Yale was a benefactor of Yale University, which was named in
his honor, which makes Kaphar’s confrontation with this historic painting---as a black
man, who was trained at Yale University over two centuries later---ever more symbolic.
As a descendant of enslaved people and a graduate of Yale University, Kaphar amends
the historical record that celebrates the likes of Yale while reducing the black boy in the
painting’s right corner to, in Sasha Turner’s words, “the nameless and the forgotten” in
the archive of slavery (241).

In the 1708 painting by the unknown artist, Elihu Yale sits at the table, alongside
William and James Cavendish by his side, as the lawyer, Mr. Tunstal, stands near them.
The portrait is “believed to commemorate the signing of a marriage contract” between
Yale’s daughter and James Cavendish pictured at the table (The Family of Elihu Yale and
an Enslaved Child - YCBA Collections Search). The painting features dark earthy colors,
and the nobilities are also portrayed wearing what appears to be velvet garments in hues

that are dark blue and dark red. They are depicted holding wine glasses as well as
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colonial style tobacco pipes. Other items on the table between them include a
magnifying glass. It is believed that a group of children who are pictured in the
background “may have been added later to represent their family” (The Family of Elihu
Yale and an Enslaved Child - YCBA Collections Search). In lower right corner of the
painting, we can see a dark-skinned boy child. The boy is wearing a red and grey
uniform which identifies him as a servant in the household, and silver collar is resting
around his neck. The silver collar, and the padlock hanging from it, suggest to the
viewer that the young boy is enslaved. The way the boy is represented in the painting
implicitly suggests a sense of inferiority: he stands in the corner behind one of the white
men. The dark tone of his skin blends with the brown tones in which the background is
painted, making it somewhat difficult to properly see his facial features. Although
archival materials and the curator’s commentary reveal much about the white figures,
absolutely nothing is known about the young black boy on the canvas. No archival
records, including the servant records of the Devonshire household, have survived to
reveal his origins or any piece of information about him at all. Without a name or a place
to call home, the big-eyed boy on the canvas glances over Lord Cavendish’s shoulder as
his hand rests on a bottle of wine that he has presumably just poured into the glasses on
the table.

In his 2016 painting, Kaphar paints an almost identical painting but crumbles the

part of the painting that features Yale and two other white men in the portrait. Kaphar
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then places a lush golden frame around the boy, thus making him the sole subject of his
own piece, Enough About You. The title itself is a direct semantic response to the
overbearing way in which white subjects dominate the landscape of the painting. It is
also a kind of speculative “enunciation” of the boy’s (and Kaphar’s) inner voice. The boy
frowns and gazes at the viewer and his facial expression illustrates the sentiment of the
artwork’s title; in this sonic reverberation, the boy represents an act of looking and
speaking back.

But Kaphar does not stop there. The way that the boy’s face is depicted in the
original painting can be best described as aloof or unfocused, yet in his rendition of the
painting Kaphar instead re-imagines the boy’s inner world such that his facial expression
communicates a clear sense of emotion. While in the original painting the boy looks up
at white nobilities seated at the table, in Kaphar’s Enough About You the boy is, in fact,
looking directly at the viewer, no longer depicted in a subservient position of looking up
to Yale and his companions. Here, his piercing gaze is focused and stern as the boy
frowns and gives the viewer a look that I interpret as starkly disapproving. The corners
of the boy’s lips are turned down, and his forehead and eyebrows look tense. Kaphar re-
imagines the boy’s affect by giving his object a sense of an inner world that is evidently
absent in the original painting, in which the boy is merely an auxiliary marker of white
men’s wealth. Yet, the boy’s gaze also communicates more than a simple disapproval or a

frown. The boy’s face is turned slightly sideways as he gives the viewer a sidelong
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glance, a “side-eye,” which has a widespread use in contemporary black culture. By
definition, side-eye is way of looking at someone out of the corners of one’s eyes
precisely in order to convey criticism, disdain, or a lack of respect for their actions,
words, or behaviors. In this context, therefore, the boy’s act of side-eyeing the viewer is a
way of ‘looking back” with scorn, disapproval, or even anger.

If the original painting portrayed the child as submissive, subservient, and
lacking individuality, Kaphar depicts the black boy on radically different terms that
fundamentally undermine and reverse the white logic, in which the black boy could not
possibly exist as a human being. In the original painting, his nonbeing is clearly marked
by the metal collar that circumscribes his neck and signifies his enslavement as a black
child forced into captivity during the era of transatlantic slave trade. To this end, Kaphar
is intentional in removing the metal collar and instead placing a golden frame around
the boy’s upper body, thus transforming the painting into a self-standing portrait of the
black child, no longer enslaved and no longer bound to the white nobilities who sought
ownership over him. In eradicating the metal collar, Kaphar “emancipates” the boy from
the state of unfreedom and reinstates him as a sovereign, self-possessed subject, a right
which is denied to him in the original painting by the eighteenth-century artist.

Kaphar’s act of symbolically “unshackling” him works to reclaim the black boy
from dominant modes of racial representation that have solidified him as an unfree

subject-as-object in slavery’s visual culture, thereby confronting white epistemologies
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that construct whiteness as superior to blackness. Hortense Spillers (1987) theorizes this
history of bodily dispossession that occurred during the era of Atlantic slavery and
relegated the black subject to the status of commodity and argues that “a theft of the
body” that defined Atlantic slavery reduced the captive body “to a thing, becoming
being for the captor” (67). Kaphar’s reconfiguration of the black boy in the painting and,
in particular, the intentional removal of the slave collar from his neck, is a resolute
attempt to contest this historical violence and reinstate the child’s body not as “flesh” but
as a self-possessed, dignified subject. The act of removing the slave collar directly
confronts the abjection that violently marks black personhood as always already existing
in a precarious relation to questions of freedom and self-possession under the regime of
racial slavery and in its afterlife.?

Meanwhile, the white men in the painting are quite literally obliterated. While
the viewer is able to identify Elihu Yale’s face in the crumpled part of Kaphar’s piece, it is
impossible to clearly see the other white men in the painting. Their figures vanish
behind the crumpled layers of the canvas and become almost invisible to the eye of the
viewer, such that Elihu Yale’s face is barely visible, even unrecognizable. The canvas is,

therefore, no longer stretched along the frame. Instead, it is haphazardly crumpled,

% Notably, collars and shackles were historically used not only to restrict or punish enslaved people, as is the
case with prolonged collars that were used as torturing devices, but also to deliberately mark them as
unfree. Michael Chanely points out that the “iron collar was commonly used to curb slave escape, mark
particular slaves as flight risks, and identify slaves after escape” (141). Both a material object and a symbolic
item, a slave collar not only restricted mobility but also served as a distinct visual marker of subservience.
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creating a rumpled, crushed heap of deformed white bodies around the black boy’s
figure. Through this kind of reconfiguration, Kaphar disfigures white men, which
involves a kind of epistemic disorientation of that which is taken for granted; that is, that
white bodies are always already legitimate, self-possessed subjects in (visual) culture
and, more broadly, are subjects within the social order that ‘ought’ to be represented,
preserved, and protected. For Kaphar, recovering black boy’s humanity necessitates a
symbolic abolition of whiteness through the displacement of white oppressors by way of
literally collapsing them onto each other on the canvas. This also works to visually
represent and complicate the erasure to which black people have been subject
historically. It might seem “violent” or “aggressive’ to some viewers to essentially
disintegrate and erase white people from the painting; however, in so doing, Kaphar
shows how the history of such violence against black bodies has not been confronted
and adequately dealt with.

Kaphar’s recuperative art piece has a critical impact on his audiences precisely
because he engaged with the subject of “the nameless and the forgotten,” exposing that
which has been “contained” in storage units for decades by white curators. Kaphar
skillfully works with the visual register to contest the hegemonic gaze of whiteness as he
seeks to recover the black boy as no longer an object of the white gaze. Kaphar interrupts
the way racial power is inscribed in the original painting (by privileging white men and

using the black boy as merely a prop or a human accessory) and inverts this power
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equation to instead recover and reinstate the black boy’s dignity and self-possession.
Kaphar constructs an art piece, which symbolizes an attempt at confronting and
reconstructing a social history ‘from below.” The crumpled canvas suggests that the
process of such recovery and excavation is always already damaged, leaving us to
grapple with the chaos that succeeds violent histories and everyday resistance to them.
We may even interpret the crumpled layers in Kaphar’s work as a “pile’ of history’s
unresolved problems.? After all, just how much can be recovered when it comes to the
subject whose story has been violently obliterated from history? What is sacrificed in
this process of recovery? And how does one grapple with all that remains in the wake of
a violent history and finds a way to radically reimagine what a different futurity might
look like?

These questions invoke Walter Benjamin’s ninth thesis in “On the Concept of
History,” in which he contemplates the “angel of history” whose “face is turned toward
the past” and “where we perceive a chain of events, he sees one single catastrophe
which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet” (257).
Perhaps then, the crumpling of the canvas in Kaphar’s own reconfiguration of history
may be read as such a wreckage from one single catastrophe that was the transatlantic

slave trade. Kaphar’s piece suggests that in order to engage in the process of reckoning

%] am indebted to Dr. Joseph Winters for sharing this provocation with me and assisting me in developing
my thinking about this object in the conclusion to this section.
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with the past, the process of wrestling with that which has been left behind the historical
event and what continues to profoundly shape our present, one must excavate the pile
of rubble, debris, and wreckage “in the wake” (Sharpe) of such catastrophic violence. To
this end, Benjamin understands history as “an accumulation of ruins that continue to
pile up as the past refuses to pass” (Chambers 274). Kaphar’s crumpling can be
understood then as a gesture to Benjamin’s allegory: in the process of excavating and
recovering the black boy’s subjecthood, what remains is a pile of ruins.

Kaphar’s Enough About You embodies the abolitionist confrontation with the
violence of modernity that requires the exposure of such wreckage in slavery’s afterlife
as well as its explicit naming precisely in order to displace white
exceptionalism/centrism and imagine an otherwise in its place. The painting prompts
the (white) viewer to confront the racial politics of representation and undo colonial
logics, so that we can imagine a radically different reality, in which whiteness is
abolished —literally crumbled and collapsed into ruins —and blackness becomes the
condition of possibility for a new abolitionist future, one in which black people,
including black children, are represented and, more importantly, seen as whole and
worthy of representation, and, therefore, also understood to be fully human. In Kaphar’s
own contemporary rendition of the eighteenth-century painting, the black boy is no

longer subject to domination under the white gaze. Instead, he gazes back at us.
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4.2 The Godliness of Black Womanhood in Harmonia Rosales’s
The Creation of God (2017)

Both Kaphar and Rosales use visual speculation to look back at the archive of
colonialism and slavery in order to attempt to “recover black subjects from archives
structured by violence and colonial dispossession” (Helton et al. 1). As I described in the
opening of this chapter, their method of “looking back” into the past is predicated upon
their desire to contest the normative white gaze and, in so doing, disrupt its dominance
over the reproduction of social relations organized along a racial hierarchy. But in her art
Rosales does something even more ‘scandalous’: she erases the history of whiteness
altogether in representational gestures that undercut a series of historical equations
between whiteness and divinity, masculinity and knowledge, and reproduction and
property. In The Creation of God (2017), she revises Michelangelo’s The Creation of Adam
by depicting an origin story for humanity through the beautifully painted figures of
black women and girls. Speaking back both to the visual archive of Renaissance Europe
and to the colonial epistemologies that have led to systematic denigration of black
women and femmes, Rosales employs an abolitionist imagination to conjure up the
unthinkable. For Rosales, God embodies the black feminine form: she is female, and she

is black. The public outrage? ignited by the circulation of Rosales’s The Creation of God

27 Not all contemporary audiences have received her painting favorably, suggesting that the relationality
between concepts of whiteness and holiness is still culturally relevant. In 2017, Rosales went viral after
posting the image of the painting on her Instagram account, which soon was widely circulated on social
media and across numerous news outlets. While it should be said that Rosales received much praise for her
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further demonstrates that the representation of humanness through the black female
form is fundamentally unsettling to the common sense that continues to be shaped by
the Judeo-Christian doctrine. This is why Rosales’s intervention is so profound: it
contests racial myths of divinity imagined through the trope of white masculinity. "The
black female bodies of my paintings,” explains Rosales in an interview, “are the memory
of my ancestors expressed in a way to heal and promote self-love” (Ebert). For this
reason, Rosales does not paint enslaved people. In all of her art works, Rosales’s
objective is to create the “complete opposite” of “images of holy white males” and to
fundamentally question why “these white images [have] been ingrained in America for
so long” (Mercado 157). So, in all of her paintings Rosales paints beautiful, saintly
portraits of black subjects —often, black women of all ages who are adorned with bright,
floral details —and uses religious iconography in order to highlight their virtue. “

As a practice of questioning the Western canon, Rosales critically reimagines
cultural images of godliness and sainthood through the notion of black femininity as a
way of reclaiming black womanhood from racial logics that have constructed black
women outside of the gender category as well as the domain of womanhood (Spillers

1987). By placing black female heroines at the center of her Renaissance-inspired

art piece, the backlash also included a wave of racist attacks against her by audiences who found her
depiction of God to be reprehensible, offensive, and disrespectful to the original masterpiece. See Laneri,
Raquel. “Uproar Over Artist’s Painting of God as Black Woman.” New York Post. May 30, 2017.
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paintings, Rosales, like Kaphar, also subverts and disrupts the Eurocentric, male-
dominated modes of representing humanness. Turning to the artistic cultural production
in the early modern period, Rosales specifically focuses on the visual culture of the early
sixteenth century. Her use of a speculative abolitionist imagination attends to exactly the
kind of questions that guide this dissertation’s interest in the history of racialization and
its reverberations in the present.

The visual archive that Rosales engages is comprised of classic artworks that
were produced by European painters in the late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Her
first solo show, titled “B.I.T.C.H,” which stands for “Black Imaginary to Counter
Hegemony,” weds visual imagination and abolitionist thinking in order, as the title
suggests, to counter hegemonic narratives of modern epistemology and Eurocentric
theological history. Rosales’s B.I.T.C.H series features a collection of paintings, in which
the artist recreates classical Renaissance-era paintings and replaces, in her own words,
“the white male figures (the most represented) with people I believe have been the least
represented” (Ruiz). In doing so, Rosales highlights the absence of Afro-descended
people in early modern visual depictions of humanity and employs speculative thinking
to construct radically new possibilities for black representation in visual culture. This
explains why Rosales’s choice to reimagine Michelangelo’s The Creation of Adam and
why her own rendition of the famous artwork —similar to other paintings in the

B.I.T.C.H series—would be deemed scandalous, even inconceivable, within the
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ideological framework that has governed white epistemologies since their formation in
early modernity. For far too many, it is unthinkable to imagine blackness as godly.
Above all, Rosales’s The Creation of God directly contradicts Christian epistemological
and theological foundations by imagining God through the prism of the black feminine
form. In the painting, the artist makes two scandalous propositions: that God is black,
and that God is a woman. I read Rosales’s work as profoundly abolitionist insofar as her
re-imagination of the Christian God requires a total dismantling of colonial
epistemology and the foundations of Euro-American thought that undergird systems of
racial enslavement and captivity as well as colonial genocide against the indigenous
people.

Rosales’s painting further contests both racial and gender formations within the
social structure of the racialized world, inverting the logic of Western humanism and
“the modern world’s orchestrations of value, rule, and governance” that have
reproduced “the ongoing exercise of inscribing pure being” that is always already white
and innocent (Carter 590). As J. Kameron Carter observes, “blackness is a necessary
engagement with modernity’s God terms, a refusal of the God terms, of the would-be
divinity, of the claim to unlimited power, of white masculinity” (594). We, thus, can
understand Rosales’s artistic intervention as undermining “the superiority of the white
gods” and, thus, in itself a fugitive practice of abolitionist imagination that specifically

seeks to break (outside of) the logic of white theology and its cultural dominance (604).
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In this regard, Michelangelo’s The Creation of Adam, which inspired Rosales’s piece,
precisely represents these teachings of the Catholic Church and, in particular, the biblical
doctrine on the origin of human life on earth. Michelangelo portrays God reaching
towards Adam and as is most commonly believed, extends Adam the gift of life. But the
fresco painting adorning the Sistine Chapel ceiling in the Vatican does not only
communicate the biblical creation narrative; it is also symbolic of cultural values and
norms that were conceived at the beginning of the early modern period. As “one of the
world’s most reproduced paintings,” Michelangelo’s fresco painting represents cultural,
epistemological, and religious values that afford it the fame and reverence it has earned
globally over several centuries (Salcman N11). One of the most iconic paintings in
history, Michelangelo’s legendary artwork reflects the very epistemological foundation
of European thought from the early sixteenth century onwards.

