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Abstract of Dissertation 

 

 

History without Time: Thinking Race and Blackness after Civil Rights and in the Long 
Downturn 

 

 

 “History without Time: Thinking Blackness and Race after Civil Rights and in the 

Long Downturn,” argues that transformations in the humanistic study of race and racism 

since the 1980s are responses to the political impasses generated by the post-civil rights 

era and decades of economic stagnation. In the 1980s-1990s, scholarly debate in literary 

and ethnic studies gravitated around the contention that race and racism varied across 

space and time – a position known as “racial anti-essentialism.” In the post-2008 period, 

however, scholars, especially in Black studies, have advanced the endurance of race and 

racism – a position I term “racial ontology.”  

“History without Time” argues that the anti-essentialist and ontological 

approaches to race and racism respond not only to the ideological disciplining and 

institutional repression of 1960s antiracisms, but also to higher education’s transition to a 

debt-driven model. It further argues that this intellectual shift is haunted by broader 

conditions of indebtedness and precarity that increasingly define capitalism – what 

Marxist scholars call the “long downturn.” In contextualizing contemporary academic 

discourses of race and racism, I closely read seminal texts by scholars including Henry 

Louis Gates, Jr., Gloria Anzaldua, Hortense Spillers, and Anne Anlin Cheng to draw out 

traces of historical conflict sequestered in form and content, style and mood. I also d raw 

on the historical and theoretical insights of critical race theory, critical ethnic studies, and 

critical university studies. Why, in our present, does scholarly inquiry gravitate towards 

the intransigence of racial domination and racial being? “History without Time” answers 
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that question by locating these inquiries within entangled histories of antiracist 

contention, educational restructuring, and economic crisis. In the process, it shows that 

without engaging these historical conditions, the fields of American, Black, and Ethnic 

Studies – currently embattled over how best to theorize race and racism – will fail to 

reckon not only with the present limitations of anti-essentialism, but with the dimensions 

of our present that the ontological turn makes available for thought. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 The following dissertation reconstructs, then historicizes, a major shift in the 

humanistic study of race and racism from the 1980s through the post-2008 era that 

constitutes our more immediate present. I argue that the former period is dominated by 

what was called “racial anti-essentialism” – a set of theoretical commitments and 

interpretive protocols that stressed variations in race and racism across time and space 

against suppositions of their unchanging character. By the latter period, by contrast, this 

opposition inverts, with scholars (especially in Black studies) advancing claims about the 

seemingly transhistorical endurance of race and racism – a position I term “racial 

ontology.” 

Racial Ontology 

This position is most commonly associated with Afropessimism, a strain of black 

critical theory for which blackness – grasped in its identity with slaveness – serves as the 

constitutive other of modernity.1 In the contemporary study of race and racism, these 

commitments are typically arrayed against those that suture blackness to forms of social 

life embodying radically alternative ways of being. From the recent turn to the agential, 

even counter-normative possibilities convoked by black pleasure, to discourses of black 

fugitivity, a regard for black social life figures as properly historical and ethical in its 

attunement to the fleshy vagaries of experience — against Afro-pessimism’s more 

philosophically austere fixation on the structural relations of antiblackness.2  

 
1 See, e.g. Zakiyyah Iman Jackson, Becoming Human: Matter and Meaning in an Antiblack World  (New  

York: New York University Press, 2020); Jared Sexton, “Afro-pessimism: The Unclear Word.” Rhizomes, 

issue 29 (2016); and Frank Wilderson, Red, White, and Black: Cinema and the Structure of U.S. 

Antagonisms (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010).  

 
2 On pleasure, see Amber Musser, Sensual Excess: Queer Femininity and Brown Jouissance  (New York: 

New  
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My dissertation’s first wager is that the problem-space I am calling racial 

ontology is not the province of Afro-pessimism alone, but encompasses a wider range of 

thinking that would not recognize itself as ontological per se, and within which black 

studies’ inquiries into the otherwise possibilities of black pleasure and life constitute 

major flash-points. The cleavage between the thinkers of a social death figured as rigidly 

immovable and the thinkers of a social life figured as straining against normative 

regulation should be rethought as two moments in a dialectic, formulations that 

fundamentally complement rather than oppose one another. In these bodies of work, I 

argue, the insistence on black pleasure and life as radically alternative is pitched against 

the totalizing impress of antiblackness that has become recognizable as Afro-pessimism’s 

analytic signature. At the same time, such an insistence operates within the shadow of an 

antiblackness that these very same theorists tacitly figure as immovable.  The keywords 

of life and pleasure, supposedly a hedge against the permanence of any given racial 

regime, should instead be grasped as theoretical transcriptions of social life pending 

revolution – social life understood when the political horizon of totalizing transformation 

remains eminently desirable but is no longer felt to be practicable.  

Racial Anti-Essentialism 

To fully gauge the significance of this racial-ontological problematic, however, 

we must return to the moment before its ascendance to citational ubiquity, training our 

gaze more fully on an intellectual formation in which scholarly debate gravitated less 

 
York University Press, 2018); Jennifer Nash, The Black Body in Ecstasy: Reading Race, Reading 

Pornography (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014); and Darieck Scott, Extravagant Abjection: 

Blackness, Power, and Sexuality in the African American Literary Imagination , (New York: New York 

University Press, 2010). On fugitivity, see Fred Moten, “The Case of Blackness.” Criticism 50, no.2 

(2008), 177-218; and Alexander Weheliye, Habeas Viscus: Racializing Assemblages, Biopolitics, and 

Black Feminist Theories of the Human  (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014).  
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around the terms of blackness’ enduring facticity (social death or social life? suffering 

without reprieve or pleasure at the limit?) than around the prospect of race’s own spatial-

temporal variability. If nowadays arguments tend to unfold within a problem-space 

defined by black singularity, in the 1980s and 90s the coherence of race itself was up for 

dispute. This dispensation, racial anti-essentialism, was animated by the drama of race’s 

making and remaking across time and space – the substantive acknowledgement of which 

figured as a definitive benchmark of scholarly rigor and political-oppositional virtue.  

The tributaries that flowed together in and as racial anti-essentialism were many, 

their respective analytic emphases and disciplinary locations various. Among them we 

can name the uptake of poststructuralist theories of language, culture, and meaning at the 

intersection of literary studies and ethnic studies – particularly in African- and Asian-

American studies, where the notion of language as a relational structure spurred a 

rethinking of blackness as a sign constitutively unfixed in its meaning and Asian-

American subjecthood as a internally heterogenous, and thus promisingly countercultural, 

formation.3 The decade-long efflorescence of whiteness studies, bridging the 90s and 

early oughts, belongs here, too, named by its earliest practitioners as an extension of 

black Marxist tracks laid down in the early 20th century by W.E.B. Du Bois but taking on 

an increasingly poststructuralist inflection in the period of its ascendence.4 If many of 

these authors were keen to insist that their writing was no mere application of (European) 

 
3 On Asian-American studies, see Lisa Lowe, “Heterogeneity, Hybridity, Multiplicity: Marking Asian 

American Differences,” Diaspora 1, no.1 (1991), 24-44. On African-American studies, see Henry Louis 

Gates, The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of African-American Literary Criticism (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1988).  

 
4 The trajectory of whiteness studies can be glimpsed in the shift from Noel Ignatin and Ted Allen, “White 

Blindspot.” Marxists Internet Archive, 1976; to Richard Dyer, White: Essays on Race and Culture (New 

York: Routledge, 1997).  
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theory to the (American) racial text, they nonetheless identified in these theories of 

linguistic indeterminacy a potent resource for challenging the apparent solidity of racial 

ascription and identification. The vastness of this “cohort,” however, should not be taken 

to entail an implausibly wide-ranging consensus on how to cash out the antiracist utility 

of poststructuralist theory. It requires only a shared interest in how the denaturing of 

language might ground or at least inform an antiracist theory and politics.   

As crucial to the anti-essentialist rewriting of race were pressures exerted on a 

national frame of reference by non-American writers from the black diaspora, whose 

distinct route through the Atlantic would bolster accounts of blackness as a category 

subject to constant revision and negotiation. “‘Black’,” Stuart Hall wrote, was 

“essentially a politically and culturally constructed category, which cannot be grounded 

in a set of fixed trans-cultural or transcendental racial categories,” and Gilroy, his 

doctoral student at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies, would several years 

later undertake a study of the Black Atlantic that stressed “the instability and mutability 

of identities which are always unfinished, always being unmade.”5 

The role of black feminism within the anti-essentialist dispensation was a vexed 

one, tilting unstably between practitioner and critic. On the one hand, black feminists 

insisted on both the gendered fault lines that fractured claims to unified black identity and 

the racialized divisions on which claims to a unified women’s experience consistently 

foundered – drawing into sharp relief the suppressed internal differences and constitutive 

exclusions that so often traveled under the headings of “black” and “woman.” Feminist 

 
5 Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (New York: Verso,  

1993); Stuart Hall, “New ethnicities” in Stuart Hall: Critical dialogues in cultural studies, edited by  

David Morley and Kuan-Hsing Chen (New York: Routledge, 1996), 441-449.  
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essentialisms of the time identified the need for women as such to develop a sense of self 

“with reference to ourselves, and not in relation to men”; black feminists, by contrast, 

insisted on the coeval need to “struggle together with Black men against racism, while 

[…] also struggl[ing] with Black men about sexism.”6 On the other hand, these critiques 

of unified womanhood or black identity were often articulated in an idiom of experiential 

authenticity – one that anchored critiques of cultural nationalism and lesbian separatism 

alike in “the multilayered texture of Black women's lives.”7 This embrace of experience 

as the authorizing ground of political claim-making would find itself in tension with the 

more poststructuralist anti-essentialisms that, in making of blackness a sign or text, 

contrastingly unmoored it from the certainties of self-knowing. And indeed black 

feminism’s engagement with the literary and cultural humanities’ arms-race for French 

theory often erupted into outright dissent on precisely this basis – even as equally 

influential currents found more fruitful, if no less critical, use for these ideas.8 

 Black feminists like Joyce Joyce and Barbara Christian were hardly alone in 

challenging racial anti-essentialism. Far from reigning uninterrupted in the period I 

delineate, its tenets were subject to constant debate. The conceptual thread running from 

Lowe to Chuh was regularly criticized for downplaying “Asian-American participation in 

 
6 The Combahee River Collective. “The Combahee River Collective Statement” in How We Get Free: 

Black Feminism and the Combahee River Collective , edited by Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor (Chicago: 

Haymarket Books, 2017), 15-27; “The Woman-Identified Woman,” Women’s Liberation Movement Print 

Culture, David M. Rubenstein Rare Book & Manuscript Library, Duke University. 
7 Combahee.  

 
8 For black feminist critiques of French theory, see Barbara Christian, “The Race for Theory.” Cultural 

Critique 6 (Spring 1987), 51-63; and Joyce, Joyce. “The Black Canon: Reconstructing Black American 

Literary Criticism,” New Literary History 18, no.2 (Winter 1987), 335-344. For more reconstructive 

accounts, see Saidiya Hartman, Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-

Century America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997); and Hortense Spillers, "’All the Things You 

Could be by Now, If Sigmund Freud's Wife Was Your Mother’: Psychoanalysis and Race.” boundary 2 23, 

no.3 (Autumn 1996), 75-141. 
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US hegemony”; in insisting on Asian-Americans’ constitutively oppositional character, 

such criticisms went, the scholar committed to an essentialism that was political rather 

than demographic – but no less restrictive.9 Whiteness studies, prior to its slow mid-

oughts disappearance from university catalogs, found itself under fire both within and 

without the (relatively) bounded field of literary and cultural humanities research for any 

number of political and/or methodological sins: eliding class with race in the hailing of 

working class whites (in the literature, “white trash”) as quasi-racial minorities; imputing 

to the white subject an exceptional capacity for racial disidentification that smuggled its 

own privilege back into the frame; and attributing to the racial category itself a degree of 

typological consistency and causal power unsupported by the historical archive.10 Yet 

these critiques of anti-essentialism, variably external (“cathected to non-liberatory 

politics!”) and internal (“not anti-essentialist enough!”), were hardly intimations of its 

less-than-exemplary character but rather of its status as a center of intellectual gravity – 

demanding some form of engagement, whether celebratory or critical. 

In thus charting the distance traveled from racial anti-essentialism to racial 

ontology we should also note the narrowing of the latter’s topical and institutional remit. 

The ontological turn is marked, that is, by the distinct centrality of blackness (as topic) 

 
9 Colleen Lye, “Form and History in Asian American Literary Studies,” American Literary History, vol.20, 

no.3 (2003), 553.  See also Mark Chiang, “From Cultural Politics to Cultural Capital,” The Cultural Capital 

of Asian American Studies: Autonomy and Representation in the University  (New York: New York 

University Press, 2009), 44-46; and Susan Koshy, “Morphing Race into Ethnicity: Asian Americans and 

Critical Transformations of Whiteness,” boundary 2, vol.28, no.1 (2001), 162-164. 
10 This is, of course, a  rather truncated summation of the critiques marshaled against whiteness studies, 

which are as varied as they are potentially conflicting. On the elision of class and race, see Eva 

Cherniavsky’s “Eskimo Television and the Critique of Whiteness (Studies),” Incorporations: Race, Nation, 

and the Body Politics of Capital, pg.58-59; on racial disidentification, see Robyn Wiegman’s “Whiteness 

Studies and the Paradox of Particularity,” particularly pg.123-4; and on the hypostatization of whiteness, 

see Eric Arnesen’s “Whiteness and the Historians’ Imagination” and Theodore W. Allen’s “On Roediger’s 

Wages of Whiteness.” 
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and black studies (as institution) in the authorization of its signal concerns. If the 

touchstones of the anti-essentialist dispensation spanned both topic and institution, 

including Stuart Hall’s nigh-ubiquitous formulation of “race as the modality in which 

class is lived”; racial formation theory’s stress on the constant transformations of racial 

meaning through struggle; and the Asian-Americanist discourse of subjectless critique, a 

term of art that found a tellingly generalized afterlife in queer theory’s subjectless turn, 

the architects of racial-ontological thought are, with few exceptions, theorists of 

blackness and theorists in black studies. 

Periodization - Post-Civil Rights and the Long Downturn  

These are eye-opening changes requiring further examination – of their 

conceptual contractions and dilations, their libidinal and historical charge. Yet for the 

most part, scholarly reflection on this turn has sequestered itself into a cramped and 

incurious dialectic of critique and affirmation – one whose primary aim has been to 

discern the (in)adequacy of ontology as a modality for thinking blackness and 

antiblackness, race and racism. Such reductions have been especially marked in the case 

of Afro-pessimism, whose critics have questioned, among other things, its overly tight 

suturing of black social life to social death and its disembedding of racism from 

capitalism.11 Its proponents have in turn doubled down on the analytic fruitfulness of its 

inquiry into “how blackness appears to have emerged, calcified, as negative capacity.”12 

The few efforts to trace out its historical conditions of possibility have made the attempt 

 
11 On social life, see Moten; on racism and capitalism, see Annie Olaloku-Teriba, “Afro-Pessimism and the 

(Un)Logic of Anti-Blackness.” Historical Materialism, issue 26 (2018), 1-27. 

 
12 Sorentino, Sara-Maria. “So-Called Indigenous Slavery: West African Historiography and the  

Limits of Interpretation.” Postmodern Culture 30, no.3 (May 2020). 
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in tellingly truncated registers, framing the Afro-pessimist surge as the unthinking of 

hard-won capacities or the belated recognition of long-suppressed truths, in each case 

reducing the historicizing inquiry to a confirmation of (dis)agreements tacitly plotted in 

advance. Sexton writes of Afro-pessimism’s recent popularity in this register:    

What accounts for the particular critical purchase and affective 

resonance of what I called elsewhere "a highly technical dispute in a 

small corner of the American academy" has more likely to do with a 

growing understanding of the common (which is not to say shared, 

much less identical) political conditions of diverse black life-worlds 

with respect to claims and practices of freedom. That common sense of 

things is bound to a terrible and terrifying acknowledgement of not 

only the tragic material and symbolic continuities everywhere revealed 

by the history of post-emancipation societies throughout the Diaspora, 

but also, more fundamentally, the uncontainable categorical sprawl of 

the epochal transformation that names the emergence of racial slavery 

as such.”13 

 

This is all to say that the meta-commentary around racial ontology has been 

constricted by the abiding theoreticism of its participants, with history largely functioning 

as an object correctly or incorrectly described rather than the conversation’s animating 

and (at best) unsettling ground. In the face of these certainties, my dissertation couples its 

exegetical claim – that ontological commitments are more widely held in contemporary 

theorization of race and racism than the latter’s practitioners might otherwise imagine – 

with a distinctly historical one: that the transition from (anti-essentialist) theories of 

race’s historical indeterminacy to (ontological) theories of its nigh-transhistorical 

persistence unfolds at charged nexus of post-civil rights era transformations in racial 

formation and antiracist politics and the unfolding of what the Marxist historian Robert 

Brenner, have termed “the long downturn.”14 Rather than evacuated depth and 

 
13 Sexton. 
14 Robert Brenner, The Economics of Global Turbulence: The Advanced Capitalist Economies  

from Long Boom to Long Downturn, 1945-2005 (New York: Verso, 2006). 
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instantaneous connectivity or ratcheting economization and de-democratization – the 

privileged topoi of “postmodernism” and “neoliberalism” – this framework directs our 

attention to the underlying crisis of profitability and resultant economic stagnation that 

occasion them.15 It also has the potential to bring into focus modalities of violence often 

occluded by these prior efforts to periodize late modernity: mass incarceration, policing, 

counterinsurgency.16  

In thinking through the post-civil rights era turn to colorblindness and 

multiculturalism as right and left poles of what Jodi Melamed calls “official antiracism,” 

I draw on longstanding critiques of colorblindness in critical race studies, as well as more 

recent accounts of the politics of racial recognition and inclusion in critical ethnic 

studies.17 Read together, these strands of scholarship  disclose the ultimately collusive 

rather than oppositional relation between varieties of antiracism that - despite their 

manifest differences - converge on the unquestioned horizon of U.S.-led capitalism. In 

the context furnished by these histories, racial anti-essentialism emerges (or so I argue) as 

an effort to unpick the ascendant official antiracisms of the left and right, which offered 

ideological sustenance to the economic and political life of the long downturn, furnishing 

 
15 Scholars working through the implications of Brenner’s argument can be found in political economy, 

e.g. Aaron Benanav, Automation and the Future of Work (Brooklyn: Verso, 2020) and Jack Copley, 

“Decarbonizing the downturn: Addressing climate change in an age of stagnation,” Competition & Change, 

vol.27, issue 3-4 (2022), 429-448; as well as literary and cultural studies, e.g. Annie McClanahan, Dead 

Pledges: Debt, Crisis, and Twenty-First Century Culture (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2017); and 

Sean O’Brien, “Blacking Out: Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man and the Historicity of Antiblackness,” 

Cultural Critique, vol.105 (2019), 80-105.  

  
16 Joshua Clover, Riot. Strike. Riot: The New Era of Uprisings (Brooklyn: Verso, 2016). 
17 Jodi Melamed, Represent and Destroy: Rationalizing Violence in the New Racial Capitalism 

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2011). For critical race studies on colorblindness, see, e,g. 

Michael Omi and Howard Winant, Racial Formation in the United States, Third Edition (New York: 

Routledge, 2015). For critical ethnic studies and multiculturalism, see, e.g., Melamed; and Chandan Reddy, 

Freedom with Violence: Race, Sexuality, and the US State (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011).  
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the means by which deindustrialization and mass incarceration would be justified as a 

(conservative) moral necessity or disappeared as a matter of (liberal) concern. Racial 

anti-essentialism, by contrast, elaborated distinctly left antiracisms less interested in 

smoothing out the disparities of existing social formations than in reconstructing their 

terms of order - social, political, economic, and otherwise. 

In this story, higher education plays the role of an institutional life raft to which 

anti-essentialist thinkers make vexed and ambivalent recourse in the face of colorblind -

multicultural consolidation. It serves, too, as another through line binding this political 

periodization to the economic periodization of the long downturn, which interfaces with 

the university in unpredictable ways across the decades - restructuring its funding model 

around debt in ways that provide a temporary reprieve from hostile administrators in the 

1980s and 90s, a shift that, post-2008, will pave the way for its accelerated decline in the 

face of collapsing enrollments and the tendential displacement of tenured employment 

with the swelling ranks of the adjunct class. Racial ontology arises at this juncture, with 

the post-crash evisceration of what antiracist thinkers, even in the 80s and 90s, 

considered to be the university’s half-measures. Here, the concern shifts from holding out 

against the forces of state- and capital-led counterinsurgency, making use of whatever 

institutional measures lay to hand, to a less strategically circumspect, if still occluded, 

reckoning with the bleak political-economic contemporaneity over which these forces 

preside.  

Method – Close Reading 

To advance the preceding exegetical and historical claims, I close read exemplary 

texts of the anti-essentialist and ontological turns to draw out traces of historical conflict 
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sequestered in form and content, style and mood. In doing so, I follow Elizabeth 

Freeman’s provocation that “close reading is a way into history, not a way out of it, and 

itself a form of historiography and historical analysis.”18 In threading between the textual 

to the historical, my language and argument purposefully slide between the modalities of 

articulation and symptomatic reading, such that ideas – the transcoding of Black Power 

into a programme of literary-theoretical synthesis, the blurring-together of literary 

production and domestic labor under the heading of “writing,” the scripting of racial 

blackness as a revelatory entry point into the ante-modernity of human nature – seem at 

moments to act on the political and economic conjunctures described above, and at others 

to brave their rhythms as a life raft might a wave.19 Reconstructing the nexus at which 

anti-essentialism becomes ontology has required me to take a deflationary approach to 

the (very real!) tension between these accounts of mediation by discerning how the relay 

between scholarly agency and political-economic determination is itself subject to 

determination. In my dissertation, then, the question of the former’s relative capacitation 

or attenuation in the face of slackening growth and racial/antiracist reformation is not a 

 
18 Freeman, “Preface,” Time Binds: Queer Temporalities, Queer Histories (Durham: Duke University 

Press, 2010), 17. 

 
19 Our signal texts are Stuart Hall, “Race, Articulation, and Societies Structured in Dominance” in Race 

and Class in Post‐Colonial Society: A Study of Ethnic Group Relations in the English‐Speaking Caribbean, 

Bolivia, Chile and Mexico, 306-344. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan, 1980; and Fredric Jameson, The 

Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act  (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1981). The 

historical coincidence of these two texts is, of course, striking: two giants of Marxist cultural studies and 

literary criticism offering radically different accounts of political agency at the height of the n eoliberal 

counterrevolution. Christopher Nealon has argued that the tragic structure of Jameson’s argument – literary 

history as the bearer of a history that hurts – discloses the contemporaneous defeat of the worker’s 

movement. In contrast, Hall’s more optimistic – or what we could call savvily strategic – orientation 

indexes the more contested status of antiracist struggle, borne forward on the tides of legal and cultural 

victories, borne backward on the tides of state repression, as well as counter-insurgency efforts whose 

disciplinary character it would take more years to clearly recognize. It is permutations of this kind, 

themselves historically determined, that my inhabitation of different theoretical idioms is meant to grasp.  
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theoretical prior but an open question that is part of the story of our traditions of thinking 

race and racism. 

Interventions 

      I have previously indicated that in its treatment of the racial-ontological turn, my 

dissertation has two thrusts, one exegetical, the other historical. It resituates the turn as 1) 

inclusive of a wide range of scholarship rather than identical with Afro-pessimism, and 2) 

a response to conjunctural shifts – in the structures of higher education and post-Brown 

racial formation that themselves indirectly mediate the long downturn of American 

capitalism – rather than a set of freestanding intellectual positions to be adjudicated as 

variously correct or incorrect. These points roughly correspond to the interventions I 

hope to make in black studies, ethnic studies, and Marxist theory. 

 Exegetically speaking, the dissertation finds its most immediate purchase in black 

studies, where Afro-pessimism’s commitment to ontology has been understood as 

distinguishing it from other lines of inquiry in the field – particular those organized 

around the counter-normative possibilities of (black) pleasure and life. My dissertation 

troubles this mapping of the scholarly conversation by arguing that the feature marking 

Afro-pessimism as ontological – an account of blackness as abjection without significant 

transformation across the modern longue duree – is in fact shared across the lines of 

inquiry above. On exegetical grounds alone, such an argument suggests that the black 

studies that disavows ontology – as analytic deficit and/or ethico-political scandal – must 

either scrutinize its own supposedly non-ontological commitments or reconsider its 

aversion to ontology, rethinking its animus with Afro-pessimism as a more qualified 

disagreement over strategy and tactics. 
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However, the dissertation’s exegetical claim cannot finally be separated from its 

historical claim. It is my central contention, in fact, that scholars in black studies, ethnic 

studies, and Marxist theory, to name only a few who have engaged the newfound 

ubiquity of racial ontology, have acted as though that problem space can be adjudicated 

in the narrowest of historical registers – defended as the disavowed truth of modern 

racialization or dismissed as the abdication of antiracist critique itself. Historically 

speaking, then, the dissertation’s concern with historicizing the racial-ontological turn 

reorients conversations across the fields named here. 

