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What indeed could be more grotesque than an educated
man, a man with a diploma, having in consequence un-
derstood a good many things, among others that “it was
unfortunate to be a Negro,” proclaiming that his skin
was beautiful and that the “big black hole” was a source of
truth. Neither the mulattoes nor the Negroes under-
stood this delirium.The mulattoes because they had es-
caped from the night, the Negroes because they aspired
to get away from it.Two centuries of white truth proved
this man to be wrong. He must be mad, for it was un-
thinkable that he could be right.

—Frantz Fanon, “West Indians and Africans”

r

Because it is a systematic negation of the other person
and a furious determination to deny the other person at-
tributes of humanity, colonialism forces the people it
dominates to ask themselves the question constantly:“In
reality, who am I?”

—Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth

r

Your own Truth Commission. Lights. Cameras. Notoriety.
Days upon days of probing our insides.We show our in-
sides gladly. All we ask is that you not eat them.

—Monifa Love, Freedom in the Dismal
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Preface, with 
Acknowledgments

This book is dedicated to William R. Jones, professor emeri-
tus of African American Studies and Religious Studies at
Florida State University at Tallahassee. Prior to his work at

Florida State, Jones taught philosophy of religion at the Yale Divin-
ity School. It was during that period that the first edition of his
classic work in Africana religious thought, Is God a White Racist? A Pre-
amble to Black Theology, appeared. The work challenged black libera-
tion thinkers to take seriously the possibility that the signs and
symbols of the Western religions upon which they depended may
harbor the seeds of their destruction. Instead, Jones counseled, a
liberation project stands a good chance of meeting its goals
through an appreciation of human agency in the formation of rad-
ical, historical change. Old-time religion may have helped black
people survive; liberation, however, requires a more radical path.

Jones took his own counsel seriously. For him, there was, and
continues to be, no point in intellectual work if there is no com-
mitment to the values it represents. It is the intellectual’s task to
take on the struggle over ideas. The importance of that task is evi-
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dent whenever we realize the revolutionary impact of ideas. Ideas
are part of the creative movement of social change. Without new
ideas, we would continue to effect more of the same; we would
continue simply to change players without changing games.

Bill Jones earned his doctorate in the philosophy of religion
with a Brown University thesis on Jean-Paul Sartre’s critical methodol-
ogy. This work was written in the 1960s during the Black Power
movement and the Vietnam War. At the heart of Jones’s analysis
was the conviction that oppression must be overcome, but no such
overcoming can emerge without a critical understanding of human
reality. Jones emerged, in other words, as an existential revolution-
ary. He took very seriously the existential insight that struggle in-
volves negotiating the relationship between institutions and
situated human beings. In 1974, this commitment took the form of
“Crisis in Philosophy: The Black Presence,” his urgent call for the
development of a black professional philosophical community,
which was published by The Proceedings and Addresses of the American Philo-
sophical Association. His efforts motivated the young Lucius Outlaw,
Leonard Harris, and several scholars of philosophy in the Mid-At-
lantic region to organize discussion groups, thus leading eventually to
the founding of the American Philosophical Association Committee
on the Status of Blacks in Philosophy. That committee has since had
a great influence on the path from black philosophy to Afro-Ameri-
can philosophy to African American philosophy. In addition,
through dialogue with international scholars with similar concerns,
African philosophy made its way into the American and European
curricula, and dialogue with the Caribbean led to contemporary
discussions of and in Africana philosophy.

In the meantime, Jones continued his institutional work. He or-
ganized special fellowships to increase the number of graduate stu-
dents of color in the American academy; he continued his research
on oppression and developing effective means of combating it; and
he worked tenaciously in the antiapartheid struggle. For him,
apartheid anywhere was a threat to humanity everywhere. That he
lives with this conviction in the United States means that such
struggle continues.

x r Preface, with Acknowledgments



Jones is the living embodiment of the convergence of effective
radical politics with existential humanistic commitments. Libera-
tion, he argues, makes no sense without the understanding and
recognition of the humanity in those who are to be liberated. As
well, we should recognize the failure of such realization in our-
selves and others.

I came across Jones’s work when I was a graduate student at Yale
University in the early 1990s. In his work, I found a kindred spirit.
Some years later, when I had organized a conference in honor of
Frantz Fanon, perhaps the greatest Africana existential thinker,
Jones contacted me to see if he could participate. The modesty of
this giant is an aspect of the man that never ceases to surprise his
admirers. I had not realized how much I admired the man until I
found myself talking to him on the phone and clearly overwhelmed
with joy at his request. Jones came to the conference as the
keynote speaker, and Purdue University awarded this great man the
African American Studies and Research Center Award for Outstand-
ing Contribution to Philosophy and the African American Commu-
nity. I have been fortunate enough to see Bill on several occasions
since then, including his retirement celebration, which went from
seven in the evening till one the next morning. So many people
came to celebrate this wonderful man—including state, munici-
pal, and federal officials, by way of declaring a William Jones Day
and a William Jones Week—that it was clear to me that the love
and respect I have for Bill was shared, indeed, by a large commu-
nity of people in and out of the academy.

Bill always had faith in the importance of Africana thought. It is
with that continued love and respect in mind that this volume is
dedicated to him.

Several of the essays in this volume are expansions of essays
that have previously appeared elsewhere. Chapter 1 is based on
the introduction to Existence in Black (1997). Chapter 2 is based on an
article I wrote for Small Axe (1998). Chapter 3 is based on my con-
tribution to Frederick Douglass: A Critical Reader, edited by Frank Kirk-
land and Bill Lawson (1999). Chapter 4, is an expansion of an
article on Du Bois that appeared in The Annals of the American Academy of
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Social and Political Science (2000) and chapter 5 is an expansion of an
article that appeared in Sophia: A Journal of Philosophy (1996), which is
published in the Philippines. Chapter 6 appeared in Men’s Bodies, Men’s
Gods: Images of Masculinity in a (Post-) Christian Culture, edited by Björn
Krondorfer (1995) and chapter 7 is based on an article that ap-
peared in the Journal of Religious Ethics (1999), entitled “Pan-Africanism
and African-American Liberation in a Postmodern World.”

That said, I would like to thank Paget Henry for his encourage-
ment and friendship over the years, and I would like to thank my
wonderful graduate students for reading through various stages of
this project: Guy Foster, Renea Henry, Brian Locke, Laurie Mengel,
Claudia Milian, Zachary Morgan, Rowan Ricardo Phillips, Renee
Levant, Neil Roberts, Shahara Drew, and Stefan Wheelock. Marilyn
Nissim-Sabat deserves special thanks for the detailed critical com-
mentary she provided on an early draft of this work; Anthony
Bogues deserves thanks, as well, for his critical evaluation of an early
version. And, of course, thanks are here extended to Jane Comaroff

Gordon, Mathieu Gordon, Jenny Gordon, and ’Sula Comaroff Gor-
don for their love and, simply, for being here.
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1

Africana Philosophy 
of Existence

T he intellectual history of the last quarter of the twentieth
century has been marked by, among many developments, a
growing influence of Africana thought in the U.S. academy.

Africana thought, as I will be using it in this book, refers to an area of
thought that focuses on theoretical questions raised by struggles
over ideas in African cultures and their hybrid and creolized forms
in Europe, North America, Central and South America, and the
Caribbean. Africana thought also refers to the set of questions
raised by the historical project of conquest and colonization that
has emerged since 1492 and the subsequent struggles for emanci-
pation that continue to this day. These latter questions and strug-
gles have been characterized by Enrique Dussel, the Latin American
philosopher, historian, and theologian, as those that reflect moder-
nity’s “underside.” They are marked by the contrast between how
the modern is often characterized in the Western academy—
through, say, philosophical treatment of ideas, from René Descartes
to Immanuel Kant, or perhaps Michel Foucault’s locating of moder-
nity in nineteenth-century European thought—and how it has been
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lived by those on its periphery. The periphery, what Dussel means
by underside and what Gayatri Spivak has called the “subaltern,” re-
gard Western modernity more as a march of sword and Bible than
reason and moral persuasion. C. L. R. James, in his classic, award-
winning The Black Jacobins, summed up this perspective well when
he wrote:

Christopher Columbus landed first in the New World at the island

of San Salvador, and after praising God enquired urgently for gold.

The natives, Red Indians, were peaceable and friendly and directed

him to Haiti, a large island (nearly as large as Ireland), rich, they

said, in the yellow metal. He sailed to Haiti. One of his ships being

wrecked, the Haitian Indians helped him so willingly that very little

was lost and of the articles which they brought on shore not one

was stolen.

The Spaniards, the most advanced Europeans of their day, an-

nexed the island, called it Hispaniola, and took the backward na-

tives under their protection. They introduced Christianity, forced

labour in mines, murder, rape, bloodhounds, strange diseases, and

artificial famine (by the destruction of cultivation to starve the re-

bellious). These and other requirements of the higher civilization

reduced the native population from an estimated half-a-million,

perhaps a million, to 60,000 in 15 years (pp. 3–4).

James’s narrative then examines the kidnapping of Africans, the
development of the slave trade in the Caribbean, and the Haitian
revolution, which ironically included French Enlightenment ap-
peals to rights and fraternity in addition to West African human-
ism. Although works by thinkers like James exemplify a highly
critical position on Western modernity, their exemplification is
ironic. This is because they face the lived, existential reality of the
day-to-day situation of their denied humanity and the historical
irony of their emergence in a world that denied their historicity.
For example, G. W. F. Hegel denied that black people had (or were
capable of having) any historical significance, but subsequently
black theorists (including James) addressed both the historical
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transformation of Africans into blacks and the dialectical struggle to
transform the historical moment of global conquest into a period
of freedom in Hegelian and Marxist terms. Such thinkers find
themselves in a situation akin to Caliban’s struggle with Prospero’s
colonization of his island in William Shakespeare’s Tempest. Thinking
through the periphery, the underside, the subaltern could as well be
characterized as “Caliban studies,” if we will, where the focus is
study through which Prospero’s language can be decentered.

Africana thought, as a form of Caliban studies, raises ironic self-
reflective, metatheoretical questions. Think, for example, of the
importance of writing as a form of intellectual production. Be-
cause of the emancipatory aims of Africana thought (as a form of
Caliban studies), the activity of writing ascends here to the level of
praxis. Although many of the major contributors to Africana
thought are gifted orators who emerge from strong, so-called oral
traditions (think, for example, of David Walker, Maria Stewart,
Frederick Douglass, Alexander Crummell, Edward Blyden, Anna
Julia Cooper, Marcus Garvey, Aimé Césaire, Martin Luther King Jr.,
Malcolm X, Kwame Ture,Angela Y. Davis, bell hooks, Cornel West),
the theoretical explorations that dominate today’s formulations
emerge through engagement with writing, including orations
brought to inscription. Yet, like Caliban, modern Africana thinkers’
use of Prospero’s language is infused with forces of magic: They
represent disruptions and rupture. We could imagine an alternative
reading of Caliban as a being who had his mother’s knowledge,
which he could fuse with Prospero’s knowledge. This fusion could
offer what James has characterized as “creative universality,” that
which, because it always raises possibility, constitutes freedom. Writ-
ing is one among many activities with creative universal potential,
and it is the theorist’s work not only to articulate this in the body of
literature left behind by prior theorists, but also to draw out creative
dimensions for subsequent generations, the effect of which, in each
stage, is the complex symbiosis of epistemological, historical, and
ontological possibilities. As Sylvia Wynter, echoing Africana and
other Caliban theorists who have preceded her, has articulated this
project in her wonderful essay “Is ‘Development’ a Purely Empiri-
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cal Concept or also Teleological?,” it’s the liberation writer’s effort
to contribute to the construction of new forms of life.

We have, then, a symbiotic dualism. On the one hand, there is
the identity question. Who, in a word, are Africana peoples? And
then there is the teleological question: For what ought such people
be striving? This latter concern often takes a liberatory form: How
might the peoplehood of dehumanized people be affirmed? There
are also metatheoretical identity and teleological concerns: What is
Africana thought and what should be its methodology? All these
questions have been struggled with throughout the nineteenth,
and most of the twentieth, centuries. In the nineteenth century,
they were perhaps best articulated by W. E. B. Du Bois, whose ideas
in “Conservation of the Races” and “The Study of the Negro Prob-
lems” forcefully reemerge at the dawn of the twentieth century in
The Souls of Black Folk, which examined these trajectories through
race (identity), policy (emancipation), and a humanistic sociology.
A humanistic sociology, in Du Boisian terms, meant a way of
studying oppressed people without denying their humanity.
Africana philosophical thought has struggled through Du Bois’s
concerns throughout the rest of this century. Alain Locke, for ex-
ample, queried the possibilities of a “New Negro” while he tried
to develop a pluralistic axiology that could address the lived reality
of values. The lived reality of values was needed to position the
centrality of an “inner life” of black folk. This concern was also
taken up by Frantz Fanon, whose search for a “postcolonial,” “post-
racist” society led to his articulation of the lived experience of
blacks in the face of sociogenic sedimentations of their identity
and political possibilities. For Fanon, blacks are locked in a situa-
tion that demands a struggle with social structures that make ethi-
cal demands on transformation futile, if not irrelevant and silly.
The black (Caliban) raises too many anxieties over the goodness of
the modern systems he occupies. As Du Bois argued that the U.S.
black faces both the justice and injustice of American society
through the two souls the black exemplifies—being an American
and being America’s uniquely American racial outsider—Fanon realized
that the more he asserted his membership in Western civilization
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the more he was pathologized, for the system’s affirmation de-
pends on its denial of ever having illegitimately excluded him; he
is, as in theodicy, a reminder of injustice in a system that is sup-
posed to have been wholly good.

Africana philosophy, especially in its African American variety,
has continued Du Bois’s, Locke’s, Fanon’s, and James’s legacy
through works that are beginning to have an impact outside of
Africana philosophy. Du Bois, James, and Fanon, for example, are
not only taught in Africana studies courses. Fanon’s writings are
now taught in literature, cultural studies, political science, anthro-
pology, and sociology programs and departments, and his influence
on the development of postcolonial studies and philosophies of lib-
eration and liberation theology is without question. Edward Said’s
Orientalism and Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed owe an extraordi-
nary debt to his ideas. There are, in addition, contemporary voices
with field-transcending influence. Cornel West and bell hooks, for
instance, are two Africana thinkers with extraordinary influence in
the contemporary U.S. academy. West’s and hooks’s writings are
rooted squarely in the Africana humanistic traditions. West in the
1980s, as is well known, had taken up identity and teleological
questions through an effort to synthesize pragmatism, Christianity,
and Marxism with African American humanism to present a
prophetic appeal to “deliverance” (emancipation). In his later writ-
ings he has moved away from the Marxist element of his trinity to-
ward a form of radical democratic liberalism, primarily because of
his position on the identity question—that it is American society that
he is attempting to transform, which requires an explication of
what is supposedly the best of its tradition. For hooks, it has been a
project of postmodern oppositional politics rooted in a pedagogy
of liberation (drawn from her mentor, Paulo Freire, and, hence,
from Fanon). It is, however, in cultural studies that West and hooks
have had more influence than in any other area outside of Africana
studies. There, the methodological question of how Caliban should
be conducting Calibanistic thought comes to the fore.

Africana existential philosophy is a branch of Africana philoso-
phy and black philosophies of existence. By black philosophy what is
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meant is the philosophical currents that emerged from the ques-
tion of blackness. I distinguish Africana philosophy and black
philosophies because the latter relate to a terrain that is broader
than Africana communities. Not all black people are of African de-
scent: indigenous Australians, whose lived reality is that of being a
black people, are an example. Similarly, problems of blackness are
but a part of Africana philosophy. The divide is not only philosoph-
ical—where black philosophy’s normative and descriptive con-
cerns may be narrower than Africana philosophy’s—but also
cultural: although there are Africana cultures, it is not clear what
“black culture” is. There are black communities whose cultural
formations show a convergence of many cultural formations—
from Africa, Europe, Asia, Australia, and the Americas—but there
the focus may be Africana, or on something more than race. That
being so, the turn to Africana carries a similar divide. In Africana
philosophy, there is focus on the unique features of Africana cul-
tural experience on the one hand, and the reality that Africana peo-
ple are a black people and hence are impacted by the significance
of race and racism on the other.

What is Africana existential philosophy? Perhaps its features will
best be understood through an anecdote about my putting to-
gether a project some years ago. In 1994, I issued a call for papers
on black existential philosophy. Responses ranged from discus-
sions of the African roots of black existential philosophy to the lib-
erating struggles of blacks in a racially hostile world. There were,
however, a few mysterious abstracts. There is no black existential
philosophy, these argued, since existentialism is a European phe-
nomenon addressing European experience. Looking for thought,
from Søren Kierkegaard to Simone de Beauvoir, one would find
more bourgeois Angst than material conditions of black misery. To
this criticism, I wrote letters with the following retort: The body of
literature that constitutes European existentialism is but one conti-
nent’s response to a set of problems that date from the moment
human beings faced problems of anguish and despair. That conflicts
over responsibility and anxiety, over life affirmation and suicidal ni-
hilism, preceded Kierkegaardian formulations of fear and trem-
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bling raised questions beyond Eurocentric attachment to a narrow
body of literature. Existential philosophy addresses problems of
freedom, anguish, dread, responsibility, embodied agency, social-
ity, and liberation; it addresses these problems through a focus on
the human condition.

The human condition occasions many questions, but two recur-
ring ones are: “What are we?” and “What shall we do?” These are
also questions of identity and moral action. They are questions,
further, of ontological and, as we earlier observed, teleological sig-
nificance, for the former addresses being and the latter addresses
what to become—in a word, purpose. Such questions can be further
radicalized through reflection on their preconditions: how are
such questions, in a word, possible? 