First, The Creation of Adam embodies the cultural glorification of the human
identity over the supernatural world, which took precedent in the Middle Ages as
medieval thinkers focused on the essence of the soul, rather than the human body. The
Renaissance artists, on the other hand, elevated the human form and became fascinated
with notions of human beauty, talent, and intellect. Originating in Italy, the ideal of the
so-called Renaissance Man presupposed that the search for knowledge and
enlightenment was the person’s highest calling. In the early modern period, human

identity was, of course, represented through white subjects, while black subjects, as we
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saw in my discussion of Kaphar’s work, have most commonly functioned as accessories
to white protagonists.

Second, apart from reinforcing the glorification of whiteness, Michelangelo’s
painting reveals the privileging of maleness, the symbolic association between “male”
and “God,” and the origins of the cultural fascination with biocentric purity during the
Enlightenment era. It is well documented that the Renaissance artists meticulously
studied physiology and human anatomy, striving to portray the ideal human form in
their artistic works (Sawday 1996; Gent et al. 1990; Laurenza 2012). Artists and
intellectuals saw the body as an agent of pleasure, creativity, and intellectual enjoyment.
More than that, in many works of the Renaissance period the human body, which was
considered to be depicted in the image of God, symbolized bodily perfection, intellectual
superiority, and human superiority over other living beings in the natural world
(Schiesari 12).

For example, one of the most renown works of art, Leonardo da Vinci’s Vitruvian
Man (c. 1490) is a drawing depicting a man with his arms and legs stretched out wide
and inscribed in a square and circle. Da Vinci sought to represent the ideal human body
proportions in a male figure. The same fascination with the human (male) body is
similarly reflected in Michelangelo’s painting. The artist portrayed both the God and
Adam as athletic, well proportioned, and muscular men. As a sculptor and an erudite

anatomist, Michelangelo was able to depict what was deemed the corporeal perfection of
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the humankind at the time. “The perfection and accuracy of Adam’s face and body,”
writes Salcman, “are largely determined by Greek idealism and the knowledge
Michelangelo gained from anatomical dissections” (N11). Here, Adam —white and
male—represents the ideal human subject created in the image of the perfect God, who
is a white-bearded, grey-haired elderly white man. In modernity, European continental
thought has elevated the image of the normative white male subject. Accordingly,
Michelangelo’s Adam is the embodiment of human perfection as it was understood by
European humanists in the sixteenth century.

Rosales’s recreation of Michelangelo’s work is nearly identical. In Rosales’s
interpretation of the creation narrative, Adam is replaced by a black woman, who, in an
identical fashion, also reaches her fingertip towards God, who is an older grey-haired
black woman wearing a pink-colored garment. Beautiful angels, portrayed as black
women, surrounded her. It is not white masculinity that represents holiness and
perfection in Rosales’s unapologetically black feminist rendition of the creation
narrative. Rather, black women’s bodies symbolize the beginning of all life on earth,
subverting racial and gender hierarchies and establishing blackness as that which gives
birth to a new world that emerges out of a radically different subjectivity. In this sense,
Rosales fundamentally inverts the Biblical narrative: if we understand The Creation of
Adam to be representative of ideological foundations that gave rise to modernity, then

Rosales’s The Creation of God brings into focus the devaluation of blackness that was
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necessary to the construction of whiteness as divine. In The Creation of God, divine black
femininity is the site of new creative possibility.

It is worth pointing out here that besides centering black subjects in her own
rendition of the creation narrative, Rosales also alters the color palette of the painting.
The Creation of God appears visually different from Michelangelo’s The Creation of Adam.
Rosales substitutes cold blue and green colors used by Michelangelo for warm, earthy,
and vibrant tones that include dark brown, dark red, golden yellow, and much more
vivid shades of rose-colored pink and dark purple. These colors are more directly
associated with female reproductive organs as Rosales’s painting features deep purple,
red and pink colors rather than cool, neutral tones that constitute Michelangelo’s original
painting. With its rich earthy and maroon tones that invoke images of the flesh, the
painting’s color scheme captures the condition of “dispossessive fleshliness” that is
inherent to blackness as a historical formation, while also re-imagining it as godlike
(Moten 761).

If anti-blackness, following Spillers, renders the black body into an un-gendered
flesh, then Rosales has sought to recover blackness both as a “humanist alternative to
whiteness” and a “condition of possibility for the modern world” (Diawara 831; Snorton
5). By this I mean that Rosales articulates blackness both as a formation upon the
exclusion of which modern epistemology is founded and necessarily an appositional

mode of being that exists outside and beyond the dominion of whiteness. And so black
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women depicted in The Creation of God are not merely flesh. On the contrary, in using
speculative imagination, Rosales unhinges blackness from ontological prescriptions that
have rendered blackness “antithetical to all things good and pleasing to God” (Floyd-
Thomas 37). For Rosales, black femininity is the ground upon which new worlds, and
new modes of being, can be imagined. Indeed, blackness, in this sense, is otherworldly, a
creative impulse towards the birth of new worlds that cannot be contained by the
realities of this one.

To this end, birthing is a significant theme in Rosales’s The Creation of God. The
artist’s veneration of the black womb as celestial, godly, and divine in this painting is
particularly commanding because it is black women'’s reproduction that has been a site
of racial management since European colonial powers began the brutal colonization of
indigenous lands of the Americas (Roberts 1999; Morgan 2004; Weinbaum 2013; Sublette
2015; Weinbaum 2019). While art historians argue that in his painting Michelangelo
represented the heaven as a human brain (Meshberger 1990), in Rosales’s
reconfiguration of the renowned art the heaven is instead portrayed as a black woman’s

womb.?® By symbolizing heaven as the womb, Rosales strategically substitutes the

28 My analysis of Rosales’s depiction of the heaven as a womb is based on several statements that the artist
has made about her art in various interviews. The artist has previously stated that “Michelangelo created the
hidden message of a brain but in replacing God here [in the painting] as a black woman, you see a womb.
So, it shows strength and empowerment and that we are more valuable than we think.” In another
interview, Rosales said, “Let's face it, creativity, starting with the womb, is a female attribute.” I extend this
to think about the concept of the black womb or, in other words, the notion of the black maternal not as a
site of reproduction of bodies (as the black female body has been treated historically) but rather as that of
the erotic as a source of power (following Audre Lorde’s “Uses of the Erotic” (1978). See Kelley, Sonaiya.
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concept of logos (the principle of rationality in Greek thought) signified by the brain with
a symbol of fertility, femininity, and erotic desire. Rosales’s speculation about the
beginnings of the modern world, therefore, also gestures to the historic fact that
“controlling Black women's reproduction was essential to the creation and perpetuation
of capitalist class relations,” which emerged as a direct result of colonial expansion,
Christianization of the world, and subsequent development of racial capitalism (Hill
Collins 51). Instead of reproducing the image of black sexuality as that which is
grotesque, promiscuous, and “pornotropic,” to use Spillers’s term, Rosales represents
the black womb as divinely sacred and even, furthermore, biblical.

In reclaiming black femininity from antiblack degradation that renders black
feminine form an object of debasement, Rosales recasts it as a force of historical
transformation and a moment of reckoning with the colonial past. For Rosales, it is the
black feminine that marks the origin of human life. Rosales’s work evokes history “from
below” and the womb can be read as a symbolic representation of the ways in which
racial slavery and, in particular, reproductive slavery was paramount to the making of
the modern colonial world. It is, in other words, the black womb or, in Roach’s words,

the black pussy, and more precisely, the womb’s commodification as an object of

“Words and Pictures: Viral artist Harmonia Rosales’ first collection of paintings reimagines classic works
with black femininity.” Los Angeles Times, 21 Sep. 2017, and Elitou, Tweety. “This Artist Painted God as a
Black Woman and Got a Lot of People Mad.” BET. 24 May 2017.
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capitalist exploitation, that gives rise to modern conditions of racialized existence.
Rosales’s speculation about black women'’s incarnation of humanity functions as a
critical confrontation of that history and, as such, is truly a scandal for the “colonization
of consciousness”? (Comaroff & Comaroff 1991).

Certainly, Rosales’s decision to reinvent the classic, renown paintings of the
Renaissance era is strategic. From the fourteenth to the sixteenth century, the
Renaissance era marked the transition from the Middle Age to the Renaissance and from
medievalism to modernity. The early emergence of humanistic cultural ideals during
this transition period would shape the development of modern liberal humanism in the
Western world. The Renaissance movement, in particular, “played a decisive role in the
making of modern Europe” and “constituted a cultural identity for Europe and laid the
basis for a nascent political identity” (Delanty 113-114). Renaissance norms, values, and
aesthetics reflected ideological orientation towards the emerging humanism, novel
humanistic values, and the cultural fascination with the human identity and especially
corporeality. As Lisa Lowe notes in The Intimacies of Four Continents, contemporary social
disparities have been inherited from historical processes that occurred in the early

modernity. Europeans sought to elevate the position of the human within the modern

2] borrow this term from Jean and John Comaroff. The term originates from their famous ethnographic
study that examines interactions between Protestant missionaries and indigenous people in South Africa in
the early nineteenth-century. Authors examine how the Southern Tswana “had no alternative but to be
inducted unwittingly, and often unwillingly, into the forms of European discourse” (213). They argue that
the colonial encounter was dependent upon the imposition of Western thought (focus on rational debate,
empirical evidence, reason, etc.) upon indigenous people.
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colonial social order, moving away from the medievalist belief in the dominance of the
supernatural, while placing other subjects, such as indigenous Native Americans,
Africans, and Asians, “at a distance from the human” (Lowe 3). To this end, this early
modern period was marked by key historical dates that were paramount to the
racialized social and cultural formations that shaped the modern colonial world for
centuries to come. The spirit of exploration and curiosity that animated European
thinkers during the Renaissance era would translate into colonial pursuits beyond the
European territories.

As early as 1444, the Portuguese began the importation of African slaves to
Europe and, beginning in 1517, European colonialists began the transportation of
African slaves to the Caribbean plantations in the so-called New World. While
“systematic racism associated with this structural development cannot be said to exist in
the historical stages that precede” this moment, the early modern visual culture of
Europe suggests that there was a “special awareness of racial blackness,” even if
blackness was framed through the concept of the exotic other rather than that of racial
other (Erickson 500; 503). Indeed, blackness functioned as a “potent visual signifier of
ethnic difference” (499). Colonial cultural dominance was dependent on the perceived
otherness of blackness and the glorification of whiteness, which, as Rosales suggests,
defined concepts of human value and structured the hierarchy of human life. More

specifically, in the context of visual art, the “colour-coded model of subordination,”
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which defined the social difference between the normative European human and the
exotic, savage other, was already important in the Middle Ages,” but “fundamental
shifts in the meaning of such black and white pairings, however, took place in the
decades just before and just after 1500” (Kaplan 125).

Historically, within western epistemology the normative human has been
traditionally imagined and depicted as both white and male, which has, consequently,
constituted what Sylvia Wynter (2003) calls an ethnoclass of the bourgeois Western Man,
a prototype of the human subject who was determinedly characterized by being
heterosexual, white, and male. Therefore, conceiving of blackness as the origin, rather
than as the antidote, of humanity (and, therefore, whiteness) is profoundly unsettling to
what Anibal Quijano (2000) calls the “coloniality of power”; that is, the ideological
articulation of the modern world-system that locates its beginning at the onset of the
tifteenth-century European colonial expansion and global capitalism and that is
dependent upon what, following Immanuel Wallerstein, Walter Mignolo (2000) calls the
“ethnicization of the world” (78).

As Mignolo explains, Wallerstein argues that one of the consequences of the
“constitution of the modern/colonial world-system” was that, in the process of colonial

expansion and conquest, blackness became synonymous with enslavement.’® European

% In “The Geopolitics of Knowledge and the Colonial Difference,” Walter Mignolo builds on Immanuel
Wallerstein’s concept of “the ethnicization of the world work-force.” Wallerstein examines the emergence of
global capitalism in Historical Capitalism: With Capitalist Civilization (1983), in which he discussed major
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colonialists needed to classify black people as property in order to justify the
enslavement of Africans after genocidal conquest wiped out indigenous populations,
creating a labor shortage crisis (Williams 2014). Modernity’s emerging epistemologies,
therefore, casted blackness as “thingness” —that which can be owned, traded,
exchanged, mutilated, killed, and simply discarded. This, in turn, justified the
enslavement and stealing of Africans from the continent. In order to discipline
populations into full humans, not-quite-humans, and nonhumans (Weheliye 2014)
blackness had to be conceived of either as a kind of a void —an “absence” and
“nothingness” —or as a total pathology and “depravity,” despite the irresolvable tension
that lies within that contradiction (Gates xxix). Therefore, within this ideological and
epistemological framework, Rosales’s depiction of blackness as divine is structurally
impossible, for blackness occupies the lowest social position within racial hierarchy —
indeed, it holds the nonhuman status within the racial hierarchy of human value against
which Rosales positions her work. By depicting black women as godly, Rosales subverts
the social structure of whiteness and its dominance and challenges the racial and
gendered stereotypes that have informed how black people have been depicted within

the Euro-American culture.

consequences of the ethnicization of the global workforce. Wallerstein argues that racism is a cultural pillar
of historical capitalism: “racism,” he argues, “was the ideological justification for the hierarchization of the
work-force” that, in turn, “served to socialize groups into their own role in the economy” (78, 79).
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Rosales’s use of a biblical scene in her work is especially pertinent because, as
Sylvia Wynter’s work demonstrates, it is precisely “the evangelizing mission” of
monotheistic Christianity that would begin and soon universalize this process of human
categorization.® Accordingly, if to occupy blackness in modernity, drawing on Frantz
Fanon, means to live in the “zone of nonbeing”3? or, in other words, to not be regarded
as fully human, Rosales’s portrayal of God as a black woman profoundly unsettles
modernity’s theological and ideological foundation. Indeed, Rosales is well-aware of her
intervention. Precisely by deifying blackness Rosales disrupts the racial logic that
underlies the “necessary” abjection of blackness within the modern world. In portraying
God as a black woman, the artist seeks, in her own words, to “deconstruct the old
traditional way of thought” that has assigned value to human life based on racial
hierarchies (Kelley).® I find it important to emphasize that racial classifications under
question here were engendered as a result of global colonial expansion that finds its

origin point in the late fifteenth century,* less than two decades prior to Michelangelo’s

31 For a more detailed account of the role of Christian missionaries in European colonial expansion, see
Wynter, Sylvia. “Unsettling the Coloniality of Being/Power/Truth/Freedom” (2003).

32 Lewis Gordon (2006) argues that Fanon’s notion of the “zone of nonbeing” can be interpreted as a kind of
a limbo that places black people below whites but above nonhuman beings or it could “simply mean the
point of total absence, the place most far from the light that, in a theistic system, radiates reality, which
would be hell” (3). See Gordon, Lewis. “Through the Zone of Nonbeing: A Reading of Black Skin, White
Masks in Celebration of Fanon’s Eightieth Birthday.” Worlds & Knowledges Otherwise 1.3 (2006).

3 Works by decolonial thinkers such as Sylvia Wynter, Walter Mignolo, Anibal Quijano, Maria Lugones,
among others offers rigorous scholarship on the construction of the Western/colonial notion of the human.
3% Following decolonial theorists, I use Christopher Columbus’s arrival to the Americas in 1492 as a reference
point to think about the emergence of the modern colonial world order (Quijano 2000; Grosfoguel 2007;
Mignolo 1995, 2007, 2011; Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2013).
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painting of The Creation of Adam in 1508.% In this sense, Rosales’s project calls for
abolishing a dominant system of social and, importantly, racial classification, in which
whiteness is reified, positioned as the epicenter of the human experience, and, in this
way, functions to conceal histories that have made the advancement of Western
European and Euro-American societies. Through her art, Rosales “blackens” that which
has been revered, celebrated, and even deified in the Euro-American cultural imaginary.
For Rosales, blackness becomes a practice of conjuring up a new set of social relations
and ethical imperatives, a “dynamic process of cultural and ideological shape shifting”
(Ramsey 36). “Blackness,” writes Molefi Kete Asante in “Blackness as An Ethical Trope,”
“emerge[s] as an obstacle to unfettered injustice and became, in the moment of
psychological terrorization, an ethic of resistance” (Asante 203).