The stakes of retuning critique to what is arguably its original frequency – that of 

accounting for the object’s conditions of possibility – will of course vary across these 

institutional coordinates. In the case of black and ethnic studies, a commitment to 

historicization will require an orientation not (just) to historical context in the most 

general sense, but to the specific dynamics of capitalist political economy as they inform 

and are informed by higher education and post-Brown racial formation. This, I want to 

stress, is not an extramural critique, but a call to amplify Marxist strains within the fields 

under discussion – and not because class, understood abstractly, outweighs other 

variables on the social-theoretical scale. Rather, I understand Marxism broadly construed 

to offer a powerful form of historical reflexivity that can make sense of  why fields like 

black and ethnic studies have taken different shapes over time. As Fredric Jameson 

suggests, Marxist criticism does so by taking the scholarly apparatus not as a subject 

position to be (dis)agreed with, but as an object of  analysis in its own right: 

 Faced with the operative procedures of the nonreflective thinking mind 

(whether grappling with philosophical or artistic, political or scientific 

problems and objects), dialectical thought tries not so much to complete 

and perfect the application of such procedures as to widen its own 

attention to include them in its aware­ness as well: it aims, in other 
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words, not so much at solving the particular dilemmas in question, as at 

converting those problems into their own solutions on a higher level, 

and making the fact and the existence of the problem itself the starting 

point for new research.20 

 

  This is to say that the Marxist critic, in too quickly dismissing ontology as “a set 

of myths and mystifications around the nature of race” or “fail[ing] to take into account 

the dialectics of settler colonial capitalism,” unwittingly sacrifices what is most 

analytically clarifying in their own intellectual tradition – the ability to explain the 

historically particular etiology and allure of different modes of thought, however limited 

their descriptive or explanatory purchase.21 Without this impulse, Marxism reduces to a 

species of ideology critique that sorts between its objects by way of criteria determined 

well in advance: materialist or idealist, historical or ahistorical, dialectical or non-

dialectical. And so, I would suggest, the stakes for Marxism of practicing a distinctly 

historicizing critique are best understood in terms of recovery: the (re)turn to the 

omnivorous mode of engagement with other intellectual traditions that animates Marxist 

inquiry as far back as Lenin, who once remonstrated that “intelligent idealism is closer to 

intelligent materialism than stupid materialism.”22
 

Chapter Summaries 

In chapter one, “Unmaking Race: Critiquing Essentialism after Civil Rights,” I 

make the case that literary strains of racial anti-essentialism, exemplified by the work of 

Henry Louis Gates, Jr. and Toni Morrison, draw on the literary and theoretical canons of 

 
20 Fredric Jameson, “Towards Dialectical Criticism,” Marxism and Form: Twentieth Century Dialectical 

Theories of Literature (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1971), 307. 

 
21 Olaloku-Teriba, 4; Iyko Day, “Being or Nothingness: Indigeneity, Antiblackness, and Settler Colonial 

Critique,” Critical Ethnic Studies, vol.1, no.2 (2015), 113-114. 

 
22 V.I. Lenin,  Philosophical Notebooks, Collected Works Vol. 38 , ed. S. Smith, trans. C. Dutt (Moscow: 

Progress Publishers, 1976), 276. 
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the English department to fashion conceptual frameworks adequate to the rise of 

conservative colorblindness and liberal multiculturalism. In so doing they offer 

thoroughgoing critiques of the former and tellingly ambivalent critiques of the latter 

– indexing the difficulties of pursuing a left-antiracist trajectory on discursive and 

institutional terrain dominated by official antiracisms and policed by the forces of 

counter-insurgency.  

 In chapter two, “Making Subjects: Solidarity and the Literary Politics of Third 

World Feminism,” I take up a loose constellation of self-described third world feminist 

thinkers – the editors and authors of This Bridge Called My Back and Chandra Talpade 

Mohanty – to think through a competing strain of racial anti-essentialism oriented less by 

literary and critical-theoretical lodestars than by the complexities of gendered and 

racialized experience as mediated through organizing on the U.S. left. These authors 

recalibrate the relationship between literature and left antiracism posited by Gates and 

Morrison, positioning literature not as left antiracism’s font or source, but as an intra-

movement tool for building subjective and imaginative capacities for left struggles 

against capitalism, imperialism, white supremacy, and patriarchy. In their conception of 

literature, in other words, third world feminist found the means by which people could 

become third world feminists: principled critics of entwined dominations in and beyond 

the imperial core. If the racial anti-essentialism of this cohort navigated the same 

historical narrowing of antiracist ambition in the final decades of the 20th century, they 

wended a distinct, and perhaps tragic, path: scathingly dismissive of the university as a 

scene of institutional enclosure, their signal text – This Bridge – would become a 
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ubiquitous feature of ethnic studies and women’s studies syllabi, circulating in the 

absence of the revolutionary subject they thought texts like it would produce.      

In chapter three, “Fixing Blackness: Reading Hortense Spillers in the Long 

Downturn,” I reconstruct the reception history of Hortense Spillers’ canonical essay 

“Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe” to discern in its heightened post-crash prominence the 

fraught nexus binding the later decades of the long downturn to the theory and figure of 

racial ontology. I pursue this claim through readings of three clusters of recent black 

studies theorizing – theorizations of antiblackness that identify its intractability as cause 

for abolition, i.e. what nowadays travels under the heading of Afropessimism; arguments 

for the dis-identificatory embrace of racial, particularly antiblack, abjection as a form of 

agency; and the identification of blackness as form of being radically opposed to 

normative social scripts. Their convergence on the supposition of an intractably antiblack 

present, I argue, should not only reframe debates around Afro-pessimism in and beyond 

black studies, but also prompt us to engage with the bleak realities that this strain of 

argumentation encodes.  

In my final and forth chapter, “All Black Everything: Notes on Racial Ontology 

and Black Exemplarity,” I offer reflections on racial ontology beyond the institutional 

precincts of black studies, suggesting that however widely the ontologization of race 

travels, it remains dually authorized by the field of black studies and the subject of racial 

blackness. I examine two cases of this in recent monographs by Anne Cheng and Amber 

Musser, which dramatize how this relation of black exemplarity takes form as a 

symptomatic warding-off of the conflation of blackness and death, a figure – sometimes 

Afropessimist, sometimes not – that haunts the conceptual borders of their work. I 
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conclude by considering the blackness of the turn to racial ontology, speculating that its 

figuration as the limit case or crisis point of modernity’s signal categories – work, 

normative gender and sexuality, ideological (mis)recognition – condenses the destructive 

force of the long downturn as it ramifies in crises of economic production, crises of social 

reproduction, and the mounting disarticulation of hegemony from state power.  
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CHAPTER ONE - UNMAKING RACE: CRITIQUING ESSENTIALISM AFTER 

CIVIL RIGHTS 
 

 In this chapter, I take up the anti-essentialist theorization of race developed and 

field-tested in the discursive and institutional fields of American literature and literary 

studies in the 1980s and 1990s. I identify two flashpoints within this tendency – the 

scholarship and reception of Henry Louis Gates, Jr.; and Toni Morrison’s Playing in the 

Dark: Whiteness in the Literary Imagination – situating both in relation to the 

institutional context of literary studies and the political context of the post-civil rights era, 

particularly the then-ascendant ideologies of colorblindness and multiculturalism. More 

specifically, this chapter argues that the literary reinvention of race as non-essence 

critically engages both colorblindness and multiculturalism, the latter more ambivalently 

than the former, and thus indexes the regrouping of civil rights-era aspirations for racial 

justice in the English department during a moment of organizational defeat and 

ideological disciplining. In contextualizing this work, my chapter relies on antiracist 

critiques of multiculturalism and state-sponsored recognition that have been underway at 

least since the 1990s but find their most recent iteration in critical ethnic studies.23 The 

resultant framing does not take up a posture of affirmation – celebrating literature’s 

capacities to re/unthink the shifting terms of the social. Nor does it undertake an ethico-

political critique – lamenting the stress on the literary as strategic failure, professional 

self-interest, or lack of will. Its goal is simply to position its object – what I will call the 

tropic view of race in Gates and the relational view of race in Morrison – as an index of 

 
23  See, e.g., Hazel Carby, “The Multicultural Wars.” Radical History Review 54 (1992), Avery Gordon and 

Christopher Newfield, ed., Mapping Multiculturalism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996). 
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history that bears its traces in apparently freestanding claims about theory, method, and 

politics. 

Race as Trope 

In “Writing ‘Race’ and the Difference It Makes,” the editor’s introduction to the 

Autumn 1985 edition of Critical Inquiry, Henry Louis Gates, Jr. summed up a view that 

was fast becoming a center of intellectual gravity in the literary and cultural humanities. 

“Race,” he asserted, “pretends to be an objective term of classification, when in fact it is 

a dangerous trope.”24 For Gates, racial reference inscribed what it purported to merely 

describe, crafting hierarchies of differential human value that it simultaneously infused 

with “the sanction of God, biology, or the natural order.”25 Definitionally tenuous and 

empirically unfounded, the divisions that composed it found stability in fantasies of 

permanence – religious, naturalistic, or otherwise. This was a problem of knowledge that 

doubled as a matter of life and death (“Scores of people are killed every day in the name 

of differences ascribed only to race”), and in the convergence of meaning and mortality, 

the special issue contributors would find an extra-academic warrant “to deconstruct, if 

you will, the ideas of difference inscribed in the trope of race, to explicate discourse itself 

in order to reveal the hidden relations of power and knowledge inherent in popular and 

academic usages of ‘race’.”26 If part of the function of race-talk was to launder its object 

as unremarkably natural, removed in its reassuring solidity from the contingencies of 

social and cultural action, the scholarly task was to expose the ongoing if never quite 

 
24 Henry Louis Gates Jr., “Editor's Introduction: Writing "Race" and the Difference It Makes,” Critical 

Inquiry 12, no.1 (Autumn 1985), 5. 

 
25 Gates, 5 

 
26 Gates, 6. 
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successful labors required to transform race from an active relation into (what appeared 

to be) a passive attribute.  

I reconstruct Gates and company’s project here because its structuring assumptions 

— that race is discursively and linguistically made, that the reconstitution of race in these 

terms will trouble its reproduction of social hierarchy and violence — have themselves 

attained tropic status in a way that can obscure their own historicity. The racial anti-

essentialism that finds expression in Critical Inquiry must be understood in relation to 

contexts at once political and institutional: on the one hand, the twinned ascent of 

(conservative) colorblindness and (liberal) multiculturalism after the closing of the civil 

rights era; on the other hand, the incorporation of poststructuralist theories of language 

into the research agenda of U.S.-based literary studies. 

Colorblindness and multiculturalism found their condition of possibility in 

signature accomplishments of the civil rights movement: the hard-won adoption of 

formal equality in legal and public discourse, and the corresponding stigmatization of 

openly racist rhetoric in those same spheres. This transformation posed a fundamental 

problem for practices of modern racialization, which operate, in the main, through 

naturalistic reference to embodied human difference (even as they draw for their 

coherence on a range of idioms that exceed the body, from the geographic to the 

cultural). The preservation of U.S. racial ordering would become a paramount concern 

for elites both conservative and liberal. In the case of the former, conservatives would 

work to expunge racial reference from law and policy, even as they reconstituted it 

through figures of criminality and cultural pathology – Dinesh D’Souza’s The End of 

Racism, for instance, would infamously make the case that any lingering residue of 
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racism post-Brown could be attributed to “black culture.”27 This surreptitious reinvention 

of racializing practices would be accompanied and given theoretical credence by a 

doubled reduction:  of racism to a problem of malicious intent and of race to a matter of 

biological difference. If racism operated primarily through reference to race, the 

colorblind argument went, only principled indifference to race would do as the horizon 

for antiracist practice – and references to crime, poverty, and familial breakdown, even as 

they invariably attached to black populations, could hardly be construed as racist if they 

operated without reference to the old biologized nomenclature. The effect of these 

protestations, which flowed from colorblindness’ attenuation of the concepts of race and 

racism, was to obscure “the ideologies, policies, and practices in a variety of institutional 

arenas that normalize and reproduce racial inequality and domination.”28 On a broader 

scale, it would also justify the refunctioning of state capacity away from welfare and 

towards intensified policing and mass incarceration as modalities of post-industrial 

population management. 

That this non-egalitarian remapping of the coordinates of racial formation was not 

only a conservative project but also a liberal one is a key plank of much recent 

scholarship going under the heading of critical ethnic studies.29 This scholarship contends 

that the theory and politics of multiculturalism that arose in this period, oriented to mass-

 
27  Dinesh D’Souza, The End of Racism: Principles for a Multiracial Society (New York: Free Press, 1995).  

 
28 Michael Omi and Howard Winant, “The Theory of Racial Formation,” Racial Formation in the Untied 

States, Third Edition (New York: Routledge, 2015), 128.  

 
29 See, e.g., Chandan Reddy, Freedom with Violence: Race, Sexuality, and the US State  (Durham: Duke 

University Press, 2011); and Jodi Melamed’s Represent and Destroy (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 2011), and Roderick Ferguson’s The Reorder of Things: The University and Its 

Pedagogies of Minority Difference (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2012).  
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cultural representation and institutional diversification of American civil and political 

society, should be read as collusive rather than oppositional – despite being pitched 

against both open defenses of white supremacy and the more inventive forms of 

conservative retrenchment represented by colorblindness. These strategies of inclusion 

are underpinned by the theoretical suppositions that racial groupings can be understood in 

isolation (even if retrospectively compared and contrasted), and that they and 

substantially precede the practices that subordinate them – indexing “an empirically true 

‘people’ upon which negative or positive meanings, narratives, policies, and practices 

were attached.”30 From this perspective, Jodi Melamed has argued that liberal 

multiculturalism can be understood as a form of counterinsurgency in the field of 

knowledge production, “disconnecting race from material conditions” and (dis)figuring 

the causes of racialized maldistributions of wealth, power, and life chances in the 

politically austere idioms of exclusion and (mis/under)representation.31 In the midst of 

“hyper-segregation, the abandonment of African American working classes to the 

impoverishments of deindustrialization, and the turn to mass imprisonment, especially of 

African American men, as a solution for social disorders,” the same context in which 

colorblindness operated as a durable rationale and mystification, such conceptual 

reductions would do their own part to obscure more than clarify its political-economic 

foundations.32 Critical ethnic studies scholars contend, too, that the prescriptions 

 
30 Chandan Reddy, “Globality and the Ends of the Nation-Form: A Response to Edward Watts,” Early 

American Literature, vol.45, no.2 (2010), 63.   

 
31 Melamed, 10.  

 
32 Melamed, 92. 
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downstream from such limited diagnoses – particularly those keyed to inclusion through 

the expansion of institutional access – were not only conceptually mistaken but served a 

distinctly disciplinary function, especially within university contexts. Roderick Ferguson 

in particular has argued that “differences that were often articulated as critiques of the 

presumed benevolence of political and economic institutions become absorbed within an 

administrative ethos that recast those differences as testaments to the progress of the 

university and the resuscitation of a common national culture.”33 It is through practices of 

inclusion, in other words, that difference comes to function in a narrowly redemptive 

modality, forced to represent the newfound diversity of the nation it had sought originally 

to critique. In these accounts, liberal multiculturalism figures less as embattled critic of 

than substantial co-contributor to the remaking of racial hierarchy in the midst of 

transformations both intellectual and economic.  

Gates’ introduction flouted key principles of both colorblindness and 

multiculturalism, offering a linguistically-inflected angle on how these ascendant 

discursive formations  functioned as “nonantagonistic (if contradictory) poles of 

contemporary (racial) common sense.”34 One fault-line with respect to colorblindness is 

simple enough to identify – Gates’ insistence on the ubiquity of racial discourse, which 

countered the colorblind imperative to frame the present as a scene of post-racial uplift. 

Yet he also disputed that imperative along more substantial lines. To define race as an 

ensemble of linguistic relations was to cut against the definitions of race (as biological 

difference) and racism (as malicious intent) undergirding that very triumphalist narration 

 
33 Ferguson, 214.  
34 Nikhil Pal Singh, “Racial Formation and Permanent War” in Race and America’s Long War (Oakland: 

UC Press. 2018), 131.  
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of history, in which racism figured as an irrational, subjectivist remainder. Instead, race 

in Gates’ account endured as a linguistic structure anterior to consciousness and its 

dramas of good and ill will – even as he was keen to insist on its fundamental 

changeability. To the insistence on principled ignorance as the horizon of antiracism after 

formal equality, he posited direct confrontation with its ongoing role in structuring 

Western discourse, especially where latter’s literary modalities were concerned.  

Yet such a reconstitution of race did not play well with the multiculturalism often 

presented as colorblindness’ opposite number – despite its refusal to shy away from racial 

reference and its insistence on disparity as a meaningful index of racism’s persistence. To 

rethink race as a trope rather than an essence, produced through so many acts of language 

that did not simply express it, was to break with assumptions that stabilized the 

multicultural approach. In particular, it broke with the multicultural tendency to extract 

racial groupings from the power relations that constituted them, treating them as self-

subsisting units; and the political tendency, downstream of this, to figure their 

subordination as a problem of exclusion from institutions (from, e.g. the franchise or the 

category of the human) to be remedied through strategies of inclusion that left these 

institutions fundamentally unchanged. The “trope” as a frame of reference productively 

destabilized this sequence in its opening moment, offering the structured use of language 

as an engine of race-making whose consequences multiculturalism unwittingly 

naturalized. (The matter of Gates’ relation to the inclusion/exclusion binary, and hence to 

multicultural politics, is quite a bit more vexed.) If colorblindness aerosolized race and 

racism – and thereby the antiracist project – into the fine ether of subjective intent, 

multiculturalism achieved a similarly de-substantializing (if less nakedly reactionary) 
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outcome by way of a procedure that ran, counter-intuitively, in the opposite direction: 

congealing race into an ahistorical version of culture and demography. The tropic account 

of race exemplified by Gates offered one sightline for clarifying this affinity in a moment 

when both fictions postured at a vehemently mutual exclusivity. 

Race in/as the Literary 

This account of race as discursively and linguistically made, a real fiction and a 

fictive truth, was expressly calibrated for a cross-disciplinary readership. Its rescripting of 

race in linguistic terms – as a trope, as a form of writing – drew on the poststructuralist 

theorization of language as relational and processual that would go on to find a wide 

readership beyond its initial uptake in U.S. literary studies. Indeed, my own account of its 

signature moves and their critical relation to prevailing ideologies of race has thus far 

moved in step with such generalizations. Yet for Gates, then a professor of English, 

Literature and Africana Studies at Cornell University, the import of the tropic view was 

inescapably literary – and the academic dissemination of poststructuralism through the 

research and teaching agendas of literary studies hardly a matter of coincidence. In the 

following pages, I will suggest that Gates’ engagement with the shifting contours of 

racial formation is fundamentally conditioned by its literary and literary-critical contexts 

– and that the political stress placed on the category of the literary tells us a great deal 

about how the tropic view of race, despite its own tropic status, indexes the historically 

specific pressures of carrying on the work of racial justice in the wake of formal equality 

and its discontents.  

This is first evident in Gates’ argument about the racialized constitution of the 

Western literary canon, which serves as a test case for the tropic view. I argue that Gates’ 
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account of the canon’s production and reproduction allegorizes the analytic and political 

limits of colorblindness and multiculturalism – all the while sustaining an ambivalent 

relation to the latter. By the 19th century, in Gates’ telling, texts were included in the 

canon on the basis of how well they exemplified “national spirit” and “historical period,” 

categories explicitly grounded in race. For Gates, Hippolyte-Adolphe Taine is the great 

affirmative theorist of the notion of the racial canon — applying with systemic rigor then-

common notions of “irresistible racial difference” to a body of literary texts whose 

contents were understood as expressing “a particularity inseparable from all the motions 

of [man’s] intellect and his heart.”35 It was on the basis of this notion that the canon 

would be constructed as necessarily white and male. Far from turning a blind eye to its 

racialized constitution, the Practical/New Critical turn to form in literary studies would 

simply retrench the canon’s boundaries — and not (only) by means of benign neglect. In 

these mid-century formalisms, “[h]istory, milieu, and even moment were then brought to 

bear upon the interpretation of literature through philology and etymology: the dictionary 

(in the Anglo-American tradition, specifically the Oxford English Dictionary) was the 

castle in which Taine's criteria took refuge.”36 Racial criteria were laundered as linguistic 

criteria – formalism allowed the whiteness and maleness of the canon to hide in plain 

sight, critiques of its homogeneity dismissed as external to the real work of literary (that 

is, formalist) analysis. This rationale and its homogenizing effects were felt keenly in the 

anthologies that served as vectors for institutionalizing literary-critical method in the 

academy. In his 1950 anthology Mid-Century American Poets, John Ciardi took up this 

 
35 Gates, 3.  
36 Gates, 4.  

 



 

 

 

27 

New Critical warding-off of historical content, writing bemusedly that “I know of no 

good poet writing today who feels compelled to this sort of catalogue of the melting pot, 

or of the sweat-soaked glories of barbaric America.”37 And as Michael Bibby points out 

of Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren’s Understanding Poetry, a popular poetry 

textbook authored by two New Critical doyens, “From its first edition in 1938 until its 

fourth edition in 1976, the Brooks and Warren anthology included no poets of color.”38 If 

Gates offers us a potted history of canon formation, we can begin to see how it doubles as 

a muted allegory of the post-civil rights era in which formalism plays the role of 

colorblindness – its excision of thematic content from the literary-critical itinerary 

effectively derailing any inquiry into the racial homogeneity of its object, much as the 

intense scrutiny of racial reference in applications of anti-discrimination law stymied 

efforts to deploy it for substantially antiracist ends. “There was no need to speak of 

matters of race,” ventriloquizes Gates, “since the race of these authors was ‘the same’.”39  

In the face of a canon thus framed – explicitly constructed as white, implicitly 

conserved in the protective carapace of form – one might reasonably expect from Gates a 

tidy programme of redress: name the racial constitution of the canon, then diversify its 

contents along racial lines. In fact, this is precisely the programme of multiculturalism 

translated into a literary idiom, a Taine-worthy synthesis quickly rising in popularity at 

the time of Gates’ writing – though hardly without backlash. Such a programme sought to 

“open up the canons of literature (especially American literature) to other voices” and 

 
37 John Ciardi, foreword to Mid-Century American Poets, ed. John Ciardi (New York: Twayne, 1950), xi, 
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beyond university contexts would “permanently altered the syllabi of children’s literature 

and high school curricula and, in commercial publishing, opened the way to the more 

global understanding of literature in English.”40 And indeed, subsequent sections of 

Gates’ introduction, which take up how the differential ascription of literacy comes to 

serve as an emblem (and justification) for racial hierarchy, will appear to adopt a parallel 

approach by showing how black authors “responded to these profoundly serious 

allegations about their "nature" as directly as they could [by writing] books, poetry, 

autobiographical narratives.”41 The dramatization of black literacy would seem to offer 

the imprimatur of a longstanding black literary history to the more recent project of 

literary multiculturalism, which easily scans as a logical extension of the former. Yet 

Gates offers the following reframing of black writers’ demonstrations of literacy: 

We are justified, however, in wondering aloud if the sort of subjectivity which 

these writers seek through the act of writing can be realized through a process 

which is so very ironic from the outset: how can the black subject posit a  full 

and sufficient self in a language in which blackness is a sign of absence? Can 

writing, with the very difference it makes and marks, mask the blackness of the 

black face that addresses the text of Western letters, in a voice that speaks 

English through an idiom which contains the irreducible element of cultural 

difference that will always separate the white voice from the black? […] Black 

writing, and especially the literature of the slave, served not to obliterate the 

difference of race; rather, the inscription of the black voice in Western 

literatures has preserved those very cultural differences to be repeated, 

imitated, and revised in a separate Western literary tradition, a tradition of 

black difference.42 
 

Here, the tropic view of race as an inscription rather than mere expression of 

difference resurfaces in how Gates represents writing: not as a neutral instrument, its 

terms easily (re)mobilized in service to this or that end, but as a medium fundamentally 

shaped by the path dependencies of its antiblack history. In this context, it is hardly 

 
40 Christopher Nealon, “Reading on the Left,” Representations 108 (2009), 27.  

 
41 Gates, 11.  
42 Gates, 12.  

 



 

 

 

29 

desirable, let alone possible, for the black writer to simply “obliterate the difference of 

race” and articulate themselves in the terms familiar to their white counterparts. Nor is it 

a workable alternative, for the same reason, to simply transmit “the black voice” into 

“Western literature” sans colorblind alteration. A “separate” tradition, one in which the 

“cultural differences” peculiar to blackness are “repeated, imitated, and revised,” must be 

forged – it is this tradition that the demonstration of literacy, which only seems to 

acquiesce to the terms of “Europe's fundamental sign of domination, the commodity of 

writing, the text and technology of reason” ultimately produces.43 

 In this framing, then reframing, of the black demonstration of literacy, Gates 

draws on the tropic view of race to indirectly dramatize, yet again, the theoretical and 

political horizons of colorblind and multicultural antiracisms. Yet with respect to the 

latter, Gates maintains a certain ambivalence. If the production of “a tradition of black 

difference” takes place through the inscription and revision of “the black voice,” 

processes that are constitutive rather than merely expressive, these avowedly anti-

essentialist processes nonetheless operate within a distinctly incorporative frame of 

reference: the notion of a “separate Western literary tradition” rhyming easily with the 

commitment to the literary-canonical incorporation of difference that defines 

multiculturalism as a specifically literary project. 

 The same complications – critique of colorblindness, ambivalence towards 

multiculturalism – ensue when the presentist terms in which the literacy narrative is 

couched are directly transposed into the present of canon reformation. The racially 

minoritized text cannot be denied entry into the canon on the basis that race is a non-
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literary externality, nor can its value qua race register in the terms of traditional literary 

merit, which are themselves racially form-determined, a la Taine. For the “non-Western, 

so-called noncanonical critic” equipped with knowledge of race’s tropic status, the task is 

no longer as simple as arguing for the minoritized text’s inclusion – its status as equal 

before the (canonical) law.44 If race itself is produced in and through “Western 

discourse,” simply appropriating it “as a term for an essence…yields too much: the basis 

of a shared humanity” and leads to “further inscription of new and bizarre stereotypes.”45 

Gates marks this “relation of overwhelming indenture” as a dilemma for the “black 

tradition” and the critic who takes it up.46 To further complicate matters, it will turn out 

that the critic’s tools are not exempt from this dilemma. “I once thought it our most 

important gesture to master the canon of criticism, to imitate and apply it,” he writes, 

scripting his relation to criticism in the same terms as he did black writers’ relation to 

English; “but I now believe that we must turn to the black tradition itself to develop 

theories of criticism indigenous to our literature.”47 Both the canon and the 

(poststructuralist) theory that enables the exposure of its limitations represent the same 

racialized institution – the minoritized critic, it seemed, was ringed all around, with 

neither literature nor its theoretical critique offering settled ground on which to stand. 