In my replies to the skeptics, I asked them if slaves did not won-
der about freedom; suffer anguish; notice paradoxes of responsi-
bility; have concerns of agency, tremors of broken sociality, or a
burning desire for liberation. Do we not find struggles with these
matters in the traditional West African proverbs and folktales that
the slaves brought with them to the New World? And more, even if
we do not turn to the historical experiences of slaves of African de-
scent and the body of cultural resources indigenous to the African
continent, there are also the various dialogical encounters between
twentieth-century Africana theorists and European and Euro-
American theorists.

Problems of existence address the human confrontation with
freedom and degradation. In the nineteenth century, these con-
cerns took similar and different forms on both sides of the Atlantic.
In Europe, there were both anxiety over the future and boredom
over passions that were dying. In North America, there were other
concerns. For white America there was a present and a future to
conquer. There wasn’t much room for boredom, and since it was
self-assured, there seemed little room for anxiety. To find anxiety
and dread, one needed to look beyond white America, and since
North America wasn’t populated solely by white people, finding
these sources of concern wasn’t difficult. As Anna Julia Cooper’s A
Voice from the South, W. E. B. Du Bois’s Souls of Black Folk, Ralph Ellison’s
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Going into the Territory, Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin,White Masks, and Toni
Morrison’s Playing in the Dark have shown us, anxiety, dread, and de-
spair were on the modern world’s underside, in the blackness that
it often sought to hide in its theoretical and aesthetic moments of
self-representation. Few topics have brought on New World anxi-
ety more than these questions of color. Such questions continue to
forge the divide in modern loyalties. Who knows how many inter-
racial friendships have fallen prey to those moments of candor?

So, racial problems serve a dominating role. In Africana existen-
tial philosophy, this reality has meant detailed explorations of this
dominating factor in the lived experience of Africana people. It has
meant an exploration of their lived experience of blackness.

The racial problematic for Africana people is twofold. On the
one hand, it is the question of exclusion in the face of an ethos of
assimilation. On the other hand, there is the complex confronta-
tion with the fact of such exclusion in a world that portends com-
mitment to rational resolutions of evil. With regard to this latter
concern, we could paraphrase Du Bois, from The Souls of Black Folk
and Darkwater: What does it mean to be a problem, and what is to
be understood by black suffering?

These questions of problematic existence and suffering animate
the theoretical dimensions of black intellectual existential produc-
tions. It is what signals the question of liberation on one level and
the critique of traditional (read: European) ontological claims on
another. Together they inaugurate Africana liberation thought and
Africana critical race theory. The former finds its fountainhead
most poignantly in Frederick Douglass. His answer, in 1857, was
straightforward: “The whole history of the progress of human lib-
erty shows that all concessions yet made to her august claims, have
been born of earnest struggle. This struggle may be a moral one,
or it may be a physical one, and it may be both moral and physical,
but it must be a struggle. Power concedes nothing without de-
mand. It never did and it never will.”

The latter ontological question was examined by many philoso-
phers and social critics of African descent in the nineteenth cen-
tury, including such well-known and diverse figures as Martin
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Delany, Maria Stewart, Anna Julia Cooper, and (early) Du Bois. It
was not until the 1940s, however, that a self-avowed existential ex-
amination of these issues emerged, ironically through the work of
a European philosopher—namely, Jean-Paul Sartre.

Sartre stands as an unusual catalyst in the history of black exis-
tential philosophy. He serves as a link between Richard Wright and
Frantz Fanon (undoubtedly the twentieth century’s two most influ-
ential Africana existentialist “men of letters”) and the historical
forces that came into play for the ascendence of European philoso-
phy of existence in the American academy. These forces provided a
context for the academic work of Africana philosophers such as
William R. Jones (who wrote his dissertation on Sartre), Noel
Manganyi (who produced two books heavily influenced by Sartre’s
existential phenomenology of the body), Angela Y. Davis (who
studied French existential thought as an undergraduate), and An-
thony Bogues (whose path from theology to existential Marxism
emerged from engagements with the writings of Sartre). Other
black academic philosophers who have been influenced by Sartre’s
work, by way of either Sartre himself or philosophers like Frantz
Fanon or Maurice Merleau-Ponty, also include Robert Birt, Bernard
Boxill, Tommy Lott, Thomas Slaughter, Percy Mabogo More,
Naomi Zack, and the present author.1

It would, however, be an error to construct Africana academic
existential philosophy as a fundamentally Sartrean or European-
based phenomenon. For although there are Africana philosophers
who have been influenced by both Sartre and European thought, it
would nevertheless be fallacious to assume that that influence
functions as the cause instead of the opportunity. Africana philoso-
phers already have a reason to raise existential questions of libera-
tion and questions of identity, as we’ve already argued, by virtue of
racial oppression—oppression manifested most vividly in the At-
lantic and East Indian slave trades and the European colonization of
the African continent. What those events brought about was not
only a period of intense suffering for black peoples, but also the
hegemonic symbolic order of Western civilization itself, a sym-
bolic order whose “place” for “the black,” if we will, has been fun-
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damentally negative since the Middle Ages and antiquity. There is
much debate on this issue, especially in light of postmodern schol-
arship that locates the genesis of such phenomena in the modern
era. The problem is that there are texts from the Middle Ages and
antiquity that refer not only to blacks, but also to blacks in very
negative terms, as argued by Eulalio Baltazar in The Dark Center.
Africana philosophers’ choice of European thinkers through
whom to consider these questions is, therefore, already existen-
tially situated. To place European thinkers as cause would be to
place the proverbial cart before the horse.

There is, however, a distinction that can here be borne in mind. I
regard existentialism—the popularly named ideological movement—
as a fundamentally European historical phenomenon. It is, in effect,
the history of European literature that bears that name. On the
other hand, we can regard philosophies of existence—the specialized
term that I sometimes call existential philosophies—as philosophical
questions premised upon concerns of freedom, anguish, responsi-
bility, embodied agency, sociality, and liberation. Philosophies of
existence are marked by a centering of what is often known as the
situation of questioning or inquiry itself. Another term for situation
is the lived context of concern. Implicit in the existential demand
for recognizing the situation or lived context of Africana peoples’
being-in-the-world is the question of value raised by the people
who live that situation. A slave’s situation can only be understood,
for instance, through recognizing the fact that a slave experiences it;
it is to regard the slave as a perspective in the world.

Given our conception of philosophy of existence, it is clear that
the history of Africana philosophy—at least from David Walker’s
Appeal to All Colored Citizens of the World to Cornel West’s Kierkegaardian
call for keeping faith and Toni Morrison’s tragic questions of iden-
tity and ethical paradox in the Present Age (in both her Playing in the
Dark and Beloved)––has its own unique set of existential questions.
The same applies to the African and Afro-Caribbean wings of
Africana thought, as we see in Kwame Gyekye’s discussion of Akan
humanism in his Essay on African Philosophy; Tsenay Serequeberhan’s
call for an existential hermeneutics of Africana historico-political
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reality in his Hermeneutics of African Philosophy; and Paget Henry’s search
for Africana concerns with agency in African conceptions of predes-
tiny and the Caribbean poetic and phenomenological tradition in
his Caliban’s Reason. We find a constant posing of the teleological
question of black liberation, the ontological question of agency,
and the question of black identity in the midst of an antiblack
world. The irony is that, as Fanon has shown in Black Skin, White
Masks, one cannot in critical good faith raise the question of the
black without raising these accompanying existential questions.

This is not to say that Africana philosophy is existential in the
sense of reducing it to a philosophy of existence. It is, instead, to
say that the impetus of Africana philosophy, when the question of
the black or the situation of black people is raised, has an existen-
tial impetus. That Africana philosophy cannot, and should not, be
reduced to existential philosophy is paradoxically because of a
central dimension of the philosophy of existence itself: the ques-
tion of existence, in itself, is empty. Philosophy of existence is
therefore always a conjunctive affair; it must, in other words, be
situated. This is because—for complex reasons that will become
evident later on—the sine qua non of an existential philosophical
anthropology is the paradoxical incompleteness of existential
questions. Consider the famous existential credo of existence pre-
ceding essence. If essence is read also as conceptualization, then
the theoretical or conceptual domain is always situated on what
can be called the reflective level. The reflective dimension of situ-
ated life always brings in an element of concrete embodiment of
relevance. What this means, then, is that theory—any theory—
gains its sustenance from that which it offers for the lived reality of
those who are expected to formulate it. Africana philosophy’s his-
tory of traditional Africana Christian, Marxist, feminist, pragmatic,
analytical, and phenomenological thought, then, has been a matter
of what specific dimensions each of these approaches had to offer
the existential realities of theorizing blackness. For Marxism, for
instance, it was not so much its notion of “science” over all other
forms of socialist theory, nor its promise of a world to win, that
may have struck a resonating chord in the hearts of black Marxists.
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It was, instead, Marx’s and Engels’s famous encomium of the pro-
letarians having nothing to lose but their chains. Such a call has
obvious affinity for a people who have been so strongly identified
with chattel slavery.

Academic Africana existential philosophy has oscillated from
time to time on the issue of liberation. In the contemporary acad-
emy, for instance, one will find priority placed on the identity
question. The concern has taken many euphemisms, particularly in
terms of questions of culture and ethnicity, but in the end, it usu-
ally amounts to the ever infamous “race question.” This conse-
quence is a function of a historical fact: race has emerged,
throughout its history, as the question fundamentally of “the
blacks” as it has for no other group. It is not that other groups have
not been “racialized.” It is that their racialization, if we will, has
been conditioned in terms of a chain of being from the European
human to the subhuman on a symbolic scale from light to dark. As
we have already observed, it is not that Africana philosophy has
been the only situated reality of blackness, but instead that it has
been the only situated reality that is fundamentally conditioned by
the question of blackness. The link between Africana philosophy of
existence and the question of race is strengthened by the critical
race theoretical problem of human designation. What Africana
critical race theory has shown is that the situation of blacks cannot
be resolved by any philosophical anthropology that makes the
human a consequence of essential properties of valuative determi-
nation. Race issues are, in other words, not simply issues of chro-
mosomal makeup or morphological appearance, but also, as Alain
Locke has shown through several essays on values and identity in
The Philosophy of Alain Locke, issues of the values placed upon what has
been interpreted as “given.” Thus, in spite of biophysical evidence
against the notion of races (to which we will later return), all of
world history, beyond black struggles for significance, questions
the humanity of black peoples. As Fanon has so provocatively put it
in his 1956 resignation letter, included in Toward the African Revolution,
black defiance to black dehumanization has been historically con-
stituted as madness or social deviance. Blackness and, in specific
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form, the black thus function as the breakdown of reason, which sit-
uates black existence, ultimately, in a seemingly nonrational cate-
gory of faith. It is the plight of, in other words, the wretched of the
earth. In the face of unreason, nihilism gnaws at black existence.
The black stands as an existential enigma. Eyed with suspicion, the
subtext is best exemplified by the question, “Why do they go on?”

One can readily see why such European existentialists as Jean-Paul
Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir were particularly interested in the ex-
istential situation of blacks in such works as Sartre’s Nausea, Notebook
for an Ethics, “Return from the United States,” and “Black Orpheus,”
among many others, as well as de Beauvoir’s reflections on Richard
Wright and Frantz Fanon in her autobiographies. Their philosophies
of existence, premised upon a critical encounter with bad faith and
reconciliation with responsibility, require an understanding not only
of bourgeois or ruling-class self-delusions of Angst, but also the force
of their circumstances (as de Beauvoir might put it) as social realities
of those upon whose labor their society drew its luxuries.

“Why do they go on?” placed in the context of the black, is eas-
ily reformulated, simply, as, “Why go on?”

It is, as Albert Camus has so well noted in The Myth of Sisyphus, the
question. If there are readers who may be suspicious of this pecu-
liar invocation of the question of suicide on questions of race, they
need only consider that the question of whether blacks commit
suicide was treated with such seriousness by psychiatrists in the
first half of the century that Fanon had to address the question in
Black Skin,White Masks in the midst of a philosophical argument. Blacks,
it was believed, were incapable of committing suicide because,
supposedly, like the rest of the animal kingdom they didn’t possess
enough apperception or intelligence to understand the ramifica-
tions of their situation. This reasoning was based on the supposi-
tion of what a “true” human being would do if treated as blacks
are treated. The following anecdote from the preface of Josiah
Ulysses Young’s No Difference in the Fare illustrates this point well:

Their way of “having church” was very much different from my

parish’s—an aging, rapidly diminishing, white United Methodist
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congregation. . . . A United Methodist myself, I had been hired as

the assistant pastor to “integrate” the church. . . . My tenure at that

church, however, was nearly always an occasion for insult and hu-

miliation. One occasion looms above all others. . . . Two white

parishioners, a married pair, and the congregation’s wealthiest, in-

vited me and my wife to dinner. At the table, the wife informed us

that she had been adopted and had, at first, turned down her hus-

band’s proposal for marriage. Her past was an enigma: She said to

us—without batting an eye—that she thought she might have been

“colored” and have given birth to a black baby. On the heels of this

confession came another revelation of the tyrannical “I.” A relative

had been injured in a car accident and needed a blood transfusion.

Her options were the blood of a white man with syphilis, or that of

a black man without the dreaded disease. Our host made it clear

that the right decision was made in rejecting the “black” blood (pp.

11–12).

Could living positively as a black people make sense to such a
person? This question of continuing to live on is connected to a
controversial theme of all existential thought. It goes like this:
There is a sense in which none of us has ever chosen to be born
into this world and possibly any possible world. Yet, in our deci-
sion to live on, we live a choice that requires our having been
born—in a word, our existence. In the context of blacks, the impli-
cation is obvious. No one chooses to have been born under racial
designations, but the choice to go on living, and especially choices
that involve recognizing one’s racial situation, has implications on
the meaning of one’s birth. Applied to groups, it is the question of
whether certain groups “should” have existed. The racist senti-
ment on this issue is summarized well by Henry Ward Beecher, as
quoted by Anna Julia Cooper in A Voice from the South, when he re-
marks, “Were the Africans to sink to-morrow, how much poorer
would the world be? A little less gold and ivory, a little less coffee, a
considerable ripple, perhaps, where the Atlantic and Indian Oceans
would come together—that is all; not a poem, not an invention,
not a piece of art would be missed from the world” (p. 228).2

14 r Existentia Africana



Antiblack racism espouses a world that will ultimately be better
off without blacks. Blacks, from such a standpoint, must provide
justification for their continued presence.

“Why go on?”
Well, the first thing to bear in mind is the illegitimacy of such de-

mands for existential justification. What could blacks offer when it is
their blackness that is called into question? The demand is loaded;
failure emerges from the project of providing a suitable response.
Symmetry abounds in the performance of the question, since the
questioner’s existence is treated as prejustified. If the questioner’s
existence alone is sufficient, why not the existence of the ques-
tioned?

“Why go on?”
There is, however, another dimension to this question. One, in

the end, goes on because one wants to, and in so doing seeks
grounds for having to go on. The wanting, however, signifies an in-
tentional framework that has already militated against nihilism, for
self-value also emerges from valuing one’s desire to bring meaning
to one’s existence.

In the course of any effort to describe a philosophical position
there will always be people who, in the tradition of old, demand
names. Who, in other words, are Africana existential philosophers?
The problem is made particularly acute by virtue of there being
both Africana existential philosophies and Africana philosophers of
existence, the first category of which is broader than the second.
Although there are many philosophers who have contributed to
Africana existential philosophy, not all are Africana nor black existen-
tial philosophers, as is clear not only by virtue of Sartre’s contribu-
tion to the this area of thought, but also other nonblack
philosophers such as David Theo Goldberg, Linda Bell, Joseph Cata-
lano, Stuart Charmé, Patricia Huntington, and Martin Matus̆tík, all
of whom have written on antiblack racism, problems of agency in
black context, black invisibility, and intersections of race and femi-
nism. Among Africana thinkers, not all who have contributed to
Africana existential thought are, or ever were, existentialists, as can
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be seen by the work of Frank Kirkland, Charles W. Mills, Katie Can-
non, Josiah Young, Dwight Hopkins, or Jacquelyn Grant.

Further, the problem of identifying Africana existentialists and
contributors to Africana existential thought is exacerbated by the
conjunctive dimension of existential philosophy, which makes sus-
pect any unequivocal assertion of individuals being black existen-
tialists. There are, for example, black existential Jews, Christians,
and Muslims, black existential Marxists, black existential national-
ists. Thus, Cedric Robinson’s characterization, in his Black Marxism,
of Richard Wright as living a journey from communism to exis-
tentialism to black nationalism is inaccurate, for example, because
of black nationalism’s being a concrete instantiation of a form of
existential positioning—approaching the world through the situa-
tion of black people. Black power demands, among its values, first
and foremost the recognition and valuing of black people as
sources of value. That said, we can consider black existential
thinkers in two ways.