Rosales’s painting transcends the supposed stability of time and the supposition
that the present is made by the past in a linear fashion; instead, Rosales’s work suggests
that while the present is, in fact, shaped by the past, it can be altered if its
epistemological foundations are agitated by new ways of representing and thinking

about the historic past. To this end, it is worth noticing that the painting’s title differs

% To be sure, I am not insinuating that Michelangelo is directly implicated in the historical processes I
describe herein. However, I find it important to note historic events that occurred at the time that the
painting was produced in order to emphasize that Rosales’s choice to work with this particular painting,
given her stated intentions, is in no way accidental. On contrary, Rosales is engaging an object that
represents modernity’s theological foundations. This is important to consider given the role of Christian
theology in the history of European colonial expansions as well as that of transatlantic slave trade. See
Carter, J. Kameron. Race: A Theological Account (2008); Jennings, Willie James. The Christian Imagination:
Theology and the Origins of Race (2010).
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from that of Michelangelo’s: the title changes from The Creation of Adam to The Creation of
God. What might Rosales imply in deliberately selecting this title for her artwork? In The
Creation of God, Rosales not only represents an alternative creation narrative but rather
invites the audience to reimagine the terms through which we understand notions of
purity, humanness, and being. What might shift if God is imagined in radically different
terms? Who might be enabled to see themselves as made in the image of holiness, too?
What new epistemological possibilities might be opened if we consider that the essence
of God is that of black feminine flesh, not white masculine power? As the title suggests,
in its visual form Rosales’s speculative narrative works to create a new framework for
thinking about the origins of human life. The contemporary adage “the future is female”
comes to mind. Indeed, for Rosales, the past (and the future) is female, and it is

unapologetically black.

4.3 Abolitionist Imagination and the History of the Present

Kaphar's Enough About You and Rosales’s The Creation of God speak to what
Stephen Best calls “the conundrum of the archive,” which has animated the field of
black studies in recent years (15). In None Like Us, Best argues that the impulse to recover
the slave past and draw connections between this past and “our” present is primarily
concerned with that which is “unknowable and irrecoverable” in the archive of slavery
(15). Using the archive as a scene or method of inquiry has generated a significant body
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of scholarship that has formed the genre of “melancholy criticism” in black studies and,
for Best, it is precisely this mournful turn to the past and critics” continuous rehearsal of
loss, tragedy, and death that poses a problem for the study of slavery from the vantage
point of the present moment. Best asks melancholic critics to “reconsider whether the
story of slavery can ever be narrated from below,” because, for Best, there is no “we”
based on a sense of belonging; instead, the only common ground is that of impossibility,
rather than recovery, memory, and redemptive healing through the engagement with
the archive (122). “There is not mutuality,” Best writes, “no witnessing, no
acknowledgment to be discovered in the archive” (132). Warning against “redemptive
criticism,” he asks: “why must we predicate having an ethical relation to the past on the
idea that there is continuity between that past and our present?” (72). On contrary,
inspired by David Walker’s 1833 prayer (“I pray God that none like us ever may live
again”), Best understands blackness as “a condition of genealogical isolation,” which
implies that a turn to slavery is always already marked by a sense of loss, absence, and
inaccessibility (10). I find Best’s provocation to be fruitful for my own consideration of
Titus Kaphar’s artistic recuperation of the black boy and Harmonia Rosales’s celebration
of black femininity because the artists” engagement with the archive pushes against the
tigure of the melancholic critic to reveal a creative artist who engages with the past of
slavery in ways that exceeds the limits of the narrative form.

Best’s critique highlights how the artists” own yearning to recover, in his own
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words, the boy’s desires and inner thoughts is implicated in melancholic longing for a
different reality, in which black bodies are not subject to erasure. To this extent, we may
certainly read Enough About You and The Creation of God as what Best calls “melancholic
texts” that articulate a desire to revisit the archive of slavery in an attempt to recuperate
the past that has been inevitably lost to history, a past that, indeed, is impossible to
restore completely. However, I wish to suggest that, in considering Kaphar and
Rosales’s art pieces, this melancholy also articulates an impulse towards imaginative
possibilities that prompt the viewers to reconceptualize the inheritances of the past with
an eye towards creating new realities in the future. Rather obviously, Rosales does so by
depicting black women as divine. Yet, in Kaphat’s art, too, there is a sense of rupture
that implies a new beginning that breaks away from the status quo —it is reflected in the
words ‘enough about you” as well as the boy’s stern gaze. Best’s argument presupposes
that melancholy is necessarily an unproductive exercise as he argues that melancholic
association with the past “rooted in the historical dispossession of slavery seems
unstable ground on which to base a politics” (454). Instead, Best advocates for historical
work that resists “the impulse to redeem the past” and abandons the project of historical
recovery altogether (456). However, it is precisely black melancholy that opens the
possibility for what Joseph Winters (2016) calls melancholic hope. The intent, thus, is not
to rescue the humanness of the enslaved or their untold story, a task that, as Hartman

notes, cannot be ever fully completed, but “rather to imagine what cannot be verified”
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(12).

So, while Kaphar’s crumpling of the canvas and his re-imagination of the boy’s
figure, just like Rosales’s erasure of canonical white male figures, may be read precisely
as a melancholic desire to salvage the unsalvageable, their artistic projects are not only
recuperative but also generative of new ways of imagining the abolition of whiteness. In
this sense, their work does not merely seek to fill in the existing gaps in the archive but
rather use these gaps to imagine otherwise, to conjure up alternative epistemologies that
are no longer bound by the archive. For this reason, their work should be understood as
abolitionist —invested in the production of alternative possibilities through the process
of alteration, conjecture, mediation, and modification.

My own analysis of Kaphar and Rosales’s artwork in this chapter is a singular
interpretation of their creative encounter with the archive, a reading that offers only one
way of understanding their work, among multiple possible interpretations of this
confrontation. Still, their use of visuality, I argue, stretches possibilities that are
constrained and, to some degree, always already “doomed” in literary forms of
melancholic criticism that are constrained by the limits of the narrative imposed by the
written text form. In this manner, echoing Spillers’s notion of “grammar” as a
hegemonic configuration, the imaginative dimensions of Rosales and Kaphar's artworks
push against the dominance of the written text in the western literary canon, breaking

away from the constraints of the written language and tapping into different modes of
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creative imagination.

Taken as a whole, Kaphar’s Enough About You, with its crumpling of white
subjects and the recovery of the black boy as a human being, and Rosales’s The Creation
of God, with its provocative celebration of black femininity, are emblematic of the call to
abolish the hegemony of whiteness as the organizing logic around which narratives of
history are structured, and the hierarchy of value they have ascribed to human life. The
artist’s use of visual speculation —and the erasure or the crumbling of white figures —
suggests that one way of dealing with the violence of the past is to abolish whiteness as
a system of social classification that not only privileges whiteness but depends on
antiblack violence, abjection, and erasure to sustain and reproduce itself. It is by erasing,
crumbling, destroying, and, ultimately, dismantling whiteness —decentering it by any
means necessary —that Kaphar’s and Rosales’s art reveals the inherent antiblack
violence of whiteness. “Like so many others,” Kaphar states, “I've been struggling with
what to do in response to what is happening in Ferguson and throughout the rest of this
country... I've been trying to make paintings that speak to the gravity of the
situation...What I make,” adds Kaphar, “ends up feeling more like catharsis than
communication” (Altman “Person of the Year 2014 Runner-Up”). In my reading, the
catharsis that Kaphar speaks of is the abolitionist impulse that drives forward the
creative desire to contest and expose racial power by looking back at the past in order to

make meaning of the present and being to envision a different future.
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5. “Abolitionist Has Entered the Chat”: New
Abolitionists, Digital Media and Protest Culture in the
Era of #BlackLivesMatter

After the murder of George Floyd sparked global protests against anti-black
racism in May of 2020, the term abolition entered the cultural mainstream. This moment
was, of course, years in the making, part of a long series of uprising and grassroots
organizing against police violence in the United States. It was fueled by the emergence
of the Black Lives Matter movement following the murder of Trayvon Martin in 2013,
which interrupted decades of indifference towards police killings of black Americans,
many of whom were murdered without due justice long before the U.S. public knew
their names: Trayvon Martin, Breonna Taylor, Michael Brown, Eric Garner, Sandra
Bland, and George Floyd. Revolts in Ferguson in 2014, Baltimore in 2015, Charlotte in
2016, to name only the largest and the most violent uprisings, simultaneously spread
across the country and garnered national and intentional coverage like never before.
Video recordings of many police killings, including a Facebook livestream of Philando
Castile’s murder in Minneapolis, went viral and were replayed repeatedly in the news
and in Twitter posts by millions of online users. With the growing prominence of the
Black Lives Matter movement the abolitionist demand to end the system of policing
captured in the now-popular slogan ‘defund the police’ rang loud and clear across all

major news and media outlets.
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In this context, the unthinkable happened. Nationwide research polls conducted
in the United States during and after the racial justice protests in 2020 showed that the
majority of U.S. adults supported the Black Lives Matter movement. At the height of
nationwide demonstrations in June 2020, in fact, 67% of U.S. adults expressed support
for the movement according to the Pew Research Center (Thomas and Horowitz) while
the majority of American voters (59%) believed that the role of the police in the United
States required a total overhaul (22%) or at least some form of major reform (37%)
(“Poll”). As Jael Goldfine notes in her 2020 essay “How Police Abolition Became a
Mainstream Idea Overnight,” in a matter of weeks following the anti-racist protests
across the U.S., the demand for police abolition transformed from a fringe idea
advocated by academics and activists into “a mainstream policy proposal.” Even
celebrities like Common, Talib Kweli. Taraji P. Henson, Natalie Portman, Jameela Jamil,
Kerry Washington, JoJo, Lizzo, Amanda Stenberg, The Weeknd, and John Legend
“signed onto an open letter co-written by Black Lives Matter and Movement 4 Black
Lives, calling to defund the police” (Goldfine). At the same time, large corporations
joined the movement’s demand to radically reimagine the institution of policing. Brands
like Nike, Bené&]Jerry’s, Glossier, and Netflix were among those companies that were the
most outspoken about the BLM movement and actively amplified the movement’s

messaging, despite the backlash from some segments of their consumer bases. Abolition
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became the subject of headlines in Vogue, Harper’s BAZAAR, and Glamour (Sultan; Baker;

Abrams).

Owing to the virality inherent in digital platforms, an unprecedented interest in
police abolition after the 2020 BLM uprising was reflected in digital practices of Internet
users more broadly. Google searches for keywords related to police abolition
skyrocketed within days after Floyd’s murder, with the search term “police abolition”
increasing from the value of 6 to the value of 100 in the United States (“Google
Trends”).’¢ Searches for the term “police abolition movement” also rose dramatically
from 0 to 100 in the same time period, as masses of people flooded the streets
nationwide chanting ‘defund the police’ and pundits asked, “what is abolition?’?” Since
then, the discourse of abolition has continued to pervade users’ digital lives, becoming a

semiotic resource for articulating the progressive leftist political vision of defunding and

% In Google Trends tracking tool, “numbers represent search interest relative to the highest point on the
chart for the given region and time” and “a value of 100 is the peak popularity for the term.” (“Google
Trends”)

% And yet, it should be noted that as the topic of police abolition has grown and become a subject of
discussion on the nation’s leading news channels, the call to actually ‘defund the police” has remained
largely unpopular with most Americans. This tension points to both the wider popular appeal of abolitionist
ideas, especially among young progressives, as well as the public’s resistance to abolitionist imaginary that
speaks to political possibilities that exist beyond the ‘commonsense’ logic of carcerality and punitive
population management. Nationwide research polls conducted in the United States during and after the
racial justice protests in 2020 showed that an increasing number of U.S. adults now support the Black Lives
Matter movement, yet public opinion also remains volatile According to the Pew Research Center, 67% of
U.S. adults expressed support for the movement at the height of nationwide demonstrations in June 2020,
which then, however, decreased to 55% in a survey conducted just several months later in September of
2020 (Thomas and Horowitz). This same research study also found that “the share for say they strongly
support the movement” decreased from 38% to 29% within three months after the protests began in mid-
2020.
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abolishing, rather than reforming, retraining, or otherwise fixing, police activities. As a
result, even if contentious and contested, abolition is now a viable political discourse in a

way that would have been unthinkable just several years ago.

Such sudden and unexpected attention to the discourse of abolition marks a new
reality for social movements in the age of Black Lives Matter. Social movements no
longer play out in the streets or exclusively across traditional media but also through
quotidian practices, including those of social media that have helped amplify
marginalized narratives and mobilized users to share “names of victims [of police
violence], links to news articles, images, and calls for action” in support of the demands
of the BLM movement (Brown et al. 2017, 1836). The information flow is increasingly
democratized, and masses of racially conscious digital users have the power to circulate
digital content, whether leaked videos of police killings or last-minute information about
a nearby protest, at a speed never seen before. Additionally, the popularity of social
media platforms that prioritize (algorithmically) user content has made it possible for
more platform users to engage in forms of citizen journalism in their local communities,
which has generated even greater cultural visibility and activism for Black Lives Matter

and other anti-racist political projects.’® Several apps now exist to allow ordinary people

3 Significant scholarly attention has been already given to the central role that social media has had in the
rise of the Black Lives Matter movement and the ability to mobilize and drive masses of people to protests
on a scale unseen since the Civil Rights era (Wilkins et al. 2019; Cox 2017; Mundt et al. 2018; Freelon et al.
2018). Online communities on platforms like Twitter were significant to mass mobilizations across the
country and facilitated rapid circulation of information about police killings that might have otherwise not
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to participate in bystander intervention by recording police altercations that are then
automatically forwarded to appropriate civil rights organizations. And although as a
result, “violent racialized death [of black people] in the United States” has in itself
become a form of “media spectacle” and a form of ‘trendy’ content, to the extent that
“digital technology platforms traffic in Black death because it is incredibly profitable,
both offline and off,” the impact of digitization on activists” ability to galvanize support
and educate people who might have never been exposed to abolitionist ideas is

undeniable (Noble 148).%

In the last year in particular, abolition has profoundly shaped users” behaviors

around self-expression and the presentation of their political interests and beliefs. It has

received nearly as much public attention (Edrington and Lee 2018). Sociologist Zeynep Tufekci observes that
“increasingly, there are lower-cost and higher-reach means of directing mobilizing messages to supporters
without depending on mass media (Karpf 2012). Facebook pages, Twitter accounts, e-mail lists, YouTube
channels, and other outlets provide a means to reach members with mobilizing messages at scales similar to
that of broadcast but without having to go through traditional channels of broadcast” (Tufekci 854).

% Violent murders of black Americans like Eric Garner, Philando Castille, Korryn Gaines, and John
Crawford, whose murders were caught on video, have become spectacularized “through the mechanisms of
virality and hyper-circulation” on social media platforms for the sake of awareness raising. What is
especially paradoxical about the intersection of activism and digitization is that digital media
simultaneously functions as a space for strategic narrative design and resistance. Although platforms’
algorithms promote circulation of specularized violent images, digital platforms also offer a way for
individual users and their respective digital communities to reclaim their narratives from the forces of
dominant ideologies. For example, video content that was discovered on the Facebook account of Sandra
Bland, who mysteriously died in a jail cell in Waller County, Texas in 2015, functioned as counter-narrative
to the official narratives of her death that attempted to rule out the possibility of a police murder. “Bland’s
digital afterlife,” writes J. Brendan Shaw, “allows her presence to extend beyond her death and trouble
simplistic temporalities of alive and dead” (Shaw 52). In other instances, these forms of digital resistance
and communal coping have taken form of other types of entertaining or even humorous content, such as
viral jokes, quotes, or memes (Outley et al. 2021).