 Perhaps predictably, Gates would offer his own forthcoming work as an example 

of how to navigate this dilemma. Teasing the publication of his landmark intervention 
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The Signifying Monkey (henceforth TSM), Gates wrote that “theorists have turned to the 

black vernacular tradition…to isolate the signifying black difference through which to 

theorize about the so-called discourse of the Other.”48 That text would offer one answer 

to the enduring question of how to remake race in the shadow of its – and literary 

criticism’s own! – tropic indenture. As the above quote suggests, it did so by substituting 

language for the body in the determination of black difference – specifically through its 

synthesis of African-American and poststructuralist versions of “signifyin/g.” Indeed, 

Gates’ stress on the vernacular – with its immediate denotations of ordinariness, 

informality, and mother tongues – would build up one more layer of protection between 

the minoritized critic and the threatening specters of theoretical and literary canonicity 

with which he was confronted. Exactly what kind of protection this would offer in Gates’ 

own moment will be the subject of the following section.    

Race in the English Department 

If Gates folds that literary-critical task into a longer history that precedes and 

exceeds both literary studies and the post-civil rights era dialectic of colorblindness and 

multiculturalism, then the preface to TSM’s 25th anniversary edition, published in 2014, 

returns quite explicitly to those institutional and political contexts, allowing us to read 

Gates’ relation to them in terms not quite so veiled by allegorical indirection. In this 

preface, Gates ventriloquizes but also takes up the polemic of his mentor, the Yale 

professor and chair of Afro-American Studies Charles Davis, identifying the work of 

“show[ing] skeptics that [African-American] literature was just as complex as theirs, the 

literature that had been created by white males” as “one more battle in the long drama of 
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civil rights of the classroom and in the reshaping of the canon.”49 TSM, then, took up this 

struggle on the battlefront of criticism and theory “at the height of [Yale English’s] grand 

affair with literary theory, specifically with deconstruction and poststructuralism.”50 It 

sought to “[integrate] the canon of criticism and canonical approaches to literature,” 

figured here as “the textual equivalent of affirmative action.”51 

 It is worth dwelling on the curiously paradoxical status of the poststructuralist (or, 

more precisely, poststructuralism-curious) critic of colorblindness and multiculturalism: 

this is a subject who acquiesces (not unequivocally!) to the prevailing terms of literary-

critical study precisely in order to buck the prevailing terms of U.S. racial ordering. He 

does so not only through the allegorical mobilization of literary and literary-critical 

history but also by making strategic use of the English department’s own theoretical 

resources. This is to say that the tropic view of race I have been examining throughout 

can be seen to symptomatize the growing reliance on the literary – as text and institution 

– as a standpoint for antiracist critique in the post-civil rights era. 

 In line with this, it is important to register how Gates’ insistence on the problem 

of interpretive indenture – which TSM aims to resolve by “developing theories of 

criticism indigenous to our literatures” – distinguishes his understanding of racial justice 

after civil rights and locates the tropic reconstitution of race as the innovation of a 

historically specific cohort.52 Davis was concerned to demonstrate that African-American 
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literature could match its white male counterparts on the terrain of formal complexity, but 

Gates is openly uneasy with the horizon of equality as a means of achieving integration 

within literary studies – what TSM’s comparative analysis of poststructuralist and black 

literary texts attempts is an account of black cultural production that can tarry with the 

then-prevailing critical idioms of literary study without being subsumed by them.53 This 

is, by Gates’ own account, institutional struggle in and as theory. Embedded in the effort 

to unmake race as a form of “of ultimate, irreducible difference,” then, was a disciplinary 

reckoning with the limits and possibilities of racially integrating the field of literary 

studies and the institution of the English department.54 Read in relation to Davis, it 

articulates not just an extramural critique of emergent racial regimes, but restages in the 

language of literary criticism and theory black power’s intramural critique of the civil 

rights attachment to legal and extralegal integration as the normative horizon of racial 

justice. 

 It is apropos, then, that such distinctly critical engagement with the project of 

literary integration emerges (as I have previously noted about the tropic view of race) 

when U.S. racial ordering is in the process of reconstituting around the dialectic of 

colorblindness and multiculturalism – and the promise of formal equality has run aground 

on the shoals of deindustrialization and a metastasizing police state. By contrast, Davis, 

tenured the same year as the March on Washington, fought for a more diversified canon 

 
53 Davis would earn his doctorate in American Civilization at New York University in 1951, work as 

Assistant Professor at Princeton (1955-1961) before achieving tenure at Penn State in 1961. His route 

through the university – which we would nowadays describe as “interdisciplinary” – was belied by the 

traditionalism of his literary-critical method, exemplified in his first book Black is the Cosmos, which 

developed a kind of black new criticism that opposed what it saw as the propagandistic model of literature 

developed by the Black Arts Movement to an integrationist model that would stress “genuine connections 

[…] linking the black literature of today with the artistic achievement of the past.” 
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in the full flowering of the civil rights movement. It is in this sense that the post-civil 

rights era is a moment not only of transition but of defeat, characterized, too, by the state-

sponsored repression and corporate disciplining of black power and other radical social 

movements, the severe dilution of affirmative action policy under the conceptual aegis of 

diversity, and the ascent of colorblindness into the jurisprudential mainstream.55 Donna 

Murch glosses this trajectory in the following terms: 

Core parts of the Black Power movement were about the restructuring of the 

economy, and that included […] everything from provision of contracting and 

money to local organizing groups to ways to think about the deep racialized 

political economy, and it’s the defeat of these attempts to restructure the 

American economy and labor market that led to [liberal multiculturalism]. […] 

It’s not an idea, like someone just sprung up and said, “I’m a liberal 

multiculturalist.” There was a process of corporate appropriation at the same 

time you’re having the defeat of these organizations.56  

 

Another consequence of reading Gates by way of Davis, this time not just 

methodologically but also historically is that the embrace of the literary as the platform 

for the critique of contemporary racial ordering looks more like defensive retrenchment 

than savvy reinvention. Method figures here as the displaced precipitate of historical 

transition – not so much mastering change as surviving it. From the perspective offered 

by Murch, to say that TSM restages black power in and as theory is not only to make an 

argument about the work of transcoding between political and literary idioms. It is also to 

track how “defeat” and “corporate appropriation” can shrink a critique that highlights a 

disjuncture between scales – formal (legal) equality and real (social and economic) 
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inequality – into a critique that takes place within the shared realm of language and 

interpretation.  

Of course, this is hardly to deny that the literary is an imaginative resource for 

rethinking what the struggle for civil rights looks like after formal equality is enshrined. 

As I have argued at length, it provides the crucible in which new modes of analysis are 

concocted to grapple with new forms of racial domination that are indirect rather than 

direct, slyly disciplinary rather than brazenly sovereign. It comprises the institutional 

scene that makes possible the tropic reinvention of race around which this chapter 

gravitates. Yet the choice of this scene in this moment also reads as a sober assessment of 

where racial justice is (no longer) possible. It also makes sense of Gates’ ambivalence 

towards the multicultural alternative, which in context is less an “ideolog[y] that kind of 

float[s]” that can be freely affirmed or rejected than (what is understood to be) one of the 

few remaining institutional forms remaining for the practice of antiracism: an idea one 

can’t not want.57 

Racial Anti-Essentialism and its Critics 

 It is from this standpoint that we can rethink the critical reception of what I have 

been calling the tropic view of race but that others have termed, not uncritically, “black 

poststructuralist criticism.”58 Typically understood as a debate over how to think black 

literature, history, and social life in relation to then-consolidating canons of 

poststructuralist literary theory, these concerns provide Gates and his interlocutors with 

occasions for engaging with the underlying question of how African-American studies, 
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having found its institutional footing in literary studies, among other traditional 

disciplines, will relate to black publics faced with what increasingly looked like “a new 

American apartheid.”59  

Not two years after the publication of “Writing ‘Race’ and the Difference It 

Makes,” the journal New Literary History would publish a critical exchange in which the 

black feminist literary critic Joyce Joyce launched a salvo against the alleged theoretical 

excesses of Gates’ cohort. In the critical intermingling of African-American literature 

with Derrida, Lacan, and others, Joyce discerned the splitting off of black criticism from 

black literary artistry and the former’s summary incorporation into the American 

mainstream – a process she positions as having been underway since the 1960s. “The 

function of the creative writer and the literary scholar,” she writes, “was to guide, to serve 

as an intermediary in explaining the relationship between Black people and those forces 

that attempt to subdue them.”60 Yet the 60s would witness the emergence of black literary 

scholars who had not begun their careers as creative writers. For Joyce, Gates embodied 

the disastrous consequences of this generational divorce. No longer tethered to the needs 

of his community, the black critic “[adopts] a linguistic system and an accompanying 

world view that communicate to a small, isolated audience,” yielding language that is 

“distant and sterile,” participating in an “overwhelming denial of most, if not all, the 

senses.”61 His work, framing blackness as a “network of relations and “complex structure 
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of meaning,” entails a “rejection of race” tout court.62 

 As I understand it, in rejecting the view of race as trope, Joyce implicitly rejects 

what she understands to be its condition of possibility in the academic institutionalization 

of the black critic – his willful cutting, under the aegis of professionalization, of the 

historic tether binding black text to black mass public. Gates, who in his response to 

Joyce is emphatic that his “task is to explicate black texts” rather than “lead black people 

to ‘freedom’,” does not so much contest this point as transvalue it as professional virtue.63 

When read in relation to “Writing ‘Race’” and especially Gates’ TSM foreword, this 

exchange reads less as a debate over the role of (poststructuralist) theory in analyzing 

African-American literature than as competing assessments of the political possibilities 

engendered by the latter’s institutionalization in and as literary studies. And if we widen 

the historical aperture still further to incorporate the historical realities over which the 

multiculturalism-colorblindness dialectic presides, it becomes apparent that Gates is not 

bullish on the place of canon formation and literary criticism in what he will decades later 

call “the long drama of civil rights,” but downright pessimistic about the possibilities of 

restaging that drama in any other locale.64 Joyce, on the other hand, seeks to conjure 

through the critique of theory and the force of a regulative ideal the material conditions of 

a previous era – even as her critique inhabits the very scene whose enclosure it seeks, at 

best, to diagnose. 

Race as Relational Specter   
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Though addressed to publics not exhausted by the literary and cultural humanities, 

Toni Morrison’s Playing in the Dark: Whiteness in the Literary Imagination, delivered in 

lecture format three years after the Gates-Joyce exchange, maneuvers on similar 

theoretical, political, and historical terrain to its participants. I want to spotlight in this 

text a literary reconstitution of race that enables 1) a forthright critique of colorblindness, 

2) an ambivalent engagement with multiculturalism whose critical valence travels along a 

theoretical axis and whose affirmative valence travels along a literary axis, both of which 

entail 3) an embrace of American literature as an imaginative resource for antiracist 

critique. This anti-essentialist reinvention of race under the heading of literature, literary 

theory, and literary criticism is the project that unites – not seamlessly! – Gates and 

Morrison, and in both (or so I am contending) we can discern how political and 

intellectual legacies of post-civil rights era defeat, retrenchment, and reinvention lay 

heavy on what I have been calling the tropic view of race, burdening it with the 

responsibility of sustaining the work of racial justice in a period when its traditional 

institutional forms are attenuated, disciplined, or outright repressed.  

In Playing in the Dark, Morrison argues that canonical American literature is 

shaped by an “Africanist presence.”65 Black characters haunt its margins – narratively 

peripheral, thinly characterized, and overdetermined by racial stereotype – yet 

simultaneously function as the other in relation to which its (implicitly or explicitly) 

white protagonists define themselves. In one of a series of close readings, Morrison 

draws our attention to the increasingly improbable means by which Hemingway’s To 

Have and Have Not attempts to maintain the literal silence of one of its characters, a 
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black crew-member: in one instance, using the syntactically strained construction “saw he 

had seen” to avoid the depiction of that crew-member calling out to his (white) captain. 

In this case and others, narrative and descriptive coherence snag and unravel on the 

impetus to keep this racialized dialectic of self-other differentiation in play. Race, here, 

operates as a distinctly relational phenomena, with neither whiteness nor blackness 

characterizable on their own terms – the self-elaboration of the former, Morrison will 

insist throughout, is parasitic on the fabrication of the latter as its (variably pathologized 

or romanticized) opposite number. Black unfreedom (or unreason, or primitiveness…) 

founds white freedom (or reason, or civilization…).  

Yet further exploration of this dynamic has been stymied by a “silence and 

evasion” that implicitly privileges “the habit of ignoring race [as] a graceful, even 

generous, liberal gesture.”66 From such a perspective, to refuse this habit – by way of 

interpretive protocols multicultural or otherwise – is to engage in a historically retrograde 

recognition of “an already discredited difference.”67 Morrison thereby positions her 

analysis against an interpretive colorblindness that reckons with race only as an artifact of 

past injustice. Like Gates, she stages the critique of colorblindness as a critique of certain 

modes of reading by discerning in contemporary literary criticism a “willful critical 

blindness” to the racial content of its objects – though, as I will later suggest, her 

orientation to the existing canon (as distinct from his orientation to the black literary texts 

excluded from it) indexes a different (if still ambivalent) relation to the politics of literary 
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multiculturalism.68 

 It should first be noted, of course, that in her relational approach to the literary 

production of race, Morrison offers a staunch critique of the multicultural siloing of racial 

groupings. Melamed suggests that multicultural ideology “minoritizes, homogenizes, and 

constitutes groups as separate through single (or serial) axes of recognition (or 

oppression).”69 One consequence of this framing is to position the study of racially 

minoritized social and cultural formations as a tame supplement to existing forms of 

disciplinary knowledge – rather than an occasion for dramatically restructuring the 

latter’s categories. Here, the potential horizon of ethnic studies research contracts into the 

inventorying of ethnographic particularity, leaving the category of whiteness intact. 

Morrison, by contrast, positions the study of “literary whiteness” and “literary blackness” 

as inseparably structured in dominance.70 To inquire into race, for her, is not to trace the 

contours of distinct racial identities so much as it is to parse the uneven and power-laden 

dynamic that produces whiteness and blackness in American literature as presence and 

absence, civilization and its lack. 

Race in the Canon  

As with Gates, however, it is in the passage from theory to practice that 

Morrison’s relation to multiculturalism grows more complex – for the upshot of her 

relational model of race is the revivification of the literary canon itself. How does the 

theoretical critique of multicultural theory becomes the literary embrace of its 
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institutional stratagems? First, and most obviously, Morrison takes as her primary objects 

the canonical texts of American literature, from Hemingway to Poe to Twain, whose 

lineage she expressly claims.71 She then emplots these objects and the literary criticism 

that has taken them up within a narrative trajectory of injury and healing. Its invention of 

the Africanist presence she figures as “a virus within literary discourse,” and critics’ 

subsequent refusal to countenance that presence as a procedure that “risks lobotomizing 

that literature, and diminishes both the art and the artist.”72 To confront American 

Africanism head-on, by contrast, is to restore to the texts it infects “paradox, ambiguity 

[…] omissions, repetitions, disruptions, polarities, reifications, violence,” in the process 

“[giving] the text a deeper, richer, more complex life than the sanitized one commonly 

presented to us.”73 

 In Morrison’s framing, it is the aesthetic (re)appreciation of the canon that 

emerges as the paradoxical and unlikely outcome of a literary account of racial formation 

implicitly situated against both colorblind ignorance and multicultural reification. The 

“voices” that find expression here are not new additions to the canon but repressed 

presences latent within its most celebrated entries. This is facilitated by Morrison’s 

choice to attend to both form and content in her study of American Africanism. 

Following James Snead, she identifies five strategies – “economy of stereotype,” 

“metonymic displacement,” “metaphysical condensation, “fetishization,” dehistoricizing 

allegory, and “patterns of explosive, disjointed, repetitive language” – through which 
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white authors manage the black presence they conjure.74 These are not (only) descriptive 

elements but formal ones: form, that instrument of literary-critical retrenchment, is 

reconfigured here as a crucial switchboard for histories of race rather than an alibi for and 

vehicle of their disciplinary erasure. 

 To read Morrison’s relational and canon-reviving account of race alongside 

Gate’s tropic view, positioning both against the backdrop of a post-civil rights era 

characterized by the narrowing of antiracist political horizons by hegemonic and coercive 

means, is to trouble any easy coextensivity of the literary and the political. It becomes 

rather more difficult to assent to formulations like Chris Nealon’s, which position 

“American multiculturalist reading practices [as growing] out of the successes, in the 

1960s and 1970s, of the civil rights movement and the new social movements, like 

feminism and gay liberation, that modeled themselves on it” (emphasis mine).75 It is not, 

however, to devalue literature as the displacement of politics – but rather to think of it as 

an indispensable tool for grappling with its impasses, and more specifically of how its 

role in this period as a crucible for racial anti-essentialism takes place within a shifting 

balance of forces that make a certain vision of antiracism or racial justice seem eminently 

desirable and tragically inoperable all at once.  
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CHAPTER TWO – MAKING SUBJECTS: SOLIDARITY AND THE LITERARY 
POLITICS OF THIRD WORLD FEMINISM 

 

As scholars such as Jodi Melamed and Nikhil Pal Singh have observed, the post-

civil rights era was marked by the twinned ascendence of (liberal) multiculturalism and 

(conservative) colorblindness: newly popular (if not wholly novel) arguments about race, 

racism, and antiracism that remapped the political and intellectual terrain of a world 

whose racial hierarchies were longer underwritten by de jure segregation.76 This shift 

entailed the organizational repression and ideological disciplining of movements for 

racial justice, civil rights and black power alike. For race to convincingly pass as cultural 

difference or cognitive error, and antiracism as inclusion or individualism, more 

expansive paradigms would need to be taken off the board – either by force or 

persuasion.  

My first chapter argued that the desire for these paradigms found an unlikely 

home in the institutional space of the English department, taking the form of racial anti-

essentialisms that dominated conversations in the humanities and interpretive social 

sciences in the 1980s and 1990s. These anti-essentialisms made use of the English 

department’s theoretical and literary canons as resources for critiquing multiculturalism 

and colorblindness. Yet they also served to encode, at various levels of consciousness, the 

possibilities and limitations of their own institutional incorporation in a moment of 

antiracist impasse. 

My second chapter tracks a different solution to this problem of impasse, one 

animated by sources and aspirations less tightly bound to – though hardly disengaged 
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from – the institutional life of the academy. This chapter thus takes up a countervailing 

strain of anti-essentialism developed by third world feminists in the 1970s and 80s 

– attending most closely to Cherrie Moraga and Gloria Anzaldua’s anthology The Bridge 

Called My Back and Chandra Mohanty, Lourde Torres, and Ann Russo’s anthology Third 

World Women and the Politics of Feminism. It argues that third world feminism not only 

crafted a synthetic theory of difference and oppression that yielded an anti-essentialist 

account of political subjecthood, but also accorded to literature a key role in testing out 

and developing these propositions. This literary anti-essentialism staked out its critique of 

locally and globally oriented official antiracisms not on the terrain of academic 

knowledge production, but that of the lived experience of sixties radicalism – at a 

distance from the institutional gravity of the university. Yet the chapter also proposes that 

it was the anti-institutionality of third world feminism in the Reagan years that allowed it 

to live an improbable second life within the very spaces of academic knowledge 

production it critiqued.   

Third world feminism’s most immediate spur was the experience of chauvinism 

in left organizing spaces. As Moraga puts it in her preface to Bridge’s first edition, the 

anthology emerged at the crosshairs of “The Left […] with its shaky and shabby record 

of commitment to women, period” and the women’s movement, whose radical wing 

called for a “lesbian separatist utopia” that was less than helpful when “leav[ing] the 

white suburbs of Watertown, Massachusetts and tak[ing] the T-line to Black Roxbury” 

(xliv).77 Whether it was a new left that decried “meaningless work and idleness” but 

consigned its female members to clerical work, or a women’s movement that took little 
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notice of how its membership was striated by geographies of race and class, claiming to 

speak for the sexually non-normative but only doing so in the narrowest of registers, in 

few spaces on the feminist left did third world women find serious engagement with the 

specific nature of her positioning at the intersection of race, class, gender, and sexuality 

(Port Huron, women in the movement).78 

In theoretical terms, remedying this would require a commitment to de-siloing 

and reintegrating the study of different social relations that laid the groundwork for a 

distinct conception of subjecthood. Liberal currents within the women’s movement, 

particularly those oriented by the concerns of its white, middle-class fractions, confronted 

patriarchy as a freestanding and unitary system of oppressions, downplaying how race 

and class structured the life chances of its most vulnerable participants; third world 

feminists who witnessed firsthand the disciplining effects of such an approach would 

need to formulate alternatives that were “more international in scope and universal in 

application.”79 In Davenport’s formulation, the “international” and the “universal” are not 

achieved by erasing the specificity of the national (what we might describe as the 

geopolitical unconscious animating capitalist and anti-capitalist discourses of 

globalization alike) or the particular, but by synthesizing them with contexts lower and 

higher on the scale of abstraction. In the introductory text to “Entering the Lives of 
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Others: Theories in the Flesh,” Anzaldua and Moraga exemplify such an approach by 

narrating 

a collective cultural history of what Mitsuye Yamada calls ‘unnatural 
disasters’: the forced encampment of Indigenous people on government 
reservations, the forced encampment of Japanese American people during 

WWII, the forced encampment of our mothers as laborers in 
factories/in/fields/in our own and other people’s homes as paid or unpaid 

slaves.80 
 

“Forced encampment” splits into the registers of territorial dispossession, 

racialized internment, and feminized labor, which divides further into the waged 

exploitation of the factory floor, the unwaged exploitation of the plantation, and the 

socially reproductive labor of a domestic sphere whose manifest inequalities cannot be 

self-interestedly sequestered in “other people’s homes.” At the same time, the anaphoric 

repetition of “forced encampment” and the use of slashes in the sentence’s final, 

heroically distended clause, where punctuation flags the recognition of patriarchal 

complicity as the upshot of relational thinking, keep these histories from dispersing into 

wholly separate streams. In the shuffling permutations of a list that at once builds and 

refuses momentum – adding here, alternating there – Anzaldua and Moraga find the 

syntactical form adequate to the political complexities and discontents of thinking 

oppressions together.  

In its multiplication of mothers (as worker, slave, domestic, and housewife), that 

last clause also suggests that a key upshot of theorizing the simultaneity of oppressions is 

an anti-essentialist account of the subject who participated in and experienced them. If 

demographic homogeneity was both an empirical reality stymying the organizing 
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capacities of key parts the women’s movement on the ground and a theoretical 

presumption distorting its capacity to make sense of and substantially engage with 

populations beyond the silo of white middle-class womanhood, then “woman” would 

have to nominate something other than a subject defined by shared experiences that 

spontaneously gave rise to shared politics. Under the analytic pressure of race, sexuality, 

and class, uniformity gives way to internal division, and feminist solidarity appears less a 

given than a hard-fought accomplishment – one that would need to traverse rather than 

repress the social differences that traveled under the heading of womanhood.  

This particular strain of anti-essentialism drew unabashedly on experience as the 

testing ground for its newly specified and expansive accounts of subjecthood. Neither 

self-evidently meaningful nor reflexively endowed with authority, experience served as a 

kind of data – raw material whose “contradictions” the third world feminist “attempt[ed] 

to bridge” and whose “fibers of experience” they “are still trying to separate.”81 Anzaldua 

and Moraga identify their struggles against the internal limits of left social movements 

– in particular, the whiteness of the women’s movement and the male chauvinism of 

cultural nationalism – as a key source of these contradictions. 

It is on this point that we can most clearly distinguish their recalibration of raced 

and gendered subjecthood from the literary anti-essentialisms of chapter one. If Gates and 

Morrison’s critique of unified racial presence drew on the linguistic defamiliarizations of 

established (literary) and emerging (theoretical) canons in the English department, the 

third world feminist staked out her position on the terrain of left radicalisms that did not 

readily identify the university as their primary institutional home. Of course, this is not to 
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script the difference between literary anti-essentialist and third world feminist as a left 

melodrama composed of canny sell-outs and heroic outsiders; as I have already argued, 

the becoming-literary of antiracist critique was itself impelled by a distinctly post-civil 

rights impasse – the conjoint pressures of organizational repression and ideological 

discipline, which left intact relatively few vehicles for the exercise of antiracist agency 

along genuinely transformative lines. Yet it is to suggest that the theoretical commitments 

of third world feminism do not incline its practitioners to identify as wholeheartedly with 

the project of academic institutionalization. Third world feminism understood itself not as 

the “textual equivalent” of critiquing the women’s movement, as Gates would suggest of 

The Signifying Monkey, but as the direct enactment of that critique – full stop.82 

So far I have observed that the polemical thrust of third world feminism consists 

of a synthetic argument about oppression (that its study must be relationally attuned, 

grasping the connective tissue between its various forms) that cashed out as an anti-

essentialist argument about oppression’s subjects (that any account of their constitution 

must reckon with internal difference and division). These arguments, the third world 

feminist explicitly reminds us, should be understood as efforts to work through the 

experience of chauvinism in left movement building – to productively metabolize its 

implications for theory and practice.  