First, there are theorists whose positions have an existential di-
mension among other dimensions, and who may not have formally
defined themselves as existentialists. These individuals fall under
the designation philosophers of existence, and they are existentialists in
the way that Europeans like Søren Kierkegaard, Fyodor Dos-
toyevsky, Martin Heidegger, Franz Kafka, and Martin Buber are
studied as existentialists in spite of their never having claimed to
be existentialists and, in some cases (for instance, Heidegger’s
“Letter on Humanism”) they have even outright declared that they
are not existentialists. Given our considerations of what is involved
in raising both the question of black suffering and the classical en-
counter with nihilism—that is, the struggle involved in deciding
to live on—black existential thinkers of this type include such di-
verse figures as Frederick Douglass, Anna Julia Cooper, W. E. B. Du
Bois, Alain Locke, Aimé Césaire, Angela Y. Davis, Toni Morrison,
Cornel West, bell hooks, Joy Ann James, and many of the central
figures in black liberation and black feminist theology (by virtue
of their point of focus in biblical interpretation being similar to
many black Marxists’ points of focus in Marxian interpretation).
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We find examples of existential dimensions in Douglass’s thought
throughout his published work, but especially in his conception of
struggle and his interpretation and various efforts to develop a the-
ory behind the significance of his fight with the slave breaker Ed-
ward Covey, which I will discuss in the next chapter. For Cooper,
an excellent example is her provocative essay “What Are We
Worth?” which can also be interpreted as her articulation of the
conditions of responding to “Why go on?” in her classic volume, A
Voice from the South. There she addresses head-on the implications of
demanding a race of people to justify their right to exist—in a
word, their “worth.”

The Du Boisian story is a complex one that is articulated through
the course of many volumes and essays, but it is especially note-
worthy to see how he recounts, in his last autobiography, Soliloquy
on Viewing My Life From the Last Decade of Its First Century, his articula-
tion of “the race problem” in The Souls of Black Folk, where he pre-
sents a portrait of the turning point of his political consciousness.
We have already touched upon his famous essay, “Conservation of
the Races.” That essay has received much recent discussion since
Kwame Anthony Appiah labeled Du Bois a racist in his essay “The
Illusion of Race” in his book In My Father’s House. My interpretation
of Du Bois’s essay, besides being concerned by some of its rather
confused catalog of races, is that Du Bois was dealing there, at the
end of the nineteenth century, with an important anxiety and
justified fear of North American black folk, that it was not only the
case that if white Americans had their way they would eliminate
black folks from the face of the earth, but also that there were very
powerful white individuals—from Jefferson through to Lincoln
and onward—devising such a plan. This plan was certainly the
case for indigenous Americans, who, according to Russell Thorn-
ton, in American Indian Holocaust and Survival, were reduced to 4 percent
by 1900. Du Bois needed an argument to justify why black people
should not be condemned to the fate of the dodo and the last Tas-
manian. That is why his first and second concluding recommenda-
tions are most significant, stating that “(1) We believe that the
Negro people, as a race, have a contribution to make to civilization
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and humanity, which no other race can make; (2) We believe it the
duty of the Americans of Negro descent, as a body, to maintain
their race identity until this mission of the Negro people is accom-
plished, and the ideal of human brotherhood has become a practi-
cal possibility.” Du Bois’s remark, “which no other race can make,”
had to be made because he knew that if other races could make
such contributions, the national response would have been, “Why,
then, should we continue to tolerate the presence of Negroes?” Du
Bois, I contend, knew that, without a Judaic notion of election,
there was no “Negro mission,” so his call for Negro identity until
the achievement of such a mission was, in effect, a call for Negroes
not to be exterminated. In other words, the essay was in spite of its
provocative explorations of consciousness and Herderian appeals
to linguistic and cultural genius, a policy essay with existential
significance. As Du Bois queried earlier in that work, “Is this right?
Is it rational? Is it good policy? Have we in America a distinct mis-
sion as a race—a distinct sphere of action and an opportunity for
race development, or is self-obliteration the highest end to which Negro
blood dare aspire?” (emphasis mine).

Nine decades later, Ralph Ellison and Audre Lorde echo Du
Bois’s concerns. In his essay “What America Would Be Like with-
out Blacks,” Ellison laments, “The fantasy of an America free of
blacks is at least as old as the dream of creating a truly democratic
society. . . . Yet, despite its absurdity, the fantasy of a blackless
America continues to turn up. It is a fantasy born not merely of
racism but of petulance, of exasperation, of moral fatigue. It is like
a boil bursting forth from impurities in the bloodstream of
democracy” (p. 105). Lorde, too, is typically succinct and poignant
as she declares, in Sister Outsider, that “to survive in the mouth of
this dragon we call america, we have had to learn this first and
most vital lesson—that we were never meant to survive.”

For Alain Locke, most noteworthy is his essay “Values and Im-
peratives,” in which he defends, among several highly phenome-
nological theses, the view of values as “lived”—that is, valuing.
Aimé Césaire is well known for his posing questions of black exis-
tence through the lens of what he coined négritude. I have already
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mentioned Angela Y. Davis; I will return to her now and then in
the course of this work, but the reader could consult a developed
representation and discussion of her work in the Angela Y. Davis Reader
edited by Joy Ann James. Similarly, I have already mentioned both
Toni Morrison and Cornel West. Morrison’s work probes not only
problems of black consciousness and the constructions of blacks in
American society, but also the complexity of asserting agency in
oppressive environments. Her first novel, The Bluest Eye, is a master-
piece of black existential expression. It could easily be read along
with Richard Wright’s The Outsider and Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin,
White Masks (which, by the way, prefigures many of the themes in
Morrison’s Playing in the Dark). Cornel West engaged Kierkegaard’s
writings and the thought of black humanists like Ralph Ellison and
James Baldwin as early as his Prophesy, Deliverance! but most obviously
so in his essay “Black Nihilism.”

bell hooks’ existential positions are most influenced by the work
of Paulo Freire, as she attests in many of her works, especially Black
Looks and Teaching to Transgress, but one can argue that her centering of
the liberation and identity questions are already rooted in black ex-
istential philosophy. Her affinity with Freire’s work is, in other
words, animated by the same concerns as black liberation theolo-
gians with certain sections of the Bible and black Marxists with
certain sections of Marx’s works. Most of hooks’s writings sub-
stantiate this claim. In addition, that Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed is
clearly rooted in Sartre’s and Fanon’s philosophies of liberation in-
stantiates the existential legacy here.

Joy James is represented by her books Transcending the Talented Tenth,
Resisting State Violence, and Shadowboxing, as well as her award-winning
anthology Spirit, Space, and Survival. These works challenge reductive
readings of black feminism and defend models of agency and re-
sistance in a world marked by what she describes, in her essay
“Black Feminism,” as “existence in gray.”

We can also consider black existential philosophers and social
critics among those who have taken an openly admitted existential
identity as philosophers of existence—those who were or are, in
other words, “out-of-the-closet existentialists,” including Richard
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Wright, Léopold Senghor, Frantz Fanon, Ralph Ellison, James Bald-
win, William R. Jones, Lucius Outlaw, Naomi Zack, Tsenay Sereque-
berhan, and this author. Wright’s importance is Promethean. His
investigations of existential paradoxes through such novels as Native
Son and The Outsider, and his classic essays against simple-minded, re-
ductive readings of the existential condition of black folk still call
for careful existential analyses. His insight that even blacks who
commit crimes suffer from a gnawing feeling of innocence raises
the question of black existence beyond problems of inclusion. How
can one have agency in a world of meaningless guilt? Fanon has
provided perhaps the strongest theoretical statements in Africana exis-
tential thought. Senghor’s role in the négritude movement is a well-
known example of the Kierkegaardian and Heideggerian links.
Ellison’s existential thought is well established, particularly in terms
of his classic Invisible Man and his collections of essays on literature,
politics, and culture, Shadow and Act and Going into the Territory. There are
numerous instances in Baldwin’s writings, but a primary example
is The Fire Next Time.

For William R. Jones’s philosophy, there is his classic critique of
black theology, Is God a White Racist? and his ongoing work on op-
pression. Lucius T. Outlaw has defended the place in American
academic philosophy for not only Africana philosophy and critical
theory, but also existential phenomenology. Through several im-
portant articles he has issued what is ultimately an existential critique
of the social-constructivist critical race theorists and Appiah’s accu-
sation of Du Boisian race theory as racist—that they fail to articu-
late the most relevant dimensions of the lived realities of race and
racism. In On Race and Philosophy, Outlaw, like Du Bois, urges us to
take seriously the meaning of a future without black people.
Naomi Zack’s positions can be found in her influential book Race and
Mixed Race, which raises questions regarding the existential reality of
mixed-race people, and her anthology American Mixed Race. Her most
explicitly existential essay is her “Race, Life, Death, Identity, Tragedy
and Good Faith,” where her response to the Du Boisian question of
black suffering and identity is, in stream with Appiah, for blacks to
give up race and black identity. And for Serequeberhan, whose exis-
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tential hermeneutical approach to African philosophy stands on the
shoulders of Fanon, Almicar Cabral, and Hans-Georg Gadamer, The
Hermeneutics of African Philosophy stands as his most systematic state-
ment to date.

This list is not, I should stress, an exhaustive list, and it is not
necessarily the case that each of these thinkers converge on the
same set of values. For instance, although all ultimately “humanist,”
middle-period Wright’s, Baldwin’s, and Zack’s works take a more
individualistic turn, whereas early and later Wright’s, Fanon’s,
Jones’s, Serequeberhan’s, and my own work—represented, for ex-
ample, by my Bad Faith and Antiblack Racism; Fanon and the Crisis of European
Man; and Her Majesty’s Other Children—are situated in what may be
called black radical existential thought.

I should also like to stress that not all contributors to Africana ex-
istential philosophy are black existentialists in any sense. Some of
the individuals who have something to say of value on that subject
may also be those who are most critical of it, or at least suspicious
of an existential philosophy premised upon what Fanon calls “the
lived-experience of the black.” That being the case, let us press on
to an effort to probe such problems through examination of a
problem of experience raised by the study of Africana thought: the
problem of biography.
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A Problem of Biography
in Africana Thought

Self-criticism has been much talked about of late, but few
people realize that it is an African institution.

—Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth

T he fallacy of intentionality in the history of ideas is well
known: Do not confuse the intentions of an author with
the object of his or her production, for it is often the case

that the author has a problem of interpretation similar to that of
the reader or other interpreter. Although at times intent may offer
insight—for instance, into why the project “failed”—the inde-
pendence of the text has been a rule of thumb in the art of inter-
pretation. This rule, however, has been violated in peculiar ways
when it comes to the work of black theorists. For them, a different
rule, an insidious rule, continues to reign: the fallacy of reduction-
istic “experience.”

i Itwo



Recall W. E. B. Du Bois’s critical observation from The Souls of
Black Folk: Blacks are often studied as problems instead of as people
who face problems in their lives. Du Bois was pointing out that
“blackness” often afforded theorists a problematic moment. That
problematic moment focused on black people over and against
what they may live. The consequence is that their historicity is
robbed of its contingency and collapsed into necessity or a form of
essentialism. Here, however, we find irony. For although there is at
first an anonymity that affords immediate “universality,” where
any black counts for all blacks, the reality is that such epistemic
closure (that is, knowledge of their being black brings knowledge
claims to a close) is locked outside of the historical and, hence, ex-
ists neither as the universal nor the particular.3 Consider G. W. F.
Hegel’s introductory remarks in his Philosophy of History, that history
took a path from Asia to Europe and made only a shuddering
glance at the northeast tip of Africa where, to this day, supposedly
Semitic and Asiatic peoples constitute its only sources of culture.
Standing neither on the level of history nor on the dialectical level
of a particular negation that moves history forward, the black is
left as nonbeing, non-Other, nothing. A project emerged, then, of
articulating at least a point of universal subjectivity from such an
abyss.

It is no wonder that the autobiographical medium has domi-
nated black modes of written expression. The autobiographical
moment afforded a contradiction in racist reason: How could the
black, who by definition was not fully human and hence without a
point of view, produce a portrait of his or her point of view? The
black autobiography announced a special form of biography, a text
that was read for insight into blackness, which meant that para-
doxically some of the problems of epistemic closure continued
through an engagement that admitted epistemic possibility. The
interest in black autobiography carried expectation and curiosity.
One could see the further titillation that emerged from the adden-
dum to several nineteenth-century narratives, including that of
Frederick Douglass, “as written by himself.” A black man who could
write? For Douglass, however, there was, as we will see in chapter
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3, further irony: his first autobiography, stated as “written by him-
self” to stress the absence of amanuensic interventions, was
penned by one who was considered property by the laws of the
United States. As such Douglass had to present lectures on his book
in England to avoid being recaptured under the fugitive slave laws.
His work, property produced by his life, mental reflection, and
hands, was, ironically, protected by the Library of Congress under
copyright laws. The logic of slavery and property should have
deemed his work immediate public domain, but instead, his work
had more rights in the United States than he had. A textualist
dream was in this case a human being’s nightmare.

The autobiographical moment need not collapse into essence or
epistemic closure. Its history is a complex one, as autobiographical
writings have emerged in antiquity with purposes of varied kind.
Quite a number of biblical texts are autobiographical while ironi-
cally pointing beyond the authors through the uniqueness of bibli-
cal textual intent. As Paul Ricoeur has pointed out in “Biblical
Hermeneutics,” chapter 4 of From Text to Action, however biblical
texts were written, they are read for believers as moments of divine
intervention: God appears through such encounters. St. Augus-
tine’s Confessions served a similar purpose, but it also exemplified
engagements that transcended their time as portraits of Faith and
Reason. St. Augustine was, in other words, among those North
Africans who managed subsequently to pierce through Hegel’s
schema, in spite of the latter’s suspicions of the philosophical rich-
ness of medieval thought. Still, for St. Augustine, the autobio-
graphical moment was not meant to portray him in his uniqueness;
it was to continue, to some extent, the practice of biblical testi-
mony of God’s presence in and above the world. Pagan autobio-
graphical writings—or at least autobiographical voices—served a
similar purpose. Apuleius, for instance, used such a voice in his fic-
tional Golden Ass.4 It is in the modern moment, however, that a
unique subject of autobiographical reflections emerged: autobiog-
raphy as portrait of the man.

The man as being who appears in the autobiographical moment
manifested himself among modern philosophers such as David

24 r Existentia Africana



Hume and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, the latter more known for his
autobiographical ruminations than the former.5 The modern mo-
ment afforded such reflection because the turn to theory of knowl-
edge, epistemology-centered philosophy, as Philosophia Prima led to a
focus on the inner life of “man” and suspicion toward the world
that these men shared. Think of René Descartes’s egological turn in
his Meditations on First Philosophy, where the Cogito is the focus, and
the proliferation of modern texts that followed with the adjective
human in their title, the two most famous no doubt being John
Locke’s Essay on Human Understanding and Hume’s A Treatise of Human Na-
ture. That sociality itself was called into question in these texts led
to pure reason or experience—often distinguished as the rational-
istic and empirical moments—as foundations of truth. There was,
however, narcissism in the autobiographical turn by some of these
men, for since they were men who had already written ideas that
were being engaged by a community of readers (or at least, read-
ers whom they considered relevant), what more could their auto-
biographies afford than presentations of themselves as they would have
liked to have been known or remembered? That one’s legacy is a function of
the memory of others leaves one’s existence at the mercy of the so-
cial world, a world in which the past haunts the present through
memory and belief. Such a world is highly susceptible to deceit.

Narcissism promises self-deception in that the narcissist, as
Frantz Fanon argued in Black Skin,White Masks and Jean Baudrillard
subsequently argued in Seduction, asks his mirror to be his truth,
which is a false truth, and the mirror promises the narcissist to be
such a mirror. In Baudrillard’s words,“‘I’ll be your mirror’ does not
signify ‘I’ll be your reflection’ but ‘I’ll be your deception.’ To seduce is
to die as reality and reconstitute oneself as illusion. . . . Narcissus too loses
himself in his own illusory image; that is why he turns from his
truth, and by his example turns others from their truth” (p. 69).

The autobiographical text, in this moment—the modern mo-
ment—is, then, the self-created mirror of deception which, by
virtue of its publicity (the social world), enforces itself in the “ob-
jective” community of readers (audience). In characteristic sarcasm
and irony, Friedrich Nietzsche signaled the folly of this medium
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through his play on the death-of-God motif. The title of his auto-
biography, echoing Pontius Pilate’s offering of Jesus to the crowd,
is Ecce Homo! (Behold—the Man!). In the world of fiction, Mary
Shelley had already brought out this perversity through the use of
the autobiographical voice in her classic Frankenstein; the hubristic
Doctor Frankenstein’s mirror did not reveal that he was God but
instead—through a yellow, opened eye—a monster.

The Racial (that is, “abnormal”) Autobiography posed a prob-
lem for the White (that is, “normal”) Autobiography. If the autobi-
ography of a person of color revealed itself simply as autobiography,
then the gap between colored and noncolored, between subhuman
and human, would at least have been bridged on the level of inner
life. That autobiographies by black authors have continued to be
black autobiographies to this day has relieved some of these fears, but
they have done so by virtue of the transformation of the meaning
of biography in these texts. Biography in black contexts hardly
stands as optional modus operandi. Whereas the old European may
sit down to write memoirs, in the black experience, the moment of
self-reflection begins even with youth: there are black authors who
produce autobiographical reflections even in their early teenage
years, and many black theorists write in this voice from their first
publications onward.6 It’s as if living blackness by itself counts as
experience. That black voices are already locked in the biographical
and autobiographical moment transforms the biographical status of
those moments from the contingent to the necessary.