173



become common for young digital media users to include abolitionist language in their
online presence as part of their digital narrativization of self. Slogans like “Fuck 12”7 (12
is a slang term for the police) or “ACAB” (All Cops Are Bastards) were widely heard at
protest rallies during the summer of 2020 but even months later they are still seen in
people’s biography sections on social platforms, like Instagram or Tik Tok, and even on
dating apps, like Tinder and Hinge. As Kate Mooney reported in the GQ magazine in
October 2020, “now it seems the latest buzzwords of seduction are social justice-themed.
A Tinder bio ending with ‘Overthrow the government and chill?” The Hinge prompt
‘Together we could” answered with “Abolish the police.” On another Hinge profile, a list
of things ‘I geek out on” including sourdough, design, and BLM” (Mooney). Mooney is
correct that this sort of slang terminology is related to social justice issues, yet the
progressive rhetoric of the contemporary activist discourse and, in particular, social
practices of young online users have also become increasingly abolition themed. For
instance, digital practices of socially conscious, activism-minded users have included not
only the use of the word ‘BLM’ in users’ profile description, which was the most popular
slogan before 2020, but also words like “abolition,” “abolitionist,” or “abolition now.”
Popular terms like “Fuck 1" and “ACAB,” which are also included in Twitter bio sections
or tweeted alongside as hashtags beside breaking news alerts or trending articles,
communicate an explicitly abolitionist sentiment. These slogans function to condemn

policing as an institution in its totality.
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On Twitter, there has also been a noticeable increase of grassroots networks,
groups, collectives, and organizations that explicitly use the terminology of abolition in
how these networks of activists, organizers, and educations choose to narrativize their
political work. Such groups on Twitter include activist collectives like Abolition
Apostles, Abolitionist Futures, Afrofuturist Abolitionists of America, Oakland Abolition
& Solidarity, Revolutionary Abolitionist Movement, Abolition Journal of Insurgent
Politics, abolition memes, Dreaming Freedom Practicing Abolition, the Black
Abolitionist Network, Willamette Valley Abolition Project, Michigan Abolition and
Prisoner Solidarity, Abolition Action, Abolition and Disability Justice Collective, and
many more. While user accounts for some of these collectives were created as early as
2016, the majority of accounts listed above were started on the platform between 2018
and 2020, with a significant number of accounts with a creation date of June or July
2020.% The word “abolish” as such has become a linguistic referent for various demands
of anti-racist activists, whether related to police killings or the detention of
undocumented migrants. Abolish the police, abolish prisons, abolish ICE, and abolish
borders — the verb “abolish” has been solidified as a signifying symbol for a set of
abolitionist demands that exceed the issue of police brutality. It is now taken on to

articulate, through multiple slogans, a much more comprehensive critique of the prison

4 Every user account on the Twitter platform has a label, which states the month and the year when the said
account was created.
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industrial complex that understands policing to be only one part of a larger state
apparatus that functions to manage social life through a series of punitive and often
deadly mechanisms. In its current use in digital activist culture, the language of
abolition does not merely evoke associations with the historic past and its continuities in
the present moment but mediates social critique and thinking about futurity. To abolish,
therefore, is not only to destroy but to animate and, indeed, demand new political

possibilities.

These rather swift changes in the public discourse as well as in digital behavior,
even if seemingly minor, are significant for understanding not only what abolition
means and symbolizes in this cultural moment, but how this moment of abolitionism is
different from all the ways in which abolitionist thought has moved through the U.S.
cultural imagination in the past. In this chapter, I offer a closer look at how the discourse
of abolitionism has been adopted in the activist culture of the Black Lives Matter
movement by the younger generation of activists, most of whom are millennials and
Gen Z’s and whose abolitionist activism is inseparable from practices emerging from the
increasingly significant role of digital technology, media, and internet in social life. This
new generation of activists —whom I will call ‘new abolitionists’—not only uses digital
media to invent brand new forms of political participation but, in so doing, actively
signifies upon the long tradition of abolition while also translating abolitionist ideas in a

way that is legible for contemporary audiences.
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I first examine how this is achieved on the organizational level when activist
leaders and organizers strategically center abolitionist language in media
communications, narrative design, and public intellectual work. I, then, demonstrate
that, owing to the BLM movement’s queer leadership and emphasis on intersectionality,
the new abolitionist activist culture is particularly distinct in its focus on a black feminist
political genealogy. New abolitionists actively draw on the long tradition of abolition
through symbolic references to black radical figures and, in particular, black women
revolutionaries like Assata Shakur, Angela Davis, and Harriet Tubman. I then conclude
this chapter with an examination of how new abolitionists, who are not necessarily
movement leaders but just ordinary digital users, draw on abolitionist thought while
also weaving futuristic elements and symbolism of radical hope through online cultural
production, including protest art, infographics, protest-themed clothing, and other types
of viral content on social media platforms. Viral circulations of products of creative and
artistic expression coming from the movement’s followers and supporters reflect how
social media has democratized movement messaging, such that anyone can create and
circulate content in support of BLM demands. The consistent use of visual elements that
symbolize hope, rejuvenation, and growth —such as pastel colors, flowers, and images of
embracing bodies —also illuminates how new abolitionists understand abolition to be
both the total elimination of structures of oppression in the current system of racial

governance and a radical reimagining of political possibilities beyond it. As we will see,
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the digital production of new abolitionists on social platforms like Instagram directly
speaks to the words of Fred Moten and Stefano Harney in The Undercommons, where
they write, “What is, so to speak, the object of abolition? Not so much the abolition of
prisons but the abolition of a society that could have prisons, that could have slavery,
that could have the wage, and therefore not abolition as the elimination of anything but
abolition as the founding of a new society” (42). For new abolitionists, the end of the
world is not an end as such but rather the beginning of a radically different reality, in

which all people have the right to a dignified life.

5.1 Strategic Narratives: ‘Defund the Police’ and The Rising
Popularity of the Abolitionist Rhetoric in Contemporary Activism

While an increasing number of adults living in the United States now recognize
police violence as the social problem of our time, there is a pronounced ideological split
in the way that the U.S. public imagines how the problem of police brutality must be
solved. In the struggle over meaning, the slogan ‘defund the police” has been on many

occasions reinterpreted by pundits and stripped of its core abolitionist messaging.*! For

4 The idea that the police budget would be drastically reduced and that the funds redistributed to other
social services is certainly part of the political vision behind the ‘defund the police’ movement, yet BLM
activists and movement leaders have also been explicit that redistributing municipal funds is the first step
on the way to the total abolition of police and the prison industrial complex more broadly. Reformist
narratives of ‘defund the police,” however, focus exclusively on the redistribution of police funds, asserting
that policing would still exist in one form or another. The Black Lives Matter co-founders as well as the
leading activists within the movement have disputed reformist cooptation of the slogan, emphasizing that
defunding the police is part of the movement’s mission to abolish policing altogether and that new
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this reason, new abolitionist organizations, including but not limited to those activist
organizations that are part of the Black Lives Matter Network Foundation, have been
particularly strategic about advocating for social change that extends past police reform,
which includes bans on chokeholds, use of body cameras, and implicit bias trainings,
and envisions police and prison abolition, calling for a complete and total divestment
from the police as an institution of social management. More specifically, in the light of
reformist narratives that have threatened to divert public attention from the movement’s
original abolitionist demands by focusing only on the redistribution of police funds, new
abolitionists have been particularly careful about foregrounding abolitionist ideas
through strategic messaging in their public education efforts, academic and mass market
publishing as well as digital content. This development, however, is rather recent. Only
in recent years has the BLM discourse become more explicitly and intentionally
abolitionist, not only in terms of the political demands put forth by activists and
movement leaders of organizations that comprise the movement’s network but, as I will
show, in their active ownership of the term “abolitionist” as well as the rising popularity
of abolitionist rhetoric more broadly. In this section, I specifically pin down the moment

in June 2020 when movement organizations reoriented their communications to

abolitionists are not simply a fringe part of the BLM movement. In fact, abolitionist messaging, as I show in
this section, has been endorsed, supported, and actively promoted by the Black Lives Matter organizations.
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intentionally center the language of abolition as well as show how this trend has
coincided with increased attention to abolitionist thought in the academic and

mainstream publishing.

It is worth beginning by saying that although the shift towards abolitionist
language is rather recent, the messaging of the BLM movement has been deliberate and
intentional since its inception in 2013. As Clark et al. (2018) observe in their study of
public statements and interviews with the movement’s founders, using a “deliberate
intersectional framing” for understanding anti-blackness and centering the leadership of
queer, trans, and women-identifying Black activists, the Black Lives Matter movement is
an example of effective organizational positioning, one that is able to adapt to new
emergent narratives (148). In particular, the founders have been strategic about
positioning their work within the long history of Black liberation struggle for justice,
while simultaneously departing from the male-centric tendencies of the Civil Rights era
organizing. For example, the movement has been especially intentional about centering
“women, LGBTQIA, and other marginalized Black people,” thus, “elevating members of
the community that were previously seen as deviant,” even as the BLM “acknowledges

and appreciates prior contributions to the Black Liberation struggle” (147; 150).% In this

4 The hashtag #BlackLivesMatter and the subsequent yellow logo are also a case in point. Designed by the
creative studio Design Action Collective in 2014, the iconic bold all-caps black letters against a yellow
background are “bold, strong, militant, and [carry] strength and tone,” notes Josh Warren-White, one of the
graphic designers at the studio (Budds). Little has been written in either existing academic literature or
media about the semiotic significance of the logo, the color schema of which evidently evokes the imagery of
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sense, the BLM movement has been strategic about crafting a distinct narrative,
leadership style, and issues framing that, as Dewey M. Clayton (2018) has observed in
his content analysis of the New York Times media coverage of the BLM movement,
departs from the rhetoric of the Civil Rights movement which, in its demand for racial
justice and reconciliation, more actively appealed to U.S. nationalism. I would argue that
it is precisely in its departure from reformist narratives, which have historically
emphasized reconciliation and integration into the existing system, that the new
abolitionists of the BLM movement have popularized abolition and captured national

attention in recent years.

The movement’s ability to adopt and thoughtfully elevate abolitionist rhetoric
was especially evident during the ‘Freedom Summer” of 2020. The new slogan ‘defund
the police” emerged after Minneapolis-based group Black Visions popularized it by
tweeting “Defund the Police” and #DefundMPD” the day after Floyd’s killing. In their
call to action, this abolitionist organization encouraged people to get in contact with the
city’s mayor to amplify with this demand. Later, Black Visions also “made gravestones

out of paper and sticks, with images of Floyd on one side and the word ‘DEFUND’ on

the yellow police tape printed with words like “police line do not cross” or “caution” typically used to limit
access to a crime scene. It is important to understand that beyond mass protests, the movement’s leadership
has been intentional about promoting strategic messaging across traditional and social media platforms.
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the other” (Wortham). As the slogan gained traction and began trending on social
media, the Black Lives Matter Network’s leadership immediately stepped in to amplify
the demand and educate movement supporters and potential allies. The organization
released the statement of support on May 30, 2020, just several days after protests in
Minneapolis began. A few days later the BLM network released a subsequent
educational video, in which “Black Lives Matter Managing Director Kailee Scales helps
break down just how [defunding the police] works” (“What Defunding the Police Really
Means”). None of these efforts were coincidental but rather were strategic and
coordinated. According to the 2020 Impact report published by the Black Lives Matter
Global Network Foundation (BLMGNF), which is led by the Executive Director Patrisse
Cullors, the organization had noticed “an uptick in visitors to [their] website beginning
end of February, the start of mass U.S. public consciousness around COVID-19” and
“geared up to produce a series of educational content and information-gathering” (Black
Lives Matter Foundation Network). The report further notes that “the BLMGNF website
was visited by over 24 million people” and that “the single most active day was June 2,
2020, with 1.9 million visitors,” which amounted to “an almost 5,000% increase
compared to [the] most trafficked day in March 2020.” Prior to 2020, the phrase ‘defund
the police” was used on the BLMGNEF’s website only once, in a 2018 press release on the

killing of the BLM activist Muhiyidin Moye.
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This strategic focus on abolition and a rhetorical shift towards the ‘defund the
police” slogan across various organizations in the BLM activist network can be observed
in the way that the language of abolition has been invoked more directly in the
movement’s organizational branding and public relations communications. At the time
of this writing, the homepage of the Movement for Black Lives (M4BL), which is an
umbrella networks of dozens of Black organizations formed in 2014, features bold words
that state “WE ARE ABOLITIONIST” in all capital letters. The large heading is
positioned in the center of the webpage, directly under a black-and-white logo, which
depicts a woman’s silhouette resting on a cane that is facing a bright yellow star in the
background. Evidently, the woman’s silhouette here functions as the signifier for Harriet
Tubman, with the yellow star signifying the North Star, a symbolic marker of hope and
guidance towards black freedom that was used by people escaping slavery to find the
meeting points of the Underground Railroad fugitive network. The brand
communications, in this instance, is ripe with abolitionist symbolism. However, this
direct shift to unapologetic abolitionist rhetoric in the M4BL’s narrative design of the
organization’s story is rather recent. Examining different versions of the organization’s
website using The Wayback Machine, a digital tool that periodically captures websites
and allows any Internet user to see what any website looked like in the past, we can see
that before 2021, the M4BL, in fact, invoked the language “of civil disobedience and

direct action,” stating that the organization’s purpose was to “reclaim the narrative of
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the Civil Rights Movement from corporate America, Hollywood, and others bent on
sanitizing Black history rooted in radical tradition.” It was only amidst the protests
sparked by George Floyd’s murder in late May of 2020 that the M4BL’s “About Us” page
stated that the Movement for Black Lives believes that “prisons, police and all other
institutions that inflict violence on Black people must be abolished and replaced by
institutions that value and affirm the flourishing of Black lives” (“Movement for Black

Lives”).

It seems, then, that the M4BL’s communication strategy has evolved to
intentionally center the abolitionist ethos and is in alignment with the narrative design
strategies that can be observed in other facets of the movement. In addition to Patrisse
Cullors’s press release on behalf of the #BlackLivesMatter Network, which directly relies
on the language of abolition to articulate the political demands of the BLM movement in
this moment, other organizations have also incorporated abolitionist language into their
strategic communications. For instance, upon entering the website of another prominent
activist organization, Florida-based Dream Defenders, the user—at the time of writing —
immediately sees a pop-up window with a headline “DEFUND POLICE AND REBUILD
OUR COMMUNITIES.” Visitors are immediately invited to download a toolkit prepared
by the activist group: “There’s a shift happening right now,” the call-to-action says. “The
call to defund police is louder than we’ve ever heard it. We can all answer that call and

reshape what our communities look like. We made a toolkit to help you map what you
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can do in your cities” (“Dream Defenders | Young People Fighting for the Future We
Deserve”). Using The Wayback Machine to track changes made to this particular
organization’s website, it can also be estimated that the rhetoric and the toolkit on
defunding the police were specifically added to the website around approximately June
19, 2020. In the digital document, the authors focus on the need to defund the police and
channel financial resources into the communities and, at the same time, explicitly state
that “the police do not need to be fixed” but rather it “must be abolished” (Dream
Defenders 2020). And so, although the messaging primarily draws on the ‘defund the

police’ slogan, it is also decidedly and unapologetically abolitionist.

These particular examples from organizations like the BLMGNF, the M4BL, and
the Dream Defenders demonstrate that the narrative design within the BLM movement
is coordinated, as organizations within the activist network respond to the shifts in the
activist discourse sparked by significant events such as police killings and subsequent
mass mobilizations of protestors by making targeted efforts to foreground abolitionist
rhetoric in public communications and educational resources made available to the
public. New abolitionists, who are organizing under the broad framework of Black Lives
Matter, share the common understanding that the demand to ‘defund’ institutions of
policing is directly tied to the revolutionary vision of abolishing systems of racialized
social management in the United States and across the world. To this end, for new

abolitionists, the “defund the police’ slogan is an inherently abolitionist demand, despite
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all the ways in which the slogan has been misunderstood or reframed to articulate
reformist demands that work to deradicalize the current movement for black liberation.
In fact, new abolitionist organizations seem to strategically resist the cooptation of the
movement’s demand, to the extent that the examples mentioned above suggest a
coordinated effort on behalf of these organizations to place abolitionist visions of

transformation at the center of the movement’s rhetoric.

This resistance to cooptation and integration into reformist narratives, however,
is not only directed at outside forces that seek to undermine the movement. Abolitionist
rhetoric has gained social weight within progressive activist circles, too. This was
particularly apparent when at the height of the 2020 uprising, famous BLM activists
Deray McKesson and Brittany Packnett launched ‘8 Can’t Wait’ project, which
advocated for eight specific policies aimed at restricting the use of force in the policing
of black communities. Immediately, their project came under harsh criticism from other
activists as well as social media users, who denounced the campaign for succumbing to
reformist narratives. More specifically, new abolitionists accused the ‘8 Can’t Wait’
campaign of betraying the BLM movement'’s strategic demand to ‘defund the police,
which, as I discussed above, was being amplified by other organizations in the BLM
activist network at that same time. In response, a collective of abolitionist activists,
including abolitionist lawyer Derecka Purnell and reproductive justice attorney

Nnennaya Amuchie, launched a counter-campaign called “8 to Abolition,” which
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reframed the eight demand issues by McKesson’s collective on abolitionist terms, with

the first demand being to defund and dismantle the institution of policing altogether.