Yet it is equally important to remember that third world feminism understood its 

retuning of subjecthood to the frequency of mutually constitutive differences as operating 

on a distinctly global scale. What did this entail? Most literally, it meant that the anti-
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essentialist reconstruction of the feminist subject had to exceed the analytic container of 

the nation-state, whose longstanding porosity to global flows becomes newly visible in 

the age of “multinational factories.”83 ”Woman” is striated not only by race, class, and 

sexuality, but also by the geopolitical antagonism between metropole and (post)colony 

that gives rise to distinct ”relations of rule.”84  

In her introduction to Third World Women and the Politics of Feminism, Chandra 

Mohanty grasped this as the difference between bourgeois liberal capitalism’s notion of 

“a hegemonic masculinity organized around the themes of rationality, calculation, and 

orderliness” and “the violent rule of colonial masculinity.”85 Moraga, on the other hand, 

would stress not so much difference as entwinement: the centrality of U.S. overseas 

interventions to making sense of people of color as a global racial formation in the late 

20th century. If “[t]he US is training troops in Honduras to overthrow the Nicaraguan 

people’s government,” in the same breath “[t]he Reagan administration daily drains us of 

nearly every political gain made by the feminist, Third World, and anti-war work of the 

late 60’s and early 70’s.”86 Across its various inflections, the third world in third world 

feminism signaled the incorporation of non-metropolitan spaces as indispensable to the 

political project of rethinking the raced and gendered subject. 
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At the same time, the third world does not always reduce in these formulations to 

a (admittedly crucial!) signifier of geopolitical difference. Rather, it simultaneously 

indexes, in less predictable fashion, how certain of these “relations of rule” traverse the 

geographic first and third worlds, thereby identifying racial domination with imperial rule 

and vice versa.87 If Mohanty cleaves to a geographic rendition of the third world and the 

scope of its intervention within the theoretical itinerary of third world feminism, Bridge’s 

editors adopt this more capacious framework in reminding their readers that “the word 

‘colored’ will be used by the editors in referring to all Third World peoples and people of 

color unless otherwise specified.”88 In their rescripting of global space, the third world is 

at once external and internal to the first, the subjection of people of color refigured as the 

operations of a colony within the metropole. For Bridge, then, the relation of people of 

color in the U.S. to (post)colonial populations abroad is that of shared subjection — a 

third world that traverses and transgresses the discrete zoning of global space into 

nation/colony/metropole. This concept of the third world as a political rather than merely 

physical geography had already been circulating in certain quarters of the Left as a way 

of grasping the internal dynamics of the metropole and making connections between 

colonialism and domestic racism.89 Yet as Mohanty’s distinction between metropolitan 

and colonial masculinities suggests, it was the signal innovation of third world feminists 

to stretch the concept around the problem of gender and the politics of feminism.     
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This third world is a locus not just of domination but of resistance. Mohanty 

borrows Bridge’s critical distance from one-to-one identifications of power and 

geographic space in identifying “the potential commonality” of third world women not 

with shared geography but with “oppositional political relation to sexist, racist, and 

imperialist structures.”90 Here, the third world transits from its originally geographic 

register in Mohanty to the more spatially mobile register of strategy and tactics. “Third 

world women” is meant to nominate a political subject and “the third world” an imagined 

geography – ones in which a distinct, trans-local dialectic of power and resistance is at 

play beneath the normative threshold of proper geography and proper names.  

Crafted in the 1980s, this global reconstruction of the subjects of minoritized 

difference would come to furnish an indispensable counterpoint to accounts of 

globalization that prevailed a decade later – mappings of global space-time that supplied 

readymade justifications for the deregulation of capital and labor markets, just as 

colorblindness and multiculturalism labored at a domestic level to shrink antiracist 

politics to fit the demands of a simultaneously deindustrializing and carceralizing US 

social order. If literary scholars honed anti-essentialist theories of race and racism in an 

attempt to carve out more expansive horizons for antiracist ambition, third world 

feminists developed their alternative scripting of space and subjecthood to reinsert 

difference into the spatial imaginary of the globe – not as a benign cultural good, but as 

violent asymmetries generated by the trans-local operations of state and capital. 

 For its most ardent boosters, globalization named the frictionless integration of 

nationalized space under the aegis of a newly unfettered, hence global, capitalism. Gone 
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were the days when corporations would be limited to domestic labor markets, and culture 

bound to the incurious enclaves of region and nation. As one such booster put it, the 

upshot of globalization was to “enable individuals, corporations and nation-states to reach 

around the world farther, faster, deeper and cheaper than ever before, and in a way that is 

enabling the world to reach into individuals, corporations and nation-states farther, faster, 

deeper, cheaper than ever before.”91 Globalization was a process of both economic and 

cultural integration, a twinned movement in which a newly cosmopolitan humanity 

figured as the primary beneficiary of capitalism’s unshackling of the globe’s resources 

– once fixed in place, now freely available to all. Along these lines, Bill Clinton would 

remark, at a commencement address at the University of California, San Diego, that 

“more than ever, we understand the benefits of our racial, linguistic, and cultural diversity 

in a global society, where networks of commerce and communications draw us closer and 

bring rich rewards to those who truly understand life beyond their nation's borders.”92 As 

Jodi Melamed has observed, this discourse has taken on a distinctly antiracist 

inflection, wherein “the diversity of goods, services, and capital flowing across national 

boundaries stand for the best manifestation of multiculturalism.”93 Here, we find liberal 

multiculturalism projected onto the scale of the globe, articulated not to “concrete human 

groups” but to “an economic order of things.”94 
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Third world feminism’s account of a trans-local third world, riven by the 

violences of neocolonial plunder and mass incarceration alike, drew conflict and 

asymmetry to the surface of globalization’s vision of symmetrical and free-flowing 

exchange – and did so in unavoidably historicized fashion. In drawing attention to 

globalization’s most vulnerable subjects, it put the lie to the strain of globalization 

discourse that, under the heading of multiculturalism, laundered its capitalist 

displacement and hyper-exploitation as “key to a postracist world of freedom and 

opportunity.”95 In this sense third world feminism constituted a distinct stream within the 

wider tributary of left anti-globalization. Its protagonist – multiply beset by oppression 

and so productively multiple in experience and identification – added to critiques of 

sweatshop labor and environmental despoliation not only a new subject of globalization, 

but an injunction towards the political synthesis of these and other concerns. The impulse 

behind third world feminism’s reconstruction of womanhood was fundamentally 

solidaristic, tending to enlarge rather than restrict, to particularize on the way to building 

larger and more ambitious collectivities; among other things, this meant that its 

contribution to the rapidly solidifying critique of globalization in this period was to insist 

that this critique not replicate the false universality of its object in its (altogether 

necessary!) efforts to assemble new subjects of history. 

Thus far I have offered a broad, if selective, account of third world feminism as a 

strain of anti-essentialism distinguished by its solidaristic rethinking of difference, 

oppression, and political subjecthood at local and global scales. It gained traction as an 

indispensable counterpoint to ascendent discourses of globalization that represented 
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difference (especially in its racial and ethnic forms) as a cultural asset to be incorporated 

within increasingly wide-reaching circuits of capitalist value production. Difference, the 

third world feminist wagered, could name something else: historically sedimented and 

complexly interrelated forms of domination that might foment a collective subject whose 

aim was “to make revolution inevitable.”96 What does it mean, then, that one of the 

canonical statements of third world feminism was conceived in a writing workshop? In 

this section of the chapter, I will argue not just that literature and the category of the 

literary were central preoccupations of third world feminism, but that they furnished the 

primary venues in which third world feminism developed, tested out, and strove to make 

good on the anti-essentialist propositions that defined it as a body of thought. In crafting 

accounts of the third world and the third world woman that refused to hew to the dictates 

of globalization and the women’s movement, third world feminism also rethought 

literature as continuous with grassroots organizing, in excess of theoretical and literary 

canonicity, and productively liminal relative to the structures of higher education. Indeed, 

the strongest version of this argument is that for the third world feminist, these two 

registers – the solidaristic reconstruction of the minoritized subject and the critical 

distension of the literary medium – are one and the same. This section takes up 

Anzaldua’s “Speaking in Tongues: A Letter to 3rd World Women Writers” as an 

exemplary case of this political-literary conjugation, then turns to examples where the 

literary is less explicitly present but its importance still presupposed.  
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Anzaldua begins “Speaking in Tongues” with an image of writing in peril. In 

socially and spatially specific terms she visualizes the “3rd World Women Writers” with 

whom she is in conversation:  

Black woman huddles over a desk in the fifth floor of some New York 

tenement. Sitting on a porch in south Texas, a Chicana fanning away 
mosquitos and the hot air, trying to arouse the smouldering embers of 

writing. Indian woman walking to school or work lamenting the lack of 
time to weave writing into your life. Asian American, lesbian, single 
mother, tugged in all directions by children, lover or ex-husband, and the 

writing.97 

 
In these juxtaposed images, writing is a possibility struggling to emerge from 

“smouldering embers,” an activity crowded out by the exigencies of “school or work,” 

the last item in a long list of demands on time and energy. If it happens at all, it makes 

room in the cramped space of “some New York tenement,”  where any “time to weave 

writing into your life” is a hard-won accomplishment rather than an easy presumption. 

For those who write or aspire to it, the impress of a multiply unequal social order is felt 

as a lack of time – or the suffocating presence of time that is not one’s own.  

 The form of writing that emerges from and seeks to forthrightly engage with these 

conditions is neither a poem – though it tellingly begins there – nor an essay, a form 

Anzaldua associates with the effects of academic discipline: “the esoteric bullshit and 

pseudo-intellectuality that school brainwashed into my writing.”98 Rather, it is the letter 

that permits her to bypass disciplinary convention and convene the collective subject 

– the “3rd World Woman Writer” – that is both her subject and audience.99 Curiously, 
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however, this “intimacy and immediacy I want” must be “approximated,” and it is in the 

gap implied by want and approximation that letter writing operates – not to express freely 

what the academy would otherwise suppress or render in mutilated form, but to stitch 

together the problem-space in which a different relation to and perspective on various 

cultural and institutional dominants might be elaborated.100 In this sense, the opening 

gambit of Anzaldua’s letter represents a self-reflexive and subaltern inflection of the 

“fabulous retroactivity” Jacque Derrida discerns in the Declaration of Independence, 

wherein the text founds “the people” even as it vests their political authority in their 

supposedly pre-textual existence.101 Here, Anzaldua’s imagined collective of 

“companions in writing” offers a critical standpoint whose authority resides in an outsider 

status at once actual (indexed to concrete forms of material dependency) and aspirational 

(cashing out those dependencies along specific political lines).102 I dwell on “intimacy 

and immediacy” because they flags an ambivalence that runs through the project of third 

world feminism – that “intimacy and immediacy,” in their specific capacity for negation, 

must be deliberately produced and so may just as easily fail to cohere.103 These opening 

paragraphs preview themes that preoccupy the whole letter and (as I hope to show) third 

world feminism writ large: the material circumstances of writing, the racializing 

discipline of literary studies (inhering in both demographic exclusion and the onerous 

requirements of inclusion), and the need to forge a mode of writing self-reflexively 
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continuous with the complexities of negatively racialized and gendered experience – one 

that might, as a result, hone the very capacities for relational and solidaristic thinking and 

acting that characterize third world feminism’s signature interventions. 

Anzaldua identifies the third world women’s vexed relation to mainstream literary 

institutions as the spur behind this conception of literature. From an early age, she is 

acquainted with the white disinterest that misrecognizes her “class and ethnic languages” 

as the ignorance of “dumb and dirty” Chicano students (Anzaldua 165, 166).104 Anzaldua 

represents her internalization of this racial-linguistic norm through an image of labor, 

whose brutalizing conditions interdict the very possibility of identifying as a writer:  

 

How dare I even considered becoming a writer as I stooped over the 
tomato fields bending, bending under the hot sun, hands broadened and 
calloused, not fit to hold the quill, numbed into an animal stupor by the 

heat.105 

 

And yet to avoid this interdiction, the third world woman must accede to terms 

that are equally restrictive. She must “scrape the dark off [her] face…bleach [her] 

bones[,] stop speaking in tongues, stop writing left handed.”106 The writerly persona 

remains an English one, and it must repress the experiences of both racial-linguistic 

othering and exploitation, even at the cost of self-mutilation. It requires a university 

education, a middle-class income, the loss of kinship beyond the heterofamilial. In short, 

writing in its most dourly institutionalized form involves the production of normative 
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subjecthood across every imaginable axis of social difference – and therefore the 

disavowal of the very social complexities on which third world feminism thrives.  

This disavowal is legitimized by theoretical idioms that seem at first to clash. The 

injunctions to “cultivate art for art’s sake” and “bow down to the sacred bull, form” call 

for literature’s sociality to be bracketed as the necessary cost of achieving canonical 

stature, referencing New Criticism’s midcentury hegemony within literary studies.107 Yet 

in disparagingly lumping in these theories of aesthetic autonomy with the call to “put 

frames and meta frames around the writing,” Anzaldua equally refuses the poststructural 

turn whose literary-critical exponents thought of the New Critics as their under-theorized 

opposite number.108 If the convergence of these apparently dissonant schools of thought 

on a shared refusal to “be simple, direct, nor immediate” seems to return us to a pre-

critical understanding of experience – that beguilingly unmediated soil as yet untilled by 

theories of literature’s autonomy or linguistic indeterminacy  – I would stress that 

Anzaldua describes these theories primarily in terms of their association with the 

university.109  

To pit the theorization of literature against the  hard-won self-understanding of 

third world women is not (only) to commit to an empiricism of lived experience, but to 

highlight the university and the English department as specifically institutional agencies 

that repress and discipline the third world woman. If “theory” and “form” figure the 

restrictiveness of the university spaces that third world women navigate, “experience” 
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names the conditions of both subjection and critical possibility that lie beyond “ivory 

towers and in college classrooms.”110 As Anzaldua also writes, the third world woman 

may find herself not only excluded or rendered selectively visible, but tokenized –  “in 

danger of being reduced to purveyors of resource lists.”111 On this model, the third world 

woman enters the (class)room not as her best approximation of a normative subject, but 

as an agent of disciplinary correction, assigned the perverse role of reforming the very 

institution that has made her unwelcome.112 “There are only so many things I can do in 

one day,” Anzaldua writes, returning to the nexus of labor and (lack of) time that opened 

her letter – this time as a frame for apprehending the social position of the third world 

woman inside the university.113 

 In this account, the late 20th century university offers no critical resources for the 

third world feminist. The new generation of literary critics, no less than the formalist old 

guard they aim to supplant, turns a blind eye to the experience that animates her political 

vision and sense of (individual and collective) self. Within the anti-essentialist cohort that 

had only just begun to emerge, this was a distinctly uncompromising stance to take. If 

Gates spurned new criticism as the literary-critical prefiguration of the political 

discontents that would plague both colorblindness and integration as horizons for racial 

justice, he nonetheless found resources (however ambivalent) within the poststructuralist 

orientation to textual indeterminacy. A decade earlier, Anzaldua could be found refusing 
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both – striking a position closer to Gates’ critics even as she remained within the anti-

essentialist orbit. 

What form would literature need to take to adequately register and engage with 

these institutional pressures? First and foremost, literature would need to take leave of the 

New Critical silo and embrace its coextensivity with experience. As if to double down on 

this point, Anzaldua embeds it – her revelation that “there is no separation between life 

and writing” – in a kitchen, where Cherrie Moraga is “washing the dishes, shaking out 

the tablecloth, vacuuming.”114 Not only is experience, figured here as the workaday 

routines of domestic labor, the formative context of literary production, but it is knit into 

the latter’s very fabric through the physical continuity of voice and page; as Anzaldua 

thinks through writing and its discontents, “Maria and Cherrie’s voices [fall] on these 

pages.”115 

But literature thus entangled with experience does not reduce to a faithful 

transcription of the latter, leaving it more or less intact. Rather, it interrogates the 

repressions and blind spots endemic to experience with the aim of forging connections to 

a broader whole. As Anzaldua writes: 

The act of writing is the act of making soul, alchemy. It is the quest for the 
self, for the center of the self, which we women of color have come to think 

as "other" – the dark, the feminine. Didn't we start writing to reconcile 
this other within us? We knew we were different, set apart, exiled from 
what is considered "normal," white-right. And as we internalized this 

exile, we came to see the alien within us and too often, as a result, we split 
apart from ourselves and each other. Forever after we have been in 

search of that self, that "other" and each other. And we return, in 
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widening spirals and never to the same childhood place where it 
happened, first in our families, with our mothers, with our fathers.116 

 

Writing confronts the third world woman with the non-normative within, aspects 

of her personhood in tension with “what is considered ‘normal,’ white-right” that she has 

defensively siloed off as “other” and “alien.” In light of the earlier, self-mutilating 

injunction to “scrape the dark off [her] face…bleach [her] bones,” we might regard such 

self-splitting as a bid for normalcy, which the third world woman achieves at the expense 

not only of herself but of her peers, on whom she has projected the very otherness she 

scorns in herself.117 To “reconcile” with this other is to open up the possibility of psychic 

integration –  but, crucially, not in the registers of recovery or restoration. “The same 

childhood place where it happened” is not available to the third world woman, whose 

“return in widening spirals” projects a different aspirational horizon for writing in and 

about experience –  not (only) self-expression but the mapping of social worlds and the 

production of a politics of solidarity. As Anzaldua will later put it, “the danger in writing 

is not fusing our personal experience and world view with the social reality we live in, 

with our inner life, our history, our economics, and our vision.”118 Here, the spiral moves 

both outwards and inwards, with experience acting as the bridge between inner and outer 

lives whose intricate connectivity takes shape under the impress of literary self-reflection.  

When this letter is put in conversation with the (admittedly synoptic) picture of 

third world feminism I have assembled thus far, certain intriguing connections come into 

view. If third world feminism draws on experiences of racism and sexism in left 
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organizing spaces as the generative basis for an anti-essentialist reconstruction of 

political subjecthood, the mode of literary production proposed by Anzaldua shares with 

it both means and ends. In narrowly literary and broadly theoretical contexts alike, 

experience is interpretively opaque and thus requires the work of activist and writer to 

unpack. It is also in excess of institutionality, naming social antagonisms that formal 

inclusion - whether in the women’s movement or the English department - can displace 

but never resolve and unfurling a space for political activity that goes beyond, even as it 

may participate in, those institutions. Metabolizing what takes place in the zone called 

experience yields, on the one hand, an account of womanhood critically distended by 

histories of racialized domination and heteronormative conscription, and on the other 

hand, an account of literature equally complicated (think here of Anzaldua’s opening 

reflection on the genre of her address) by how these very same histories materialize as 

institutional exclusion from and tellingly partial inclusion within dominant forms of 

representation.  

However, these connections should not be read as simply applying third world 

feminism to the literary domain, but as indexing the latter’s indispensability to this 

particular strain of anti-essentialism. Anzaldua identifies writing as “the act of making 

soul” that enables the third world feminist to confront and synthesize her internal other; 

the subject thus produced is nothing other than the third world feminist herself, who 

Mohanty will later write is defined by her “oppositional political relation to sexist, racist, 

and imperialist structures.”119 The subject who refuses conscription in a multitude of 

oppressions, discerning in the process their co-constitutive operation across the domains 
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of inner and outer life: for Anzaldua, this subject does not apply her synthetic and 

solidaristic abilities to literary practice but finds in it a laboratory – hardly ideal, but 

urgently necessary – for their development and refinement. It is along these lines that we 

should reframe a curious tension within Mohanty’s own classic formulation, in which 

“third world women” names 

a political constituency, not a biological or even sociological one. It is a 
sociopolitical designation for people of African, Caribbean, Asian, and 

Latin. American descent, and native peoples of the U.S. It also refers to 
“new immigrants” to the U.S. in the last decade – Arab, Korean, Thai, 

Laotian, etc.120 

 

For Mohanty, the third world woman is at once a sociopolitical designation 

– naming opposition to “sexist, racist, and imperialist structures” –  and, against 

Mohanty’s express intent, a sociological one – keyed to the ascriptive dynamics of race 

and indigeneity.  On its own terms, the unmarked oscillation between these registers 

reintroduces the very essentialism that the pointedly anti-essentialist framing of “third 

world woman” would seem to unsettle. But this problem disappears, I would argue, when 

literature is read back into the analytic frame – or, more precisely, it meets its attempted 

solution in literature, whose capacity for mediation aims to steady the relay between the 

sociological and the sociopolitical. This is not because (for instance) racist ascription 

leads tendentially to antiracist identification, but because the confrontation that literature 

stages between lived experience and its (internal and external) others produces a subject 

who discerns in that fabricated totality certain implications for politics. 

Third world feminism as a specifically literary practice drew its raw materials not 

from the theoretical armature of the English department, which it unequivocally spurned, 
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but from the interpersonal and organizational dilemmas of its prospective subjects – left 

radicals intent on producing forms of political collectivity but finding in their respective 

milieus (the women’s movement, civil rights organizing, various cultural nationalisms) 

no serious regard for the social differences that simultaneously composed and divided 

these collectivities. It thus plotted a different solution to the complex of intellectual and 

political forces described in my first chapter: the decimation of the institutional forms of 

sixties radicalism, the crowding out of visions for racial justice that exceeded the thinly 

formalistic, and the rapid ascent in their place of liberal and conservative arguments that 

assimilated antiracism to contradictory if functionally complementary projects of 

institutional-cultural inclusion and individual aspiration. To this I would add the 

discourse of globalization, which projected liberal antiracist notions of race as benign 

cultural difference – in need of incorporation within the circuits of capital accumulation 

no less than the institutional complexes of mass media and electoral politics – onto the 

scale of the world system.  

For third world feminists like Anzaldua, the critique of these conceptual and 

political reifications in the long drought years of left-antiracist impasse would require not 

canny repurposing of poststructuralist notions of linguistic indeterminacy or the 

tropological imaginary of American literary classics, but literary synthesis of the 

personal, social, and historical memory of left radicals. Put differently, these strategies 

broke along the fault line of the university – with literary anti-essentialists claiming it as 

strategically necessary terrain, and third world feminists finding in its exclusionary and 

disciplinary mechanisms no kernel of reparative possibility for the revolutionary project 

they had in mind. On this point, it is worth remembering that Anzaldua more frequently 
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describes the work of metabolizing her experience as writing rather than literature 

– askew from the institutional heft of the latter and its academic ensconcement.   

In my final section, however, I want to suggest that the internal and external limits 

of third world feminism would not only cut this project down to size but turn its anti-

institutionalism to unexpected ends. For it was precisely third world feminism’s lived 

relation of adjacency to the academy – most clearly evidenced in its critical distension of 

the category of the literary – that cemented its appeal as an institutional project in the full 

flowering of the Reagan revolution that, as Moraga presciently put it in the decade’s early 

years, “daily drains us of nearly every political gain made by the feminist, Third World, 

and anti-war work of the late 60's and early 70’s.”121  

If third world feminism aimed, through projects of literary inquiry, to make 

experiences of racism, sexism, homophobia, and capitalism the basis of political 

radicalization, the difficulty of establishing this connection should not be understated. 

Only two years after the initial publication of Bridge, Moraga would write, in a preface to 

the anthology’s second edition, that 

[t]he dream of a unified Third World feminist movement in this 
country as we conceived of it when we first embarked on the project of this 

book, seemed more possible somehow, because as of yet, less tried. It was 
still waiting in the ranks begging to take form and hold. In the last three 

years I have learned that Third World feminism does not provide the kind 
of easy political framework that women of color are running to in droves. 
We are not so much a "natural" affinity group, as women who have come 

together out of political necessity. The idea of Third World feminism has 
proved to be much easier between the covers of a book than between real 

live women. There are many issues that divide us; and, recognizing that 
fact can make that dream at times seem quite remote.122 
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“The dream of a unified Third World feminist movement,” it seems, was also the 

dream of a literary practice that would create it. The tension I noted at the outset, flagged 

in a seemingly innocuous aside by Anzaldua (that “intimacy and immediacy” must be 

“approximated”) and implied in the political function attributed to the category of 

experience, surfaces now as a problem commanding direct engagement. The literary, 

then, both crystallizes the theoretical and political aspirations of third world feminism 

and serves as an archive of impasse and incompletion in which the disjuncture between 

the sociological and the sociopolitical is worked through and metabolized – but not 

always directly. What form is taken by a political vision of literary self-fashioning that 

cannot fulfill its own mandate – or, more precisely, is self-conscious of the limited 

prospects for doing so? It is along these lines that we should read the identification of 

everyday life as the defining scene of third world feminist theorization. Mohanty’s own 

introduction, particularly its treatment of writing as a formative basis for political 

consciousness and practice in a sub-section entitled “Consciousness, Identity, Writing” 

exemplifies this point. 

Arguing for the significance of narratives written by third world women, Mohanty 

assembles scholarly works that takes up the politics of third world women’s writing. In 

her reconstruction of Barbara Harlow’s “Narrative in Prison: Stories from the 

Palestinian Intifada,” “Palestinian narratives of childhood” take on a resistant function in 

the context of “the destruction of all archival history, the confiscation of land, and the 

rewriting of historical memory by the Israeli state.” 123 When land and even language 

itself are occupied territory, “[Palestinians] must invent new forms of encoding 
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resistance, of remembering.”124 For Mohanty, then, it is disempowerment and 

dispossession that serve as formative contexts for the (third world feminist) notion of 

writing as a basis for political consciousness. Such a framing perseveres even when the 

source material does not readily support them: Honor Ford-Smith’s discussion of 

Jamaican life stories – their dual function of “encod[ing] what is overtly threatening to 

the powerful into covert images of resistance so that they can live on in times when overt 

struggle are impossible or build courage in moments when it is” (emphasis mine) 

narrows in Mohanty’s gloss to “the codification of covert images of resistance during 

nonrevolutionary times.”125 Even within the development of her own argument in this 

section, we find a similarly unselfconscious conscription of the work of writing to the 

project of survival in the wake of defeat. Mohanty concludes it by staging the following 

argument:  

If, as I suggested earlier, certain narratives by third world women 
operate not through a logic of identification but through one of opposition, 
how is domination and resistance theorized? Firstly, resistance clearly 

accompanies all forms of domination. However, it is not always 
identifiable through organized movements; resistance inheres in the gaps, 

fissures, and silences of hegemonic narratives. Resistance is encoded in 
the practices of remembering, and of writing. Agency is minute, day-to-
day practices and struggles of third world women. Coherence of politics 

and of action comes from a sociality which itself perhaps needs to be 
rethought. The very practice of remembering against the grain of "public" 

or hegemonic history, of locating the silences and the struggle to assert 
knowledge which is outside the parameters of the dominant, suggests a 
rethinking of sociality itself.126 
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The self-narration of third world women is concerned with resistance that is 

“minute, day-to-day” and thus operates below the molar threshold of “organized 

movements.” For Mohanty, this suggests that “sociality itself” should be rethought to 

account for self-activity that exceeds the “coherence of politics and of action.” In this 

formulation, the third world woman is produced as a figure of specifically covert and 

quotidian resistance, with the opening transit from particularity (“certain narratives by 

third world women”) to generality (“how is domination and resistance theorized?”) 

securing this register of activity as her distinct contribution to social and critical theory. 