My aim here is not to discount the use of autobiography nor bi-
ography in the study of black intellectuals or black intellectual pro-
duction. As some of the chapters of this work will attest, it is a
practice that on occasion I consider worthwhile. What I would like
to raise here is the question of relevance. In the world of theory, where
relevant, nearly all interpretations and methodologies are permitted.
My concern is with the implications of the ongoing practice of
locking black intellectuals and their productions in the biographi-
cal moment. This point can be illustrated through the emergence
of two recent phenomena in the history of ideas: the black literary
theorist and the black philosopher.
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Both the black literary theorist and the black philosopher sig-
nify unique anomalies. Although black theorists have been around
since the advent of modern theorizing, it is with the black literary
theorist that the question of theory achieved metatheoretical
significance by virtue of the question of textual independence, es-
pecially from the late 1970s through to the present. Unfortunately,
this insight fell to the wayside by virtue of the foci of several infl-

uential members of this turn. Such thinkers devoted their energy
to the black autobiographical text. Less concern focused on what
previous black writers were saying and more on which black writers
were writing or saying these things. Not only were the 1980s and
early 1990s marked by race, gender, and class reductionism, but
also by epistemic reductionism. As, for instance, “the black
woman” emerged as autobiographical moments through, say, an
Oxford University Press book series that reprinted mid- through
late-nineteenth-century autobiographical texts, to what extent have
the arguments of these texts been engaged beyond the fact that
they managed to be produced by black women in such times?7

Even though African American literary production began with
Phillis Wheatley, more needs to be said beyond that fact; what, for
instance, did Wheatley write? That she wrote poetry isn’t enough.
What did her poems say? What can we learn from them today?

Although social and political theorists have struggled with vari-
ous arguments in the history of black theoretical production—
primarily with concerns of assimilation versus separatism, political
configurations of liberalism, conservatism, and progressive radical-
ism—there the other extreme often manifested itself: the ideas of
the black theorist were often absent and, instead, his or her
biography became text for political interpretation. Concern was
with where Martin Delany, Frederick Douglass, Anna Julia Cooper,
W. E. B. Du Bois, or Marcus Garvey lived and whom they knew, not
what they argued. Yet there were groups of social and political the-
orists who laid foundations for the elevation of such questions to
the level of theoretical reflection, and in doing so, they set black so-
cial and political philosophical thought in motion. This is not to say
that black philosophical thought did not precede mid-twentieth-
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century reflections: one could easily find a set of themes that
emerge from black philosophical reflections in the nineteenth cen-
tury. Whether abolitionists, anticolonialists, or international libera-
tionists, black writers have, by virtue of the historical specificity of
modern racism and slavery, reflected seriously on the question of
“man” in the modern era. Such reflection makes sense since these
thinkers were from communities whose humanity was constantly
denied by an oppressing or colonizing community and system of
laws. The nature of oppression is such that it challenges oppressed
groups to ask, constantly, as Fanon observed in the penultimate
chapter of Wretched of the Earth, “In reality, what am I?” If one is
nearly everywhere told that one is not fully a human being, but
one finds oneself struggling constantly with human responsibili-
ties—over life and death, freedom and lack thereof, virtue and
vice—the moment of theoretical reflection demands engagement
with such idiosyncracy. Whereas scientific anthropology was the
Western moment of distinguishing European man as Man through
study of so-called lesser men, philosophical anthropology became
the Africana moment of critically engaging the human being
through so-called lesser human beings’ struggle for their human-
ity. Such a struggle took many forms, as we have seen, including
engagements with ontological questions of being—for example,
essence, necessity, contingency, and possibility—and teleological
questions of where humanity should be going—for example, lib-
eration, humanization, revolution, and freedom. Although its his-
tory stood richly outside of academic corridors, with at best
excursions into universities (by way of, for example, W. E. B. Du
Bois, Anna Julia Cooper, Alain Locke, and C. L. R. James), it was
not until the 1970s that academic reflections on these matters
emerged through a cadre of black academic philosophers and so-
cial theorists whose focus was the world of black theorists and
their ideas.

Now we have another anomaly: the “black theorist” demands
our taking seriously the notion of Reason speaking through black
bodies. For some theorists, such as Léopold Senghor, this is a hope-
less project, although they may not outrightly say so.8 Although
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many instances could be advanced, let us consider the way these
concerns have manifested themselves in one of the “hottest” recent
developments in black intellectual history: Fanon studies.

Henry Louis Gates Jr.’s “Critical Fanonism,” and D. A. Masolo’s
“Sartre Fifty Years Later” have both argued that Fanon is at best an
interesting biographical figure, one locked hopelessly in the past,
whose retrieval in the name of postcolonial theory would be a
mistaken effort at global theoretical aspirations. The text that is fa-
vored here is Fanon’s highly autobiographical Black Skin,White Masks,
wherein he is often cited by critics as the source of his own histor-
ical entrapment by his introductory announcement of not coming
“with timeless truths.” Some authors, such as Cedric Robinson in
“The Appropriation of Frantz Fanon,” have responded by attacking
Gates and other literary and cultural studies folks for engaging the
so-called “petit-bourgeois” Black Skin,White Masks, instead of the his-
torical and supposedly more revolutionary The Wretched of the Earth.
Responding to both, I have argued against privileging either text,
and against the coherence of the “early” versus “late” Fanon (he
wrote his first book at the age of 25, and The Wretched of the Earth at the
age of 35). Moreover, I have argued in Fanon and the Crisis of European
Man that both approaches represent a form of “theoretical deca-
dence,” where the literary theorist (Gates) criticizes thought for not
being literary or textual and the political scientist (Robinson) criti-
cizes the literary or textual theorist for not being social scientific
and Marxist.9 Instead, Fanon’s ideas need to be assessed, in the end,
by how useful they are to our various theoretical projects without
centering those theoretical projects as the only theoretical concern.
Here, the biographical moment needs to be assessed as a mode of
criticism, for to collapse Fanon into his biography is a way of lock-
ing him into those sorts of interests that have dominated the way
Douglass, Cooper, Du Bois, Locke, Garvey,Alexander Crummell, Ed-
ward Blyden, and many other black intellectuals have been read.

The biographical is almost mandatory fare in the order of black-
ness. The implication—insidious, patronizing, and yet so familiar
and presumed—has achieved the force of an axiom: White intellectu-
als provide theory; black intellectuals provide experience. The status of experi-
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ence is such, however, that it becomes temporally bound, en-
trapped in historical specificity. Fanon’s becomes a biographical
text because his blackness is such that few of his critics can imag-
ine otherwise. In spite of the persistence of Fanon’s ideas—his
effect on generations from the 1950s through to the present—and
in spite of the growing realization of the complexity of his
thought, more continues to be written about Fanon than his ideas.
Compare Fanon to Michel Foucault, who, similarly, raised ques-
tions of historical specificity and who drew upon Nietzsche’s ge-
nealogical method to articulate his brand of poststructural analysis
of knowledge régimes. Foucault’s thought is studied in the 1990s,
though it was inspired by the 1950s through 1970s, and Foucault
was comfortable utilizing Nietzsche’s nineteenth-century ideas but
not Karl Marx’s, which he dismissed in The Order of Things as—like
fish in water—hopelessly locked in their time, unable to “breathe”
anywhere else. Moreover, how is it that Foucault could use and
reuse Nietzsche without being Nietzschean and out of date, but
Fanon, by contrast, is constantly subordinated or dismissed as
hopelessly a product of the 1950s and of influence in the 1960s—
as though either decade was not part of the twentieth century?10 I
have often wondered, in concert with Ato Sekyi-Otu’s Fanon’s Dialec-
tic of Experience, if many commentators actually read Fanon at all be-
yond a few excerpts in anthologies on politics, culture, and race.
Should we not examine the possibility of thoughts peculiarly
Fanonian today?

Fanon has been interpreted as a subordinate of nearly every Eu-
ropean thinker whose ideas he engaged. Some commentators,
such as Renate Zahar and Nigel Gibson, have deemed him a “left
Hegelian”; some, such as D. A. Masolo, a “Sartrian Marxist”; and
others, such as Homi Bhabha, a “Lacanian.” In similar kind, Freder-
ick Douglass was known as a “Garrisonian” and Du Bois has been
known as every derivative from “Herderian” to “Hegelian” to
“Marxian” (although he himself eventually adopted this last de-
scription). The situation with regard to black intellectuals seems
hopeless. In my first book, Bad Faith and Antiblack Racism, I devoted
ninety pages to the explanation of the concept of bad faith. Since
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Jean-Paul Sartre presented the classic philosophical statement on
the subject in Being and Nothingness, I provided copious references to
his formulations so as to distinguish them from my own. Such
efforts led to my being designated, in many book reviews, as “Sar-
trian,” in spite of the text’s many references to Fanon and Du Bois.
Oddly, I have written more on Fanon’s ideas than on Sartre’s or any
other thinker’s, but have never been called “Fanonian.”

There are many ways to read Fanon’s thought. Consider this
one: Fanon was an ironic writer who was struggling with the
complex question of paradoxical reason and paradoxical historic-
ity. The collapse of Reason and History into all things European
represented a failure of Reason and History that required self-
deception regarding Europe’s scope. Put differently, Europe sought
to become ontological—that is, Being. Such Being stood in the way of
human being. It thus presented itself as a theodicy, as, that is, a sys-
tem that was complete on all levels of existence; on levels of de-
scription and prescription; of being and value; of all there is, can,
and ought to be. It presented itself this way while its incomplete-
ness bled through its pores. The person of color, particularly the
black, however, lived the contradictions of this self-deception con-
tinually through attempting to live this theodicy in good faith.
This lived contradiction emerged for the black because a demand
of this form of faith is that it be good without being critical. Critical
consciousness challenges intrasystemic consistency by raising sys-
temic critique. Take, for instance, rationality. Rationality emerges
in many systems (especially those of the liberal kind) as being free
of racist adulteration. What should we make, then, of racist ratio-
nality? A schism explodes in the soul of the black, a schism that
leads to two souls, as Du Bois observed in The Souls of Black Folk and
the earlier “Conservation of the Races,” with a consciousness of
pure exteriority in the face of the lived experience of interiority.

So, we find the following argument in Black Skin, White Masks:
There is a white construction called “the black.” This construction
is told that if he or she really is human, then he or she can tran-
scend the boundaries of racialized or colonial imposition—it is a
consequence of constructivity. This construction is considered a
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leech on all manifestations of human identity-forming practices:
language, sex, labor (material and aesthetic), socializing (recipro-
cal recognition), consciousness. In good faith, the black attempts
to live each of these simply as a human being and discovers that to
do so calls for living as a white. If blackness and whiteness are
constructed, perhaps the black could then live the white construc-
tion, which would reinforce the theme of constructivity. Each por-
trait, however, is a tale of failure. And in fact, failure takes on a
peculiar role in this text. Each failure is not necessarily Fanon’s fail-
ure, for he is both a textual and a metatextual voice. Thus, although
Fanon the black hero of the text constantly fails, Fanon the critic of
Western discourses of Man, the revolutionary who demands sys-
temic change, succeeds. Paradoxically, if the hero of the text wins,
the theorist fails, and vice versa. So, after announcing in his intro-
duction that ontogenic or highly individualized explanations and
phylogenic or species-oriented explanations fail and instead need
to be mediated by sociality/culture with a recognition of human
agency, Fanon charts the course of the black with the theoretical
idols of humanization. The black’s effort at transgressive linguistic
performance fails; instead of being a transformer of words, he dis-
covers that he is considered an “eater” of words in a racist society
and realizes himself as linguistically dangerous. He never speaks
“white” as whites speak whiteness. Whites speak whiteness
“bookishly,” whereas people of color speak whiteness “whiteishly”
or “whitelike.” The significance of language is its inherent publicity.
Failing a public retreat, the black may move inward, to the private
sphere, perhaps to the sexual sphere for solitude from epidermaliza-
tion or the alienation of complete exteriority. But there, on the level
of the sexual, where the psychoanalytic reigns, the search for sym-
metry—to live equally, to live on a par with whites—fails; words of
love, as a (white) woman or (white) man would offer a beloved,
collapse into words of whiteness. The ontologizing of sexual differ-
ence meets its limitation—and, hence, its ontological failure—in
the racial schema: masculine is structurally white, and feminine is
structurally black. Jean Veneuse, the protagonist in René Maran’s au-
tobiographical Un homme pareil aux autres, should not be like Mayotte
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Capécia in a patriarchal society. But he is: he seeks his words of
being, love, and difference from the (since ultimately anonymous
but paradoxically superstructural and suprastructural) White Man.

Fanon then explores the constitutionality of psychic life among
colonial subjects and finds that the Symbolic is not psychoanalyti-
cal but colonial, that exploitation is not simply class structured but
racial. Schemes of rational explanation are here finding their lim-
its. In each instance, the black attempts to address a problem and
encounters himself as the problem. So Fanon goes to a deeper level
of interiority: his own experience as lived. He finds, in this autobio-
graphical moment, a set of theses converging. The chapter “The
Lived Experience of the Black” begins with a little white boy’s use
of language—of publicity—to enmesh Fanon in the realm of
pure exteriority, the realm of the epidermal schema. There,
Fanon’s existence is a two-dimensional objectification, as in Eu-
clidean geometry: he is “out there” without an inside. The irony
here is that the moment is autobiographical, so its report is paradoxi-
cal. He announces the absence of his interiority from the point of view
of his interiority. The paradox of experience is also raised: he experi-
ences his historicity as a false history and his struggle with Theory,
with Reason, as a cat-and-mouse game. Between Reason and His-
tory, Theory and Practice, there is experience, which in this case is
the existential struggle against sedimented, dehumanized con-
structions. Fanon at first observes that he wants to laugh but can-
not. It is not until he risks public harm by insulting the boy’s
mother, a white woman, that he is able to laugh and then move on
to an engagement with assessing his situation—with, that is, Rea-
son. Yet as we’ve already observed, Reason proves limited. Against
History and Reason, Fanon then attempts poetic resistance through
the upsurge of négritude, but there he finds structural symbolic impo-
sition of a Manichean order: the Reality Principle, so to speak, re-
mains—through Sartre and the skewed iconography of Senghorian
négritude—white. Why couldn’t the symbolism articulate, at
least, black reason? So, at the chapter’s end, he weeps.

That Fanon concludes chapter 5 of Black Skin, White Masks with
weeping has not been commented on in the literature. Recall our
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point on laughter: it enabled Fanon to cope with his situation, to
move on. The role of humor in oppressed communities is well
known; there is not only the form of humor in which the oppres-
sor is ridiculed, but there is also self-deprecating humor, humor
that creates a paradoxical distance and closeness with their situa-
tion. A friend related a joke from a Jewish World War II concentra-
tion camp survivor in which a German officer yells to a group of
inmates, “Hey—all of you—get out from behind that broom-
stick!” In many black communities, this “snap” or example of the
“dozens” (the clever form of insult also known as signifying and
dissin’) appears: “Your father’s so black that when he falls down,
people hop over him for fear of falling in.” In similar fashion, an
obese man once said to another obese man: “Man, you so fat,
when I tried to walk around you I got lost!” Another obese man
said: “I don’t nap on the beach from fear of people trying to push
me back to sea.” There has been slave humor; Gypsy humor; Jew-
ish humor—as we see, even in concentration camps; varieties of
immigrant humor; and there continues to be self-deprecating
black humor. Humor stands in these communities as complex
competitors of proverbs, but instead of wisdom, they offer dis-
tance. Fanon’s text is loaded with this form of humor; the black sar-
castically mocks the black’s tragicomic efforts in this theodicean
struggle. But humor has its limitations. It takes much to be able to
laugh at oneself, and excess could lead to pathology. The struggle
for liberation, for humanization, is structurally similar to therapy.
Patients may, for instance, laugh at their situation while telling their
story, but this laughter is to make them go on, although often with-
out genuine confrontation; it is a practice of seeming closeness that
leads to distance; the grin and the laugh also mean “too close for
comfort.” A “breakthrough” in therapy often occurs with tears,
with catharsis. Fanon wept because he realized that every effort to
avoid the truth failed. It was through such catharsis that he was
then able to face the implications of his situation, in whatever form
that situation may take. That is why Fanon’s succeeding chapter was
titled, “The Negro/Nigger and Psychopathology.” Fanon was now
able to face the psychopathological implications of his situation.
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The first thing Fanon observes is that black psychology is abnor-
mal psychology. Whereas there is a conception of normality for
whites—that is, their being human by virtue of white normativ-
ity—there is no such thing for blacks. An adult black who is well
adjusted is an “abnormal black.” An adult black who is not well ad-
justed is a “normal black,” which ironically means an “abnormal
person,” or simply an “abnormality.” To be abnormal for a black and
abnormal for a human being is to be in a Catch-22. The argument is
similar to the black use of language: it is, as Fanon observes in the
same volume, like The Thinker with an erection. In this chapter, as in
“The Lived-Experience of the Black,” all of the motifs of chapters 1
through 4 of Black Skin,White Masks are repeated but with more in-
sight. If the black is sex, but repressed sexuality, then psychoanalysis
and other Western human sciences find their limitations, for the sex
there is not only structurally deviant, but also not symbolic. It is
phobogenic, material, existentially “serious,” real.11 The search for
recognition that emerges in Fanon’s penultimate chapter fails, then,
because the necessary conditions for self–Other relations also fail:
neither the Hegelian Master nor the structural White Man wants
recognition from blacks; each wants work, and bodies without points
of view.12 Here we see why the demands of classical liberalism and
Kantian humanism fail: they depend upon symmetry. White–black
relations are such that blacks struggle to achieve Otherness; it is a
struggle to be in a position for the ethical to emerge. Thus, the circum-
stance is peculiarly wrought with realization of the political. Fanon’s
book ends, then, politically and existentially. Politically, like the au-
thor’s romanticized African American, the call is to fight, to struggle
against the system of his oppression. But in that struggle, Fanon calls
for a pedagogy to build (édifier, “to edify,” “to build”) a questioning
humanity. This building takes the form of a prayer. From anger, to
laughter, to tears, he concludes with prayers—prayers to, of all real-
ities, his body. Fanon beseeches his body to make of him a man who
questions, a being that is open and, consequently, a being who is a
human being. By 1960, in The Wretched of the Earth, he concludes with
the same thesis, that material and conceptual struggles that open
possibilities are needed to set afoot a new humanity.
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There are many more insights in Fanon’s writings. For our pur-
poses, what is important is that he has much to say beyond the bio-
graphical and autobiographical moment, and that what he has to
say stretches the meaning (and perhaps coherence) of his historical
moment. That the black was born out of specific circumstances re-
minds us that the black has not always been here and, like other
human formations, may not always be among us. This observation
does not mean that Fanon’s critique of the black’s encounter with
Western civilization—especially as a product of that civilization—does
not have lasting significance and lasting value. For the literary theo-
rist, but without surprise for other theorists, the writings of black
intellectuals demand, then, engagement that genuinely requires a
challenge to the self-reflection of our species; it demands more
than interpreting and criticizing stories told, but interpreting and
criticizing interpretations of how they can be told. Such engagement
requires genuine revision of the canon of valuable literature as well
as a critique of the criteria through which canons have hitherto
been formed.13 Douglass, Du Bois, Cooper, Fanon, and James would
transcend the curiosity of experience to the engagement of ideas.14