In this instance, what signals to abolition’s growing social weight in
contemporary activist discourse is that following the public backlash, McKesson and
Packnett’s coalition did, in fact, alter the terminology used on the campaign’s homepage
and immediately added the word “abolition” on the campaign’s website. In subsequent
days, McKesson even penned a personal Medium essay, in which he assured his
followers that despite advocating for policies to reform how police departments police
black communities, #8Can'tWait campaign, nevertheless, “stands in support of
defunding the police” as the movement’s long-term political vision (Mckesson). An
additional statement published on the campaign’s website read, “we at Campaign Zero
acknowledge that, even with the best of intentions, the #8Can'tWait campaign
unintentionally detected from the efforts of fellow organizers invested in paradigmatic
shifts that are newly possible in this moment” (Saxon). On Twitter, “writer Clarkisha
Kent has pointed out online that #8Can'tWait's new materials borrow heavily from
#8ToAbolition without credit” (Goldfine). In order to stay relevant, McKesson’s team
had to adopt the language of abolition to assuage criticism about how campaign’s
political project was betraying the demands of yet another Black Lives Matter uprising.
My main point here is that even within the activist discourse, the language of abolition

has become especially critical to the extent that new abolitionists have been able to
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influence other activists within the BLM community to engage and support abolitionist

ideals.

This ongoing attention to abolition, however, has extended past organizational
work and educational efforts to produce resources, toolkits, and informational materials
for the movement’s supporters. From mass market and academic publishing to using
new media, new abolitionist leaders, activists, and public intellectuals are engaging in
mass education through other avenues like publishing. For one, there has been already
an evident rise in popular literature on policing and incarceration since the inception of
the BLM movement and especially so since the Freedom Summer of 2020. Books like
Christina Heatherton’s anthology Policing the Planet (2016), Angela J. Davis’s anthology
Policing the Black Man (2018), and Alex Vitale’s The End of Policing (2017) have gained
much wider readership compared to preceding years, during which Michelle
Alexander’s The New Jim Crow (2010) and Angela Davis’s Are Prisons Obsolete? (2003)
were the primary available texts for popular audiences interested in policing and
incarceration. Between 2020 and 2021 alone, there has been an explosion of literature on
the topic of abolition, decarceration, and transformative justice, including Zach Norris’s
We Keep Us Safe (2020), Liat Ben-Moshe’s Decarcerating Disability (2020), Ejeris Dixon

and Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha’s Beyond Survival (2020), Adrienne Maree
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Brown’s We Will Not Cancel Us (2020), Angela Y. Davis’s Abolition. Feminism. Now. (2021),

and Derecka Purnell’s Becoming Abolitionists (2021.43

One of the most significant moments, which only further confirmed the surge in
popular interest in abolitionist thinking, was the publication of We Do This "Til We Free
Us: Abolitionist Organizing and Transforming Justice by Mariame Kaba, a famous prison
industrial complex abolitionist, in February of 2021. Kaba’s book quickly became a New
York Times bestseller and climbed up to the eighth position in national ranking within
the first few weeks of publication —a historic moment for new abolitionists. Published
by the Haymarket Books publishing house, the book curates Kaba’s essays, speeches,
and other writings about the abolition of the prison industrial complex and
transformative political organizing. Kaba, whose twenty-year organizing career has not
received widespread mainstream attention until the last few years, has since been
featured on such mainstream media sites as the NPR, NBC News, The New York Times,

Essence, Teen Vogue, and The Nation.* That a life-long abolitionist like Mariame Kaba has

4 Within contemporary cultural production, there has also been an increased interest in films about black
radicalism and black liberation fighters, including Judas and the Black Messiah (2021), BlacKkKlansman (2018),
The Black Panther (2018), Harriet (2019), Netflix’s miniseries Who Killed Malcolm X? (2020), and the
forthcoming movie by the Amazon Studios about Marcus Garvey’s UNIA organization titled Marked Man.

4 Speaking in an interview with the NPR, Kaba herself highlighted the magnitude with which abolitionist
ideals have spread since the emergence of the Black Lives Matter movement, saying “ten years ago, people
thought we were completely bonkers” yet “in this moment, six years later, ... the demand is to defund and
abolish police for a significant number of people” (Madden et al.). This was also Kaba’s reason for
publishing We Do This ‘Til We Free Us at this particular time. Although Kaba prefers strategizing behind the
scenes to writing, it was “social media [that] pushed [her] into a more public role,” she explained in an
interview with The Nation (Rodriques). In the wake of the protests following George Floyd’s murder in
Minneapolis, “people were paying attention to things I've always talked about,” Kaba added.
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received national acclaim is a testament to the fact that the political establishment can no

longer afford to dismiss abolitionist political perspectives.

In order to further emphasize just how much abolition has captured the cultural
imagination, it is worth mentioning that this explosion in public intellectual work on
prison and police abolition has also extended to the podcasting industry. From Abolition
Science Radio to The Art of Abolition, platforms like Spotify and Apple Podcasts now
feature a relatively wide range of podcast programs dedicated specifically to the topic of
abolition and decarceration as well as many more abolition-themed episodes from other
established podcasts that have recently taken an interest in this subject matter. Such
swift ‘mainstreaming’ of abolitionist politics within the span of several months was
certainly made possible by the public education work that the BLM founders, movement
leaders, and activists have been engaging in for the duration of several years before the
call to “defund the police” was ever heard all across the United States. Since 2013, Alicia
Garza has penned several forewords to books and anthologies about the BLM
movement, its vision, and political imperatives and has secured two book contracts.
Opal Tometi co-authored a TIME op-ed and has been active as a public speaker and a
commentator with CNN, BBC, and The Washington Post, while Patricia Cullors has

published an academic journal article in the Harvard Law Review and secured a
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production deal with YouTube,* in addition to publishing two books of her own. 4 In
fact, Cullors’s public intellectual work has been increasingly centered on promoting
abolition as the political lens through which to understand the demands and the
imperatives of the Black Lives Matter movement. Cullors’s public activity reflects the
way in which over the years the messaging of the Black Lives Matter movement has
become explicitly abolitionist, gradually shifting from the urgent calls to end police

killings to the radical demand to defund policing altogether.

When the BLM had just emerged in 2013, activists and movement leaders
emphasized the urgent need to stop police killings, but the movement’s rhetoric was not
yet so explicitly anchored in abolitionist rhetoric. For example, the 2016 policy platform
put forth by a group of various BLM organizations under the united front of the
Movement for Black Lives consisted of “calls for reparations, an end to state killings of
black people, social justice, and political power for black people” and emphasized “the
signatories’ belief that, rather than reform, they are after “a complete transformation of
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the current systems” (Makalani 532). Since then, however, the BLM movement'’s

strategic narrative has become more explicitly abolitionist —as an analytical concept, a

% Patricia Cullors disclosed her deal with the YouTube platform during an exclusive interview with Mark
Lamont Hill on Black News Tonight made available to the public on April 15, 2021.

46 Alicia Garza and Patrisse Cullors have been especially active in the public sphere and have actively
promoted the Black Lives Matter movement among the public. Cullors, for instance, has toured college
campuses and in 2018, published a memoir titted When They Call You a Terrorist, which was called “the
instant New York Times bestseller” and was featured on TIME Magazine’s “Best Memoirs of 2018 So Far.”
Garza published her first book titled The Purpose of Power in 2020.
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political vision, and a creative impulse towards radically different futures. In a short
essay published on the website of the Black Lives Matter Network on February 1, 2021 in
honor of the Black History Month, Cullors writes even more specifically that “the point
of abolition is to build a better future” and that the vision of the network “goes beyond
Black Lives Matter.” “Abolition starts with the premise that our lives matter,” she
continues, but our movement is more than three words. WE are more than three words.
Our march towards freedom, the one we started 400 years ago, doesn’t end when

we matter. That is just the start” (“Our Movement Is #SoMuchMore”).

In drawing historical connections between the abolitionist past and the present
moment, Cullors is able to situate the movement within a larger socio-historical and
cultural context, one defined by the legacies of the abolitionist struggle. In her journal
article in the Harvard Law Review, Cullors begins with a similar emphasis, noting that
“the historical context of abolition is minimally understood, either in today’s social
movements or in U.S. society more broadly” (Cullors, “Abolition and Reparations”
1684). Cullors’s narrative of abolition further emphasizes the current movement’s
indebtedness to “the theoretical work of many before us,” like abolitionist and scholar
Angela Davis, psychiatric and political theorist Frantz Fanon, and the poet and “theorist
of interlocking identities” Audre Lorde (1686). In laying out the historical context of
today’s political work towards abolition, Cullors makes clear that the Black Lives Matter

movement today “is guided by political movement traditions against slavery and racism
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dating back to the African and Indigenous Maroons of the Americas” (Cullors,
“Abolition and Reparations” 1685). Importantly, the power of speculative imagination
also plays a critical role in Cullors’s own account of abolitionism. The movement’s
leader describes the traditions of resistance of the BLM’s predecessors as those “who
dared to imagine their lives without shackles like those of their contemporary brethren
currently incarcerated.” In these lines, Cullors further reinforces the historic connection
between incarceration and the historic institution of slavery in the United States, which
further demonstrates how the contemporary movement for police abolition is shaped by
the abolitionist framework that understands current forms of captivity and incarceration

as extensions of antebellum enslavement.

Even Cullors’s forthcoming book, The Abolitionist’s Handbook: 12 Steps to Changing
Yourself and the World (October 2021), uses both literal and symbolic references to
abolitionism, both in terms of the subject of her book as well as the visual cues employed
in its design. In addition to the title, the cover makes a direct reference to the history of
slavery and, in particular, to racial surveillance by the early police departments in the
United States. The cover design mimics that of “an 1851 handbill produced by
abolitionist Theodore Parker” that “cautioned ‘the colored people of Boston” to steer
clear of “‘watchmen and police officers” and to “keep a sharp look out for kidnappers, and
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have a top eye open”” (Brown 74). Parker disseminated these fugitive handbills that

“functioned as a means of counter-surveillance” in order to warn black people in Boston
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about the effect of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, which legally permitted the police to
carry out the function of slave catchers by capturing and returning formerly enslaved

people to those white Americans who owned black people as property.

The intertextual play between the two texts operates on multiple semiotic levels:
type font, color, shape, written letters, and genre and reinforces the historic connection
between the abolitionist present and the abolitionist past. The thick font that spells out
the word “handbook” on Cullors’s book is nearly identical to the font used for the word
“kidnappers” on the original archival handbill dated April 24, 1851 (“Caution!! Colored
People of Boston”). And the words on the cover of The Abolitionist’s Handbook are
arranged in a way that imitates the handbill’s word placement as well. The design of the
letters that have many white scraps all along the black background imitates the effect of
the ink stamp as if the ink was pressed onto the surface of the book cover with a printing
press or another mechanic device used in printing in the mid-nineteenth century.
Operating on the symbolic level, the semiotic relationship between Cullors’s new book
and the fugitive handbill places modern-day police and prison industrial complex
abolitionism within the framework of the afterlife of slavery, solidifying the present

moment as that which is the product of the historic past.

Additional associations between the Cullors’s book cover and the fugitive
handbill upon which The Abolitionist’s Handbook signifies is their shared ‘genre’: both

texts provide instruction. While Parker’s handbill instructs formerly enslaved people to
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beware of the police officers, Cullors’s handbook is a guide to anyone who, according to
Cullors’s personal writing on her Instagram account, is “striving to live an abolitionist
practice.” Moreover, there is a rhetorical association between the word handbill, which
refers to a loose paper circulated by hand to make a public announcement, and the word
handbook, a manual that provides guidance or instruction. Like Parker’s handbill that
instructed fugitives to stay safe, Cullors’s book is written in the form of instruction to
those who carry the work of abolition forward in the present. There is, thus, an implicit
connection between the modern-day abolitionist who might peruse Cullors’s handbook
and the history of abolitionism that extends far back into the past to the movement
struggle against the institution of chattel slavery. The use of the fugitive handbill as a
semiotic resource for the cover of The Abolitionist’s Handbook, therefore, signals the
underlying ideological positioning of the abolitionist project of which Cullors is part:
slavery has never ended, and the modern-day policing crisis finds its historic origins in
the institution of enslavement. Cullors’s consistent invocation of abolition —both literally
and symbolically —is a testament to the extent that the abolitionist genealogy has

become increasingly centered in the BLM discourse.

The rhetoric of abolition in itself has increasingly become a semiotic resource for
signaling a new form of “wokeness,” a term adopted from the black American
vernacular to describe “a self-awareness of social position, race, gender, sexuality, and

economic class” (Reynolds 93). This, however, is not limited to the use of abolitionist
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rhetoric by major BLM organizations in mass communications and in the formulation of
political demands nor to the abolition’s increased popularity in the publishing industry,
which are relatively recent developments in the movement’s history. In the following
section, I discuss the role that black women abolitionists such as Angela Davis, Assata
Shakur, and Harriet Tubman have played in the BLM activist culture. I examine
emergent social and cultural practices whereby new abolitionists invoke black women
revolutionaries’ names, writings, and personal histories in popular chants, protest-
themed clothing, and social media discourse on digital platforms like Twitter and
TikTok and, in so doing, actively draw on anti-racist, feminist, abolitionist genealogies of
resistance that preceded the Black Lives Matter movement. I argue that the way in
which black women abolitionists have been taken up as movement’s revolutionary
foremothers on several levels of activist culture (fashion, entertainment, slang, etc.)
further demonstrates that abolitionists not only see their political project as part of the
long tradition of abolition but actively draws on the histories of abolitionist resistance

for inspiration and guidance.

5.2 Movement Foremothers: Black Women Abolitionists and
Feminist Genealogies of Transgression

In the contemporary United States, protest culture and various strands of the
activist discourse in digital media have given significant attention to the remembrance
of historic figures from the long abolitionist tradition. More than that, activist icons have
been actively celebrated and invoked in the contemporary activist culture, serving as a
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source of inspiration and a way to make sense of the genealogy of the current movement
against police violence and anti-black racism more broadly. For instance, William J.
Maxwell observes that, along other popular activist figures like Malcolm X, Assata
Shakur, and Angela Davis, James Baldwin is “another rediscovered prototype,” whose
“distilled racial wisdom” and “longer, formal prose” is often invoked “in Twitter
handles such as #SonOfBaldwin, #Flames_Baldwin, and #BaemesBaldwin” (Maxwell,
“Born-Again, Seen-Again James Baldwin” 814). But Maxwell also traces Baldwin’s
“reappearance” in contemporary literary culture more broadly: “the glossy black-and-
white Library of America edition of Baldwin’s Collected Essays (1998),” he writes, “rivals
“Assata Taught Me” hoodies and DeRay Mckesson’s blue down vest” and Baldwin’s
works, including “Many Thousands Gone” and The Fire Next Time (1963), find their way
into Claudia Rankine’s Citizen (2014) and Ta-Nehisi Coates’s Between the World and Me
(2015). Baldwin’s recent circulation in the public discourse is significant to take note of
because it signals to the kind of return to the activist figures from the past that I will
examine in this section. Activist genealogies are consistently evokes in the contemporary

activists discourse and serve as a point of inspiration for the new abolitionists.

It is worth acknowledging why James Baldwin has gained such wide appeal
among contemporary audiences, as opposed to historic figures associated with the Civil
Rights era or the Black Power Movement, like Dr. Martin Luther King or Malcolm X.

Maxwell argues that, given the queer leadership of the Black Lives Matter Network and
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the centrality of queer identity to the movement'’s vision of black liberation, it is
Baldwin’s queerness and, more specifically, the symbolic intersectionality of his
identities as a gay black man that has “enthrone[d] Baldwin near the heart of the black
progressive tradition” and made him “the most-tweeted literary authority of BLM”
(Maxwell 816, 817). According to Maxwell, Baldwin’s “lush and antiinstrumental”
writing style as well as his pessimistic tone speak to what Maxwell calls the “’Afro-
pessimistic” anxiety” that has spilled over into the cultural discourse from the body of
theoretical literature on Afropessimism by scholars like Frank Wilderson, Saidiya
Hartman, and Jared Sexton, to name only a few (817). With that said, the Black Lives
Matter movement has “adopted more than one literary muse and project and has
already stamped black literary history” besides Baldwin (813). It is not surprising that in
addition to Baldwin, an openly gay Black writer, contemporary activist discourse has
especially given significant attention to black women activists in a way that has
displaced the predominance of black male leaders in past black liberation movements.
This, of course, reflects how Black Lives Matter has articulated its political imperatives
and, more specifically, prioritized seeing black humanness through an intersectional

lens that is inclusive of queerness, disability, class, and immigration status.