Yet the opening of  “Consciousness, Identity, Writing” stages this point – that agency is 

constitutively a matter of “minute, day to day practices and struggles” – in quite a 

different way:  

Questions of political consciousness and self-identity are a crucial aspect of defining 
third world women's engagement with feminism. While these questions have to be 

addressed at the level of organized movements, they also have to be addressed at the 
level of everyday life in times of revolutionary upheaval as well as in times of ‘peace’.127 
 

In this formulation, resistance transits between organization and everyday life, 

upheaval and stability. The stress is placed, of course, on the latter terms, but the goal 

here is not to rethink “sociality itself” – defining the social as the micropolitical – but 

rather than stretch our concept of resistance to accommodate these smaller, less 

noticeable dimensions. The qualified framing of this earlier move seemingly vanishes in 

the turn to the micro-political as the experiential and theoretical refuge of a third world 

feminism on the back foot. It is into this scene of social-movement impasse and 

disaggregation that Anzaldua’s emphasis on the literary production of the third world 
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feminist subject takes on newfound significance – the work of producing this collective 

subject gets quietly recoded as the work of remembering the need to do so.  

And yet this shift, as I intimated at the start, should not be understood as entirely 

internal to the third world feminist project, an endogenous retuning of (literary) means 

and (solidaristic) ends to more chastened horizons of political aspiration. For the nearly 

decade-long span between Bridge’s second edition and the publication of Third World 

Feminism and the Politics of Women would see the thoroughgoing consolidation of 

(liberal) multiculturalism and (conservative) colorblindness as equal and opposite ends of 

a bipartisan discourse on antiracism. If the difficulty of producing the third world woman 

as a unitary political subject constituted an internal limit to third world feminism, the 

dialectic of liberal and conservative antiracisms, as well as the speedily deindustrializing 

and carceralizing social order over which it presided, constituted an external limit. 

Doubly corralled, the production of (jointly antiracist, feminist, anti-imperialist…) 

solidarity as a form of collective subjectivity easily slid into the preservation of solidarity 

as subjunctive possibility, perpetually suspended (against the grain of official 

antiracisms) in the archive of radical memory – which is to say, in the archive of the 

literary.  

This project, it turned out, was one that would prove compatible with the literary 

multiculturalisms that circulated in the English department in the same period. Its critique 

of the university as a disciplinary apparatus, couched in the idiom of experience, would 

reappear in course syllabi as one reified half of what Colleen Lye describes as “an 

antinomy between (subaltern) ‘experience’ and (French) ‘theory’.”128 At worst, its 
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propositions were shorn from the very institutional dynamics they sought to interrogate 

and thus collapsed into them as so many units of representative difference; at best, they 

realized, in the preservation of their historical and political context, Anzaldua’s fear of 

“being reduced to purveyors of resource lists” by serving a disciplinary function as “a 

placeholder for the open-endedness of the university’s autocritical desire to optimize its 

image as an ideal, ethically committed social body.”129  

Ironically enough, this variably political and identitarian repackaging of third 

world feminist aspirations to solidaristic collectivity was facilitated by the latter’s own 

anti-institutional commitments, according to which texts like Anzaldua’s were framed as 

continuous with militant struggle beyond “ivory towers” and college classrooms.”130 In 

its moment, this insistence on experiential and political continuity was pitched against the 

university, represented by the literary-critical antimony of (new-critical) form and 

(poststructuralist) text. Yet it would come to obscure the discontinuity by which these 

texts came to circulate without any necessary relation to the forms of extra-institutional 

agency third world feminists had hoped they would generate. This is to say that third 

world feminist anti-institutionalism found an improbable second life as an engine of 

institution building – one whose scathing critique of institutional power and grassroots 

conception of literary production served as “subaltern Fukuyamism” for left radicals 

disquieted by the institutional power they both spurned and, in the political conjuncture 

of the 80s and 90s, so clearly depended upon.131 We can discern this counter-intuitive 
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outcome in the circulation of This Bridge as a foundational text in ethnic and women’s 

studies syllabi then and now. Indeed, as Lye suggests, the Combahee River Collective 

statement, that defining black feminist text, “attained its widest audience through This 

Bridge Called My Back, the anthology that helped to institutionalize the woman-of-color 

as a literary subject within then newly multiculturalizing English departments.”132 

This particular claim, and my chapter as a whole, is hardly meant as a critique of 

insufficient radicalism. Rather than indict third world feminism for failing, in the end, to 

cleave to its critical vision of identity and difference, it attends to the unlikely forms such 

visions take in the shadow of powers they seek at once to criticize and to survive. This 

has required me to reconstruct third world feminism as a project of 1) synthetic social 

theory that maps the relations between various social relations and oppressions, and 2) 

solidaristic subject-formation whose imagined geographies exceed the territorial 

container of the nation-state. Throughout I have stressed the indispensable status of 

literary production – what Anzaldua simply calls “writing” – to these theoretical and 

political efforts, as the exemplary scene in which the experience of difference is 

metabolized with the aim of producing subjects whose capacities for synthesis and 

solidarity across difference can forge alternative modes of political life. To call attention 

to the university as the institutional form through which third world feminism contended 

with the pressures of official antiracisms – with their own countervailing efforts to 

mystify and legitimate the violence of late-modern social ordering at both local and 
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global scales – is to ask not only how political commitment lives its conditions of 

possibility but how it bears the rather more specific impress of defeat and impasse.   
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CHAPTER THREE -  FIXING BLACKNESS: READING SPILLERS IN THE LONG 
DOWNTURN 

 
“I must strip down through layers of attenuated meaning, made an excess in time, over 

time, assigned by a particular historical order, and there await whatever marvels of my 
own inventiveness.” 

- Hortense Spillers, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book” 

 

Opening as it does with a litany of racial stereotypes that have historically 

congealed around black women, "Mama's Baby, Papa’s Maybe" seems poised to develop 

a theory of race on well-trodden ground. Coupled with the insistence that "not everybody 

knows my name," the names by which Spillers is known – ""Peaches" and "Brown 

Sugar," "Sapphire" and "Earth Mother"" – broach a familiar dialectic of (mis)recognition 

in which African-American personhood is forcibly remade as the over-embodied and 

excessively sensual margin of normative (white, bourgeois) sociality.133 But what 

promises to follow – the recuperation of Spillers' "real" name; subaltern resignifications 

of non-normative difference – is reframed as itself a set of "overdetermined nominative 

properties" whose absent cause must be extracted from behind "layers of attenuated 

meanings.”134 Here, Spillers enacts a canny reversal, whereby the recuperative bent of 

counter-historical discourses – not just the liberal humanist fixation on personhood but 

also the anti-essentialist orientation to the mutability of discursive ascription – is located 

in the same conceptual arena as the very racializing address they seek to dispel.  

 The true quarry of this counter-intuitive grouping is revealed when Spillers 

suggests that "the names by which I am called in the public place render an example of 
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signifying property plus.”135 What lies beneath the "pornotroping" of an antiblack 

imaginary is not personhood or even the variegated and ever-shifting textures of 

experience and language (two prominent occasions for racial anti-essentialisms 

contemporaneous with Spillers’ essay), but property, an object rather than a subject. 

Public discourse that codes black fatherhood as absent and black motherhood as 

irredeemably pathological (Spillers takes up as "readily available "whipping [boy]" David 

Patrick Moynihan's report on "the Negro Family") is a misnaming, not simply because it 

distorts how black social life is actually lived, but because it cannot think its own 

displaced origin in the "common historical ground" of slavery and its afterlife – those 

social orders that produce the black woman as property.136 It is ultimately these orders 

that neither liberal humanism nor its supposed anti-essentialist antagonists can think. To 

move from the litany of names her academic peers were perhaps too skilled in renaming 

to the conceptual problem-space opened up by the question of slavery is to “there await 

whatever marvels of my own inventiveness.”137  

 As the longer course of “Mama’s Baby” makes clear, these marvels name the 

political possibilities opened up, counter-intuitively, by how slavery (dis)configures 

gender for black people and black women in particular. In its invasion of kinship 

relations by property relations, Spillers argues, enslavement violently excludes its 

subjects from the possibility of inhabiting normative gender and sexuality in a process 

she terms “ungendering.” The captive body thus extracted from socially norming 
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processes and deposited in circuits of exchange reduces not to a body but to flesh, which 

Spillers – flagging those aforementioned political possibilities –  “impose[s]...as the 

central [distinction] between captive and liberated subject-positions.” 138 Stretching from 

European-African encounter in Gomes Eannes de Azura to the misrecognition of black 

matriarchy in Moynihan, the narrative span of her argument makes clear that this is no 

retheorizing of a past conjuncture. As Spillers argues,     

  

dominant symbolic activity, the ruling episteme that releases the 

dynamics of naming and valuation, remains grounded in the originating 

metaphors of captivity and mutilation so that it is as if neither time nor 

history, nor historiography and its topics, show movement, as the 

human subject is “murdered” over and over again by the passions of a  

bloodless and anonymous archaism, showing itself in endless 

disguise.139   

 

The orientation to discourse that so fruitfully destabilized race for Gates and 

company works here to consolidate it as a seemingly endless return to slavery’s primal 

scene – the black subject expelled from kinship and normative gender-sexual 

embodiment.   

By the essay’s end, slavery’s derangement of the subject positions of motherhood 

– denied as “female blood-rite” and reconstituted as partus sequitur ventrem – and 

fatherhood – denied to the enslaved male and usurped by the slave owner – has meant 

that “the black American male embodies the only American community of males which 

has had the specific occasion to learn who the female is within itself,” granting him the 
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historical task of learning “the power of “yes” to the “female” within.” It has also meant 

that black women are placed   

out of the traditional symbolics of female gender, and it is our task to 

make a place for this different social subject. In doing so, we are less 

interested in joining the ranks of gendered femaleness than gaining the 

insurgent ground as female social subject. Actually claiming the 

monstrosity (of a female with the potential to “name”), which her 

culture imposes in blindness, “Sapphire” might rewrite after all a  

radically different text for a female empowerment.140  

 Against the temptation to claim what has been refused her, Spillers counsels black 

women to “gain the insurgent ground as female social subject,” one whose excision from 

the terrain of gender inadvertently grants her “the potential to ‘name’.” Along these 

historically pathways carved out by the racialized violence of the commodity-form 

emerges a different vision of what might constitute “female empowerment.” Still 

unresolved, here, is exactly what it might mean to say yes to the “‘female’ within” or to 

exercise nominative power as a “female social subject” – the immediate denotations of 

which move along the varied switchpoints of discursive resignification, non-normative 

forms of embodiment, and reorganized kinship relations, to name only a few. The richly 

enigmatic status of these formulations is only intensified by Spillers’ recourse, 

throughout, to language that mingles the (seemingly opposed) scales of the literal and the 

figurative, the material and the imaginative. They constitute, finally, what Calvin Warren 

describes as a “cryptic topography of potential.”141 

Spillers in a Field of Static 

 The first two decades since its publication saw “Mama’s Baby” enjoy a steady 

readership across a variety of fields. In American literary criticism, the problematics of 
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“flesh” and “ungendering” authorized readings of the historical (un)binding of race and 

gender in African-American literature, particularly the slave narrative. Psychoanalytically 

informed feminisms took up Spillers’ challenge to rethink the Oedipal scene from the 

historical aperture of kinship’s violent dispersal in/as the African diaspora. And in black 

and ethnic studies, surely the essay’s most steadfast readerships, its concepts were 

marshaled alongside those of Angela Davis, Gayatri Spivak, and others to articulate the 

theoretical and political necessity of situating the politics of gender and womanhood – 

which is to say, feminism – within broader histories of racism, slavery, colonialism, and 

empire.  

 However, this scholarly engagement with “Mama’s Baby” ran into both 

qualitative and quantitative limits. First, readings tended, with few exceptions, to skirt the 

political possibilities of ungendering: those “marvels” with which the essay forthrightly, 

if elliptically, begins. They preferred, instead, to mark the “loss of gender” as always and 

only a loss to be mourned and recuperated (Spillers 77). Second, as Samantha Pinto has 

observed, it was not Spillers’ vocabulary, with its literary-critical inflection, but rather 

concepts drawn from the social sciences – namely, Patricia Hill Collins’ “controlling 

images” and Kimberle Crenshaw’s “intersectionality” – that most defined black 

feminism’s scholarly influence in this period.142 It is only in the post-crash years that 

“Mama’s Baby” has come to set the agenda for black studies and broader humanistic 

inquiries into race and racism – with the paradoxical “marvels” of ungendering decidedly 

at the center.  
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 The intellectual and political periodization developed in the first two chapters 

provide us with a starting point for making sense of the limits of Spillers’ reach in these 

decades. The essay’s account of the corrosive nexus of racial blackness and gender 

normativity occupied a decidedly uneasy position within the anti-essentialist dispensation 

forged by Spillers’ generational cohort. Its focus on the singularity of racial blackness – 

defined by violent excision not just from gendered normativity but from gender as such – 

placed Spillers at odds with the comparative, relational, and synthetic sensibilities 

animating third world feminisms, a tension disavowed by the tendency to categorize her 

as a theorist of racialized gender rather than black ungendering. Ringing still more 

discordant was its insistence that the production of this racial-gender formation yielded a 

history characterized less by dynamic (if mystified and never straightforwardly 

liberatory) transformation than by scandalous stillness, one in which blackness was not 

just ongoingly re-subjugated but rendered fundamentally indistinct from slaveness.  

 This mode of historicization clashed with those developed in ethnic studies – 

whether the Asian-Americanist call to think of “the general social terrain of culture [as] 

open, plural, and dynamic” on the basis of the “perpetually changing” nature of “minority 

immigrant cultures,” or black studies injunctions to attend to “fractal patterns of cultural 

and political exchange and transformation” or “variety, multiplicity, eroticism.”143 As I 

have suggested in my reading of Spillers, and in the deliberate variety of modes flagged 

here, this tension does not fall along the conventional historiographical fault lines 
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separating change from continuity, conjuncture from longue duree – with “Mama’s 

Baby” joining the densely populated ranks of the latter alongside scholars like Michelle 

Alexander, Naomi Murakawa, and Loic Wacquant.144 Spillers’ proposition is not that 

black history is arrested motion, penned in by the forces of reaction and the disavowed 

complicities of racial liberalism; it is that history, in its murderous relation to the black 

subject, simply does not change. With scholars confronting what they understood as a sea 

change in the tactics and strategies of racist social ordering, and developing in response 

theoretical vocabularies calibrated to the rhythms of contingency and transformation, the 

specific insights of “Mama’s Baby” had yet to find their moment. Against the narrowness 

of multicultural inclusion and the willful amnesia of colorblind triumphalism, it was the 

anti-essentialist cohort – with its capacious accounts of racial identity and identification 

immersed in the live currents of social, cultural, political, and economic formation – that 

offered the tools most ready to hand. 

 Finally, “Mama’s Baby” demonstrated little interest in the multicultural politics to 

which its anti-essentialist counterparts were at least ambivalently attached. In context, the 

“recognized methodologies of representational politics” embodied by Collins and 

Crenshaw should be understood not as a freestanding commitment but as a strategic bet 

on the university – as an institutional site, however ideologically compromised, where 

left antiracisms could regroup against an inhospitable political mainstream.145 This is the 

same ambivalence whose literary equivalents I have worked through in previous 
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chapters: Gates’ reinvention of Black Power’s demand for black self-determination as a 

project of black self-theorization, Morrison’s reframing of the American literary canon as 

a revelatory tableau of the racial imaginary, Anzaldua’s excoriation of that same canon 

for excluding the experiences of third world women. Here, too, the contradictory 

impulses of these projects index the university’s role in the post-civil rights era as an 

institutional life raft for antiracist politics with more politically ambitious horizons. In 

their theoretical and political commitments, these scholars at once balked at and 

embraced the politics of canon formation; its spurious conflations of cultural and political 

representation, literary inclusion and social transformation, were stratagems that, in an 

era of widespread deradicalization, they could not not want. Spillers’ essay did not want 

them. As I have argued, it did not unearth the contingencies buried in the endless 

“mythical time” of “ethnicity” so much as reveal the latter to be a merely inverted image 

of the stunning contemporaneity of the “socio-political order of the New World…with its 

human sequence written in blood.”146 Its conclusion, so unnerving in its affirmative 

relation to ungendering that most readers at the time either omitted or outright 

misconstrued it, promised neither the respite of liberal humanist agency nor the release of 

anti-essentialist dismantling – respectively the easy and uneasy discursive bedfellows of 

the post-60s university. It would be left to the post-crash reader to stay with its meaning 

long enough to make it their own, just as the insights of “Mama’s Baby” would have to 

wait for a moment when a radical politics in and of the university was no longer thought 

to be possible. In the following section, I will argue that this moment is our own.  

Antiracism and Ethnic Studies in the Long Downturn   
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As I have told it so far, this story has unfolded along the axes of intellectual, 

institutional, and political life, taking racial anti-essentialism as an exemplary 

condensation of the forces that have underwritten the post-civil rights trajectory of 

American antiracism. Yet to tell its post-millennial, and particularly post-crash, chapters, 

in which “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe” takes center stage as racial ontology’s most 

vital avatar, will require us to widen our frame of reference to take into account the 

terrain of political economy – in view of which the dialectic of liberal multiculturalism 

and conservative colorblindness, or more specifically their theoretical metabolization in 

and as racial anti-essentialism, will appear in a different light. In doing so I will not resort 

to the by-now familiar periodizing categories of postmodernity and neoliberalism, with 

their narrative topoi of evacuated depth and instantaneous connectivity, ratcheting 

economization and de-democratization, but rather to “the long downturn.” 

In the historical narrative convoked by this term, capital accumulation crests the 

long boom of the postwar economy (1945-73) and breaks on the shoals of global 

manufacturing overcapacity. A downturn in profitability ensues, in relation to which a 

wide range of fixes are attempted: manufacturing off-shored to zones less tightly 

regulated by labor law and in a domestic context tendentially replaced by the service, 

finance, insurance, and real estate industries; taxation largely supplanted by public and 

household debt as a means of financing state capacity; the welfare state dismantled and a 

vast carceral apparatus built up in its wake. Yet these and other efforts to restore 

profitability have proven all too temporary, with the ensuing decades increasingly marked 

by what one theorist has called “the production of nonproduction,” as “unused labor piles 
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up cheek by jowl with unused capacity.”147 According to these scholars, the late 20th 

century is marked not by the jettisoning of traditional economic limits or the ascent of the 

economy qua political rationality, but by the persistence of those limits in stagnant profit 

rates and persistent underemployment, which in tandem produce rising surplus 

populations across core and periphery alike.148   

From this vantage point, conservative and liberal antiracisms did not simply enjoy 

a convivial relationship with extant racial hierarchies, but also worked to ferry them into 

the brave new world of the long downturn. The turn from welfare to mass incarceration, 

for instance, found a readymade justification in racialized fear mongering about welfare 

queens and criminals, articulated in the register of cultural pathology and thereby abetted 

by the colorblind insistence that biology was only kind of race-talk whose injuries 

mattered.149 Equally instrumental to the recomposition of the U.S. state form was the 

interpellation, never too far behind in these arguments, of Asian-Americans as the 

contrastingly ideal subjects of organized abandonment, whose so-called family values 

empowered them to flourish without the paternalistic – and easily exploitable – hand of 

the welfare state.150 This rhetorical triangulation would emplot the subjects of the long 
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downturn within a racialized calculus of worth – those who could be left to their own 

devices and those who required the harsher disciplines of cages and police – whose 

primary effect was to aid the “metastasization of a carceral state of walls and cages.”151  

The liberal orientation to institutional diversification, exemplified by strategies 

like affirmative action (defanged early on under the conceptual aegis of “diversity”), had 

little to say about this massive renovation in state capacity, and even less about the de-

industrialized and unequal landscape of indebtedness, un/underemployment, and stagnant 

wages it arose to manage, preferring instead to provide reshuffle resources within the 

shrinking kingdoms of the professional middle class.152 Material disparities like 

deindustrialization’s racially uneven impact on manufacturing employment, arising at the 

intersection of softening economic growth and last-hired-first-fired policies on newly 

integrated factory floors, formed the shadowy double to debates over curricular 

integration and mass-cultural parity.153 From the sightline of Detroit, the color line looked 

more like the “distinction in the [working] class between the working and workless poor” 

than the imaginative distortions of a “dangerous trope” – the latter, at any rate, might 

draw its force from the former rather than the other way around.154 It was scalar and 
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strategic disjunctions of this nature that would prompt Hazel Carby to counterpose “the 

first line of the trenches of textual representation” in which advocates of multiculturalism 

had become stuck with the “injustice and inequity of our contemporary racialized social 

order” they ought to have challenged, and Hortense Spillers to contrast the “greater 

access [of African-American intellectuals] to organs of public opinion and dissemination” 

with “grim” news of the “African American life-world generally” and “the black prison 

population in the United States.155  

This distended perspective – one in which the dialectic of conservative 

colorblindness and liberal multiculturalism mediates the end of the American century, 

ferrying the color line from long boom to long downturn – yields a somewhat different 

view of the maneuvering of left antiracist intellectuals I have spent the last two chapters 

tracking. This is not only because it reframes the struggle over antiracism’s trajectory as 

one over the fate of racial (in)justice in a context untethered from the guarantees of 

steady economic growth. It is also because the institutional terrain on which these late 

20th-century intellectuals maneuvered – the humanities – was paradoxically sustained by 

the downturn, entangled in a mutually supportive dynamic that would not survive the 

financial crash. David Thomas has argued that the “demand-driven funding models” that 

came to organize higher education in this period “have actually become an awning under 

which residual disciplines, such as literary studies, find shelter [...] so long as the student 

loan industry is able to continue its expansion, administrators are given few incentives to 
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cull disciplines that emerged in earlier stages of capitalism’s development.”156 This 

counter-intuitive relationship helps us make sense of the uneven consolidation of ethnic 

studies in the academy, supplementing the necessary orientation to social movements 

– local and national agitation for a more diversified student body and professoriate – with 

an eye to the term-setting forces of capitalist crisis and economic policy-making. If the 

80s and 90s saw ethnic studies departments and programs consistently stymied and 

disciplined by budget-minded administrators, radicalism-leery funders, and conservatives 

hungry for culture war, ethnic studies qua field of inquiry has expanded more unqualified 

in the same period, bankrolled at an institutional level by more established programs in 

the humanities that wended an unlikely route through the downturn-induced budget crises 

of the 70s and 90s.  

This framing suggests that the racial anti-essentialists were as much the 

downturn’s (indirect) critics as they were its (inadvertent) beneficiaries, a relation that 

speaks less to hypocrisy or ambivalence than to the complex responsiveness produced at 

the disjunctive seam of ideological, institutional, and political-economic form. But its 

more significant implication, I think, is that this relationship could not last – precisely 

because the downturn could not be staved off indefinitely. The years following the crash, 

which scholars of the long downturn have figured as its resumption, have seen the 

humanities’ share of majors and enrollments decline precipitously and the traditional 

disciplines that served as institutional liferafts for left antiracist aspiration newly beset by 

“the winnowing hand of administrators and policymakers.”157 This is not to suggest that 
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the humanities were wholly shielded from decades of stagnation but that the adoption of 

demand-centric funding models did its part to partially weather the storm.  

What does this mean for an ethnic studies project that has depended for 

institutional sustenance on its foothold in the traditional disciplines – and whose 

institutional peripheries (departments and programs) have anyways found little to no 

support for a left-of-center antiracist politics since their founding in the sixties?158 And 

how does this crisis of institutional reproduction affect the reception of an antiracist 

politics whose refusal of identity and essence has relied – either as imaginative resource 

(in the case of Gates and Morrison) or as constitutive other (in the case of third world 

feminists) – on those very same institutions? To put it bluntly, it has meant that the 2010s 

and 2020s, the research agendas and political commitments of black and ethnic studies no 

longer gravitate around the unlearning of biologisms and culturalisms that inter race in a 

timeless present. Nowadays, this image of the present appears less as false consciousness 

than a barely falsified image of, as Spillers put it, “the human subject…murdered over 

and over again by the passions of a bloodless and anonymous archaism showing itself in 

endless disguise.”159 And it is more likely, too, that the scholarly endeavor to crack open 

this present – to identify its intractably violent lineaments against both the antiracist 

mainstream and the anti-essentialist rearguard – will identify blackness (qua topic) and 

black studies (qua field of inquiry) not only as part of a broader ensemble of antiracist 
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inquiry, as did the anti-essentialist turn before it, but as singularly indispensable for 

thinking any number of only seemingly unrelated concerns.  