Ideas shift black writing from perception to apperception. The
former acknowledges that blacks have experiences, while the lat-
ter requires blacks’ ability to interpret that experience. Such inter-
pretation makes sense if it can transcend its particularity. Put
differently, the dualism of black experience and white theory has
to be abandoned here for the recognition that black reflections
also are theoretical and informative of the human condition. The
anxiety is not, then, over whether black intellectuals should be
read but over how they should be read and what we should seek in
such readings. For my part, I expect no more nor less from texts
written by black authors than I do when I read texts written by
white authors or other authors of color; some texts will, in other
words, be more informative than others. Yet the projects of read-
ing and theorizing are such that in their course the ultimate ar-
biters should be pragmatic. In the end, it is the usefulness of and
challenges raised by ideas that transcend the authors and textual
moments of their appearance.
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What would signal progress? That Immanuel Kant could en-
gage David Hume’s and Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s ideas to create his
critical philosophy; that John Rawls and Jürgen Habermas could
engage Kant’s ideas to develop their branch of liberal and com-
municative rationalities; that Edmund Husserl could engage
Descartes’s and Kant’s ideas to develop his transcendental phe-
nomenology; that Martin Heidegger and Jean-Paul Sartre could
utilize Husserl’s ideas, along with Hegel’s, Nietzsche’s, Søren
Kierkegaard’s, and Henri Bergson’s as a point of departure into
their philosophies of existence, and that there are many instances
of such engagements represents the development of a tradition
that continues, but a tradition that is not, by far, indicative of the
human condition. Too much is excluded for this to be so. A
broader picture requires traditions that, by their historical specifi-

city, have had to engage other traditions. Is this not the case with
the Africana tradition, especially given its antipodal status in West-
ern civilization? 

David Walker’s appeal offered a critique of white Christian prac-
tices and influenced Maria Stewart’s religious formulations of
equality and freedom, formulations that are essential for our under-
standing of religious dimensions of Africana humanism. Martin
Delany’s efforts to formulate theories of liberation through an affir-
mation of blackness and a Pan-African agenda influenced thinkers
and liberationists well into the twentieth century. Frederick Douglass
authored a wealth of literature on topics ranging from the distinc-
tion between de jure freedom and de facto freedom, as well as
contributions to feminist philosophy and political philosophy that
challenge American conceptions of representative democracy.
Alexander Crummell’s search for linguistic dimensions of raciality
(Anglocentric though they may have been) and emancipation, and
Edward Blyden’s effort to understand the symbolism of blackness
and his distinction between religion and theology set the ground-
work for matters that concern Africana peoples to this day. Anna
Julia Cooper’s reflections on human value, “What Are We Worth?”
and her formulation of a black feminist position have stimulated
contemporary discussion in the work of Joy Ann James and other
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contemporary feminist thinkers. W. E. B. Du Bois’s integration of
all his predecessors and the complexity of his ideas on methodol-
ogy in the human sciences, his phenomenological concept of dou-
ble consciousness, his struggle to articulate a critical race theory,
and much more, influenced Alain Locke’s aesthetics, his pluralistic
axiology, and his explorations of philosophical problems raised by
the concept “Negro.” Marcus Garvey’s early-twentieth-century ar-
ticulations of nationhood, prophesying, and political organizing led
to the development of Rastafari, a philosophy of life and the human
being that challenges many of the semiotic features of Western
hegemony. The importance of the Rastafarian contribution should
not be underestimated. Strong structuralist accounts of coloniza-
tion and racism have misrepresented black people as incapable of a
positive identity even on the level of their imagination and spiritual
life. Rastafari proves otherwise, as Paget Henry has shown in “Rasta-
farianism and the Reality of Dread,” and Joseph Owens has shown
in his highly existential and philosophical Dread. Of note, as well, is
Rastafari’s interpretation of the lived body, which ironically
emerges in the thought of many Afro-Caribbean thinkers’ writings,
including my Bad Faith and Antiblack Racism.

The black existential tradition, which is the focus of this book,
could be traced from Walker’s and Douglass’s reflections on free-
dom through to Du Bois’s discussions of consciousness and his
effort to develop a humanistic sociology; Richard Wright’s articu-
lations of dread and existential paradoxes in race contexts; Ralph
Ellison’s explorations of invisibility and the search for an open hu-
manism, Léopold Senghor’s reflections on freedom; and Frantz
Fanon’s effort to develop a humanistic approach to the human sci-
ences and revolutionary praxis. James Baldwin’s protest and
prophetic humanism continue today through, for example,
William Jones’s call for theorizing historical agency among the op-
pressed, Cornel West’s prophetic explorations of dread, despair,
and nihilism; Paget Henry’s constructivist project with traditional
African humanism and conceptions of predestination and agency
in Africana thought; and bell hooks’s project of a pedagogy of lib-
eration in postmodern times.
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What is religious thought in the twentieth century without the
pressing questions raised by Du Bois on suffering and the iconogra-
phy of religious figures; Countee Cullen’s poetic articulation of the
black Christ; Marcus Garvey’s prophetic call for black religious
transfigurations; Howard Thurman’s activist conception of embod-
ied spirituality and political resistance; Martin Luther King Jr.’s
conception of the beloved community and the transcendental yet
worldly impact of Goodness, James Cone’s articulation of black
liberation theology rooted in the economic, moral, and aesthetic
demands of oppressed communities; William R. Jones’s
theodicean challenge as a methodological challenge to all theologies and
his advancement of a historically embodied humanism, Jacquelyn
Grant’s womanist theological appeal through the symbolic force of
the Gospels, and Cornel West’s prophetic pragmatism, in which
the effort is made to conjoin pragmatism, Marxism, and Christian-
ity into a revolutionary praxis? There are, as well, the black radical
poststructural and phenomenological traditions, which, albeit
originally rooted in engagement with négritude (especially Seng-
hor’s and Aimé Césaire’s search for what Sylvia Wynter has called
“a science of the word”), drew sustenance from Frantz Fanon’s
reflections on language, consciousness, and sociogeny and contin-
ues in the work of Wynter, Thomas Slaughter, V. Y. Mudimbe, and
the group who Paget Henry, in Caliban’s Reason, has said practices the
“poeticist” tradition—especially, for instance, Wilson Harris and
Eduoard Glissant. The tradition of radical black political economy
and historicism, in which C. L. R. James is the towering figure, in-
cludes figures like George Padmore, Kwame Nkrumah, Almicar
Cabral, Eric Williams, Walter Rodney, Cedric Robinson, and Angela
Y. Davis. And there are, of course, clear convergences of the poeti-
cist and historicist traditions, as we find, for instance, in Claude
McKay’s literary and political writings, James’s poetic rendering of
the anticolonial experience, and Fanon’s powerful prose. Think, as
well, of the impact made on twentieth-century aesthetics by
Richard Wright’s, Ralph Ellison’s, Lorraine Hansberry’s, Addison
Gayle’s, Amiri Baraka’s, Wole Soyinka’s, and Houston Baker Jr.’s
reflections on literature and music. And then there is the growing
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field of Africana metaphilosophy, where the goal is to set criteria
and methods through which to assess and organize black intellec-
tual production with prescriptions and suggestions for future re-
search. This development includes the philosophical history of
African American thought, in which the leading figures are Harold
Cruse, with his challenge of African American intellectual indepen-
dence; Leonard Harris, whose Philosophy Born of Struggle set the frame-
work for such research; Cornel West, with his cultural studies
approach; and the Afrocentrists Maulana Karenga and Molefi Asante
(“Afrocentrism,” after all, being a predominantly African American de-
velopment)—the philosophical history of contemporary African
philosophy, with V. Y. Mudimbe’s explorations of African gnosticism,
or ways of knowing; Kwame Gyekye’s distinction between “tradi-
tional” and critical philosophy, and his articulation of African theistic
humanism; Odera Oruka’s notion of sage philosophy; D. A. Masolo’s
genealogical exploration of rationality; and Tsenay Serequeberhan’s
project of existential hermeneutics in the African context.

This list is not exhaustive, and it is certain that many readers may
find some of these names unfamiliar. In truth, many of the names in
the European canon have also lost their familiarity. We are in times,
for instance, in which philosophy undergraduate majors and doc-
toral students from many of our prestigious universities have no idea
who most of the names in the European philosophical canon are be-
yond a very small set of usual suspects. Nevertheless, it is the work
of experts to produce the work that will provide a body of work for
those who may develop interest in the ideas of such figures, ideas
that may offer much for our understanding of the human condition.
It is clear that, without the contributions of the Africana thinkers,
reflections on such concerns as existence, ethics, aesthetics, politics,
and human studies exemplify, at best, a false universal. Such a conse-
quence is, however, of little relevance where, as in the Africana tradi-
tion, these thinkers are engaged and honored by the practice of a
critique. For people of African descent, we need, then, an emancipa-
tion of ideas in which we can engage, without subordination,
thoughts that we can treasure far into subsequent generations. A task
faced by our generation is the liberation of such ideas.
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4 1

Frederick Douglass as 
an Existentialist

The first phase of liberation must thus involve a rejection of
the material conditions and ideological images contrived in
the interests of the slave-holder class. The slave must reject
his/her existence as a slave. In the words of Frederick Dou-
glass, “Nature never intended that men and women should
be either slaves or slaveholders, and nothing but rigid train-
ing long persisted in, can perfect the character of the one or
the other.”

—Angela Y. Davis,
“Unfinished Lecture on Liberation—II”

Imentioned earlier, in chapter 1, my experience of sifting through
responses to the call for papers for Existence in Black, my edited vol-
ume on black existential philosophy. In the end, when chapters

were evaluated and edited and the work was in its penultimate stage
of production, I stared at a text containing many surprises.

i Ithree



One surprise emerged from composing the index of proper
names. There was a clear list of influential figures in black existen-
tial philosophy. I have already mentioned some of them in the pre-
vious discussion. Particularly surprising were the many references
to Frederick Douglass and W. E. B. Du Bois. Upon reflection, how-
ever, the surprise wanes when we think of the obvious, at least in
the case of Du Bois. For his contributing motif of double con-
sciousness holds many fruits for inquiry not only on the identity di-
mension of existential thought but also on its focus on lived
experience. Double consciousness raises interesting considera-
tions, after all, for our understanding of consciousness. Being simulta-
neously one identity and its outsider raises problems of anguish
that permeate the writings of New World blacks from Phillis
Wheatley through to Richard Wright as well as to Ralph Ellison
and Toni Morrison. In black writing is the question of black con-
sciousness, the idea that black people have perspectives on the
world. The familiar acknowledgment at the beginning of some slave
narratives—“as written by himself”—is but an instance of this re-
minder. Black consciousness’ manifesting itself in black writing is
not sufficient, however, for the substantiation of black existential
thought; if that were so, then all black writing would be black ex-
istential thought. To show that a text is a contribution to black ex-
istential thought one needs to show that the work raises theoretical
questions of an existential variety on the situation of black people.
That Douglass is a major contributor to African American (and
thereby Africana) philosophy is indubitable.

Unlike Du Bois, however, whose analyses focus explicitly on
consciousness as regionally situated (in the United States) and
globally situated (in relation to Africa), Douglass requires different
intratextual resources. To situate Douglass’s contribution to exis-
tential thought requires an articulation that addresses both slavery
and struggle. In Douglass’s lifetime, a transition from the combi-
nation of de jure and de facto slavery (the former sanctioned by
the U.S. Constitution, the latter wrought via racism and eco-
nomic exploitation) to only de facto slavery (de jure slavery hav-
ing been done away with by the Thirteenth Amendment) was the
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underlying contradiction. In Du Bois, there is the added transi-
tion from colonialism to neocolonialism except in the case of
prisoners, and Jim Crow discrimination to the contradictions of
bourgeois democracy. In Douglass, one is pushed to a concrete
challenge to existential thought. Slavery and its legacy must be
studied by Africana theorists because of the historical role it has
played in the formation of modern black identity. Douglass’s life
and thought had to be among the historical exemplifications of
those reply letters I had written to skeptics in black existential
philosophy.

In her “Unfinished Lecture on Liberation—II,” Angela Y. Davis
focuses on the impact of slavery and the significance of struggle in
Douglass’s thought. Albeit critical of Sartrean existential philoso-
phy, Davis’s discussion of Douglass utilizes many existential mo-
tifs.15 Observe her formulations of Douglass’s situation: “One of
the striking paradoxes of the bourgeois ideological tradition re-
sides in an enduring philosophical emphasis on the idea of free-
dom alongside an equally pervasive failure to acknowledge the
denial of freedom to entire categories of real, social human be-
ings” (p. 55). Here, there is not only the centering of the question
of freedom, but also a critique of the practice of using abstract hu-
manity to conceal what existential phenomenologists call “human
being in the flesh.” Davis’s reading of Douglass focuses on the exis-
tential problematizing of philosophical anthropology, where the
human being’s “essence” of freedom militates against essential-
ism—the doctrine of necessary preclusions of possibilities. Free-
dom, like existence, is not a property and, therefore, resists
essentialism. As Jean-Paul Sartre argued in his introduction to Being
and Nothingness, existence is transphenomenal; it exceeds predications we
ascribe to it. For Davis, the concrete implication of freedom is that
it must be achieved. Her words are instructive:

The slave who grasps the real significance of freedom understands

that it does not ultimately entail the ability to choose death over life

as a slave, but rather the ability to strive toward the abolition of the

master-slave relationship. . . . The slave is a human being whom
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another has absolutely denied the right to express his or her free-

dom. But is not freedom a property that belongs to the very

essence of the human being? Either the slave is not a human being

or else the very existence of the slave is itself a contradiction. Of

course, the prevailing racist ideology, which defined people of

African descent as subhuman, was simply a distortion within the

realm of ideas based on real and systematic efforts to deny Black

people their rightful status as human beings. . . . The most extreme

form of human alienation is the reduction of a productive and

thinking human being to the status of property (pp. 54–55).

Broadus Butler, in his essay “Frederick Douglass: The Black
Philosopher in the United States: A Commentary,” makes a similar
assessment, but he adds a thesis on humanism. African American
thought, he argues, is human-centric, as opposed to the system
centrism that marks much of the thought of Europe. Douglass, he
adds, focuses constantly on the relevance of ideas for human wel-
fare. The onus of human existence is thus borne by the human
being. The “unfinished” dimensions of Davis’s assessments carry a
similar appeal: no lecture on liberation is ever a finished lecture,
since the human struggle for humanity ends only when there are
no longer any human beings. Douglass as a liberation text, then,
emerges from his efforts to understand human possibilities in the
midst of dehumanizing realities. Here we find ourselves on famil-
iar terrain.

“Man is born free,” announces Jean-Jacques Rousseau in Du con-
trat social, his classic eighteenth-century work, “and everywhere he
is in chains. . . . How can this be made legitimate?” (my transla-
tion). Yet for African slaves in that century and Frederick Douglass
in the nineteenth, the man who is born free is one to whom they
are only abstractly related in Rousseau’s formulation. They face a
different question, which might be formulated thus: The slave is
born in chains but she has freedom within her bosom—how is
this possible? The chains that Rousseau wanted to make legitimate
were different from those faced by Douglass. Douglass’s chains can
never be legitimated except through false consciousness and the
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most crass form of legal positivism wherein the laws simply are
“right” by virtue of being laws of the state. As Greg Moses ob-
served in “Frederick Douglass and the Republican Heritage on
Affirmative Action,” Douglass struggled with problems of legal
positivism on the problem of obeying the U.S. Constitution. His
position, argues Moses, is that laws can be changed and interpreted
and, hence, made more just. The Constitution is, thus, an inter-
pretable document; that is why the democratic process is a strug-
gle. Competing interpretations vie for public authority.

In his three autobiographies, Frederick Douglass had occasion to
recount the significance of his conflict with the slave breaker Edward
Covey. They are, from the earliest (1845) to the latest (1893), Narrative
of the Life of Frederick Douglass,An American Slave,Written by Himself; My Bondage,
My Freedom; and The Life and Times of Frederick Douglass:The Complete Autobiogra-
phy. In what follows, I am less interested in the historical matter of
Douglass’s shaking loose from the ideological grip of the Garrisonian
abolitionists, wherein his role as interpreter of his experiences was
first denied and subsequently asserted. What is important here is
the portrait that emerges from the interpretations, how Douglass
reads this important event in his life. Douglass could have chosen
many interpretations (for example, that his “nature” “compelled”
him to resist his condition or that his resistance constituted no
more than an individual success). Yet we find what is in the annals
of existential thought a portrait that foreshadows some of the best
of Richard Wright’s and Frantz Fanon’s reflections on struggle and
freedom.