Baldwin is not the only historic figure who has become the patron of the Black
Lives Matter movement. In addition to him, the contemporary activist culture has drawn

on personal and political histories of black women radicals like Harriet Tubman, Assata
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Shakur, and Angela Davis and invoked their words or references to them in chants,
activism-inspired clothing, street art, and music videos. Baldwin, Tubman, Shakur, and
Assata all embody queerness in a way that defies patriarchal masculinity and gendered
social control. Although there is no historical evidence to suggest that Tubman was
queer, Clare Sears has noted that “nineteenth-century sources further document the
female masculinity of Harriet Tubman,” whose “masculinity was more pervasive and
enduring” than those of other black women who wore men’s clothing to disguise
themselves as they fled to safety and whom John Brown addressed using male pronouns
(Sears 42). Like Baldwin, who identified as “homosexual,” Davis identifies as a queer
person.#” Having escaped the grip of the U.S. carceral state, Shakur, on the other hand, is
to this day a fugitive in Cuba and, as Stephen Dillon notes in Fugitive Life, “the fugitive is
a queer figure who is the site of a dramatic reimagining of freedom that points the way
out even as life is increasingly surrounded” (Dillon 5). Each of these queer radicals had
an intimate relationship to transgression, as they reimagined freedom in ways that
radically broke away from their lived realities. While Baldwin spent the latter portion of
his life in self-imposed exile in France, all of the three women radicals who have a
significant place in the contemporary activist discourse had their personal histories

marked by fugitive movement and escape from unfreedom, whether under slavery or in

47 Angela Davis has explicitly identified as queer in a video interview released from a three-day Black Queer
Townhall event hosted by GLAAD, an LBTQ advocacy organization,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eZbl46i9]jo. Accessed 4 Apr. 2021.
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the prison cell. What is most important for my purpose is that Tubman, Davis, and
Shakur are not only black liberation revolutionaries and radical women activists but
abolitionists whose life’s work was firmly situated in the abolitionist struggle against
either plantation or prison slavery. Considering the increasing significance of abolition
to the contemporary activist discourse as I have outlined in the previous section, it is
only to be expected that cultural icons who both represent the abolitionist struggle in the
United States and exist outside of patriarchal masculinity would capture the imagination

of new abolitionists within the Black Lives Matter movement.

Black liberation activist Angela Davis, who has been active as a public
intellectual for many years and whose work has had a significant impact on the co-
founders of BLM, has received increased popular attention in recent years as one of the
most famous living abolitionists. Davis has been well known among both U.S. and
international audiences for decades, and the portrait of her with her signature afro has
served as an inspiration for protest art, including collages, pins, and DIY-type
embroidery. In fact, in “Afro Images: Politics, Fashion, and Nostalgia,” Davis reflected
on her own ascension to fame in the 1970’s, writing that “it is both humiliating and
humbling to discover that a single generation after the events that constructed me as a
public personality, I am remembered as a hairdo” (Davis, “Afro Images” 37). Davis’s
iconicity has been so pervasive over the years that, as she recalls in the essay, one of her

students, who also wore an Afro hairstyle like here, was constantly “greeted with cries
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‘Angela Davis’ from total strangers, and years after her trial Davis herself was routinely
contacted by journalists to comment on the popularity of the Afro as a fashion statement
(42). Ever since her trial in 1972, Davis has been rendered a symbol of revolutionary

black freedom struggle, what she herself calls a “revolutionary glamour” (39).

For years, Davis’s image with her signature Afro has been printed on t-shirts,
hoodies, and wall art prints. It is particularly in recent years, however, that Davis’s
persona has been recuperated in both the activist discourse and in the mainstream press.
With increased attention to the new abolitionist movement in media, Davis has been
again in the media spotlight. In September 2020, Davis was featured on the digital cover
of the Vanity Fair magazine. In her interview with filmmaker Ava DuVernay in this
issue, Davis also directly corrects reformist narratives of the movements and set the
record straight, stating that the movement’s “collective demand to bring about deep
change, radical change” is to “defund the police, abolish policing as we know it now”
(DuVernay). More than that, however, Davis, who was photographed by Deane Lawson
while wearing a white poncho by Kerby Jean-Raymond’s label Pyer Moss along with
gold wrist bangles, necklace, rings, and hoop earrings, is able to also reclaim her own
agency as a public figure at a cultural moment, during which her politics and her life’s
story as a point of public interest. Davis’s glamorous look on the Vanity Fair cover

directly contests the kind of objectification that she endured as a result of being cast as a

201



stereotypical black militant during her trial.* In this new cover, Davis is celebrated as an
elder and seems to have agency to reclaim her public image in a way that casts her
beyond the stereotypical black leather jacket and a raised first. And this precisely reflects
the kind of regard that new abolitionists hold for Davis in the contemporary activist
culture.® For instance, several months after the magazine issue, it was also announced
that Davis “has launched her first fashion collaboration, working with the Renowned
LA label on a “Heroes of Blackness” collection which features her likeness on T-

shirts and hoodies” (Elan). Davis has recently made a mark on the music industry as
well. In March of 2021, singer Andra Day impersonated Davis in her 1972 California
prison cell in the music video for her song titled “Tigress & Tweed,” which was also
produced as the tribute to Davis’s feature in Vanity Fair. While Davis’s video interviews
are often replayed in classrooms for educational purposes and have been featured in
documentaries for many years, this was the first time that the iconic interview from

prison was adopted for commercial entertainment use.

Assata Shakur has also been recently featured in a music video by a black female
French rapper who dedicated a song to Shakur titled in her name, although rapper

Common memorialized Shakur in his song titled “Song for Assata” over twenty years

4 Davis describes this experience in much greater detail in “Afro-Images.” Essentially, her argument is that
the way that the FBI and the media portrayed her during her time as an underground fugitive relied on
racial stereotypes that used her big Afro to portray her to the public as militant, radical, and, thus,
dangerous and unpredictable.

# It should be noted, however, that there are new abolitionists who have criticized Davis for accepting
corporate partnerships with entities like Vanity Fair.
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ago when he released his Like Water For Chocolate album in 2000. Popular slogans
referencing black women abolitionists,*® such as “Assata Taught Me,” which is a phrase
that has been used as a print on t-shirt and hoodie designs, as inspiration for street
murals, as the title of Donna Murch’s 2021 book on state violence and Kalungi
Ssebandeke’s 2017 play that imagines Shakur’s life in exile in Cuba, draw on the notion
of black feminist historiography and, more specifically, the political lineage of new
abolitionists. Shakur’s significance for the Black Lives Matter movement is reflective of
how the new abolitionists understand the political inheritance of the Black Lives Matter
movement: for example, in the activist discourse generally and in the BLM-related
messaging on social media specifically, the use of phrases like ‘those who have come
before us’ or ‘I am my ancestors” wildest dream” are rather common. There is, thus, an
emphasis on inheritance and lineage that centers the passing down of knowledge
between generations of black activists and especially black women like Shakur, who
engaged in social and political activism, which is seen as essential to the present-day
organizing. The aforementioned phrase “Assata Taught Me’ positions the wearer of the
t-shirt or a sweatshirt with these words in a direct relationship to Shakur (who is
addressed, rather intimately, only by her first name). This, too, signifies the passing

down of knowledge across generations. ‘Assata taught me’ positions Assata Shakur as a

% It should be noted that although black women activists mentioned here did not explicitly identify as
abolitionists in the same way that, for instance, Angela Davis does, their politics and analyses of the U.S.
social system, nevertheless, are rooted in abolitionist thought that challenges entire systems and not just
policies.
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movement’s teacher, guardian, and mentor, a sentiment that is not as powerfully felt in a

phrase like ‘I learned from Assata.”!

Within the BLM activist discourse, the most popular invocation of Shakur,
therefore, pertains to her role as a patron-like figure and an icon of anti-racist feminist
resistance within the abolitionist tradition. As Maxwell notes, Shakur’s 1987
autobiography “now rivals The Autobiography of Malcolm X (1965) as a passport to the
Black Nationalism of the long 1960s,” and the lines from Shakur’s poem printed in her
autobiography, which was adapted by masses of protesters as a closing chant to rallies
and protests, functions as “BLM’s ‘If We Must Die”” (Maxwell, “Born Again” 814).5 It
has become a type of sacred ritual to chant the stanza from Shakur’s poem at the end of
a rally or a march: “It is our duty to right for our freedom / it is our duty to win / we
must love and protect one another / we have nothing to lose but our chains.” The
repetition of Shakur’s words by masses of people across nationwide protests functions
as a symbolic invocation of the abolitionist ethos in the tradition of the call-and-response

and intertextual repetition that is characteristic of Black American oral tradition, in

51 The way in which the contemporary activist discourse centers black feminist genealogy is also evident in
other activism-themed commodities including both fashion and decor items that feature phrases like “Rosa
sat. So Ruby could walk. So Kamala could run.” Other slogans and popular quotes, which often appear on
activism-themed t-shirts and sweatshirts, art prints, or decorative pins, also include phrases like “Lorde be
with you,” referencing black lesbian poet Audre Lorde, whose last name ‘Lorde’ is used to make a
comparison to the name of God or Christ (‘Lord’), thus framing the black feminist poet and writer as a kind
of saint patron of the movement.

52 Here, Maxwell is referencing Claud McKay’s 1919 poem “If We Must Die,” which became popular as the
political anthem during the Harlem Renaissance.
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which a speaker, singer, or a worship leader initiates a form of speech that is then
repeated or responded to by the members of the audiences. In the Black Church setting,
this sort of exchange might have between a preacher and the congregation, whereby, as
Terrance Dean writes, “when the preacher preaches the sermon and it is executed in a
powerful or exciting manner, namely a “call,” it will elicit some “talk back,” some verbal
confirmation of affirmation, a “response,” from the congregation” (74). In black
literature, this might mean making references to biblical scriptures, Negro spirituals, or
other works of black American oral and literary tradition or their elements, including
themes, motifs, and symbols. Within the BLM activist culture, the call-and-response
pattern emerges every time a chant leader utters a line from Shakur’s text, which is

repeated by the ‘congregation of protesters,” and the process continues line by line.

Normally, the chant leader begins the call-and-response in a quiet or whispering
voice. After each stanza is repeated in unison by those present, the leader of the Shakur-
inspired chant speaks louder and louder until the crowd of protesters is shouting the
words of the chant together at the top of their lungs. There is a sense of gradual
amplification and an eventual climax, during which the bodies of protesters are
physically engaged in the collective act of loud, energetic repetition as protesters usually
can be seen clenching their fists and breathing in air forcefully in order to shout the
chant as loudly as they can. There is particular symbolism in using collective breath to

enunciate the words of an abolitionist revolutionary like Shakur at a time when the
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phrase ‘I Can’t Breathe” has become one of the most known rallying cries of the BLM
movement.> Despite being forced into exile, Shakur ‘lives on” in the cultural imagination
through new abolitionists” who embody —with their breath, voices, and bodies —the
revolutionary impulse that structures Shakur’s words ‘we have nothing to lose but our
chains’* as they are chanted by masses of racially conscious people in the streets of the
United States. There is in these words an implicit sense of revolutionary determination
that sees the current system as untenable, unviable, and ultimately unlivable. Put
differently, in saying that the ‘duty to fight for our freedom” poses no losses other than
the loss of ‘our chains,” Shakur implies that the oppressed people have no benefits that
could be taken away with the abolition of the current system and, therefore, abolition is
the only way in which black people could attain liberation from white supremacist

domination.

Like the “call-and-response patterns” that “developed in spirituals and play and
work songs,” depending on audience participation, the patterns of collective enunciation
of Assata Shakur’s words “both value improvisation and demand that new meanings be
created for each particular moment” (Sale 42). In this case, the audience participates and

improvises through the tone of voice, the volume, affective engagement, and body

5 In articulating this point, I am indebted to my discussion with Mitchell Damian “MD” Murtagh.

% The phrase ‘the proletarians have nothing to lose but their chains’ can be found in the final paragraph of
The Community Manifesto written by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels in 1848. In her autobiography, Shakur
is, therefore, signifying upon the Marxist tradition as that which underpins her own understanding and
theorizing of Black liberation and the exploitation of the Black working class.
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language and, in so doing, symbolically ‘rehearses’ the essence of the abolitionist project:
a collective struggle, in which new abolitionists use the collective voice to continue
enunciating the demands of abolition that are implicitly framed as a duty to struggle
that is intergenerational. In the act of repeating the words of an abolitionist like Shakur
over and over again, new abolitionists situate themselves within the long tradition of
abolitionism in a way that draws on the words of the abolitionists of the previous
generation and, at the same time, engages in performance-based interpretation that
transforms the poem from Shakur’s autobiography into the movement’s chant, a
symbolic ‘anthem,” and, indeed, a ritual. The generation of new abolitionists, who are
mostly comprised of millennials and Gen Z youth, specifically center issues related to
self-care, (black) joy, and mental wellness in the contemporary activist discourse, and
these topics are often discussed in terms of the importance of personal and communal
rituals that helps new abolitionists stay grounded and purposeful.>® I would suggest,
then, that one of the reasons why Shakur’s chant has become so important to the new
generation of abolitionists is precisely because it combines rituals with words that center
values like communal love and care. Shakur’s words ‘we must love and protect one
another” perfectly reflect the ethos of the Black Lives Matter movement, which promotes

radical politics and a bold condemnation of white supremacist oppression while also

% For instance, burning sage at the site of the protest has become customary in many activist communities.
Other rituals include chants and dance circles that were introduced into the activist culture by Black queer
organizations like Black Youth Project 100.
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advocating for anti-carceral politics of care and love. In fact, when Garza coined the
hashtag, the exact words she wrote in that Facebook post were: “Black people: I love you.
I love us. Our lives matter” (emphasis added). As Julius Bailey and David J. Leonard
observe in their rhetorical analysis of the BLM hashtag, within this movement
“expressions of love can coexist with expressions of outrage in the space. Those who are
most vocal within this space,” they continue, “do not vacillate between anger and
tenderness so much as they express each simultaneously. This is the power contained in
the slogan: the power to maneuver offensively and defensively simultaneously” (Bailey

and Leonard 68).

The precise idea that anger and tenderness are interrelated can be traced to black
feminist politics of care that emphasized the relationship between the personal and the
political. Here I have in mind the work of Black feminists, womanists, and feminists of
color like Audre Lorde, Gloria Anzaldua, bell hooks, Alice Walker, Toni Cade Bambara,
and the writers of the Combahee River Collective. It is Shakur’s weaving of radical
politics and feminist politics of care that are signified by the words ‘we must love and
protect one another” that make Shakur an appealing figure who speaks to the BLM
movement rather than other well-known abolitionists like Frederick Douglass and John
Brown or even other twentieth-century prison abolitionists like George Jackson or
Eldridge Cleaver. Black women'’s collective visions of liberation that inspired the

hashtag #BlackLivesMatter, when Alicia Garza first made her historic post on Facebook,

208



are reflected in the way in which the BLM discourse centers and celebrates black

feminist abolitionists like Davis and Shakur.

In addition to Davis and Shakur, both of whom are figures in the abolitionist
historical consciousness who are presently still living, it is Harriet Tubman, a
nineteenth-century abolitionist and a women’s right advocate, who has reemerged in the
cultural imagination of the twenty-first century like no other abolitionist of her time. In
2016, the Treasury Department under President Obama’s administration announced that
slaveholding Andrew Jackson, who currently is portrayed on the twenty-dollar bill,
would be replaced with Tubman’s likeness (Calmes).>* The decision to place the black
abolitionist on the twenty-dollar bill stands for a symbolic rewriting of U.S. history,
highlighting the contributions of those who have, for the most part, been erased from
national memory and dominant narratives on democracy. Since then, Tubman’s figure
has come to signify a much larger debate about the importance of reclaiming historical
narratives and honoring the sacrifice of abolitionists and freedom fighters in the struggle
for democratic ideals of the U.S. state. Tubman has also become an especially popular
activist icon among contemporary socially conscious consumers. On Etsy and other e-

commerce websites, consumers can now purchase socks with Tubman’s image and

% Once in office, President Donald Trump halted the process of memorializing Tubman on the twenty-dollar
bill, which has since been revived by President Biden’s administration. This nuance is another way in which
Tubman’s figure has become a site of struggle over who controls how the U.S. history is understood in the
public discourse.
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quote, art prints, sweatshirts, lapel pins, t-shirts, earrings, and other commodities using
her likeness. Black t-shirts with the words “We Out” that are presented as Tubman’s
1849 quote have become particularly popular among black American consumers.
Tubman’s importance within the cultural discourse of the Black Lives Matter movement
specifically represents the new abolitionists” investment in the continuities of slavery as
a lens through which to understand the present-day conditions of black life in the
United States. Tubman’s historic significance as well as her continued relevance to
contemporary struggle against racial oppression make her a compelling figure through
which to stage the “remixing” of the abolitionist past in ways that resonate with the
present moment. Additionally, compared to Shakur or Davis, Tubman embodies a
different kind of femininity: in archival photographs, she is most often depicted as an

old woman and so is more likely to be framed as an ancestor.