It is in this sense that the reception history of “Mama’s Baby” proves a useful 

object lesson in the (un)making of the humanistic study of race and racism. The 

remainder of this chapter thus moves to the post-crash years of this history to defend two 

claims – one exegetical, the other historical. First, it makes the case that the 

contemporary turn to “Mama’s Baby” in apparently different schools of black critical 

thought exemplifies the dispersal of racial anti-essentialism and the consolidation in its 

place of what I call “racial ontology” – the notion that modern forms of race are not 

susceptible to spatial-temporal change. Indispensable to this claim is the notion that 

ontology can be found in rather unlikely quarters. While the contemporary version of 

Spillers’ claim is most commonly attributed to the Afropessimist account of racial 

blackness as unremitting abjection, I will show that it is no less true of scholars who, in 

suturing blackness to forms of social life embodying radically alternative ways of being 

in the world, would present themselves as its most vehement critics. I elaborate this claim 

by reading three scholarly clusters whose engagement with Spillers, traveling across 

critical theory, literary studies, and performance studies, illuminates the broad uptake of 

racial ontology as a new humanistic commonsense: theorizations of antiblackness that 

identify its intractability as cause for abolition, i.e. what nowadays travels under the 

heading of Afropessimism; arguments for the dis-identificatory embrace of racial, 

particularly antiblack, abjection as a form of agency; and the identification of blackness 

as form of being radically opposed to normative social scripts. 
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Second, I argue that this dramatic turn from anti-essentialism to ontology 

metabolizes the post-crash intensification of the long downturn. In this period, the gutting 

of the university as an institutional vehicle for the elaboration of left antiracisms, opens 

out onto a broader reckoning with the intractability of capitalist crisis and its racialized 

fallout. It is this bleak contemporaneity that takes shape in and as racial ontology – as 

claims about the exhaustive antiblackness of the present that translate into calls for total 

transformation or savvy inhabitation, stratagems different only in their approach to a 

situation whose intractability is mutually acknowledged.      

BLACK ABOLITION 

As mentioned before, Afro-pessimism is the overdetermined avatar of the turn to 

racial ontology – so much so that at times it can appear as its sole embodiment, a self-

pathologizing concern with the singular and unremitting quality of black suffering that 

reaches out from Irvine, California to singlehandedly reroute the (inter)disciplinary 

conventions of humanistic study. That this is both straightforwardly not the case and, at 

the very same time, true in ways not properly digested by the theorists and scholars of 

race is a point I’ll develop later. For now it will suffice to point to Afropessimism’s 

distinct conceptualization of blackness and its foundational role in the modern world -

system. Forged in and by chattel slavery, blackness in the Afropessimist frame denotes 

persistent and unchanging exposure to violence without reprieve or rationality – against 

its prevailing figurations s identity (grounded in biological essence or shared culture) or 

ideological (symptomatic of and functional for material practices of exploitation and 

expropriation). This vulnerability to what Frank Wilderson describes as “gratuitous 

violence” is anchored in a libidinal economy whose dialectics of (black) death and (non-
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black) enjoyment are not only substantially distinct from, but inescapable conditions of 

possibility for, all other modern relations of power, from patriarchy to (settler) 

colonialism to capitalism.160 Jared Sexton writes in this vein of colonialism as “the issue 

or heir of slavery, its outgrowth or edifice or monument…as true of the historic 

colonization of the Third World as it is the prior and ongoing settler colonization of the 

Fourth.”161 It is this sort of claim – that antiblackness constitutes a set of all sets with 

respect to modernity’s structuring antagonisms – that authorizes the Afropessimist 

inscription of black death across the longue duree, and the latter’s comprehensive 

overturning as the only politics worthy of the name. 

One of the earliest incarnations of this racial exceptionalism is developed in 

Wilderson’s “Gramsci’s Black Marx: Whither the Slave in Civil Society?,” which 

furnishes a ready example of a modern power relation – waged work – whose 

unavailability to the black subject points up not only the singular nature of black 

suffering but also the politics that such a conception of black being makes possible. For 

Wilderson, the waged worker exists as a subordinate class within civil society, that 

“ensemble of so-called private associations and ideological invitations to participate in a 

wide and varied play of consensus-making strategies.”162 As such, they can make use of 

these strategies to foment the conditions under which openly revolutionary struggle 

against state and capital can take place – the outcome of which is the democratization of 
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work. Yet this programmatic sequence, Wilderson argues, is unavailable to the black 

subject, who since the advent of the transatlantic slave trade is accumulated rather than 

exploited, and hence approached by “[a] relation of terror as opposed to a relation of 

hegemony” that renders them a slave in perpetuity.163 If within civil society, the waged 

worker is a subordinated class, the slave is its constitutive outside – from which position 

follows an entirely different and indeed more radical political sequence. Wilderson 

concludes on this note:   

From the coherence of civil society the black subject beckons with the 

incoherence of civil war. Civil war, then, becomes that unthought but 

never forgotten spectre waiting in the wings – the understudy of 

Gramsci’s hegemony.164   

 

Here, he condenses an argument whose later nomination as “political ontology” 

will shorthand the relationship between ontological and political claim-making so central 

to the Afro-pessimist contention. For it is not just the split between demands for 

reconstruction (in which categories like work remain intact, if democratized) and 

abolition (in which these categories are dispensed with) that the binary opposition of 

“hegemony/civil war” dramatizes. It also throws into sharp relief how the latter’s 

desirability and, in fact, sheer thinkability arises from grasping racial blackness as the 

limit point of modernity’s signal categories. As Wilderson puts it earlier, only the 

identification of the black subject with the slave, for whom “work is not an organic 

principle,” can yield the demand “that production stop.”165  
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And it is in “Mama’s Baby” that Wilderson explicitly locates the theoretical basis 

for this structurally austere vision of blackness and black political aspiration: its claim 

that slavery banishes ethical reciprocity in its “total objectification” of the captive body, 

and in its insistence that this violence continues unabated in “the originating metaphors of 

captivity and mutilation.”166 The cryptic possibilities bookending that essay – the 

unnamed “marvels” lurking beneath the “confounded identities” ascribed to black 

womanhood, the barely-hazarded implications of “gaining the insurgent ground as female 

social subject” – find expression in “Gramsci’s Black Marx” as a promise that an 

unblinkered recognition of blackness will yield an uncompromisingly total demand.167 To 

“[gain] the insurgent social ground” is to insist, against the overweening and socially 

ratified desire to rejoin “the ranks of gendered femaleness,” on the wholesale decimation 

of racial modernity’s epistemic project as the only possible resolution to the violence of 

ungendering. Sexton helpfully distills the Afropessimist syllogism: “slavery must be 

theorized maximally if its abolition is to reach the proper level.”168 We can find versions 

of and corollaries to this sequence, in which maximal recognition is yoked to maximal 

demand, wherever Afropessimism’s thought strains against the social forms of 

modernity: its insistence that “the nuclear family’s violent exclusion of black life 

“enable[s] a horizon where even the family is beyond redemption within an antiblack 

world,” that “obscuring the structural position of the category of blackness [relative to 

other racial positions] will inevitably undermine multiracial coalition building as a 
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politics of radical opposition,” that “Black gender as a theorem [“of the unhing[ing of] 

Black people from a possessive relation to categories of identity”]...dismantles the 

predicate of gender.”169  

Earlier on I suggested that Spillers left to her readers the task of resolving the 

exact scope and temporality of ungendering’s political yield, and that this irresolution 

extended beyond the unspecified character of her bookending formulations, describing at 

a more general level the essay’s consistent running-together of the literal and the 

figurative, the material and the imaginative. Afropessimism’s response to this task is 

twofold. First, dramatically ratchet up the scale of analysis (a point glancingly reflected 

in Sexton’s spatial rhetoric), such that ungendering transmutes into an suprasensible form 

in whose shadow experience and embodiment are asymmetrically (de)formed, and 

“gaining the insurgent social ground” against it resolves into a protocol of diagnostic 

refusal – what Wilderson calls “unflinching paradigmatic analysis” – rather than an 

affirmative social practice.170 Second, locate the realization of “female empowerment” in 

a deferred future – deferred because it exceeds not only modernity’s antiblack episteme 

but also our (correspondingly form-determined) capacity to enact or even describe it in 

the present. We can see this temporal deferral at work in the decidedly truncated 
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character of the Afropessimist sequence, which leaps from diagnosis to prescription, from 

blackness to the end of the world, a Cesaireian slogan into which no concrete content is 

poured – and to which no immanent starting point, let alone affirmative program, is 

offered. Between a constitutively antiblack modernity and its unthinkable abolition 

transpires only the “borrowed institutionality” of modern social forms – the false 

promises of (disalienated) work, (queered) gender, (expanded) capacity, and so on – 

which even in their most critically distended versions repeat without a difference the 

terms of that modernity.171 In this way, Afropessimism demands that the left antiracist 

critic remain in the posture of critique pending revolution, the outlines of which can be 

glimpsed only in negative terms.  

In short, the Afro-pessimist translation of Spillers yields an antiblackness that 

defines so exhaustively the terms of social life that even its undoing cannot be positively 

cognized – lest the insurrectionary desire for abolition be tangled up in the dragnet of 

modernity’s formative categories. This rigorous skepticism is a built-in consequence of 

the maximalist protocols that have enthralled and enraged readers in equal measure for 

over a decade. For if this project has germinated since at least the nineties, when 

Wilderson and his graduate school colleagues organized against mass incarceration in 

San Francisco, it was not until the 2010s that Afropessimism and its diagnosis of a 

society whose doors must remain shut to blackness began to catch fire among a widening 

arc of reading publics.172 In this period, the discursive chokehold of colorblindness and 
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conversation with Aria Dean,” November Magazine (2020).  
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multiculturalism on US antiracisms weakened without yielding substantial institutional 

ground to the left. The post-crash flourishing of alternatives – whether the multiracial 

democracy of the Democratic Party’s left flank or the unapologetic white nationalism of 

Donald Trump –would only translate into power for the right, as increasingly naked 

appeals to white injury came to supplant the dogwhistling mastered by Republicans in 

earlier decades. All the while police spending continued to increase at local and federal 

levels, while opposition to mass incarceration took place within the imaginatively 

cramped horizon arrayed by piecemeal, means-tested reforms.173 In the midst of this 

unsettling admixture of discursive heterogeneity and institutional homogeneity, the 

humanities, that not-quite-freely-chosen vehicle for harboring and incubating left 

antiracisms, would find itself subject to the same magnitude of cost-cutting measures 

borne by the welfare state before it.174  

Afropessimism’s decidedly unambivalent stance indexes the distance traveled 

from those earlier decades of the long downturn, in which Gates and Morrison could 

engage in a strategic negotiation (what Wilderson, following his critique of Gramsci, 

would dismissively term a war of position) with the literary multiculturalisms 

restructuring the traditional disciplines. Ironically, it is in part the distinctly pluralized 

and decentered form of contemporary race-talk, wherein left alternatives are at once in 

 
 
173 Data  released from the U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics indicates that local and state spending on 

policing has increased from $100 billion to $106 billion between 2009 and 2017. 

https://bjs.ojp.gov/library/publications/state-and-local-government-expenditures-police-protection-us-2000-

2017 For the (prison-abolitionist) case against reforms that stabilize rather than scale back imprisonment, 

see Rachel Kusher, “Is Prison Necessary? Ruth Wilson Gilmore Might Change Your Mind,” The New York 

Times Magazine, 17 April 2019.  

 
174 According to a 2014 NEH report, “federal support for the humanities from 2008 to 2014 federal support 

fell from $855 million to $594 million (when adjusted for inflation).” 

https://www.amacad.org/sites/default/files/publication/downloads/HI_FundingReport2014.pdf  

https://bjs.ojp.gov/library/publications/state-and-local-government-expenditures-police-protection-us-2000-2017
https://bjs.ojp.gov/library/publications/state-and-local-government-expenditures-police-protection-us-2000-2017
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unprecedented abundance and palpably estranged from the levers of state power, that 

imbues Afropessimism with something like a fatalistic common sense. Ours is a social 

order in which intensified misery, at once generalized and racially uneven, runs in 

smoothly undisrupted parallel with the proliferation of new challenges from below. For a 

theoretical tendency that sees the intractable antiblackness of modern social formations 

most clearly disclosed in the intractable antiblackness of those who would claim to 

provide alternatives, this hardly comes as a surprise – a conclusion whose inevitability 

serves as its own form of consolation. Schematically put, Afropessimism finds antiracist 

aspiration caught between the ruins of the university, the generalized disempowerment 

and dematerialization of left critique, and the racialized unfolding of the long downturn 

– or, rather, left antiracism finds in Afropessimism a vivid confirmation of the sheer 

ongoingness and co-optive power of racial dispossession after the end of growth and in 

the unresolved aftermath of civil rights. 

Afropessimism’s ascent to citational ubiquity has been accompanied by critique 

from all conceivable quarters: whether from Marxists keen to retain the analytic purchase 

of materialist totality-thinking on matters of racial dispossession, or from historians 

opposed to the junking of disciplinarily established approaches to thinking historical 

change, continuity, and agency.175 But the fiercest objections have been articulated by 

black studies and black feminist scholars insistent on the theoretical and political priority 

of black agency and the anti-normative vibrancy of black social life, to whom the 

 
175 For Marxist critiques, see Annie Olaloku-Teriba, “Afro-Pessimism and the (Un)Logic of Anti-

Blackness.” Historical Materialism, issue 26 (2018), 1-27; and Singh, “From War Capitalism to Race 

War,” Race and America’s Long War, 74-97. For a critique from the vantage of disciplinary history, see 

Vincent Brown, “Social Death and Political Life in the Study of Slavery,”  American History Review 

(2009), 1231-1249. 
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Afropessimist insistence on social death registers as “thought wedded to its own despair” 

and “the familiar analytical naturalization of violence, blackness, and death.”176 Often 

these arguments converge on “Mama’s Baby” as a crucial site of contestation, such that a 

disagreement over political commitment is read into and as a problem of interpretation. 

For these critics, the Afropessimist fixation on death constitutes a dangerous misreading 

of Spillers and hence a dereliction of black feminism itself, figured in the process as a 

tradition of agency-thinking oriented less by “totalizing, irremediable abjection than by 

“the legion who confront the struggle on the ground against disappearance, disposal, and 

erasure in an antiblack value regime.”177 Yet the struggle over Spillers’ legacy goes both 

ways, for if much ink has been spilled concerning what is suppressed in Spillers’ 

inscription as Afro-pessimism avant lettre, just as much has been spilled on the topic of 

what has been lost in the countervailing inscription of black feminism as a defense of 

agency, fugitivity, and possibility – against an Afro-pessimist orientation to structure 

coded as latently masculinist.178  

My aim here is not to take up a position within this debate – to stage the Afro-

pessimist narration of its own beginnings as either betrayal or revelation, or to resolve 

what Sexton calls “a contest over the proper reading of the entire oeuvre of Hortense 

 
176 Katherine McKittrick, “On plantations, prisons, and a black sense of place,” Social & Cultural 

Geography, Vol.12, No.8 (2011), 955; David Marriott, “Black Cultural Studies,” The Year’s Work in 

Critical and Cultural Theory, vol.18, iss.1 (2010), 47.   

 
177 Iyko Day, “Afro-Feminism before Afro-pessimism: Meditations on Gender and Ontology” in Moon-Kie 

Jung and Joao M. Costa Vargas, eds., Antiblackness (Durham: Duke University Press, 2021), 81. 

 
178 See M. Shadee Malaklou, Tiffany Willoughby-Herard, eds. “Notes from the Kitchen, the Crossroads, 

and Everywhere Else, too: Ruptures of Thought, Word, and Deed from the ‘Arbiters of Blackness Itself’,” 

Theory & Event, vol.21, no.1 (2018), 2-67.   
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Spillers.”179 Rather, I want to make the case, through readings of two clusters of black 

studies and black feminist theorizing, that the debate itself – and hence its engagement 

with Spillers – is underwritten by a quite foundational, if thoroughly unthought and 

disavowed, agreement on the intractability of antiblackness. Put differently, the 

convergence of scholars across express political, theoretical, and methodological 

differences speaks to the scope of racial ontology as our reigning intellectual 

dispensation. Put polemically, we are all Afropessimists now.  

Black Disidentification 

In The Black Body in Ecstasy: Reading Race, Reading Pornography, Jennifer 

Nash undertakes what she calls (following Judith Butler) an “aggressive counter-reading” 

of pornography featuring black women, which prevailing black feminist thought has read 

– reductively, in her view – through a dialectics of injury and recovery.180 This approach 

“presumes that dominant representation injures black female flesh and that black 

women’s pleasure in representation comes through self-representation focused on 

restoring black women’s wholeness, or through an active resistance of dominant 

representation’s violence.”181 In this tradition, embodied by Collins, Spillers, Janell 

Hobson, and Nicole Fleetwood, we can discern the protocols of racial anti-essentialism, 

though one whose exposure and rejection of racial fictions is animated less by 

poststructuralist accounts of linguistic indeterminacy than a concern for the complexity of 

 
179 Jared Sexton, “Ante-Anti-Blackness: Afterthoughts,” Lateral, Iss.1 (2012). 

 
180 Judith Butler, “Endangered/Endangering: Schematic Racism and White Paranoia” in Reading Rodney 

King/Reading Urban Uprising , ed. Robert Gooding-Williams (New York: Routledge, 1993), quoted in 

Jennifer Nash, “Introduction: Reading Race, Reading Pornography” in The Black Body in Ecstasy: Reading 

Race, Reading Pornography (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014, 2. 

 
181 Nash, 57. 
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black women’s embodied and subjective experience. Critical agency for black women – 

and, by association, for black feminist scholars –  resides in taking leave of dominant 

representation and carving out alternative (visual or literary) spaces where difference can 

signify something other than “the spectacular, the exaggerated, the hyperbolic, and the 

grotesque.”182  

 By contrast, Nash orients readers to “the fraught pleasures that come in and 

through blackness, and in and through performances of racial fictions.”183 She sifts the 

pornographic archive for films, even filmic moments, in which stereotypes of black 

women – supposedly recuperable only through heroic inversion – come to function for 

both perfomer and spectator as “sites of play, performance, and pleasure even as they 

injure, constrain, and wound.”184 In the process, the agency of black feminist critique  

separates out from its prevailing figuration as (real or aspirational) separation from what 

Gates called the “dangerous trope” – taking shape instead as a self-conscious inhabitation 

of the trope confirmed in its status as agency, and thereby made available to black 

feminist politics, by a savvy knowingness. For the black feminist subject, the trope is not 

something to be negated in favor of tackling forthrightly the “complex problem of 

cultural or ethnic difference” or participating in what Toni Cade Bambara describes as 

“the fashioning of potent networks of all the daughters of the ancient mother cultures.”185 

 
182 Nash, 43. 

 
183 Nash, 147. 

 
184 Nash, 105.  

 
185 Gates, 5; Toni Cade Bambara, “Foreword to the First Edition, 1981” in Bridge, xxx.  
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Rather, it constitutes a set of discursive conditions that must be engaged on their own 

terms.    

Consider, for instance, Nash’s reading of the science-fictional porn film Sexworld, 

which homes in on a sexual encounter between Jill, the film’s black female protagonist, 

with Roger, a white male protagonist. “At various moments in Roger’s and Jill’s 

encounter,” she writes, “Jill resorts to stereotyped and hyperbolic racialized performances 

[...] as a tool to transform Roger’s aversion into desire.186 In one scene, Jill’s raised 

eyebrow is read as “mak[ing] visible to the spectator that her deployment of the trope of 

the subservient black woman is deliberate.”187 Crucially, it is the raised eyebrow that 

permits us to read the scene not as a pornographic fantasy of willful compliance with 

racial-sexual degradation, but as a “staged racialized performance, one where Jill’s 

stereotypical enactment of blackness becomes a vehicle for her own pleasure as much as 

it serves as a vehicle for Roger’s pleasure.”188 In Nash’s reading, self-awareness and 

deliberation in the pursuit of pleasure marks Jill as properly agential – subject, rather than 

object, of the dangerous trope she performs. If Nash insists on pleasure as what orients 

her movement through the pornographic archive, what actually underwrites or authorizes 

black female, and indeed black feminist, pleasure here is the presence of a subject who 

knows – and whose knowing functions as a guarantee against total subsumption, against 

the collapse of agency into acquiescence. 

 It is at this level that I think The Black Body in Ecstasy most clearly registers as a 

 
186 Nash, 91.  

 
187 Nash, 93.  

 
188 Nash, 93. 
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translation of Spillers’ arguments in “Mama’s Baby.” Of course, Nash explicitly rejects 

her account of the visual as a sensory domain that, at least within modernity, is saturated 

without remainder by the politics of racial domination.Yet the broader insistence on 

staying with the racial-sexual positions and scripts imputed to black women is all 

Spillers, for whom abjection and possibility go hand in hand in ungendering’s inadvertent 

disclosure of (the possibility of) a female social subject empowered to name. What’s 

striking, of course, is that this power to name becomes, in Nash’s hands, the power to 

know – to recognize as violent, arbitrary, even ridiculous – the power to which one 

submits.  

From this standpoint, a certain privileging of the analytical as a register for 

enduring antiblackness, Nash and Wilderson converge in their readings of Spillers where 

elsewhere they might diverge. Take, for instance, the question of temporality. If 

Wilderson posits an unbreachable gap between (antiblack) present and (post-antiblack) 

future, Nash sees present and future as bound in a continuous replication of racial-sexual 

scripts that black feminism must learn to navigate in what some might characterize as a 

diminution of agency and others as a canny recontextualization of its terms for new 

conditions. Yet both rediscover diagnostic capacity as a means of acting in a present still 

organized by the logics of ungendering, whether this takes the form of Wilderson’s 

steadfast insistence on the singularity of black ontology and black political demand, or 

Nash’s argument that critical awareness keeps the inhabitation of the pornographic trope 

from degrading into internalized racism. 

In both its Afropessimist and disidentificatory forms, this kind of argument can be 

read as an allegory for the embattled position of the left-antiracist critic in the post-crash 
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phase of the long downturn. Earlier I had narrated the prelude to this moment: the 

institutional conditions and corresponding scholarly dispositions of left antiracism 

preceding the financial crash. I had argued that the normative orientation towards 

representation embodied in Collins and Crenshaw (as good or bad, realistic or 

stereotypical, empowering or marginalizing) represented less a thoroughgoing embrace of 

liberal multiculturalism’s strategies of institutional reform than a strategic engagement 

with its terms, which were recognized as having some kind of institutional ballast 

– invaluable in the long drought years of liberal and conservative counter-insurgency. 

The rise of racial ontology, exemplified here by Spillers’ ever-growing audience and 

Wilderson and Nash’s translations of “Mama’s Baby,'' represent the collapse of this 

strategic approach and its institutional conditions of possibility after the financial crash 

intensifies the long downturn’s profitability crisis and university administrators return to 

the humanities as a site to be ransacked in the name of cost-cutting and upwards 

redistribution. This is a situation in which the agency of the black feminist scholar, 

already precariously situated, names the capacity to know the terms of representation – in 

lieu of being able to substantially alter them. In the 2010s, even the painfully limited 

terms of liberal-multicultural reformation are no longer seen as potential catalysts for 

wider transformation. In Nash’s argument, then, the scholar’s capacities (to analyze, to 

historicize) find themselves implicitly retrojected as capacities of her archive, there to be 

rediscovered as all one can, and indeed must, do when the conditions of her agency erode 

under the pressures of mounting adjunctification, vanishing tenure lines, and declining 

humanities enrollment. So when Nash writes that she seeks to offer a “‘loving critique’ of 

the field [of black feminism], one that parts company with many of the questions that 
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have driven black feminist scholarship on representation, and one that hopes to bring 

renewed theoretical energy to its debates,” I read her as implicitly making the case for 

black feminism in the academy to grapple, at the level of theory, method, and writing, 

with the attenuation of its institutional conditions of possibility – and the wider political-

economic crisis of which this specific institutional crisis is a part.189 

A differently inflected style of inhabiting racial ontology gets tested out in 

Darieck Scott’s Extravagant Abjection: Blackness, Power, and Sexuality in the African 

American Literary Imagination. Here, the archival occasion is the text rather than the 

screen: in particular, depictions in African-American literature of sexual violence, 

including rape, perpetrated against black men. In these literary representations, which 

disclose sexualization, indeed sexual violation, as a primary vector of racialization for 

black subjects, Scott discerns the shadowy presence of power within the abjection that 

defines blackness – a particularly black power whose contours promise to retrieve that 

slogan of “the power-seizing politics of 1960s movements,” if in unexpected and 

unsettling form, from “the vacuum bags of corporate workforce management diversity 

seminars.”190 The deliberately counter-intuitive form taken by the black power of 

antiblack abjection reveals, I will argue, its encoding of a racial-ontological dispensation 

just beginning to emerge at the time of its publication.  

For Scott, abjection denotes the history of domination, conquest, and 

defeat at the hand of colonial and white-supremacist powers that has organized 

 
189 Nash, 8. 
190 Darieck Scott, “Introduction: Blackness, Abjection, and Sexuality” in  Extravagant Abjection: 

Blackness, Power, and Sexuality in the African American Literary Imagination , (New York: New York 

University Press, 2010), 15. 
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the lifeworlds of African diasporic peoples. If this history does not exhaust the 

meaning of blackness, it is nonetheless “lying coiled at its historical heart.”191 He 

suggests that there have been two approaches to the entwinement of blackness and 

abjection. The first approach 

 
[identifies] its operation and its deleterious effects – to historicize the 

categories of blackness and black sexuality – and put forward that 

historicization as a means either of dissuading the powers-that-be that 

exploit it from continuing to do so or of prodding those who are its 

victims to organize politically (and psychologically) to combat it: this 

is a  strategy aimed at diminishing, or overcoming, the operation of this 

spectacularity. The pursuit of such a strategy in those realms where 

sexualizing black bodies and violence against black bodies go hand in 

hand has been in operation since at least the time of our forebear Ida B. 