The fight with Covey raises as many questions as it addresses.
Although a moral tale, it challenges many of our assumptions,
much of what we take for granted—which, in the end, is a lesson
that a slave’s condition challenges all of us who fail to treasure our
freedom. In teaching us about ourselves, Douglass’s discussion
raises questions on what it means to be a human being, and in
that regard it carries a philosophical as well as anthropological
leitmotif.

The anthropological question is a normative one here, for al-
though we are biologically identified as members of the human
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species, the normative, existential credo is that one becomes a human
being. Alone, alienated, a thing amid nature, the individual, onto-
genically understood, lacks the social resources through which and
by which even individuality can be realized. Thus, “first steps” are
moments of existential awakening. The Hebrew analogy is well
known: consider the story of Adam and Eve that emerges in Gene-
sis 2. There, Yahweh has created a species high on the chain of
being, but a species whose realization of self is absent.16 An in-
junction is added: Do not eat the fruit from the tree of knowledge.
In philosophies of sin from St. Augustine’s Confessions and City of God,
to Frederick Douglass, to Jean-Paul Sartre’s Being and Nothingness and
William R. Jones’s Is God a White Racist? injunctions serve a unique,
identity-forming role. The world that existed for Adam and Eve
before the injunction is a boundless world, a world without dis-
tinction of self from the rest of the universe, a world without rea-
son to fold inward toward self-realization, a world without
negativity. When Yahweh admonished Adam and Eve, however, a
new consciousness emerged (at least in this Eden). There was now
the question of disobeying Yahweh, a question through which the
question of obeying Yahweh emerged. Both possibilities ironically
constituted a consciousness beyond Yahweh, for it was not—could
not be—Yahweh’s place to make the decision for them here. The
decision in such a case would be Yahweh’s. Thus, the Fall, if we
will, preceded the actual consumption of forbidden fruit.

But what is the Fall?
The problem faced by Adam and Eve is that what they should do

is their responsibility. In Kierkegaardian language, they are in an-
guish. Anguish is a struggle against making decisions that are con-
stitutive of responsibility for the self. In anguish, we fear decision;
we attempt to decide not to decide. The performative contradic-
tions of an undecided decision, or a decided indecision, are famil-
iar in philosophies of existence. The catch is that in either case
responsibility is borne, for the struggle itself makes the denied
more apparent. I am a slave. I know my options are limited. I am
told that my existence is deserved because I am by nature a slave; I
am by nature someone whose existence is so lowly, so inferior that
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I am supposedly without courage even to resist my identity as a
slave. Yet I feel in my bones that I am without courage so long as I
do not try to escape or engage in some act of resistance. There are
those who have taken the risk. Some are caught by dogs, brought
back, whipped, sodomized or raped, castrated, maimed, vivisected,
lynched, or burned. Others never return. Then there are those who
help. They return to help others escape, and they provide stories of
those who made it. To take that risk would be an act of courage,
and ironically so even when throughout I may be frightened to the
bone. However afraid, I would not be by nature one who perfor-
matively accepts the existence of slavery. Even though failure to act
against slavery does not logically entail acceptance of slavery, it is a
feature of all oppressive credos that one’s actions proverbially
speak louder than one’s words, and one’s words speak louder than
one’s thoughts. The anguish folds in upon the self. It is a familiar
scene in all cases of oppression and victimization: the rape victim
who “wants it” if she does not resist sufficiently yet whose rape is
intense, exemplified more and more, over and over, each time she
constitutes dissent by resisting. It is progress when verbal resis-
tance has standing in courts of law.

Returning to Genesis and to slavery, the power of the injunction
is the absolute relation, sedimented in anguish, that it establishes
between Adam’s and Eve’s selves. It is the negative instantiation of
their freedom, which here is, ironically, their humanity. Their hu-
manity is the moment of maturation in which they realize, out of
their lived experience, the responsibility of constituting, at least
morally, who they are. For the slave, this moment is manifested in
the distinction between the institution of slavery and the lived reality
of being a slave. The slave, from his inside, is a rupture of an
overdetermined exteriority the moment the slave simultaneously
imagines his experience from the outside as having an inside, of see-
ing an Other.

Slavery denies the slave any status as an Other or a self. The slave
is property, which means that the (unjust) legal system of slavery
regards him as no more than a system of relations: a “life estate”; a
“fee simple absolute estate”; a “fee simple absolute subject to con-
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ditions subsequent.” These are terms in Anglo property law. Re-
spectively, they mean that nonslaves can have access to slaves in
forms of use but without rights of sale as long as the nonslaves are
alive; have access with rights of sale; or inherit slaves upon meeting
certain conditions, after which rights of sale are also acquired. In
none of these relations is there a slave’s point of view. To state a
slave’s point of view is to initiate a rupture in such a system. A cor-
relate, as we have seen, is Frantz Fanon’s effort, in Black Skin,White
Masks, to articulate “the Lived-Experience of the Black.” Recall that
Fanon explored this point of subjectivity in response to the
overdetermined reality of “epidermal schematization.” The black,
he argued, lives in conscious realization of denied insides, a reduc-
tionism premised upon surfaces. The rub of racialized property re-
ductionism is that at times even property has more standing than
slaves. Frederick Douglass tried to assert his lived-experience, and
consequently his humanity, through his early Narrative with the ad-
dendum “as written by himself.” His written text made its way
through the Library of Congress and was protected by the laws of
the land, but he had no standing before those laws (to the point of
having to earn a living lecturing in Europe to avoid being taken
back to Maryland under the infamous fugitive slave laws of 1850).
Legally inferior even to his text, Douglass was what Fanon accu-
rately described in his introduction to Black Skin,White Masks as “a
zone of nonbeing.”

For African American slaves, there were obvious similarities be-
tween the biblical injunction against knowledge and U.S. slave
owners’ injunction against literacy among their lot. Ironically, in
antiquated times, slaves were often teachers; in the Roman Empire,
for instance, one learned from a teacher who was also a Greek
slave, of whom Aesop was the most popular. The uniquely dehu-
manizing project of U.S. slavery was such that the significance of
literacy marked a peculiarly humanizing possibility. To pose an
analogy between Yahweh and slave owners would, however, be re-
miss. The historical reality was that slave owners imposed their re-
lation to slaves with a hubristic analogy of being on a par with
Yahweh made flesh in the form of a white Christ. The obvious di-
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fference, however, is the interpretation of Genesis 2 as a loving act
of indirection on Yahweh’s part by his pointing to knowledge in
the negative in order to achieve the positive consequence of
human consciousness and freedom. However loving U.S. slave
owners claimed to have been, the bottom line was that the injunc-
tion against literacy was for another purpose. Yahweh loves hu-
manity and poses an injunction that initiates the humanizing
process.17 Conversely, the slave owners’ relation to the slaves is mis-
anthropic: he attempts, at all cost, to deny their humanity. It is per-
haps this realization that enabled slaves to develop a syncretic
adoption of Christian faith with great emphasis on the Hebrew
Bible. The “re-Semiticizing” and, thereby, recoloring (“Palestiniz-
ing”) of Christianity was underscored by the poignant realization
that the God of the Hebrew Bible, Yahweh, was not misanthropic,
and the white slave owners’ appeals to curses on children of Ham
or Jesus’ supposed white skin began to wear thin in the face of
Noah’s having been a human being and Jesus’ having been Jewish, col-
onized, a man of color, and poor. The terrain is familiar, so I will
not here rehearse the tenets of black theology, which could easily
be found through consultation of such volumes as Gayraud
Wilmore’s African American Religious Studies or Timothy Fulop and Albert
Raboteau’s African-American Religion. Of importance is that literacy—
knowledge—is an initial humanizing moment, and in each of
Douglass’s narratives, he speaks of his entry into the world of learn-
ing via Sophia Auld, whose realization of what that literacy repre-
sented later led to her dehumanization into a de facto—rather than
merely de ure—slave mistress. Douglass’s description of her “fall”
in My Bondage, My Freedom is full of biblical existential motifs:

I was more than that [chattel], and she felt me to be more than that. I

could talk and sing; I could laugh and weep; I could reason and re-

member; I could love and hate. I was human, and she, dear lady,

knew and felt me to be so. How could she, then, treat me as a brute,

without a mighty struggle with all the noble powers of her own

soul. That struggle came, and the will and power of the husband was

victorious. Her noble soul was overthrown; but, he that overthrew it
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did not, himself, escape the consequences. He, not less than the other

parties, was injured in his domestic peace by the fall. . . . In ceasing

to instruct me, she must begin to justify herself to herself; and, once

consenting to take sides in such a debate, she was riveted to her posi-

tion. One needs very little knowledge of moral philosophy, to see

where my mistress now landed. She finally became even more violent

in her opposition to my learning to read, than was her husband him-

self. She was not satisfied with simply doing as well as her husband

had commanded her, but seemed resolved to better his instruction.

Nothing appeared to make my poor mistress—after her turning to-

ward the downward path—more angry, than seeing me, seated in

some nook or corner, quietly reading a book or a newspaper (p. 97).

Radically understood, we can also argue that Douglass began his
humanizing path at the moment he could imagine an act that ex-
ceeded his masters’ will. Punishment, however ineluctable, only
intensifies that realization: “being” a literate slave was an act of dis-
obedience. This was surely the position of the master of the
household, who “unfolded to [Sophia Auld] the true philosophy
of slavery, and the peculiar rules necessary to be observed by mas-
ters and mistresses, in the management of their human chattels”
(p. 97). He continues:

Mr. Auld promptly forbade the continuance of her instruction;

telling her, in the first place, that the thing itself was unlawful; that

it was also unsafe, and could only lead to mischief. To use his own

words, further he said, “if you give a nigger an inch, he will take an

ell”; “he should know nothing but the will of his master, and learn

to obey it.” “Learning would spoil the best nigger in the world”; “if

you teach that nigger—speaking of myself—how to read the

Bible, there will be no keeping him”; “it would forever unfit him

for the duties of a slave”; and “as to himself, learning would do

him no good, but probably, a great deal of harm—making him

disconsolate and unhappy.” “If you learn him now to read, he’ll

want to know how to write; and, this accomplished, he’ll be run-

ning away with himself” (p. 97).
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Reading exemplified a transgression; it exemplified being able
to do what was both denied and forbidden. But the moment the
possibility that it could be achieved was raised, Douglass was thrown
into a process of imagining himself beyond his condition. He be-
came aware that there was nothing inside him that precluded reach-
ing beyond his circumstance. His self became, as Sartre would put
it, a project. He faced himself in existential anguish. But this real-
ization, that disobedience raised an anguish-riddled relation to the
system of oppression, also raised the question of how far he should
go. Being secretly disobedient draws the weight of existence onto
the self. Public disobedience needs to be waged at some point as
absolute disobedience. Later on, exemplification of this disobedi-
ence on a group level took the form of black Union soldiers. But
for Douglass, this absolute disobedience took existential, situa-
tional form, which we shall discuss below.

We have here, then, the basis of all existential theses: The
human being emerges but must paradoxically be presumed if but
for the sake of that emergence. Kierkegaard urged modern human-
ity to break down systemic dehumanization so that authentic indi-
viduals could emerge. But he was aware that such emergence
depended upon contexts of universal, and then absolute, precondi-
tions. In the same century, Douglass explored these issues through
the developmental reality of human life: from birth through child-
hood into adulthood. His biographies provide details of the strug-
gle of slave children and their grandmothers (since their fathers,
mothers, older sisters, and brothers were put to toil as soon as they
were able), struggles in which there was effort to nurture the
human spirit in an inhumane world.

At this point, we find Douglass’s thought bearing many similar-
ities to one of his successors, Fanon, who, as I’ve argued, has per-
haps written the most influential body of black existential texts.
In an illuminating passage of Black Skin,White Masks, Fanon observes
that “a black who quotes Montesquieu had better be watched.
Please understand me: watched in the sense that he is starting
something” (p. 35). “Starting something” is, of course, here an
assertion of his humanity. The similarities between Douglass and
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Fanon lead to a question on the liberating project itself in both’s
work, for both start with autobiographical reflections that lead to
reflections on violence. For Fanon, the latter is addressed in the
discussion of violence in The Wretched of the Earth; for Douglass, it is
the fight with Covey. Fanon’s discussion of violence has its early
formulation, however, in Black Skin, White Masks. There, Fanon
brings to the surface the limitations of the sparks of freedom as
struggle for humanity that Douglass experienced in his initial en-
counters with written literacy. The clue is in chapter 1 of Black Skin,
White Masks, where Fanon discusses language. His argument is, as
we have seen in our preceding chapter, a provocative perfor-
mance of indirection. He explores what appear to be solutions
only to point out their folly: that if they succeed, they have failed.

Let us look at Fanon’s argument again, but this time with some
additional considerations. He points out that the location of the
human being in a colonial, racist world has been displaced: human
being has distortedly collapsed into white. Thus, most of the struc-
tural resources by which the term human is designated have been
infected by whiteness. The black then faces the problem of trying
to overcome negative blackness when the linguistic and semiotic
resources available for positive identity are white. Semiotically, to
resignify oneself out of blackness leads to signifying oneself in
terms of whiteness. “Nothing is more astonishing,” observes Fanon
in Black Skin,White Masks, “than to hear a black express himself prop-
erly, for then in truth he is putting on the white world” (p. 36).
The semiotic project must be waged. Something is achieved
through achieving what is deemed an impossibility, a feat against
nature. All liberation struggles are to an extent that: a defiance of
“nature” as ontological closure. Something ontological is achieved
when black people read and write, when they do that which sup-
posedly cannot be done. Yet the underlying limitation of this view
is that it lacks a creative moment. It carries the sense of taking from in-
stead of contributing and being entitled to. In Euro-mythological terms,
the black’s immediate satisfaction is Promethean. Prometheus has
stolen fire. (His other transgression, in Hesiod’s Works and Days, is an
attempt to trick the gods into eating fat and bone.) He is punished,
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forever chained to a mountain where an eagle flies down and
plucks out his liver, which grows back each day in order that the
eagle may repeat the assault. Nature as repetition emerges here.
Fanon’s claim, however, is that the contradiction of a black speak-
ing the language as a contradiction plays against the hopes of semiotic
reconfiguring of racial reality. Famed Morning Show host Bryant
Gumbel’s speaking simply as a news anchorman has been the brunt of
criticism—“Is he white?”— precisely because his blackness brings
out the contradictions of semiotic assimilation. However much he
tries to suppress black embodiment through white linguistic
signification, he becomes just that: a black who speaks like a white.
Fanon argues that the frustration of this realization first pushes the
black inward to personal life, where he may try to escape racism
through romantic, interracial liaisons. But even when it is the
white beloved who produces value, it leads to an internal collapse.
(Fanon does not, by the way, claim that interracial liaisons that are
not premised upon white legitimation are impossible. He claims
only that those initiated for the sake of escaping blackness lead to
such self-defeating conclusions.) Turn, then, to the lived experi-
ence of the black where there is a struggle to instantiate a self as
mundane self, as ordinary self concerned with everyday things in
the face of constant impositions of semiotic, gestural, politico-
economic, incarcerating limitations. The black attempts to live as a
“yes,” but emerges, almost always, as a “don’t!” I say almost always
since Fanon points out in A Dying Colonialism that it is the black, after
all, who creates négritude, a conception of blackness that, in spite
of its limitations, which Fanon uncovers in Black Skin,White Masks,
and The Wretched of the Earth, is nevertheless a creative assertion of
positive blackness. The semiotic limitations recur with a vengeance
here, since even the négritude writers’ conception of black positivity
found its substantive elements from overdetermined, white interpre-
tations of blackness. As Tsenay Serequeberhan later affirms, in his
Hermeneutics of African Philosophy (pp. 42–53), Léopold Senghor’s cri-
tique of Western civilization, for instance, turned out to be more Eu-
rocentric than African in its Manichaean system of values. A dialectical
resolve takes over here, a resolve that Fanon reluctantly conceded
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through Sartre, that the semiotic upsurge prepares one for strug-
gle; it is a humanizing moment, but not achieved humanization.

The Sartrean model, in “Black Orpheus,” appeals to a nonracial
working class, which cannot work for Fanon since the semiotic re-
ality in the historic antiblack world is that a “nonracial working
class” remains white. The struggle must be waged, Fanon con-
cludes, on two levels: the ontogenic level of individual struggle
and the phylogenic level of structural and biological imposition.
The mediating factor here bridges the gap between the two as so-
ciogeny. Without the addition of sociohistorical considerations,
the black does not appear and cannot consequently be understood
through theoretical appeals to value/racial neutrality. At the end of
The Wretched of the Earth, the restructuring of this conclusion is an ap-
peal to new concepts and a new humanity. This is because Fanon
recognized that purely physical levels of struggle, although neces-
sary, require what Sylvia Wynter has identified in her essay, “Is ‘De-
velopment’ a Purely Empirical Concept or Also Teleological?” as
the “liminal” struggle to restructure epistemic categories into new,
semioticbiogenesis, into new forms of life. Freedom, that is, always
calls for a new humanity to emerge out of unfreedom, a new hu-
manity that is paradoxically the guiding telos underneath a human-
ity denied. Returning to Douglass’s world of the slave, all this
comes as the underlying realization that, when all is said and done,
slaves are human beings.