In semiotic terms, Harriet Tubman has become a kind of metonymic signifier in
contemporary U.S. media and culture, such that her name no longer signifies only her
person or even her abolitionist activities in the nineteenth century but is rather used as a
vernacular term to signify concepts like fugitive, escape, underground, or even doing
something discreetly. Some users on Twitter have adopted Tubman as a linguistic
signifier, using the phrase “on some Harriet Tubman shit” to communicate, often
humorously, personal experiences or opinions related to ideas around leaving, escaping,

receding, or keeping a low profile in general. Using Twitter’s Advanced Search tool, we
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can observe one user tweeting, “my bf and i are watching handmaid tales and he goes

177

‘ofred on some harriet tubman shit,”” while another user makes a reference to hair,
tweeting “boi ya hairline look like Winston Churchill . . . on some Harriet Tubman shit”
(brown 2020; Ani Mane 2018). Here, the user references Churchill’s receding hairline,
using Tubman’s name to signify the process of the hairline receding from the forehead.
Another user describes looking for anonymous submissions from followers by tweeting,
“keep this on the DL [slang term for down-low, i.e., discreet] just between us. It's meant
to be an underground thing like some Harriet Tubman shit” (Bella 2020). And yet
another Twitter user tells a story, in which they describe offering to pay for his female
acquaintance’ bus ride but also confessing to being “tempted to have dis bitch on some
Harriet Tubman shit no lie.” This is yet another example of the way in which the speaker
uses Harriet Tubman to signify the act of leaving another person in his narrative
stranded without money for the bus ride, fending for herself, and needing to find her

way home, though, ironically, in the last instance Tubman’s name is invoked to

articulate a misogynistic sentiment against a woman.

The same symbolic adoption of black activist's names through the use of
informal language can be observed in other variations of newly coined phrases that
draw on the long abolitionist tradition, such as saying “on that Rosa Parks shit,” which
signifies either the boycott or the refusal to move, or “on that Malcolm X shit,” which is

used to communicate a sense of political radicalism and, more specifically, a militant
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approach. To underline my earlier point, the use of Tubman’s imagery in e-commerce,
entertainment, and social media has far exceeded the famous abolitionist’s contributions
to the struggle against chattel slavery in the United States. As a signifying sign, Tubman
develops a connotative relationship to other signs and is that upon which other
meanings are projected by the speaker. Still, the widespread and versatile use of Harriet
Tubman in contemporary culture and activist discourse points to her popular appeal
among contemporary audiences and especially the youth. Social media platform TikTok
has a significant compilation of videos, in which mostly young black male users
impersonate Tubman in comedy skits, animate Tubman’s photos to portray her dancing
to rapper Megan Thee Stallion’s top-hit song or running away while the popular song by
rapper Moosky with the lyrics ‘she’s a runner, she’s a track star, she’s gon” run away
when it gets hard’ plays in the background. How speakers use language and the
elements they introduce into informal speech reflects people’s relationship to and
engagement with popular ideas that are prevalent in U.S. culture. “In many situations,”
Gerrig and Gibbs note in “Beyond the Lexicon: Creativity in Language Production”
(1988), “slang serves to demark membership in a particular social group.” We,
therefore, can conclude that in invoking Tubman’s name in informal speech, the speaker
implicitly identifies herself as part of Black culture and, more specifically, as a ‘member’

of an activist movement—in this case, Black radical abolitionism (9).

212



Some might find the use of Tubman in humorous TikTok skits to be insulting to
her memory as well as her historic significance in U.S. history. The fact that black youth
have used Tubman as inspiration for humorous online content —“remixing” Tubman’s
historic persona through the lens of contemporary hip-hop music, for example, or as a
way to humorously express themselves in speech —only further demonstrates my earlier
point about just how important notions of laughter and play are to the contemporary
activist culture. New abolitionists emphasize the importance of play, wellness, self-care,
and black joy, which, in the words of Javon Johnson, “allows [us] to feel, to know in our
bones, what black utopia might be like” (180). Practices of black joy are, therefore, “a real
and imagined site of utopian possibility” that, amidst righteous outrage at the
continuities of racial oppression, are also deeply invested in people’s creative capacity to
imagine (and experience) ways of being that are not reduced to constant suffering under
oppressive structures —“beyond the continual pain of being denied basic human rights,”
as Johnson puts it (180). Instead, the discourse of black joy and the politics of pleasure™
takes seriously the importance of cultivating creative visions of queer futurity, an ability
to imagine utopia despite and in spite of anti-blackness, misogyny, homophobia, and

capitalist exploitation of the people and the planet. In the next section, which will

% For further reading, see Johnson, Javon. "Black joy in the time of Ferguson." QED: A Journal in GLBTQ
Worldmaking 2.2 (2015): 177-183; Lu, Jessica H., and Catherine Knight Steele. “Joy is resistance’: cross-
platform resilience and (re) invention of Black oral culture online." Information, Communication &
Society 22.6 (2019): 823-837; Bass-Adams, Valerie, and Chonika Coleman-King. “THE GUARDIANS OF
BLACK JOY.” Black Mother Educators: Advancing Praxis for Access, Equity, and Achievement (2021): 57.
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conclude this chapter, I will discuss how the impulse of utopian imagination specifically
shapes the contemporary discourse on abolition by examining digital abolitionist art that
is shared on social media platforms like Instagram. Analyzing these visual images as
semiotic resources for thinking about abolition in the present-day activist culture reveals
the way in which abolitionist thought as it has been taken up by new abolitionists is
working between critique of existing structures and creative imagination of futurity that

is unbound by the violence of this world.

5.3 Rainbows, Flowers, and Unicorns: Protest Art, Radical Hope,
and Futurity

New abolitionists are part of a new digital culture that has democratized civic
participation through the widespread use of social media. Participation in the public
discourse is no longer limited to public figures or movement leaders that once
dominated public discourse. Within the current media landscape, digital users are active
participants in cultural trends and any user now can become a content creator and even
monetize the content they produce for online audiences. As I have already suggested,
digital participation on social media platforms has been especially important to the
development of the Black Lives Matter movement and, in particular, the popularization
of abolition. Specifically, in the last year socially and racially conscious young people
have utilized social media platforms in order to creative viral content, which serves both
an educational and an inspirational purpose. Activist infographics have become a
popular ‘genre’ of digital content, whereby Instagram users create and share carousel-
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type posts about a variety of activists topics like allyship, mail-in voting, racial justice,
and police abolition. In “How Social Justice Slideshows Took Over Instagram,” Terry
Nguyen calls this wave of content “something like PowerPoint activism,” explaining
how “the 10-image carousel, which Instagram launched in 2017, has been repurposed by
activists, independent artists, advocacy groups, and well-meaning individuals as a
means to educate and inform the masses, one slide at a time” (Nguyen). Across the
board, these infographics are “bold and eye-catching” and “feature colorful gradients,
large serif fonts, pastel backgrounds, and playful illustrations,” making them much like
advertisements “intended to pause a user’s scroll and prompt them to read the text.”
This digital content draws from brands insofar as digital users follow a particular
aesthetic that is meant to visually appeal to contemporary audiences and compel them
to learn more about a given subject. New abolitionist artists draw on contemporary
branding in the way that they utilize digital design to capture the attention of users in an
already oversaturated digital landscape, but this digital production is not only limited to
infographics. On social platforms like Instagram, there is also another genre of digital
activist content that also draws on a particular aesthetic. Digital artists and illustrators
now also produce radical abolitionist art, a trend that became popular as abolition
entered the mainstream discourse, and consistently invoke cultural codes that signify
imagination, creativity, community, care, and transformation, rather than militancy or

struggle.
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Instead of the power fist, which has historically been used as the symbol of black
power, or even traditional imagery that depicts the breaking of chains or prison bars,
new abolitionists —among them amateur illustrators, visual artists, and other content
creators—consistently feature visual elements like rainbows, flowers or sprouts breaking
through the concrete, pastel and creamy colors, and dynamic fonts. Through the use of
these elements, digital art by new abolitionists consistently evokes symbols of
transformation and positive change, balancing the abolitionist critique of existing
systems and the utopian imagination of a radically different world. For example, one
image posted on Instagram by Chiara Francesca (@chiara.acu) depicts a bright green
plant and small white seeds nesting on one of the leaves against a muted yellow
background with the words “may we welcome transformation” beneath the illustration.
Similarly, an image post published by a group called Seeding Sovereignty
(@seedingsovereignty) shows a bright green butterfly on a thin tree branch with the
words “abolition is transformative.” And yet another image with the colorful slogan “free
the funds’ depicts a police car that is split in half and is suspended mid-air. Green dollar
bills fall down from it while orange-colored butterflies shoot up into the sky all around
the vehicle. Semiotically, butterflies represent rebirth and transformation, so in this
particular image the implication is that bringing down the system (hence, the symbolism
of the bills falling down through the air) —by defunding the police and redistributing

the police funds to historically oppressed and economically marginalized
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communities —will unleash a new beginning that will elevate conditions of our
individual and collective existence (hence, the symbolism of butterflies flying up).
Another image by an illustrator Leeya Rose Jackson (@leeyamakesnoise) extends this
messaging by depicting dark brown earth with blooming flowers and two dark-skinned
hands stretched out from it towards the blue sky as unlocked handcuffs float in the air.
The text on Jackson’s image reads, “there was life before the police and there will be life
and liberation after.” Evidently, contemporary abolitionist digital art draws heavily on
notions of transformation, growth, and rebirth and, in so doing, seeks to inspire the
imagination of utopian possibilities that are concerned not only with the total
destruction of existing dominant structures but with revitalization, creativity, and

abundance.

Most commonly, abolitionist artists utilize a vibrant palette with bright blue,
orange, and yellow colors and draw various elements, such as flowers, stars, and clouds,
in such a way that evokes symbolic associations with childhood, play, and positivity.
Images shared by the New Georgia Project, for example, feature phrases like ‘Cops
aren’t supposed to kill guilty people either” or “This wasn’t policing. This was murder’
against a rainbow background with bright splashes of yellow, orange, green, and
purple, or an image of a unicorn accompanied by the words “don’t talk to cops.” The
contrast between the gruesome meaning of the phrases that evoke the issues of police

killings, and the vibrant, colorful, and playful backgrounds point precisely to the
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absurdity of cultural narratives within the discourse on Black Lives Matter that function
to justify or, at the very least, minimize the pervasiveness of police violence in the
United States. At the same time, an aesthetically pleasing design is more likely to be
visually appealing to apolitical users, who would otherwise be repelled by imagery that

might be perceived as too militant or radical.

While the aesthetical choices in new abolitionists” digital art might be, in part,
strategic, the style, in which the vast majority of these digital illustrations are designed,
also alludes to a deeper utopian longing for an ideal world, whereby elements like sun,
blue sky, clouds, plants, seeds, rainbows, and butterflies signify utopia that would be
engendered through the abolition of the world as we know it. Many illustrations
circulating on Instagram, for instance, no longer simply depict burning police cars
engulfed in flames, the breaking of chains, or the crumbling of concrete walls, all of
which were typical of abolitionist art in the past. growing digital archive reveals how
new abolitionists take seriously the task of asking not only what will come at the end of
the world as we know it, but what kind of world do we want to bring into existence. In
invoking cultural codes that are associated with growth, transformation, and change,

new abolitionists insert futurity into their creative visions of abolition.

Positive symbolism works to invoke a sense of radical hope about political
possibilities that await at the end of the world. In other words, underlying contemporary

abolitionist digital art is a future-oriented impulse that does not take radical social
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transformation for granted. In fact, it is precisely this longing for utopia, for a radical
alternative to the current mode of existence, that fuels new abolitionists’ visions of the
future as one that can, indeed, be radically reimagined and ultimately transformed into
an entirely different sociality and mode of relating to other human beings and the
planet. This only further extends and accentuates the political visions of abolitionist
future that the BLM organizations are actively promoting in the current political
moment, challenging reformist narratives that function only to stifle collective radical
imagination of what is possible. In this sense, new abolitionists frame the end of the
world as a moment of abundant possibility, rather than that of violent destruction or

apocalypse. Indeed, the end of the world is freedom’s condition of possibility.
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6. Conclusion: Abolitionist Icons in the Commercial
Marketplace

With an increased attention to abolitionist politics in the public sphere in recent
years, the question that remains is, how does abolitionist thought —which has
traditionally been a site of radical subjectivity on the margins of the political discourse —
fit into the new media-saturated landscape of the twenty-first century? Considering
increased commercialization, the mainstream popularity of racial and gender justice
movements, like the #BlackLivesMatter movement, poses a profound problem for
abolitionism because the critical work of abolitionists over the years has depended on
the power of radical imagination to offer revolutionary analysis of the present moment
and propose radical alternative to the status quo. The popularity of the movement
against police violence in the mainstream had resulted in unprecedented support among
the public but also to emotionally charged internal conflicts between the movement
leaders and organizations, “with tensions rising between local chapters and national
leaders over the group’s goals, direction — and money” (King). The co-founder of
#BlackLivesMatter, Alicia Garza, who has stepped away from the public spotlight, has
been particularly “scornful of fame for fame’s sake and of celebrity activists” and has
noted sharply in an interview with The Guardian that “our aspiration should not be to
have a million followers on Twitter” and that “we shouldn’t be focused on building a
brand but building a base” (Mahdawi). Though as I mentioned in the introductory

chapter and as a historian Tyrone Tyllery (1976) notes, from its very inception
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“abolitionism was marred by constant intra-group disagreements” (137). Even in the
nineteenth century abolitionists like David Walker were heavily criticized by abolitionist
leaders like Garrison, who advocated for moral persuasion in lieu of militancy espoused
by Walker and his supporters. These differences were also evident in Garrison’s
similarly moralistic rejection of Frederick Douglass, who argued that "any measure is
vindicated by its results” and who, therefore, abandoned Garrisonian rejection of
partisan politics in favor of pragmatism by engaging with the political establishment
(Tyllery 145). And so, the resistance of reformist narratives within the abolitionist
movements, the debate about the most strategic and moral relationship to the
establishment, and the desire to push the limits of the collective imagination of what is
possible have been a part of this critical tradition for many decades. Within the
contemporary marketplace, however, the abolitionist imagination is confronted with a
new set of contingencies that are the product of current cultural trends: the
commercialization of social movements and the emergence of digitalization as in itself a
driver of commerce.