Wells-Barnett, and the need to continue this pursuit is elear. This is, we 

might propose, a central strategy of the neo-slave-narrative line of 

critique that I noted earlier has been an initial guide to me in 

considering the questions of this study.192 

  

Here we discern, once again, the anti-essentialist orientation to dissolving the 

seeming obviousness of its object in the acid bath of historical specificity – a task 

routinely endowed with the capacity to undo the object in toto. Importantly, Scott does 

not dismiss this approach; indeed, he insists on its continual and contemporaneous 

necessity. The second approach, on the other hand,  

is less often pursued and very possibly less likely to be effective but 

that nonetheless may offer helpful information in carrying forward the 

project of resistance that informs African Americanist inquiry: to 

examine those deleterious effects not only for the purpose of 

demonstrating their injurious outcomes but to see how the effects, 

indeed the injuries themselves, may themselves be tools that can be 

used either to model or to serve as a means of political transformation 

(at least as we see "politics" becoming manifest in the domain 

of"culture"). This is another strategy we can find sometimes employed 

in those same neo-slave narratives, though it is subordinate, on the 

whole, to the former.193 

 

 
191 Scott, 5.  
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This approach, which the close readings of Extravagant Abjection elaborate, 

trains on the promisingly subjectifying effects of abjection for a project of cultural 

transformation – one whose relation to “the project of resistance that informs African 

Americanist inquiry” is tenuous at best. It drops not only analysis of abjection’s 

“operation” but also the political optimism animating the scholarly deployment of 

historicization in the late 20th century. In Scott’s account, the historicizing orientation 

and the deployment of black power in sixties social movements converge in their 

difference from this second approach: they are both concerned with “diminishing” or 

“overcoming” abjection. This is consistent with my argument that racial anti-essentialism 

can be understood as an effort to preserve the radical horizons of sixties antiracisms for 

the drought years of colorblind-multicultural consolidation. It also exemplifies the 

tendential scuttling of those efforts by severing historicism from the capacity to speak 

truth to power or cultivate power from below.  

But is it that this newly chastened historicism offers to antiracist struggle, to the 

extent that it continues to speak – as Scott insists it does – in the lingua franca of politics? 

It allows us to linger on the effects of abjection, which constitute a barely cognizable 

(because counter-intuitive) form of black power. They name access to a range of 

occluded effects: social indeterminacy and its attendant affects of “anguish and vertigo,” 

experiences of temporality as “interarticulated, counterlinear rather than linear,” non-

normative and queer forms of gender and sexuality, and the capacity for “the eroticizing 

of everything in our worlds, but most especially its ugly history of the production of 

races.”194   

 
194 Scott, 259. 
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Although only first on this list, indeterminacy will turn out to be the item that 

most definitively contours Scott’s understanding of power. On the one hand, this is 

because we can comprehend the other items as second-order articulations of the 

indeterminacy of “anonymous existence” – an interarticulated or counterlinear experience 

of time merges past and present, gender against the constraints of normative social form 

exists “in a state of relative undifferentiation [...] (however momentarily) not-yet-

defined,” and the generalized dispersal of erotic attachment presupposes a similar 

unshackling from the conventional objects of sexual desire.195 On the other hand, it is 

because at the most fundamental level, indeterminacy names for Scott not a historically 

specific experience, one originating in and thus bound to (for instance) the production of 

racial blackness, but rather the defining feature of humanity itself: “an essential 

descriptive element of the operation of human consciousness and thus perhaps the 

foundation – if not, to push it further, the breadth and the limit – of what power and 

freedom for humans (as opposed to for systems or for imagined divines) can be – and, I 

argue, blackness can get us there.”196 Notice how Spiller’s “‘female’ within” becomes the 

figure for a generic and ante-modern humanity, one whose indeterminacy is reflexively 

coded as female within a modernity that can only apprehend that status as the unique 

burden of blackness and femininity: “The categories are, after all, created precisely for 

the purpose of bearing and demonstrating that burden so those not included in them will 

have the privilege of pretending that their shoulders are free of it”197. In Scott’s hands, the 

 
 
195 Scott, 25, 19.   
196 Scott, 24.  
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scare quotes take on new importance as a means not just of loosening the bio-centric 

association of female with sexual reproduction, but of untethering the term from gender 

specificity at the seam where modernity’s historically specific forms meet the occluded 

fluidity of human nature itself.  

It is finally this logic of anteriority – human nature before modernity, 

indeterminacy of anonymous existence before the determinacy of race, gender, and 

sexuality – that Scott takes from Spillers, and that discloses him as a thinker of racial 

ontology. For if the black power of his black subject consists in the possibility of 

separation from modern social forms at the level of embodied existence, this means that 

“the powers available here are, in the end – at bottom – powers over ourselves, strategic 

manipulations of our self- and race-conceptions. Such a politics does not grasp toward 

politics’ traditional object, which is power over objects (the organization of the social 

world) and over others conceived as adversaries.”198 By implication, the self- and race-

conceptions of others remain intact, and black power morphs into a species of racialized 

self-fashioning. Blackness acquires an ontological character not only by virtue of Scott’s 

call to dwell in its most facially undesirable dimensions, but also by virtue of his 

disinterest in (more than internally) altering its logics. This is what I mean by describing 

Scott and Nash as embodying different styles of inhabiting, or more specifically 

disidentifying with, racial ontology: where Nash’s subjects extend outward (towards a 

knowing inhabitation of the controlling image), Scott’s subjects withdraw (into 

experiences, however fleeting, of ante-modern humanity that run in parallel with and 

cannot but be misrecognized as forms of degraded existence).  
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 I want to conclude my discussion of Scott by flagging the role of literature in 

ratifying his ontology of (ante-modern) indeterminacy and (modern) abjection. In 

defending his conception of power against those who would argue that “mere 

indeterminacy is not freedom or power,” Scott counters that “in a context where 

overdetermination is the hallmark of the figure of blackness, the presentation of or the 

access to the indeterminate bears a potency worth reckoning.”199 In the context of his 

broader argument, which discloses its political yield in internal transformation, the clash 

of indeterminacy and overdetermination logically entails indeterminacy’s withdrawal 

from overdetermination, preserving the latter as the former’s grimly perpetual horizon. 

This is the racial-ontological gesture in Scott. More curious, and specifically relevant to 

the role of literature in all this, is what subsidiary claims accompany his later admission 

that the power residing in indeterminacy is difficult to grasp when one has a more 

conventional account of power in mind: 

 
From this point of view, greater attention ought to be accorded to the 

"mere" that describes indeterminacy; it is indeed a gossamer mere 

when measured against the near absolutes of historical events and 

extant institutions, but a mere that we ought to see as having 

recognizable strength when measured against our existential conditions. 

While the achievement of something we can see as a "real" material, 

wide-ranging freedom or power – because it looks enough like the 

operation of institutions in the present and the past – is certainly a good 

goal for progressive and radical politics, do we only recoguize freedom 

or power when they approach the direction of infinity on the asymptotic 

curve? I say not. Thus, power here appears against the grain, 

provisional and to some degree slippery and suggestive – literary, a 

form of knowing making contiguous and simultaneous apparently 

disparate, temporally separate constituent elements – exactly because 

our definitions of power (again, bound to gender position, bound to 

racial position) obscure even the possibility of its existence.200  
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 Here, as with Nash, the occluded agency that the theorist of racial 

disidentification wishes to bring to light is finally secreted in their object of study – and 

in Scott, fully conflated with its formal qualities: “a form of knowing making contiguous 

and simultaneous apparently disparate, temporally separate constituent elements.” The 

black feminist’s agency is the actor or spectator’s; the African Americanist’s agency is 

literature’s. Literature, as much as racialized pornography, presides over the social 

diminution of scholarly powers by embodying certain solutions to the problem of 

carrying on the work of left antiracism in an era when even the meager grain stores of the 

humanities have been ransacked by the politics of austerity. In these arguments we have 

traveled a great distance from Gates and Morrison, for whom literature operated as a 

compromised but nonetheless efficacious medium of antiracist agency: whether for 

integrating the English department or engaging in the project of national healing. 

That these arguments imbue antiblackness with an intractable force is perhaps 

obvious, or at least intuitive. The recalibration of scholarly agency in Nash and Scott 

– such that the curation of good images is replaced by the navigation of “inescapably 

problematic” ones, and abjection’s overcoming cedes ground to its “working-through” 

– proceeds with a kind of syllogistic commonsense from baseline presumptions about the 

nature of racial formation.201 If the “legible (and stereotypical) scripts” and “experience 

of being on the bottom of every psychosocial hierarchy” that define blackness are 

malleable, refusal of these terms is eminently reasonable; if not, then a strategy more 

defined by identification and inhabitation may be more apt.202 From such a perspective, a 
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politics that puts denaturing the antiblack script directly on the agenda – not in the 

register of totalizing (Afropessimist) diagnosis, but as a concrete, embodied practice of 

anti-normative refusal – would seem to require correspondingly anti-essentialist 

commitments. In closing, however, I will show that the contemporary form of this anti-

normative sensibility is a claim about the intrinsically anti-normative character of certain 

forms of racial subjectivity – one that locates them in a viciously cyclical relationship 

with antiblackness that supposes, as the precondition of the former’s native radicalism, 

the latter’s survival in perpetuity.  

Black Anti-Normativity  

The most thoroughgoing articulation of this argument can be found in Fred 

Moten’s oeuvre, from his earlier claim that blackness names “the extended movement of 

a specific upheaval, an ongoing irruption that anarranges every line” to later arguments, 

co-authored with frequent collaborator Stefano Harney, concerning its “radical 

homelessness – its kinetic indigeneity, its irreducible queerness.”203 Moten condenses the 

stakes of this ontologizing of blackness in an early version of his 2008 PMLA essay 

“Black Op”:  

There is a voraciously instrumental anti-essentialism, 
powered in an intense and terrible way by good intentions, 

that is the intellectual platform from which black studies’ 
disavowal of its object [blackness] and aim [the critique of 
western civilization] is launched, even when that disavowal 

comes in something which also thinks itself to be moving 
in the direction of that object and aim. I’m trying to move 

by way of a kind of resistance to that anti-essentialism, one 
that requires a paleonymic relation to blackness; I’m trying 
to own a certain dispossession, the underprivilege of being-

sentenced to this gift of constantly escaping and to standing 

 
203 Fred Moten, “Resistance of the Object: Aunt Hester’s Scream” in In the Break: The Aesthetics of the 
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in for the fugitivity (to echo Nathaniel Mackey, Daphne 
Brooks and Michel Foucault) (of the imagination) that is an 

irreducible property of life, persisting in and against every 
disciplinary technique while constituting and instantiating 

not just the thought but that actuality of the outside that is 
what/where blackness is—as space or spacing of the 
imagination, as condition of possibility and constant 

troubling of critique.204 
 

If modernity has “sentenced” blackness to both embody and stand in for fugitivity 

(understood here as departure from fixed social form), Moten provokes us to double 

down on that historically sedimented association. To do otherwise, whether in the name 

of a liberalism that insists on the possessive individualism of the enslaved or a racial anti-

essentialism that dissolves their pornotropic overdetermination into the swift flow of 

historical time, is to disavow blackness itself. Here, Moten mirrors Spillers’ opening 

gambit in “Mama’s Baby,'' forcing the anti-essentialist cohort to reckon with its (for 

Moten, respectability-adjacent) “disavowal” of black singularity – whether as actual 

rather than imputed lawlessness or ungendering violence that seems to decommission the 

very passage of time. The passage from anti-essentialism to ontology seems obvious 

enough, dramatized here in the reworking (rather than outright displacement) of antiblack 

pathologization. However, I’d like to suggest that the move illuminating the latter’s 

utility for the present is more readily glimpsed in how Moten later configures the 

relationship between black life and antiblackness:    

To think resistance as originary is to say, in a sense, that we have what 

we need, that we can get there from here, that there’s nothing wrong 

with us or even, in this regard, with here, even as it requires us still to 

think about why it is that difference calls the same, that resistance calls 

regulative power, into existence, thereby securing the vast, empty 

brutality that characterizes here and now.205 

 

 
204 Fred Moten, “Black Optimism/Black Operation” (2007), 3-4.  
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 Notice how the terms of Moten’s argument shift, such that fugitivity describes not 

merely what blackness is forced to embody in the historical instance, but what blackness 

in fact is – full stop. I am less interested in puzzling over Moten’s inversion of 

historiographic conventions to which even Afropessimists hew (nicely condensed in 

Bryan Wagner’s claim that “[b]lackness is an adjunct to racial slavery”206), than in 

highlighting how this tethering of blackness to antiblackness tethers them in perpetuity 

– with one’s lawlessness calling forth the other’s demand for law in a seemingly endless 

loop. Temporally speaking, if Afropessimism introduces tension into the relationship 

between ungendering and its “marvels'' by locating the former as the exemplum of our 

exhaustively antiblack present and the latter as the (only negatively thinkable) prospect of 

an unknowable future, Moten lets that tension go slack by withdrawing the political 

possibilities of ungendering into the antiblack present. If he nonetheless insists that the 

anteriority of (black) resistance implies “that we can get there from here,” it remains 

unclear how to reconcile the prospect of a genuine break from antiblackness with the 

perpetual motion machine he has just constructed. Indeed, the looping temporality of this 

machine is already presupposed when Moten ontologizes the nexus of blackness and 

fugitivity – rendering the animating rhythm of black life that of perpetual flight or 

withdrawal. In the “vast, empty brutality that characterizes here and now,” this names yet 

another way of inhabiting the ongoingness of antiblackness. 

  We also find this logic at work in Alexander Weheliye’s Habeas Viscus: 

Racializing Assemblages, Biopolitics, and Black Feminist Theories of the Human, whose 

 
206 Bryan Wagner, “Introduction” in Disturbing the Peace: Black Culture and the Police Power after 

Slavery (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009), 1. 
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synthesis of Spillers and Sylvia Wynter yields an account of the flesh as a modality of 

corporeal existence at odds with that of liberal humanism and its “lexicons of resistance 

and agency.”207 Weheliye writes that     

Claiming and dwelling in the monstrosity of the flesh present 

some of the weapons in the guerrilla  warfare to “secure the 

full cognitive and behavioral autonomy of the human species,” 

since these liberate from captivity assemblages of life, 

thought, and politics from the tradition of the oppressed and, 

as a result, disfigure the centrality of Man as the sign for the 

human. As an assemblage of humanity, habeas viscus 

animates the elsewheres of Man and emancipates the true 

potentiality that rests in those subjects who live behind the veil 

of the permanent state of exception: freedom; assemblages of 

freedom that sway to the temporality of new syncopated 

beginnings for the human beyond the world and continent of 

Man.208  

 

Flesh contains “assemblages of life, thought, and politics” occluded or denigrated 

as abnormal within modernity but which constitute genuinely alternative modes of being 

in the world. For Weheliye, unlike Moten, the politics of this alternativity is definitionally 

hitched to its capacity to embody a future that will have occurred. Flesh’s alternativity 

anticipates a future in which Man no longer overrepresents the species, a formulation that 

would appear to secure a critical merger between Afropessimists (for whom the future 

persists as the negatively thinkable within antiblack modernity) and the other scholars I 

have described so far (for whom the future extends the antiblack logics of the present). In 

the vocabulary of anarchism, the flesh is prefigurative, embodying in miniature the social 

form of the coming world. Weheliye might suggest that flesh’s non-identity – its split in 

Moten between antiblack pathologization and black fugitivity – is also the non-identity of 

the present with itself.  

 
207 Alexander Weheliye, “Introduction: Now” in  Habeas Viscus: Racializing Assemblages, Biopolitics, and 

Black Feminist Theories of the Human  (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014), 2.  
208 Weheliye, 136. 
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Yet this introjection of genuine futurity into the (only apparently) vacuum-sealed 

present occurs in a curiously atemporal and non-explanatory manner. The displacement 

of the “centrality of Man” by the “elsewheres of Man” – the liberated future that flesh 

anticipatorily lives out now – obtains because the latter is more capacious than the 

former, is in its proliferation of genres properly coextensive with  “the human species.”  

In other words, a diachronic trajectory is read out of the synchronic distinction between 

Man and his elsewheres, a term whose non-temporality should not escape notice here. 

The difference between this and that is conflated with, and hence understood as being 

adequate to, the passage between now and then – with time (or what we could simply call 

the minor problem of revolutionary transition) reduced to a matter of taxonomy.  In 

Weheliye, the logic of the future anterior yields less a means by which Man might recede 

into pacific peripherality – accomplishing the genuine break with the antiblack present its 

deployment intends – than a hopeful cathection to a post-Man future perpetually on the 

horizon. Here, futurity recedes once again into the backdrop, and the future re-emerges 

into focus as the present’s smooth reproduction.  

Conclusion 

Thus far I have made the case that the post-crash years have witnessed a turn 

within the humanistic study of race and racism from racial anti-essentialism to racial 

ontology. The latter names an intellectual dispensation transfixed less by the prospects of  

race’s spatial-temporal variation than by its sheer intractability – and the political 

discontents that such arguments yield. I have argued that this racial-ontological turn is 

helpfully disclosed in the reception history of black studies luminary Hortense Spillers, 

whose “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe” skyrockets to newfound prominence in the 2010s. 
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Its intellectual ubiquity can be discerned in three clusters of black studies theorization: 

arguments for the abolition of a constitutively antiblack modernity, arguments for the 

disidentificatory embrace of racial-sexual abjection, and arguments for the anti-normative 

character of negatively racialized subjectivity. All three clusters, I argue, elaborate 

(implicitly or explicitly, with or against the grain of their own theorizing) styles of 

inhabiting a present saturated without remainder by an invidious antiblackness that 

Spillers’ concepts of flesh, ungendering, and the pornotrope help to limn. Marking the 

fundamental convergence of these clusters realizes the first thrust of this chapter, which is 

exegetical: to insist on racial ontology as a wide-ranging modality of theorizing race and 

racism that exceeds its instantiation in the too-easily dismissed scapegoat of Afro-

pessimism.  

 The second thrust of this chapter is historical: to insist on racial ontology as a 

metabolization of the long downturn in its post-crash phase. Here, the accelerated 

collapse of higher education, particularly in the humanistic precincts where ethnic and 

black studies found refuge in the years of colorblind-multicultural consolidation, fosters a 

thoroughgoing abandonment of the projects of multicultural inclusion that racial anti-

essentialists had strategically embraced. To the extent that the debt leveraging of 

collegiate learning meant that “all debtors are considered equal,” it permitted humanities 

to stand, for a time, on relatively level footing with institutional peers more directly 

connected to the corporate world.209 The financial crash and the largely jobless recovery 

that ensued would render these student-debtors considerably more bearish about the 

financial prospects of a humanities education, shedding enrollment and drawing the 
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attention of administrators already unfriendly to the intellectual and social projects of the 

traditional disciplines – a process compounding the dynamic of adjunctification already 

dwindling the academy’s pool of permanent employment.210 These circumstances would 

occasion a thoroughgoing revaluation of prospects for the cultivation of what I have been 

calling left-antiracist aspiration – the desire for thoroughgoing social reconstruction 

towards racially egalitarian futures without institutional vehicles for its concrete 

realization. Of course, the ontological turn took its intuitive force not only from the 

austerity-beset university but also from the intensification of the downturn’s existing 

effects across late-modern social formation. For some, this reckoning would mean the 

retroactive transcription of failed alternatives as “borrowed institutionality,” bound in 

(ontological) essence rather than (historical) accident to reproduce the antiblack present; 

for others, it would mean the imbuing of negatively racialized subjectivity with an anti-

normative core that rendered it in perpetual flight from that present’s logics. But across 

these cases, the figure of a blackness wholly saturated by violence would emerge as the 

means of grappling with the palpable insufficiency – or perhaps sheer impossiblity – of 

simply conserving the antiracist dream. The characterization of this theoretical-historical 

transcription as “Afro-pessimist” may matter less than the recognition of its disturbingly 

broad and scalable purchase. 

 

 
210 David Laurence glosses the systematic degree completions data collected by the Integrated 

Postsecondary Education Data System in these terms:  

 

“By 2000…the share of the humanities grew to just under 12 per 100. The quickened flow of students out 

of the humanities after 2009 meant that by 2015 the humanities were conferring 3.4 fewer bachelor’s 

degrees per 100 than they had a decade earlier, in 2006.” 
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CHAPTER FOUR - ALL BLACK EVERYTHING: NOTES ON RACIAL ONTOLOGY 
AND BLACK EXEMPLARITY  

 

           “Blackness is theory itself, anti-blackness the resistance to 

theory.” 

           Jared Sexton, “Ante-Anti-Blackness: 

Afterthoughts” 

 

 In thinking through the political investments and political-economic resonance of 

racial ontology, I have primarily made recourse to scholarship in black studies that takes 

racial blackness as its object. As such, my characterization of the interface between 

scholarly dispensation and historical circumstance may appear unwittingly provincial – 

put bluntly, to what extent am I advancing a field-specific claim in the guise of a broader 

claim about the wider terrain of humanistic endeavor? One might respond to this problem 

of disciplinary and archival homogeneity by widening the frame to take in scholarship 

not expressly located in black studies or concerned with racial blackness – and 

discerning, even there, the impress of claims that disentangle race from problematics of 

spatio-temporal variation and conjunctural unpredictability. Yet in expanding the 

dissertation’s remit, a solution pursued in earlier versions of this chapter, I did not find 

racial ontology percolating in distinct (inter)disciplinary silos: one for black studies, one 

for Asian-American studies, and so forth. Or, more precisely, I did not find that black 

studies advanced one strain of racial ontology among others but that racial-ontological 

claim-making, wherever I found it, took black studies and racial blackness as its twinned 

occasions. And, crucially, it did so not in the modalities of analogy, comparison, or 
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predecession – ways of (not) thinking in the problem-space of blackness that have been 

roundly critiqued as eliding the specificity and contemporaneity of black living and 

antiblack subjection – but in the dialectical modality of singularity and totality.211  

 What I mean by this perhaps enigmatic formulation is the way in which 

contemporary scholars of modern race and racism have discerned in ontological accounts 

of racial blackness an occasion for broader re-theorization of the . This may look like the 

onboarding of Afropessimist arguments – the antiblackness of modern sociality, the 

incapacity of a labor theory of slavery to account for the extra-economic dimensions of 

antiblack subjection – to disrupt conventions of disciplinary knowledge production from 

within.212 It may involve the distension of Spillers’ theory of “flesh” to make sense of 

– and, as I will later argue, imbue with ontological force – non-black vectors of 

racialization.213 It may be signaled by the tendential turn from Stuart Hall to Cedric 

 
211 On the antiblackness of analogy, see Jared Sexton’s “People-of-Color-Blindness: Notes on the Afterlife 

of Slavery.” Social Text 103, vol.28, no.2 (2010) and Frank Wilderson’s “The Ruse of Analogy” in Red, 

White, and Black: Cinema and the Structure of U.S. Antagonisms (Durham, Duke University Press, 2010). 

On the homogenizing pitfalls of comparison – and the alternative possibilities offered by a relational 

hermeneutic – see Roderick Ferguson and Grace Hong, Strange Affinities: The Gender and Sexual Politics 

of Comparative Racialization (Durham, Duke University Press, 2011) and Keith Feldman, “On 

Relationality, On Blackness: A Listening Post.” Comparative Literature, vol.68, no.2 (2016). By the logic 

of predecession, I mean to flag a mode of historical narration, one with liberal and conservative variants, in 

which racism is located in a superseded past and the present figured as the scene of post -racial 

enlightenment. For the former, in which contemporary antiracist struggles are openly denigrated, see 

Daniel Rodgers, “Race and Socia l Memory,” Age of Fracture (Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 

2011). For an example of the latter, in which various social movements are cast as the “next civil rights 

movement,” see Chandan Reddy, “Time for Rights? Loving, Gay Marriage, and the Limits of Legal 

Justice.” Fordham Law Review, vol.76, issue 6 (2008), 2849-2872. 

 
212 On the Afropessimist critique of disciplinary knowledge, see Moon Kie Jung, “The Enslaved, the 

Worker, and Du Bois’s Black Reconstruction: Toward an Underdiscipline of Antisociology.” Sociology of 

Race and Ethnicity, vol.5, issue 2 (2019), Franco Barchiesi and Shona Jackson, “Introduction,” 

International Labor and Working Class History, vol.96 (2019), and Kathryn Yusoff, A Billion Black 

Anthropocenes or None, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2018).  

 
213 On indigeneity, see Elizabeth Povinelli, The Empire of Love: Toward a Theory of Intimacy, Genealogy, 

and Carnality (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006). On Asian racialization, see Anne Cheng, 

Ornamentalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018). For a more generalized rescripting of Spillers 

organized by the conceptual rubric of “humans, not-quite-humans, and nonhumans,” see Alexander 
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Robinson as a key coordinate for anti-capitalist thinking at the nexus of race and class. It 

may even take shape as a vexed confrontation with, even refusal of, these arguments that 

attests to their citational ubiquity and seemingly irresistible force.214 But across these 

encounters with ontological thinking in black studies and about racial blackness, the latter 

consistently emerges not as a scholarly recalibration within a discrete precinct of study 

but as an intervention to which all scholarly and political constituencies must be held 

accountable.   

 The distinctness of this structure of intellectual relation – what I want to 

tentatively describe as black exemplarity – comes into sharp relief against the forms of 

exemplarity wielded by the anti-essentialist turn: from racial formation theory’s wide-

scoped examination of slavery, colonialism, and immigration; to the origin of Hall’s 

famous race/class formulation in contemporaneous Marxist accounts of race/class 

articulation in Latin America and South Africa; to the cross-disciplinary transit of 

subjectless critique – in particular, its orientation to left commitment as a practice of 

subject formation – from Asian-American studies to queer of color critique. If black 

diasporic critique and black feminism featured prominently in this milieu, they did so as 

tributaries within a larger, thoroughly heterogenous stream whose collective (if hardly 

unified) efforts to reroute the shapeshifting protocols of postwar official antiracisms drew 

from any number of (inter)disciplines and historical situations.  

 In other words, the overwhelming centrality of racial blackness, and the special 

impetus accorded to its ontologizing translation, should be grasped as a distinctive feature 

 
Weheliye, Habeas Viscus: Racializing Assemblages, Biopolitics, and Black Feminist Theories of the 

Human (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014).   
214 See, e.g. Justin Leroy, “Black History in Occupied Territory: On the Entanglements of Slavery and 

Settler Colonialism,” Theory & Event, Vol.19, Issue 14 (2016). 
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of the intellectual dispensation that now serves as a center of intellectual gravity in the 

contemporary humanistic study of race and racism. What I want to offer in the following 

pages are two cases of the intellectual transit between black ontology and other theories 

of race and racism that dramatize the simultaneous breadth and singularity of the turn to 

racial ontology. In recent monographs by Amber Musser and Anne Anlin Cheng, I will 

argue, we can discern how blackness occasions ontological thinking about race along 

wider vectors of racial reference. But in the process, we’ll come to see that the blackness 

recurring in these accounts is the same blackness fixating the wide, putatively non-

ontological range of black studies scholars in chapter three – one whose characteristic 

feature is unremitting abjection, or what Jared Sexton, describing the maximalist logic of 

Afropessimist theorization, has called “the absoluteness of power.” 215 I will conclude by 

offering tentative thoughts on the historicity of the black in black exemplarity, asking 

why in our moment the ontological turn has fastened so insistently on black studies and 

racial blackness as its institutional and intellectual frames of reference.      