My Bondage, My Freedom signals an early, biographical portrait of a
similar existential journey. Douglass tells a tale, from bondage to a
qualified freedom. The irony of “my freedom” is that Douglass
was in the end free in the sense of self-recognition of the impor-
tant humanizing activity of his life’s mission. Two wars needed to
be waged: one of moral persuasion and the other for resistance,
survival, and liberation. The effort to persuade slave owners of the
moral turpitude of slavery focused too much on their moral welfare
instead of the ongoing misery of the slaves. Liberation of slaves
had to be waged through force, and similarly the text of postslavery
(Douglass’s “freedom”) laid foundations for future texts of post-
slavery, autobiographical texts that led to a conflict in African
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American and Africana thought to the present, including those of
Booker T. Washington, Anna Julia Cooper, W. E. B. Du Bois,
Richard Wright, Malcolm X, Lorraine Hansberry, Angela Y. Davis,
and many others. Identity, in other words, emerges from struggle,
but a subsequent struggle emerges over identity itself. This is the
hallmark of existential struggles: existence preceding essence;
praxis preceding concepts. The limitations of the early initiating of
a freedom struggle through discourse, reading, and writing, are
that they do not by themselves translate into freedom. They create
an epistemic upsurge, but without a material/historical one, there
is a gap that must be closed.

Having identified a certain level of consciousness of his situa-
tion through his learning to read and write, Douglass then moved
on to the crucial moment of fighting for his self-respect through
his encounter with the slave breaker Edward Covey.

The circumstances are classic. Douglass, deemed unruly by his
owner, Thomas Auld (Hugh Auld’s brother), was sent to Edward
Covey, a former overseer turned tenant farmer, who had often been
“lent” unruly slaves for the purpose of breaking their spirit, as one
would in taming wild horses. Covey’s methods were simple: he
would subject the slave to prolonged misery in an environment of
seeming order and regularity. Unreasonably arduous tasks would
be assigned, the purpose of which was to lead to failure on the
slave’s part. Failure would then be addressed by severe corporal
punishment. Moreover, Covey used techniques of manipulation
and camouflage to create a sense of his omnipresence. As Douglass
relates in My Bondage, My Freedom,

He had the faculty of making us feel that he was always present. By

a series of adroitly managed surprises, which he practiced, I was

prepared to expect him at any moment. His plan was, never to ap-

proach the spot where his hands were at work, in an open, manly

and direct manner. No thief was ever more artful in his devices

than this man Covey. He would creep and crawl, in ditches and gul-

lies; hide behind stumps and bushes, and practice so much of the

cunning of the serpent, that Bill Smith and I—between our-
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selves—never called him by any other name than “the snake.” We

fancied that in his eyes and his gait we could see a snakish resem-

blance. One half of his proficiency to the art of negro breaking,

consisted, I should think, in this species of cunning. We were never

secure. He could see or hear us nearly all the time. He was, to us,

behind every stump, tree, bush and fence on the plantation. He car-

ried this kind of trickery so far, that he would some times mount his

horse, and make believe he was going to St. Michael’s, and, in thirty

minutes afterward, you might find his horse tied in the woods, and

the snakelike Covey lying flat in the ditch, with his head lifted above

its edge, or in a fence corner, watching every movement of the

slaves! (pp. 133–4).

We see here Fanon’s and Douglass’s credo of liberation turned
on its head. Covey starts with a brutal, material introduction to re-
ality, but a reality designed to push the slave one step short of de-
spair. Despair would mean giving up to the point of indifference
to life itself, which would then mean that the slave would cease to
be productive. Despair is one of the pressing concerns of existen-
tial thought, from Kierkegaard’s concerns in The Sickness unto Death to
Richard Wright’s book 4 of his misunderstood The Outsider. Covey’s
strategy is to break the slave’s spirit, but break it only enough for
the slave to remain “productive.” Douglass makes a classic existen-
tial distinction between remaining and living in My Bondage, My Free-
dom—“I remained with Mr. Covey one year (I cannot say I lived
with him) . . .” (p. 133)—the former analogous to being-in-itself, a
form of being suited for “things,” and the latter to being-for-itself, a
form of being with open possibilities, with self-reflection—in
other words, human being. Covey’s goal is to convince the slaves of
their inferiority, to convince them that they are equivalent to ani-
mals on the farm, to make them identify with that existence. “Find
your equality,” he seems to urge, “below humanity.”

Perhaps most telling are the events that led to the moments of
anguish that the four-chapter account on Covey is meant to signify.
Covey orders Douglass to gather wood in the forest and transport it
back by wagon with some supposedly tamed oxen. The perversity
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of the command: Douglass is expected both to identify with the
oxen and see Covey’s position of having to tame him! The oxen
took flight and Douglass found himself in the situation of having
to retrieve them and negotiate his way back home with untamed
oxen. He declares, “I now saw, in my situation, several points of
similarity with that of the oxen. They were property, so was I; they
were to be broken, so was I. Covey was to break me, I was to break
them; break and be broken—such is life” (p. 132). Douglass man-
aged to retrieve the oxen and make his way back to Covey’s farm,
but upon arriving, the oxen broke loose again and damaged the
entrance way. The result was Douglass’s receiving a severe flogging.

As time went on, and many floggings later, Douglass took ill one
day and attempted to rest, despite Covey’s kicking him and order-
ing him to continue laboring. Douglass resolved to appeal to
Thomas Auld, his legal owner, issuing a complaint against Covey’s
cruelty. That Douglass did this at all is a sign of his unusual naïveté
with regard to matters of justice, morality, and pity in his youth
(he was approximately sixteen at the time). His appeal indicates a
guiding motif of pacifist reasoning: always give the oppressor, vio-
lator, or colonizer the opportunity of doing the right thing; give
him, that is, the benefit of the doubt. Auld’s response, however,
was to accuse Douglass of trickery and laziness and to order him to
return to Covey.

Returning to Covey’s farm, Douglass made some important res-
olutions. I won’t here relate them all since they have been amply
discussed in such places as Bernard Boxill’s highly subtle reading
of the tale in “The Fight with Covey” and Cynthia Willett’s “Fred-
erick Douglass.” Instead, I shall focus on his decision to defend
himself if Covey were to attack him again. We should note that this
“defense” at first took symbolic form. He speaks of a charm
handed to him by Smith, a fellow slave, to protect him from flog-
ging. In addition, there was the expectation of Christian prayer—
although Douglass mentions, throughout, the limitations of
Christianity as a means of moral suasion: Covey was, after all, a de-
vout Christian. In both the charm and Christianity, we see a re-
statement of the theme of semiotic limitations. They represent
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moments of resolve, but the concrete reality of contention is Covey
in the flesh.

After a period’s calm, typical of Covey’s penchant for surprise,
Covey charged Douglass from behind and attempted to tie him
up. Douglass’s account in My Bondage, My Freedom warrants a lengthy
quotation:

Whence came the daring spirit necessary to grapple with a man

who, eight-and-forty hours before, could, with his slightest word

have made me tremble like a leaf in a storm, I do not know; at any

rate, I was resolved to fight, and, what was better still, I was actually

hard at it. The fighting madness had come upon me, and I found

my strong fingers firmly attached to the throat of my cowardly tor-

mentor; as heedless of consequences, at the moment, as though we

stood as equals before the law. The very color of the man was for-

gotten. I felt as supple as a cat, and was ready for the snakish crea-

ture at every turn. Every blow of his was parried, though I dealt no

blows in turn. I was strictly on the defensive, preventing him from in-

juring me, rather than trying to injure him. I flung him on the

ground several times, when he meant to have hurled me there. I

held him so firmly by the throat, that his blood followed my nails.

He held me, and I held him (p. 149).

Notice Douglass’s observation that “The very color of the man was forgot-
ten.” The existential dimension of the situation was such that it col-
lapsed reflective, conceptual reality. It broke through the saturated
composition of skewed, racist reality. Covey called for help; first
from his cousin Hughes; then from his hired hand Bill. Douglass
fought each off, leaving only Covey to contend with him. “Covey
at length (two hours had elapsed) gave up the contest. Letting me
go, he said—puffing and blowing at a great rate—‘now, you
scoundrel, go to your work; I would not have whipped you half so
much as I have had you not resisted.’ The fact was, he had not whipped
me at all”(p. 151). For the remaining six months, Covey never struck
Douglass again, and Douglass even gained a reputation as a slave
who would have to be killed if anyone attempted to strike him. For
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philosophers of existence, Douglass’s reflections on the incident
are of great value:

Well, my dear reader, this battle with Mr. Covey . . . was the turn-

ing point in my “life as a slave.” It rekindled in my breast the smoul-

dering embers of liberty; it brought up my Baltimore dreams, and

revived a sense of my own manhood. I was a changed being after

that fight. I was nothing before; I WAS A MAN NOW. It recalled to

life my crushed self-respect and my self-confidence, and inspired

me with a renewed determination to be A FREEMAN. A man, with-

out force, is without the essential dignity of humanity. Human na-

ture is so constituted, that it cannot honor a helpless man, although it

can pity him; and even this it cannot do long, if the signs of power

do not arise. . . . After resisting [Covey], I felt as I had never felt be-

fore. It was a resurrection from the dark and pestiferous tomb of

slavery, to the heaven of comparative freedom. I was no longer a

servile coward trembling under the frown of a brother worm of

the dust, but, my long-cowed spirit was roused to an attitude of

manly independence. I had reached the point, at which I was not

afraid to die. This spirit made me a freeman in fact, while I remained a

slave in form. When a slave cannot be flogged he is more than half

free. He has a domain as broad as his own manly heart to defend,

and he is really “a power on earth” (pp. 151–2).

It should be borne in mind that Douglass does not take the posi-
tion that a slave who does not defend himself deserves to be a
slave, as Boxill reminds us in his “The Fight with Covey.” For Dou-
glass, slavery is a categorical evil. What Douglass focuses on here is
the normative dimension of freedom, of its coextensive manifesta-
tion in the human spirit of responsibility and self-respect. His
conclusions are not naïve. He speaks of “comparative freedom.”
This is because he is aware, always, like Rousseau, Marx, Cabral,
Fanon, and C. L. R. James, of the need for structural change. He
speaks of force, but force here is ambiguous since he also contrasts it
with helplessness. Force here refers to will, to agency, to the human
being as active. At the heart of the tale, then, is a statement on
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agency, and what is the point of any liberation project, as Sartre
observed in his Critique of Dialectical Reason and as Fanon observed
throughout his corpus, without oppressed people’s agency?

There is much in this tale, which warrants perhaps a full-scale
study in the form of a treatise. Douglass speaks of his experience as
a rite of passage, and he speaks of two traditions—African (the
charm) and Christian (the prayers). Extraneous to the context of
oppression and violence is a leitmotif of West African and Christian
rituals of spiritual maturation through physical trial. The possibili-
ties may well be endless. For our purposes, the importance of the
existential reading is that it accommodates all of these readings
since they follow the actual act. In his discussion of Douglass’s ac-
counts of the battle, Bernard Boxill articulates this dimension
through pointing out that none of the consequences of the act
could have been foreseen in the act itself. Boxill is correct. I should
like to add, however, that an added dimension of the accounts is
precisely the explorations that Boxill and many others have pon-
dered. Douglass’s testimonies and reflections draw us not simply
into a contemplation of the moral wrongness of slavery, but also
into the metaethical level of morality’s relevance in exigent situations.
It is the hallmark of all philosophies of existence that the metaethi-
cal level is their terrain. The source of anguish here is the human
capacity not only to judge morality, but also to go beyond it.

The battle concerned Douglass throughout his life. It returns in
his final biography, The Life and Times of Frederick Douglass (1893), in
pretty much the same form as My Bondage, My Freedom. In both ac-
counts, he stands firm with regard to its liberating significance, but
he is unsure about its significance for Covey. Douglass was here
thinking in classical Christian terms about the moral welfare of his
tormentor. To close, however, I would like to offer another consid-
eration. Throughout our discussion, we have seen analogies be-
tween Douglass’s expected existence and that of farm animals. U.S.
slavery was a concerted dehumanizing project. It is this dimension
that garnered its peculiarly antiblack, racist characteristic. The tale it-
self reveals much about racism. Racism, properly understood, is a
denial of the humanity of a group of human beings either on the
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basis of race or color. This denial, properly executed, requires
denying the presence of other human beings in such relations. It
makes such beings a form of presence that is an absence, paradoxi-
cally, an absence of human presence. That being so, such beings
fall below the category of Otherness, for an Other is another human
being. With a being erased to a realm of property, even linguistic
appeals—cries for recognition—are muffled, unheard; waving
hands, gestures for acknowledgment, are invisible. It is not that
they do not trigger impulses between the eye and the brain; it is
that there has been a carefully crafted discipline of unseeing. The
black slave is, thus, a paradoxically seen invisibility in this regard;
seeing him as a black slave triggers not seeing him as a human being.

The fight with Covey, then, is a moment of scratching through
this veil of nonseeing and raising the question of pushing the stakes
up to Otherness. Whatever Covey may have said, he knew that Dou-
glass was a human being, and Douglass knew that Covey knew it.
The physical struggle dragged Covey into a moment of equilibrium;
it was a point at which the only way for any of them to survive was
by moving upward. For Covey, whether through fear, rational self-in-
terest of preserving his reputation, or limited respect, it meant leav-
ing Douglass alone. For Douglass, however, it meant, as he
suggested, reaching for the heavens. His autobiographies are im-
portant ethical documents in this regard. They signify a testament
that the voice from below is also an SOS from an Other.

The twentieth century has been marked by the continued strug-
gle of that Other against projects of demotion. At this century’s
end, a message we can learn from the existential Douglass is per-
haps best exemplified by a Haitian proverb, a proverb from a place
fitting for closing this discussion, since Douglass later became a U.S.
ambassador to that country: “Beyond the mountains, there are
more mountains.” So the struggle has been, and so it continues to
be.
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6 2

What Does It Mean to 
Be a Problem?

W. E. B. Du Bois on the Study of Black Folk

I concluded that I did not know so much as I might about my
own people.

—W. E. B. Du Bois, The Autobiography of W. E. B. Du Bois

I n his 1903 classic The Souls of Black Folk, W. E. B. Du Bois made a
prognosis that has haunted the twentieth century. “Herein lie
buried many things which if read in patience may show the

strange meaning of being black here at the dawning of the twenti-
eth century. This meaning is not without interest to you, Gentle
Reader; for the problem of the twentieth century is the problem of
the color line” (p. 41). When Du Bois wrote “Gentle Reader,” he
was being more than rhetorical, for this Reader, for whom there
was once presumed a lack of interest and therefore (falsely) a lack
of relevance, is here alerted that his condition, being other than
black, was inscribed in the core of the problems in question. The
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black, whose “strange meaning” and “being” were also called into
question, represented also a tension in the presumed order. Du
Bois did not here write about being black but about its meaning. He
announced a hermeneutical turn that would delight even his most
zealous philosophical successors. This hermeneutical turn signals a
moment in a complex struggle, a moment marked by its admission
of incompleteness and probably impossible closure. The black,
subject to interpretation, becomes a designation that could be held
by different groups at different times and as such is both concrete
and metaphorical. If the color line is at the mercy of interpretive
blackness, then its boundaries carry risks, always, of bleeding into
each other. The “Gentle Reader’s” possibilities are announced,
then, as paradoxically less fixed in their fixedness than he may be
willing to admit. Such a reader may intensify, then, his effort to
take “precautions.”

Du Bois’s announcement has played itself out, prophetically, in
this regard. Race and color have marked a course through the
twentieth century like a rift through the planet in whose wake and
quakes corpses and heaps of ideological rubbish have piled them-
selves, like casualties on the Western front. Deny it as we may, as a
consequence or cause of a multitude of evils the problem of the
color line is a persisting problem—a problem that, in the eyes of a
thinker such as Derrick Bell, in his Faces from the Bottom of the Well, is
here to stay. Born from the divide of black and white, it serves as a
blueprint of the ongoing division of humankind. The color line is
also a metaphor that exceeds its own concrete formulation. It is the
race line as well as the gender line, the class line, the sexual orien-
tation line, the religious line—in short, the line between “nor-
mal” and “abnormal” identities.

The twentieth century was also marked by another pronounce-
ment of grave import: the struggle for liberation and, hence, revo-
lution. There were revolutionary struggles in Asia, decolonization
struggles in Africa and the Caribbean, civil rights struggles in the
United States, and indigenous struggles worldwide. Like the fate of
Du Bois’s announcement on color, many of the revolutionary
efforts wrought at the century’s morn have fallen into ill repute at
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its twilight. Yet the forces that gave them validity haunt our pre-
sent. Global economic inequality intensifies in the face of First
World dismissal of the relevance of revolution and, hence, revolu-
tionary consciousness. We are in a sorry moment as the question
of an active consciousness, of taking a stand, of resistance, has
shifted its focus from systems to intrasystemic “critique.” There is
no longer the Leninist call of what is to be done. Instead, there is
the pathetic retreat: What can one do?

Two announcements came at the twentieth century’s dawn, an-
nouncements that have been serving as themes of our explorations
thus far: identity and liberation. In spite of talking about “color
lines,” Du Bois’s explorations have charted a genealogical thematic
of fundamental thoughts on the twentieth-century subject of the
twentieth-century self: His anguished voice was, after all, address-
ing problems of identity, the resolution of which later culminated
in a voice of revolution. The Autobiography of W. E. B. Du Bois charts a
course from New England liberalism in Great Barrington and Cam-
bridge, Massachusetts, to communist internationalism in New
York City’s Harlem, and Accra, Ghana, though the closing remarks
reveal a beautiful fusion of Marxism with African American exis-
tentialism:

I just live. I plan my work, but plan less for shorter periods. I live

from year to year and day to day. I expect snatches of pain and dis-

comfort to come and go. And then reaching back to my archives, I

whisper to the great majority: To the Almighty dead, into whose

pale approaching faces, I stand and stare. . . . Teach living man to

jeer at this last civilization which seeks to build heaven on Want

and Ill of most men and vainly builds on color and hair rather than

on decency of hand and heart. Let your memories teach those wil-

ful fools all which you have forgotten and ruined and done to

death. . . . Our dreams seek Heaven, our deeds plumb Hell. Hell

lies about us in our Age: blithely we push into its stench and flame.