In the twenty-first century, abolitionism is particularly affected by the emergence
of influencer marketing that now affords popular activists a certain celebrity status as
well as access to lucrative opportunities based on their political activism and social
advocacy. For one, within this new commercialized digital landscape, new abolitionists

are no longer radical fugitives, who are ostracized and persecuted by the state in the
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same way that Angela Davis and Assata Shakur were in the 1970’s and the 1980's.
Instead, most famous abolitionist activists increasingly enjoy a certain celebrity status in
the U.S. society. This was especially apparent, for instance, when Davis, who in 1972
was wanted by the FBI for her political activities as a black revolutionary, appeared on
the digital cover of Vanity Fair in 2020. The increasing popularity of abolition as a subject
matter of popular interest in traditional and digital media, publishing, and
entertainment, as I have discussed in the previous chapter, has resulted in the increased
blurring of protest, activism, and influencer culture.’® Living activists and organizers
who are actively involved in the Black Lives Matter movement and black cultural
discourse are, thus, no longer merely social actors in the political domain. With the rise
of social media platforms, such as Instagram, TikTok, and Twitter, and the emergence of
what pundits and cultural critics refer to as the influencer class, the current generation of
abolitionists, who often manage to capture public attention and build a large social
media following, are now navigating a secondary identity as a celebrity-like influencer.
As sociologist Zeynep Tufekci observes, activists who become popular social media
personalities “are not merely spokespeople for their movements,” even though they
certainly are seen as faces of the movement, even if not in an official capacity; and

neither are “they ordinary grassroots activists,” although they remain active in their

5% T use the term influencer culture to reference the extension of the traditional celebrity culture that plays
out mostly in the digital space, whereby any Internet user can capture attention, acquire social capital, and
build a public following that elevates them to a celebrity-like status allowing them to influence others and
impact cultural trends.
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respective political organizations in ways that are distinct from celebrities who support
or speak about activist causes” (Tufekci 851). They navigate a new form of identity that
merges the values espoused by grassroots activism with mainstream celebrity culture.
At the same time, the followers of activist influencers are not considered to be fans in the
traditional sense but rather their “political allies, supporters, political opponents, and
mediators” (850). Tufecki refers to famous activists who straddle the line between the
politics and the celebrity as “microcelebrity activists,”> who are not celebrities in the
traditional Hollywood sense; their “attention-commanding ability is based on status, as
practiced within and through participatory media but not limited to it, rather than
institutional affiliation or membership in political parties in the traditional sense” (850).
Within this new media landscape, microcelebrity activists who are associated with the
Black Lives Matter movement are now able to strategically command the attention of

digital users, which within the new media landscape can be theorized, following

% Although Tufecki bases her theorization of microcelebrity in the analysis of activist influencers who rose
to fame during the Arab Spring, her argument holds true in the context of the Black Lives Matter movement
in the United States, too. Tufecki argues that “networked microcelebrities often gain their initial attention
because of their citizen journalism from scenes of highly charged events where traditional journalism
resources are scarce” (858). Further, Tufecki specifies that “these activists tend to be young and offer
testimony of their own activism and travails, serve as citizen journalists, and mix mostly political
commentary with personal interaction through social media” (857). I find Tufecki’s concept and terminology
useful because her analysis of the Middle Eastern microcelebrity activist is applicable to the rise of activist
influencers like Deray McKesson, Brittany Packnett, Shaun King, to name just a few, in the United States.
The vast majority of microcelebrity activists in the United States became popular on social media owing to
their coverage of the protests following the murder of Michael Brown in Ferguson, MO as well as their
political commentary on other high-profile murders of Black men in subsequent years on social media
platforms like Twitter. In fact, the public work of someone like Shaun King has been heavily criticized by
grassroots activists who have accused King of capitalizing on his grassroots journalism and building his
career on his social media coverage of the death and violence endured by ordinary black Americans.
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Tufecki’s work on microcelebrity, as in itself a commodity. Attention, in this sense, is not
something that is freely available; it now must be secured in a fast-paced, competitive
data-driven and image-saturated media landscape.

Increasingly, new abolitionists are entering commercial marketplace by engaging
with the genre of influencer. Someone like Patrisse Cullors, who in 2013 became known
as a political disruptor, a Black Lives Matter co-founder, and an abolitionist, has now
been featured in Vogue: in 2020, the high-fashion magazine filmed and circulated video
content that was titled “24 Hours with Black Lives Matter Co-Founder Patrisse Cullors.”
In this video series, Cullors showcased her daily routine for the viewers like any other
beauty or lifestyle influencer normally would. In the video published on the Instagram
account of the Vogue magazine, Cullors is seen up close brushing her teeth, showing her
morning skincare routine, and making her lunch right in front of the camera. In these
“day-in-my-life” type of videos, to her audiences Cullors appears as an ordinary person
who lives a life similar to them. Yet, she is, at the same time, akin to a celebrity, who
appears in news headlines and whose choices and decisions® generate significant public
interest. Since her appearance in Vogue, Cullors has also signed a brand deal with
YouTube and now curates video content for her followers on both of her YouTube and

Instagram accounts, including Q&A sessions about abolition, how-to clips about

6 In 2021, Cullors became the center of a public scandal after it was discovered that she allegedly purchased
for properties across the country, giving rise to speculations around
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allyship, humorous reaction videos to popular memes, and lifestyle videos about
intimate parts of her life. These include Cullors disclosing details about her personal hair
journey as well as her favorite beauty products.

While other activists have used social media platforms to amass a fan base,
Cullors is one of the first Black Lives Matter activists who has started producing content
that imitates the genre of influencer performance. New forms of content creation by
activists like Cullors blur the line between the labels of activist and influencer,
abolitionist and celebrity. It makes activists, who might be otherwise seen as radical, that
more relatable to large audiences of followers, some of whom might be aspiring to be as
involved in activist work themselves. It also consolidates public attention in a way that
brings even more attention to their political work and social issues like police brutality,
mass incarceration, and so on. At the same time, within this influencer landscape comes
an increased level of responsibility to corporate sponsors and established brands, who
might, directly or indirectly, impose conditions on speech or have specific expectations
about their social media presence or the rules of engagement with audiences. Compared
to traditional celebrities, activist influencers, who are independent cultural workers, are
especially depending on the public interest that their persona and public activities
generate from corporate sponsors, donors, and supporters. In this sense, new
abolitionists” celebrity status is inspired by and depends on their political activism but

also extends beyond it to include personal preferences, lifestyle, movement, dress, and
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choices. Cullors’s online presence most certainly falls into this genre of influencer
culture, as her online personality is no longer just that of a political activist but rather
than of a microcelebrity activist whose digital content also “include[s] personal updates
with differing frequencies,” a decision which, Tufekci notes, raises “new questions about
the emergent faces of activism” in the digital era and the “means of production and
dissemination” of attention in the creator-driven social media economy (849; 859).6!
When it comes to new abolitionists, public attention has often extended past
activists’ political orientations as media begun treating activists” activities and lifestyle
choices similarly to how celebrities have traditionally been scrutinized by the
mainstream media. Cullors’s current popularity, for instance, was foreshadowed by the
rise of other activist influencers such as Deray McKesson, one of the leading activists in

the racial justice movement, who rose to fame during the Ferguson rebellion ®? and

¢! Due to limitations in space, I am unable to attend to this discussion in greater detail but find it imperative
to note that the trend of microcelerbrity in the context of the Black Lives Matter movement also has to be
considered in relationship to recent cultural trends pertaining to notions such as “black joy” or “black girl
magic,” which encourage Black social media users to be authentic, carefree, and joyful in how they navigate
their digital and lived experiences. In this regard, my discussion of Cullors’s online presence is strictly
evaluative of cultural shifts in the emergent landscape of digital activism and is not intended to dismiss
significant positive implications that microcelebrity has for historically marginalized audiences and
particularly young people, for whom it is personally and politically meaningful to see activist influencers
who are relatable, look like them, or share a similar background, whether culturally, geographically, or
socially.

02 McKesson became a prominent activist influencer following the uprising in Ferguson, MO, and the
attention he received marked the beginning of the activist influencer culture that now, too, defines how the
figure of the modern-day abolitionist collides with the commercialization of movements for racial and social
justice. In 2015, McKesson was named one of the “World’s Greatest Leaders by the Fortune magazine as
well as one of the “30 Most Influential People on the Internet” by TIME. Like other activist leaders in the
Black Lives Matter movement, among them Cullors as well as Linda Sarsour, Alicia Garza, and Tamika
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became widely popular for his signature Patagonia blue vest, which he has religiously
worn in public since 2014. In 2018, a series of media outlets, including Vanity Fair and
Buzzfeed, wrote feature articles about the puffy Patagonia blue vest routinely worn by
McKesson. What was most interesting about McKesson’s case, however, was the
public’s need to understand the symbolism of his clothing, which William ]. Maxwell
(2017) calls “an iconic movement accessory” (3). McKesson’s personal clothing item,
which he, rather obnoxiously, wore to Vanity Fair's Oscars party over his tuxedo, became
a point of public fascination. Major magazines covered the blue Patagonia vest worn by
McKesson as both a fashion and political statement and even discussed in an interview
with McKesson how many times he has washed or dry cleaned his vest over the years
(Turner). There is even a Twitter account with a user handle “@deraysvest” that is
dedicated entirely to McKesson and his blue vest. In this way, McKesson’s branded vest
has become iconic, but its symbolism exceeds traditional activist iconography. It is
unlike Angela Davis’s afro or Malcolm X’s browline glasses, because it is ultimately
circumscribed by the intersection of social activism, influencer culture, and corporate
marketing, an entirely new cultural landscape from the terrain that black radical

activists had to navigate. In other words, lifestyle choices and fashion statements by

Mallory, all of whom have acquired book deals with major publishers, McKesson also published a book
about his career as a political activist.
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microcelebrity activists are no longer just forms of creative self-expression or symbolic
protest but rather they are, more often than not, bound by the capitalist logic within a
neoliberal framework, in which blackness, black culture, and activists associated with
the new wave of black activism become a form of commodity that can be branded and
marketed by corporate entities.

McKesson’s branding of himself through the use of an everyday clothing item is
one of the early examples of how popular activists that emerged into the public sphere
in the wake of the Black Lives Matter movement transcended the mere label of an
activist and ventured straight into the territory of social media influencers. The
discourse surrounding McKesson’s career as an activist, his political commentary, and
the staple fashion item in his wardrobe have mimicked social practices associated with
celebrity culture that focus on famous person’s lifestyle and fashion choices. Indeed, this
sort of almost obsessive attention to individuals” fashion choices has, until recently, been
primary reserve for celebrities —actors, singers, models, and filmmakers. And so, what
this suggests is that political activities of new abolitionists are no longer confined to the
margins. Rather, this generation of activist microcelebrities is firmly embedded within
the same commercial marketplace that engenders Tubman-themed scented candles and
in which their activism is what attracts followers/fans as well as corporate supporters

who appropriate the popularity of BLM activism as a marketing tool.
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Of course, all of the above raises the issue of commodification, and whether
political activities of new abolitionists as influencers can be fully unbound by the logic of
capital and the demands of the private sector to generate attention while also appealing
to, rather than alienating, consumer audiences. Over the years, there have been a
number of social media scandals pertaining to the BLM activists” involvement with
corporate sponsors. In the case of McKesson, he was heavily criticized by the activist
community when he appeared at a panel discussion on movement activism and police
violence that was sponsored by the Wells Fargo, a bank notoriously known for
discriminating against black and Latino homebuyers. Later, McKesson maintained that
he was not sponsored by the bank, nor was he even aware that his portrait would be
used for the graphic image that circulated the digital space to advertise the panel
discussion. Although McKesson vehemently denied being influenced by corporate
forces or being supported through commercial sponsorship, other BLM activists have
openly and directly taken on corporate sponsorships. Most recently, in March 2021
Tamika Mallory, Chicago-based BLM activist and one of the leading voices during the
2020 racial uprising following George Floyd’s killing, appeared in an advertising
commercial, titled “Audacity of Herstory,” that was commissioned by Cadillac, a
division of the General Motors Company (GM) that builds luxury automobile vehicles.
In the video which was available on Cadillac’s public YouTube channel but later

removed, Mallory is seen among other regally dressed black women shortly after she
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emerges from a large luxurious Cadillac vehicle. As the camera zooms in on the Cadillac
logo seen on the vehicle’s front bumper and then redirects to a shot of Mallory’s foot
stepping out of the luxurious vehicle in golden high heels that signifies wealth and
prestige, the viewer hears Mallory’s voiceover: “I have been an activist for twenty-five
years of my life.” The rest of the video footage pans over a series of shots depicting other
black women and girls whose facial expression look determined and dignified and
whose bodies are positioned in postures that communicate confidence and power.
Tamika Mallory is then heard saying, “I am sure black women will lead this nation to a
better place.” The video commercial ends with a black screen featuring the brand logo of
the Cadillac with text that reads “Audacity of Blackness.” Mallory’s commercial as well
as her earlier appearance during Lil Baby’s performance at the Grammys in March 2021
triggered a public statement by Samaria Rice, the mother of Tamir Rice, a twelve-year
old boy who was killed by the police in Cleveland in 2014, who accused Mallory and
other celebrity activists, like Cullors and McKesson, of “ambulance chasing” (Wright).
By this, Rice meant that the new generation of activists have exploited the tragedy of
police killings against black Americans in order to generate social and political capital
for personal gain, in this way commodifying the movement against police killings.

It should be noted, however, that contemporary Black women activists, like
Mallory and Cullors, are trailblazing through racialized and gendered dimensions of

this new landscape of political activism in ways that their predecessors had not. As
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media scholar Francesca Solande notes, Black women’s experiences in the digital era are
especially “entangled [in] commercial logics related to (re)presentations of Black people
and emulations of Blackness amidst the ascent of media and marketing discourse on
BLM” (Sobande, “Spectacularized and Branded Digital (Re)Presentations of Black
People and Blackness” 142). For one, Black women have decidedly different experiences
to digital culture to begin with, such that “Black women are 84% more likely than white
women to be mentioned in abusive Twitter comments” (134). However, racialized
aspects of digital media exceed the individual experiences of Internet users. With an
increased interest in racial justice and pro-black activism, digital content that depicts
images or ideas of black people is simultaneously democratized through the
increasingly participatory nature of digital media and “spectacularized online by
individuals and institutions who post, share, remix, reframe and comment on such
content in ways embedded in the anti-Black market logics of digital virality, clickbait
culture, and the clout that may be afforded to brands that allude to their interest in Black
and racial justice work” (138). While corporate-sponsored commercials, such as
Mallory’s Cadillac advertisement, can be condemned for their superficial and
performative engagement with racial issues, these instances of what Sobande calls
“spectacularized” representation of blackness are part of a much larger media ecology
that depends on commercial means by which brands establish their sense of relevance in

contemporary culture (142).
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This kind of branded digital representation of blackness within a capitalist
infrastructure is fraught, as Sobande notes, with complex “tensions between the
emancipatory, enterprising, enjoyable and extractive dimensions” of black women’s
experiences in participatory digital media (65). So not only do microcelebrity activists
like McKesson and Mallory tend to be elevated to positions of status that carries with
itself a sense of social admiration, recognition, and even celebrity, they also navigate the
tight rope of leveraging popular support for abolitionist demands and not succumbing
to corporate influence and the pitfalls of digital fame. This new dynamic has not gone
unacknowledged by other movement leaders. In her 2020 book The Purpose of Power, one
of the BLM co-founders Alicia Garza wrote, “I still do not believe that Twitter followers
and Facebook friends represent the amount of influence you have” (253). In a
subsequent chapter titled “Platforms, Pedestals, and Profiles,” Garza directly criticizes
Deray McKesson’s celebrity status, writing that McKesson is “one, but hardly the only,
example of the distorting quality of fame” (xiv). In that, Garza is right. In contemporary
social media landscape, the influencer activist has emerged “as a new actor in the field
of antiracism and activism,” forming a new ‘class’ of social media influencers that are
concerned with social justice activism, a process that, many critics argue, has only
“heighten[ed] the existing tendencies of individualism, opportunism, competition and

careerism in professionalised antiracism” (Tufail et al. 7).
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Increasingly, even activists who may, at least in part, rely on abolitionist rhetoric,
which in the past was deemed too radical, are beginning to have access to more
enterprising initiatives. It is here that the relationship between microcelebrity activism in
the age of Black Lives Matter and abolitionist imagination becomes fraught with more
contradictions. What is gained and what is lost, or even betrayed, when pro-black
activism and, more specifically, abolitionist thought becomes adopted in the mainstream
discourse that is heavily commercialized? This is not to say that new abolitionists, like
Cullors, McKesson, or Mallory, have not been able to maintain political integrity but that
the future of abolitionist politics is complicated by the fact that abolitionism is no longer
solely part of the radical activist communities but rather is played out, contested, and
negotiated in the mainstream discourse. What is the future of abolitionist thought in a
world, in which microcelebrity activists can leverage social influence, brand
sponsorship, and capital investments from business actors? How do new abolitionists
maintain integrity in the face of increased commercialization of activism and ensure that
their critique remains unbound by corporate interests? The main challenge for
abolitionist imagination in the twenty-first century is to leverage new opportunities for
public education and mass mobilization unleashed by digital platforms and increased
access to monetary resources while resisting commercial cooptation of activist politics
and the seductive appeal of influencer culture. The attainment of celebrity and popular

appeal poses a profound problem for the vision of abolitionism as a form of radical
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cultural and political imagination that makes possible our collective capacity to keep

conjuring up and reaching towards abolitionist futures, at the end of the world.
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