Ranging across a tellingly wide range of fields from performance studies to queer 

of color critique, from black feminism to psychoanalysis, Musser’s Sensual Excess 

dramatizes the productively vexed transit between blackness and its (non-white) others 

through her racially distended use of Spillers’ concept of the pornotrope. In her reading, 

the pornotrope permits us to see both a “process of [economic and sexual] 

objectification” and the alternative forms of selfhood that are made possible at the 

violently abjecting crosshairs of this process.216 If, for Spillers, the concept named the 

 
215 Jared Sexton, “The Social Life of Social Death,” InTensions Journal, Issue 5 (2011), 32.  
 
216 Amber Musser, Sensual Excess: Queer Femininity and Brown Jouissance (New York: New York 

University Press, 2018), 6. 
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historic and ongoing predicament of racial blackness, Musser stretches it across wider 

terrain – marking out abjected and alternative forms of relationality within what she 

initially calls, in a curiously qualified formulation, “the category that we understand as 

people of color” but more consistently describes as brownness.217 In chapter three, I made 

the case for reading “Mama’s Baby” as an ur-text of the ontological turn in critical race 

studies – authorizing, in its theoretical lexicon and argumentative turns, a broad 

orientation to the persistence of antiblackness in and as modernity. In this light, Musser’s 

translation of Spillers as a theorist of black and brown life works to disperse the charge of 

(black) ontology across the darker side of the color line, situating non-black people of 

color in the essay’s conceptual mise-en-scene of abjection and possibility. Brown life, 

too, is constituted in a vexed relation to normative gender and sexuality; and brown life, 

too, can partake in “whatever marvels” reside in expulsion from “the ranks of gendered 

femaleness,” or in what Musser calls “a spatiality of possibility, of the always-already, of 

not-quite-return or homeland, of embrace, plurality, spirituality, and sensuality.”218 That 

is, brownness enters the conceptual space of ontology in and through the figure and 

theory of blackness. In this move, Spillers’ logic is expanded, but it is also reconfigured. 

To position blackness alongside brownness, as modes of racialization equally (if 

differently) animated by the pornotrope is implicitly to script the color line along a 

white/non-white axis underwritten by the problematic of white supremacy. Musser says 

as much, identifying the stakes of her “expansion of the pornotrope” in mov[ing] away 

from theorizing blackness as the space of negation by positioning it in relation to multiple 

 
 
217 Musser, 7.  
218 Spillers, 65, 80. Musser, 198. 
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forms of brownness.”219 This move is not meant to “de-exceptionalize slavery, but to 

point to continuities in the forms of violence exerted by white supremacy.”220  

 In this context, where black and brown intermingle under the conceptual aegis of 

“Mama’s Baby,” what remains curious – and what highlights the relation between black 

and brown as more fraught than that of frictionless transfer or translation –  is Musser’s 

nomination of jouissance as specifically brown. Naming the forms of plural and relational 

personhood that congeal on the underside of the pornotrope, it highlights the specific 

angle of her intervention (and its reading of Spillers) – not so much the abjection of 

ungendering as its affirmative, distinctly fleshy, possibilities. Yet these possibilities find 

themselves more readily modified by brown than black, even as Sensual Excess puts the 

anti-normative vibrancy of black cultural production front and center. This suggests that 

the deployment of ungendering as a conceptual problematic (whose yield is not only the 

translation of brown life into the register of ontology but also the alignment of black and 

brown life in their mutual ontologization as white supremacy’s constitutive other) is 

haunted by the figure of black death – of a blackness figured in and as death. In her 

earlier explanation of why she seeks to expand the referential field of the pornotrope, 

blackness is dogged by its theorization “as the space of negation”; the solution to this 

conceptual overdetermination, whose missing referent is Afropessimism, is not so much a 

retheorization of blackness as its relocation in reparative proximity to “multiple forms of 

brownness.” It is not clear whether the problem resides in the conceptual framing of 

blackness or in some stubbornly constituent element of blackness itself – such that the 
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transit from ungendered abjection to fleshy otherwise possibility must be sourced from 

without. Put schematically, Musser’s racial distension of the pornotrope entails a doubled 

turn – from antiblackness to white supremacy, and from abjection to possibility – itself 

made possible by putting the Afropessimistic identification of blackness with abjection at 

arm’s length.  

 In reconstructing Musser’s argument along these lines, my aim is not to affirm the 

(repressed) truth of black abjection – comprehensive rather than partial, a libidinal 

totality rather than merely one side of the pornotrope – against the (flattening) synthesis 

of black and brown life under the sign of jouissance. For better or worse, I have no 

investment in affirming or contesting the supposition “that the sign of blackness must 

necessarily move toward commonality with nonblack signs and positions—on the levels 

of poetics, sociality, or aesthetics.”221 It is significant enough, I would insist, that the 

specter of blackness as death, the haunting prospect of their exhaustive identity, persists 

on the conceptual outskirts of Musser’s argument as a figure that must be reckoned with 

– contained in the subtly de-dramatizing gesture of a “yes, and.”222 For such a 

relationship tells us something about the nature of the ontological turn and its relation to 

racial blackness as an occasion for the critical remaking of general theoretical categories. 

That remaking, Sensual Excess argument suggests, must move through the conceptual 

precincts of a “black life [...] lived in social death,” whose mark it bears even as it seeks 

valiantly to prize those terms apart.223 

 
221 Ren Ellis Neyrat, “The Question of Ethics in the Semiotics of Brownness.”  Small Axe (2020).   
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 In Cheng’s Ornamentalism, we find this encounter staged not in black and brown 

but in black and yellow – in the conceptually and historically vexed dialectic between 

black studies and Asian-American studies. Here, she seeks a theory of the racialization of 

Asian women and finds its apposite figure in the yellow woman. Against prevailing 

models of “Oriental female objectification” that might emplot her in a narrative of 

persons reduced to objects, Cheng makes the case for the Asian woman as a figure whose 

personhood “is named or conceived through ornamental gestures,” or what she calls (in a 

fusion of ornament and Orientalism) ornamentalism.224 The logic that racializes her is 

best described by the aestheticized and artificial character of the ornament than the 

primitive and sensual organicity of the flesh – with the latter’s ubiquity indexing how 

concepts initially developed to make sense of racial blackness have been reflexively 

imbued with an exemplarily cross-racial status. Ornamentalism thus ventures to elevate 

“the fact of yellowness” to the same status accorded in and beyond black studies to “the 

fact of blackness”: an occasion for theory rather than merely an object of it.225 Strikingly, 

Cheng’s purpose in doing so is not to retrieve the “real” Asian and Asian-American 

women encrusted in ornamental logic – casting aside the aspersive generality of yellow 

womanhood in favor of the historically and socially specific texture of experience, 

asserting personhood against ornamental and enfleshing logics alike – but to “understand 

and acknowledge the conditions and consequences of living as an aesthetic being.”226 

Staying with these conditions and consequences might yield “privileges as well as [...] 
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penalties,” alternative possibilities of being in which corporeal integrity is neither taken 

for granted nor seen as inherently desirable.227  

In its doubled insistence on yellow womanhood – as enduring condition of 

racialized subjection and subjective possibility – this argument cuts against the anti-

essentialist and historicist presumptions that have animated Asian-American cultural and 

literary critique since the 1990s and 2000s. In the face of burgeoning internal diversity, 

fueled in part by new waves of immigration from Asia, and the tenuous social hold of 

“Asian-American” as a category of pan-ethnic identification, scholars like Kandice Chuh, 

Lisa Lowe, and Susan Koshy refashioned the category away from a straightforwardly 

referential relation to ethnicity; in this self-described “anti-essentialist” strain of thinking, 

Asian-American would designate a constitutively “heterogeneous” grouping in excess of 

any given form of ethnic identity, a “catachrestic” formulation without literal referents, or 

a category of “subjectless” critique unified less by self-identification at scale than 

principled commitment to the critique of nationalism and imperialism.228 Subsequent 

developments have sought to rethink the field’s allergy to historical determination by 

inquiring into the imaginative and material purchase of racial categorization, whether 

“Asian” or “Asian-American,” within specific conjunctures – rather than attaching these 

terms, especially the latter, to an invariant cluster of theoretical or political 

 
227 Cheng, 16. 
228 On Asian-American racial formation as constitutively heterogeneous, see Lisa Lowe, “Heterogeneity, 

Hybridity, Multiplicity: Marking Asian American Differences,” Diaspora 1, no.1 (1991), 24-44. On its 

catachrestic character, see Susan Koshy, “The Fiction of Asian American Literature,” Yale Journal of 

Criticism 9, no. 2 (1996), 315–346. On subjectless critique, see Kandice Chuh, Imagine Otherwise: On 

Asian Americanist Critique (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003). 
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commitments.229 If these arguments can be periodized as “waves,” with a historicist 

orientation to the on-the-ground determinacy of racial form supplanting an anti-

essentialist orientation to its pervasive instabilities and slippages, both arguments are 

underwritten by the presumption of a constitutive distance between the Asian-American 

subject (however differently extracted from and defined against essentialist protocols of 

whatever political stripe) and the workings of a white supremacist imaginary. Through 

straightforwardly empirical appeals to demographic and political diversity and 

complexity or else the (more literarily-inflected) rendition of Asian America as non-

essence, historicist and anti-essentialist critique alike would proceed from the baseline 

assumption that taxonomies of primordial Asian difference could not but trail behind the 

countervailing complexities of historical, social, and political difference.  

In reading Ornamentalism as the theoretical and political foil to these older 

traditions of Asian-Americanist critique, an immediate obstacle comes to mind. Cheng, as 

I have mentioned, pointedly distinguishes her inquiry into yellow womanhood from those 

concerned with the experiences of actually existing Asian or Asian-American women. In 

doing so she would appear to locate Ornamentalism within the very anti-essentialist 

dispensation whose presuppositions I credit her with worrying: “Claims of the ‘real’ and  

the ‘authentic’ can impose coercions of their own.”230 Yet as I have observed, both 

Asian-Americanist anti-essentialism and historicism read discursive formations like the 

 

229 See, e.g., Lye, Asia’s America: Racial Form and American Literature, 1893 -1945 (New Jersey: 

Princeton University Press, 2004); and Mark Chiang, The Cultural Capital of Asian American Studies 

(New York: New York University Press, 2009). 
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yellow woman with an eye to their historical misapprehensions and fundamental 

distinctness from the social and experiential particularity of Asian subjects, however 

much the latter might labor under the conditions imposed by the former. No such distance 

obtains for the yellow woman, for whom “the deeper, stranger, more intricate, and more 

ineffable (con)fusion between thingness and personness” is less a set of tropes to be 

dispelled or historicized than a brute fact of existence.231 As Cheng puts it, “Orientalism 

is a critique, ornamentalism a theory of being.”232 If the prevailing Asian-Americanist 

critique of the “real” and the “authentic” is underwritten by optimism (about the 

prospects of slipping the noose of racial essentialism, of consolidating a subject of 

feminist and anti-imperialist critique) Cheng’s rests on a deflation of these prospects 

exemplified in the retention of the self-consciously dated and pathologized yellow. 

 In narrowing, indeed closing, the distance between trope and reality, 

Ornamentalism converges on the argumentative structure first modeled and popularized 

by “Mama’s Baby,” according to which dwelling in racial abjection opens out onto 

unexpected realms of cultural and political possibility. This is the first sense in which the 

theory of yellow womanhood draws its ontological texture from black studies – despite 

Cheng’s polemical insistence that the exemplary status accorded to “the fantasy of 

organicity,” inspired in part by Spillers, has kept the study of race and racism from 

theorizing through, rather than merely about, the Asian woman.233 But this contemporary 

entwinement of Asian- and African-Americanist theorizing can be discerned in the self-
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described arc of Cheng’s own argument, which does not, in the end, pursue a 

freestanding theory of Asian femininity such that the (yellow) logic of ornament runs in 

parallel to the (black) logic of flesh. For in her conclusion Cheng argues that the 

theorization of racial blackness requires the insights of yellow womanhood, not as an 

external pairing of the black and the yellow, but as a standpoint illuminating something 

internal to blackness that the concept of flesh cannot by itself apprehend. She hitches this 

case to a close reading of Toni Morrison’s Beloved, which orients us to how “violent 

scars on the body often manifest themselves as unexpected aesthetic eruptions: a 

necklace, a smile under the chin, soughing sycamores, a luminous skin-dress, a gorgeous 

chokecherry, a rope around the waist, a little tobacco tin buried in the chest like a treasure 

box.”234  

Taking as her starting point Morrison’s representation of Sethe’s scarred back as a 

chokecherry tree, Cheng discerns the logics of assemblage and artifactuality in the scene 

of antiblack violation, even teasing out its occluded presence in Spillers’ own 

formulations: “even bare flesh is inscription: the hieroglyphics of the flesh.”235 Tellingly, 

however, the stress in her argument falls most heavily on the final step in Spillers’ 

argument, in which abjection is converted into possibility. For the black woman, Cheng 

writes,       

ornamentalism can name a particular mode of being that applies 

pressure on the fantasy of corporeal integrity. It is precisely when flesh 

has been defiled and radically severed from its own sense of humanity 

that the path back requires mediation. The flesh that passes through 

objecthood needs “ornament” as a way back to itself. Even Baby 

Suggs’s much-quoted sermon, which so passionately urges a return to 

the flesh, understands that self-possession has to be courted, with all the 
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strangeness and distance implied by that concept. This is why her song 

is also a blazon of body parts: “backs that need support; shoulders that 

need arms . . . love your neck; put a hand on it, grace it, stroke it, and 

hold it up” (emphasis added). This lesson about self-regard delineates 

an approach back toward the self as a collection of lost objects. Having 

been made strange to oneself by unimaginable brutality means that one 

must reapproach the self as a stranger. Here the instructions for loving 

the “natural” body articulate this poignant and melancholic gesture of 

almost orthopedic reconstruction, of carefully tacking a scaffold of the 

body as a prop for one’s psyche. Hence Paul D’s final counsel to Sethe: 

“You your own best thing” (emphasis added).236 

 The painstaking reconstitution of flesh as something other than an exhaustive 

tableau of sexual and economic violence – or, more pointedly, the recognition that this 

wrenching of possibility from abjection is indeed possible without recourse to the 

familiar lexicon of the human – requires a modification of Spillers’ conceptual 

architecture. Or, to put Cheng’s point in reverse, Spillers inadvertently paints herself into 

a corner. An orientation to “the ruptures and inescapable materiality of flesh” gives voice 

to abjection but, insofar as it has closed off the exit doors marked “body” and “gendered 

femaleness,” it has no language for how a (non)subject thus (dis)assembled might attain 

to something like “the potential to ‘name’.”237 The concept of ornamentalism thus steps 

into the breach, supplying the missing link between ungendering and its marvels that 

allows us to grasp how the latter might materialize in ways consistent with the former. If 

for Musser the specter of a blackness fully enclosed by negation is warded off by the 

reparative proximity of brownness, in Cheng this troubling possibility – now attributed to 

Spillers! – meets its match in a yellow femininity that illuminates what blackness cannot 

see for itself in itself. As Cheng succinctly puts it, “[f]rom the divergence between black 

flesh and yellow ornament, we have arrived at this convergence: flesh that passes through 
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objecthood needs ornament to get back to itself.”238 Here, too, non-blackness is 

summoned to ward off the injurious conflation of blackness with abjection – a dynamic 

whose lopsided racialization betrays the conflation’s appeal, its apparent (though 

strenuously disavowed) irresistibility.  

 But why this conflation? In its back half, my dissertation has orbited around the 

newly ubiquitous figure of an ontologized blackness, tracking how its permutations work 

to metabolize a historical situation in which the long downturn’s destructive effects on 

signal features of modernity can no longer be weakened, let alone deferred. It has dwelled 

less on why ontology comes to us draped in black, authorizing in this particular guise a 

broader reconstruction of our thinking about race that extends beyond the intellectual 

precincts of black studies proper. The beginnings of a solution to this problem can be 

found in how racial blackness emerges in the scholarly works under consideration as a 

figure of radical exteriority – categorically excluded from (waged or unwaged) labor, 

normative gender and sexuality, and even the meager recompenses of ideological 

(mis)recognition as formally equal citizen-subjects within capitalist modernity.239  

 These exclusions distill, by working to their outer limit, key stress points of the 

long downturn. In chapter three, I described how the long downturn as a periodizing 

category of late modernity draws our attention to how declining profitability yields rising 

un/underemployment that is simultaneously general and uneven, racialized along the split 

 
238 Cheng, 156. 

 
239 This is not an argument about the non-ideological character of black subjection, but about how its 

imaginative and symbolic dimensions – at least as the theorists of racial ontology describe them – do not 

take as their primary aim the reproduction of black subjects as self -possessed individuals. As Spillers puts 

it, the “total objectification” of the enslaved permits “[its] captured sexualities [to] provide a physical and 

biological expression of "otherness"" for white captors. This "subject" encounters ideology not as an 

intersubjective relation that translates into a delimited range of encounters – what Althusser would call 

interpellation – but as a non-reciprocal space wholly given over to white fantasies of black pathology.   
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between working and workless poor – and that, following scholar-activists like Ruth 

Wilson Gilmore, mass incarceration can be understood as the political recto to its 

economic verso, a configuration of state capacity developed to manage the late-20th 

century growth of disproportionally racialized surplus populations in the imperial-

capitalist core. What I would stress here is Gilmore’s break from prevailing figurations of 

mass incarceration as “prison slavery” that alight on privatization, profiteering, and  labor 

exploitation as primary causal drivers. Not only are private prisons an increasingly small 

fraction of prisons in the U.S., the average prisoner is more likely idled than forced to 

work – a caged body rather than an exploited laborer.240 This distinction pitches into 

more conventionally historical time Wilderson’s taxonomic split between work and 

blackness: “we were never meant to be workers…From the very beginning, we were 

meant to be accumulated and die.”241 Wherever proletarianized populations struggle to 

reproduce themselves, work is insecure or elusive – whether in the slackened labor 

market or the prisons that expand to manage the former’s fallout.  

 This ramping up of coercive state capacity was also accompanied by a 

corresponding diminishment of the state’s investment in producing “a new, expanded 

consensus that encouraged wider political participation” – or what Gramsci famously 

described as hegemony.242 In the contexts of deindustrializing transition, for which 

Golden Gulag and Policing the Crisis act as transatlantic companion pieces, this would 

entail the reconstitution of hegemonic aspiration on ever narrower, racially homogenous 

 
240 See Ruth Wilson Gilmore, “Introduction” in Golden Gulag: Prisons, Surplus, Crisis, and Opposition in 
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grounds – as politicians promised that “the silent (national) majority would be spared the 

unforgiving cuts of austerity, criminalization, and disposability.”243 In that of higher 

education, this project would either be rescinded entirely in the name of cultivating 

subjects defined less by national identification than administrative functionality, or turned 

against itself – as in the culture wars raging then and now, whose fantasies of left 

infiltration (oriented by whatever phobic object: multiculturalism, critical race theory, or 

gender ideology) work to gut institutions historically tasked with the production of 

national subjectivity.244 This moment of hegemony unraveling finds its symptomatic 

condensation in the figure of a racial blackness rendered, in Spillers’ lexicon, “vestibular” 

to national culture – defined by exclusion from its promises of belonging, however thinly 

formalistic, covertly disciplinary, or outright illusory – and thus capable of accessing a 

terrain of engagement inconceivable within the strategic framework of the national-

popular and its investment in the norming of mass public sentiment: whether the 

“ecstasy” in racist tropology whose theoretical and political robustness Nash defends or 

the “hunger” whose future anterior possibilities Weheliye canvasses. In a moment when 

hegemony has (unevenly) disposed of us, we can finally cast our glance – not only 

backwards but sideways – to an ongoing history that its address has never reached, 

discerning there possibilities of response for navigating our own.   

If the profitability crises of the long downturn have been felt in economic 

production and state capacity (both political and ideological), it has ramified with equally 
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tracks the new practices of subject formation that arise in its stead. On the culture wars, see Christopher 

Newfield’s Unmaking the Public University.     



 

 

 

132 

destructive consequences across the domain of social reproduction. As Nancy Fraser and 

others have argued, the male-breadwinner, female-homemaker family form, sustained 

during and functional for earlier historical periods of capital accumulation, has declined 

since the 1970s in the face of wage stagnation and the commodification of reproductive 

labor, among other factors – yielding to a wider array of kinship relations, from dual-

earner households to [OTHER].245 If the enclosure of social reproduction by market 

relations in the transition to capitalism yielded what Marx described as “double freedom” 

for newly proletarianized populations (free from the means of reproduction, free to sell 

their labor-power on the market) in a process partially arrested by the welfare provisions 

of state-managed capitalism, the last half century has witnessed its full-throated 

resumption – with all the painful ambivalences that Marx’s coinage entailed. As O’Brien 

writes, “The decline of the male-breadwinner working-class family form has shifted the 

experience of women and queers from dependency on the personal domination of a 

husband or father to dependency on the impersonal domination of the wage.”246 The 

atomizing thrust of the structural transformations described above, abetted by the 

contraction of gay and feminist politics into the cramped thoroughfares of liberal 

inclusion, has meant that the material and institutional basis for heteronormative kinship 

relations is eroded even as the practical realization of gender and sexual freedom remains 

 
245 See, e.g., Nancy Fraser, “Contradictions of Capital and Care,” New Left Review 100 (2016), 99-117; 

Arlie Hochschild, “Love and Gold” in Barbara Ehrenreich and Arlie Hochschild, eds, Global Woman: 

Nannies, Maids, and Sex Workers in the New Economy  (New York: Metropolitan Books, 2002), 15-30; and 

ME O’Brien, “To Abolish the Family: The Working-Class Family and Gender Liberation in Capitalist 

Development” in Endnotes #5: The Passions and the Interests (Glasgow: Bell & Bain, 2019), 361-417.  
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fundamentally entwined with the compulsions of market dependency.247 That this 

condition of normative impasse might open onto a more thoroughgoing dissolution of the 

distinctly economic blockages to gender and sexual freedom, rather than serve as an 

occasion for frantic (hetero or homo)normative reconsolidation, is an insight 

symptomatically relayed in the ontological turn’s emplotment of the black subject as 

constitutively non-normative with respect to modern forms of gender and sexuality. For 

subjects excluded from gender-sexual normativity, kinship must be assembled otherwise 

in a process dictated less by the capaciousness of political will than the determinations of 

historical circumstance. Or, to put things more dialectically, the former can be grasped as 

the “undercommon underprivilege” of the latter, a Spillersian marvel never not stalked by 

the prospect and reality of antiblack violence.248 This generic structure –  the dialectical 

fusion of peril and promise, necessity and luxury – is the mediating link between the long 

downturn’s social-reproductive crisis and the ontological turn’s theorization of blackness 

as a crisis for modern gender and sexual norms. In our moment, it becomes possible to 

recognize the doubleness of crisis and impasse – not just peril but promise, not just 

necessity but luxury, not just the longer arc of “Mama’s Baby,” but its enigmatic opening 

and closing moments.  

What I am suggesting, then, is that the broad and tenacious purchase of black 

ontology – its status as racial ontology’s intellectual wellspring – discloses its capacity to 

 
247 On feminism, see Nancy Fraser, “Feminism, Capitalism, and the Cunning of History,” New Left Review 

56 (2009), 97-117; and Kathi Weeks, “Mapping the Work Ethic” in The Trouble with Work: Feminism, 
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gay politics, see Christina Hanhardt, Safe Space: Gay Neighborhood History and the Politics of Violence 

(Durham: Duke University Press, 2013), Jasbir Puar, Terrorists Assemblages: Homonationalism in Queer 

Times (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007) and Chandan Reddy, Freedom with Violence: Race, 

Sexuality, and the US State (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011).   
248 Fred Moten, “The Subprime and the beautiful,” African Identities, vol.11, no.2 (2013), 242. 
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metabolize, if only in symptomatic form, the multiple interlocking crises of the long 

downturn: from the swelling ranks of the under/unemployed, to the nakedly coercive 

form of the late-modern state, to the care deficits that waste the lives of the working and 

workless poor. To bring things full circle, this is especially the case as the university, 

more intensely beset by the (bipartisan) politics of austerity, becomes less and less 

capable of housing the left antiracist aspiration that sought refuge there in the downturn’s 

earlier years. If even the editors of Bridge, so famously (and ironically, as chapter two 

argues) leery of the perils of institutional enclosure, could imagine its presence “as a 

required text in most women’s stud­ies courses… [in] courses dealing with sexual 

politics, feminist thought, women’s spirituality, etc… [and] in the classroom [of] every 

ethnic studies teacher in this country, male and female alike” as a promising vector of 

third world feminist radicalization towards multi-pronged political struggle, such 

prospects no longer resonate for the black feminist scholar counseling self-critical 

proximity to the (literal) pornotrope, the Afropessimist impatient with the half-measures 

of borrowed institutionality, or the Asian-Americanist for whom survival rather than 

resistance forms the horizon of political life.249 For the theorists of the ontological turn, 

an account of the intractability of racial domination – and of the otherwise forms of living 

cultivated at its immovable margin – more acutely registers the intractability of the 

present than the anti-essentialist protocol that, “powered in an intense and terrible way by 

good intentions,” reflexively rejects everything encoded in the figure of black being.250 In 

reading for the symptom, it has been my goal to train the reader’s gaze on the charged 
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nexus (at once barely apprehensible and palpably present) where history and being meet, 

with the aim of confronting rather than dismissing what we find there.  
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