Suffer us not, Eternal Dead to stew in this Evil—the Evil of South

Africa, the Evil of Mississippi; the Evil of Evils which is what we

hope to hold in Asia and Africa, in the southern Americas and is-
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lands of the Seven Seas. Reveal, Ancient of Days, the Present in the

Past and prophesy the End in the Beginning. . . . Let then the

Dreams of the dead rebuke the Blind who think that what is will be

forever and teach them that what was worth living for must live

again and that which merited death must stay dead. Teach us, For-

ever Dead, there is no Dream but Deed, there is no Deed but Mem-

ory (pp. 422–3).

Identity and liberation are two themes that lay beneath the
waves that announce seemingly other themes. Identity calls for the
question of a being’s relation to itself. Thus, as I’ve been arguing,
we find identity questions in ontological questions, questions of
being, essence, and meaning—in short, of the existential force of
the question, in the end, “What am I?”

In the liberatory question, we head, too, through a series of
philosophical turns. Although the two meet on the question of who
is to be liberated, the liberating animus charts a course of value
that at times transcends being although not always essence. Libera-
tion is a concern about purpose, a concern about ought and why:
Whatever we may be, the point is to focus energy on what we ought
to become.

A powerful dimension of Du Bois’s work is the extent to which
he straddled both the identity and liberatory divides, divides of re-
search and divides of policy. In his writings, the search reveals the
normative and the normative reveals the search. His classic essay
“The Study of the Negro Problem” offers several challenges on how
researchers in the human sciences should go about studying racial-
ized people. These challenges present a unique feature of African
American thought; such thought raises the metatheoretical level of
investigation even at the level of methodological involvement.

I have mentioned Du Bois’s question of what it means to be a
problem and I have reiterated it through discussions of specialized
terms like “epistemic closure” and “anonymity” and “double con-
sciousness” here and there. The following is a development of
these terms through an exploration of the richness of Du Bois’s ar-
gument for a humanistic social science.
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The Young Du Bois’s Situation

In 1896, the year in which the Supreme Court of the United States
affirmed segregation of the races in the landmark case of Plessy v.
Ferguson, W. E. B. Du Bois, then twenty-eight years of age, was called
upon by the University of Pennsylvania to conduct a study of the
black populations of the Seventh Ward, a ghetto, in the city of
Philadelphia. Nearly seven decades later, he recounts in The Autobiog-
raphy of W. E. B. Du Bois the invitation and the situation with the sensi-
bility of an elder attuned to both the wisdom and naïveté of his
youth, saying:

It all happened this way: Philadelphia, then and still one of the

worst governed cities, was having one of its periodic spasms of re-

form. A thorough study of causes was called for. Not but what the

underlying cause was evident to most white Philadelphians: the

corrupt, semicriminal vote of the Negro Seventh Ward. Everyone

agreed that here lay the cancer; but would it not be well to give sci-

entific sanction to the known causes by an investigation, with im-

primatur of the University? It certainly would, answered Samuel

McCune Lindsay of the Department of Sociology. And he put his

finger on me for the task. . . . If Lindsay had been a smaller man

and had been induced to follow the usual American pattern of

treating Negroes, he would have asked me to assist him as his clerk

in this study. Probably I would have accepted having nothing better

in sight for work in sociology. But Lindsay regarded me as a scholar

in my own right and probably proposed to make me an instructor.

Evidently the faculty demurred at having a colored instructor. But

since I had a Harvard Ph.D., and had published [Suppression of the African

Slave-Trade to the United States of America a recognized work in history], the

University could hardly offer me a fellowship. A compromise was

hit on and I was nominated to the unusual status of “assistant” in-

structor. Even at that there must have been some opposition, for the

invitation was not particularly cordial. I was offered a salary of $900

for a period limited to one year. I was given no real academic stand-
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ing, no official recognition of any kind; my name was eventually

omitted from the catalogue; I had no contact with students, and

very little with members of the faculty, even in my own depart-

ment. . . . I did not hesitate an instant but reported for duty with a

complete plan of work and outline of methods and aims and even

proposed schedules to be filled out. My general plan was promptly

accepted and I started to work, consulting Lindsay regularly but

never meeting the faculty. With my bride of three months, I settled

in one room in the city over a cafeteria run by a College Settlement,

in the worst part of the Seventh Ward. We lived there a year, in the

midst of an atmosphere of dirt, drunkenness, poverty, and crime.

Murder sat on our doorsteps, police were our government, and

philanthropy dropped in with periodic advice (pp. 194–5).

Years later, Du Bois gave mature reflection on how he under-
stood the so-called Negro Problem in his youth, saying, “The
Negro problem was in my mind a matter of systematic investiga-
tion and intelligent understanding. The world was thinking wrong
about race, because it did not know. The ultimate evil was stupid-
ity. The cure for it was knowledge based on scientific investigation.
At the University of Pennsylvania I ignored the pitiful stipend. It
made no difference to me that I was put down as an assistant in-
structor, and even at that, that my name never actually got into the
catalogue; it goes without saying that I did no instructing save
once to pilot a pack of idiots through the Negro slums” (p. 197).

Du Bois faced a formidable task. That he was given only a year,
without assistance, to present a systematic study of the black popu-
lation in the Seventh Ward of Philadelphia betrayed the bad faith of
the institutions that commissioned that study. In effect, Du Bois was
set up to fail, but with the provision that his failure count as affir-
mation of the pathologies of the community under study. In other
words, Du Bois’s study was to serve as a theodicean legitimation of
Philadelphian society (and by implication, U.S. society). Theodicy
is the effort to reconcile the goodness of an all-powerful deity with
the existence of evil. In modern times, theodicy has been secular-
ized through making political systems or systems of rationalization
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stand for the fallen god, and by making social evils or contradic-
tions stand for the annoying evils or imperfections of the system.
Du Bois’s labors were expected to demonstrate that Philadelphia’s
evils were extrasystemic, were features of the black populations,
rather than intrasystemic, things endemic to the system and,
hence, things done to the black populations. We see here an ironic
relation to research, for if Du Bois were successful at what he was
commissioned to do, he would have been a failure at what he him-
self had set out to do, which was to find out the “truth,” as it were,
of the Philadelphia black population’s situation. The glitch in the
institution’s expectations was Du Bois himself; he was, after all, W.
E. B. Du Bois, the future “dean” of African American scholarship.
That title eventually came to him from the pioneering work he
produced from The Philadelphia Negro (1899) through to Black Recon-
struction in America (1935), and subsequent work in history, sociol-
ogy, political economy, and philosophy. The twenty-eight-year-old
Du Bois knew that he was hired as a lackey to legitimize policies
premised upon black pathology, but, being a “race man,” he knew,
as well, that opportunities for black folk to succeed rather than fail
were few and far between. He knew that any effort on his part to
study and demonstrate the ordinary required extraordinary efforts,
efforts that were no less than Promethean. Reflecting on the oppo-
sition he faced, he later wrote, in his Autobiography: “Of the theory
back of the plan of this study of Negroes I neither knew nor cared.
I saw only here a chance to study an historical group of black folks
and to show exactly what their place was in the community. . . .
Whites said: Why study the obvious? Blacks said: Are we animals
to be dissected and by an unknown Negro at that? Yet, I made a
study of the Philadelphia Negro so thorough that it has withstood
the criticism of 60 years” (p.197). Indeed, he had. Du Bois’s work
withstood sixty years of criticism because he not only studied the
black populations in Philadelphia, but also questioned the study of
black folk in the United States and, by implication, other antiblack
societies.

“The Study of the Negro Problem” inaugurated a profound turn
in the study of human beings in the modern era. The title brought
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the turn into focus succinctly by its focus on study. Du Bois, in effect,
announced the metatheoretical question of how theory is formu-
lated. There is something peculiar, he suggests at the outset, about
how blacks are studied—key to consider is whether they are studied
at all—which requires reflection on one’s method more so than one
would with normative populations. Practices of systematic inquiry
and critical self-assessment are often put to the wayside by commen-
tators in favor of opinionated statements of what supposedly must be
so with regard to blacks. In effect, the Negro problems were thrown
out of the sphere of human problems into the sphere of necessity
premised upon pathologies. Consequently, Negro problems often
collapsed into the Negro Problem—the problem, in other words, of
having Negroes around. In this regard, it was, as commentators such
as Fanon subsequently noted, a predominantly white problem.

Problematic People, or People with Problems?

The issues of problematic people are well known among existen-
tial and phenomenological theorists. It can be understood in terms
of the spirit of seriousness. The spirit of seriousness emerges
when there is a collapse in the divide between values and the ma-
terial world. In such instances, the material world becomes a cause
of values and their absolute limitations. In other words, there is
such an isomorphic relation between values and objects of value
that they become one. Thus, the object fails any longer to signify
or suggest a particular value or meaning; instead, it becomes that
value or meaning. In cases of a problematic people, the result is
straightforward: They cease to be people who might face, signify,
or be associated with a set of problems: they become those problems.
Thus, a problematic people do not signify crime, licentiousness,
and other social pathologies; they, under such a view, are crime, li-
centiousness, and other social pathologies.

How does one study problems faced by a people without collaps-
ing them into the problems themselves? Du Bois begins “The Study
of the Negro Problems” by offering a definition of social problems:
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“A social problem is the failure of an organized social group to re-
alize its group ideals, through the inability to adapt a certain de-
sired line of action to given conditions of life” (p. 2). That Du Bois
focuses on the social is already a theoretical advance. For in his time,
the tendency was to approach the study of a people in terms of ei-
ther phylogenic or ontogenic considerations. The phylogenic fo-
cuses on species differences where, especially with regard to the
“racial” status of blacks, debate took the form of whether they
were members of the human species. The ontogenic consideration
had limitations in its focus on the individual organism. With such
a focus, one would address simply an individual organism that
works and another that fails—as can be easily found in any study
of a set of human subjects—but the meaning of “working” and
“failing” transcends the organism itself. The problems, matters re-
lating to success or failure, require a third mediating considera-
tion: the social world. The social world mediates the phylogenic
and the ontogenic and presents, through the complexity of social
life—life premised upon intentions, actions, and the ongoing
achievement of intersubjective relations—a world of agency, de-
liberation, and contingency. It is a world without accident but
without, as well, necessity. It is a world that brings things into
being that need not have been brought forth. By focusing on the
social, then, Du Bois has, in one sweep, taken the U.S. discourse on
blackness onto unfamiliar ground.

This previously uncharted ground of social analysis required a
different method of reading problems; as Du Bois explains,

[A] social problem is ever a relation between conditions and action,

and as conditions and actions vary and change from group to group

from time to time and from place to place, so social problems

change, develop and grow. Consequently, though we ordinarily

speak of the Negro problem as though it were one unchanged ques-

tion, students must recognize the obvious fact that this problem, like

others, has had a long historical development, has changed with the

growth and evolution of the nation; moreover, that it is not one

problem, but rather a plexus of social problems, some new, some
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old, some simple, some complex; and these problems have their one

bond of unity in the act that they group themselves about those

Africans whom two centuries of slave-trading brought into the

land (“Negro Problems,” p. 3).

That social problems are not static raises the question whether it is
possible to conduct systematic study of a constantly changing or
metastable subject. The metastability of the subject here is a function
of human reality. The human being is a subject that constantly chal-
lenges the permanent relevance of data. In effect, the tendency to
stratify the Negro problem betrays a tendency to address black pop-
ulations as though they were not human populations. As human
populations, they are metastable. Such a reminder brings into focus
important dimensions of the problem of studying black folk. If an
error in studying black folk emerges from a failure to recognize their
humanity, one might think that such an error could easily be allevi-
ated by merely studying them as human beings. The question brings
into focus the problem of racial formations. Can a racial formation
be rigorously studied as a human formation?

Du Bois addresses this problem by raising another dimension of
the human being that is not addressed simply by recognizing its
capacity for change. After raising the social dimension he explores
the historical specificity of blacks in the U.S. The historical reality
of blacks in America is one of struggling against conquest, kidnap-
ping, enslavement, and a constant reconstruction of racial hierar-
chies at each moment of seeming triumph over racial oppression.
The Civil War, he points out, eradicated legalized chattel slavery
without eliminating the conditions that racialized slavery in the first
place. The result was, then, a reassertion of forces against the free-
dom of black folk. This dialectic between freedom and unfreedom
is such that it raises, as well, the question of a dialectic between the
past and the future. In taking heed of historical impositions and the
possibilities sought in present inquiry, Du Bois brings another
problem into focus—the problem of the political. “They do not
share the full national life,” he posits, “because there has always ex-
isted in America a conviction . . . that people of Negro blood

What Does It Mean to Be a Problem? r 71



should not be admitted into the group life of the nation no matter
what their conditions might be” (p. 7).

The political problem, although not explicitly stated as such, has
the consequence of political nihilism. Political nihilism is the view
that one’s political institutions are incapable of positively address-
ing one’s social needs. Such nihilism is an understandable conse-
quence of the nation’s anxieties over black inclusion. Such anxieties
rest, as Du Bois sees it, “on the widespread conviction among
Americans that no persons of Negro descent should become con-
stituent members of the social body. This feeling gives rise to eco-
nomic problems, to educational problems, and nice questions of
social morality; it makes it more difficult for black men to earn a
living or spend their earnings as they will; it gives them poorer
school facilities and restricted contact with cultured classes; and it
becomes, throughout the land, a cause and excuse for discontent,
lawlessness, laziness and injustice” (p. 8). A consequence of this so-
cial problem is the widespread credo, “Why bother?”

The equating of blacks with failure has played itself out over the
course of the twentieth century. It is what troubled Fanon in the
1950s, when he reflected on the sociogenic conditions of failure in
antiblack societies, and it has been a recurring theme in the 1980s
and 1990s. Cornel West, in Race Matters, has, for instance, rearticu-
lated this problem as one of nihilism in the black community, and I
have examined this problem as a larger problem of political ni-
hilism in a postmodern world in my Her Majesty’s Other Children. Du
Bois, however, links the problem of nihilism to a peculiar dimen-
sion of social reality that goes unnamed in his seminal article but
which nonetheless serves as its subtext—namely, oppression.

A Phenomenological Detour 

Before I state the theory of oppression that will underlie the rest of
this discussion, some preliminary remarks are called for, because
although my focus is existential, the way I go about conducting my
analysis is phenomenological. For some readers, such an approach
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may require explanation, especially since by raising the phenome-
nological in my discussion of the existential, I bring forth also
that which is existentially phenomenological and phenomenolog-
ically existential, two combinations that may make some special-
ists cringe.

By phenomenology, I mean reflective thought upon what can be
called objects of thought. An object of thought emerges as such
through suspension of certain kinds of interests in the world. In
the everyday world, I walk to the store with an interest in the thing
I would like to purchase. I drive to work in order to complete the
tasks I have for that day. The reason I work at all is that I either like
my job or, given my class status, must do so in order to survive. In
this world, I meet people with expectations of conversation, to
learn from them, to know what’s going on, to strike a deal, to be,
perhaps, a little less lonely. This world of interests and purpose is
familiar among phenomenologists as the “natural attitude.” The
phenomenological moment begins when we suspend these sorts of
interests; through suspension, we put aside these types of ques-
tions. It is not that we eliminate them; we simply do not make them
our focus. Thus, through such suspension, we may wonder what it
means to walk to the store, or instead of focusing on my interest in
the thing to be purchased, I focus on the thing itself. I may think
about what it means to drive to work. I may wonder what it means to
work. I may ponder what it means to meet people, to strike deals, or
to be lonely. As I suspend—or “bracket”—certain interests, I find
myself approaching these objects of thought as phenomena. Phe-
nomena, as most phenomenologists define them, are objects of
thought or, better yet, objects of consciousness. I am conscious of
these phenomena, and the form of this consciousness—indeed,
consciousness itself—is “directed” or “intentional”: consciousness
is, always, consciousness of something. Without something of
which we are conscious, we are left with, in a word, nothing.

Nothing. In Being and Nothingness, Jean-Paul Sartre explored this
consequence of the intentionality of consciousness. He presented,
first, as is well known, an ontological argument. If consciousness
must be consciousness of something, and if consciousness by itself
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constitutes nothing, then the form of intentionality already points
beyond itself. Indeed, even beyond connotes the limitations of ideal-
ism, where the world is reduced to an idea, for without transcen-
dence, beyond makes no sense. An ironic consequence of this
observation is that it raises an argument that undergirded the
brand of phenomenology against which Sartre had rallied his
brand of phenomenology—namely, Husserlian transcendental
phenomenology. The argument that even the beyond makes no
sense without the possibility of transcendence is one that goes
back to Immanuel Kant’s transcendental reflections on experience in
his Critique of Pure Reason, and at its core is an insight that affected Ed-
mund Husserl’s Ideas and Cartesian Meditations—namely, that at the core
of such argument is the idea that sense must make, in a word, sense.
The appeal to making sense or having meaning is more than the va-
lidity of such appeals but their viability in projects of achieving, say,
“rigorous” intellectual work. The transcendental argument is
premised upon the necessary and universal conditions for an idea,
conditions that make the idea objective, so to speak. But doesn’t
such a notion of objectivity presuppose a rationality to reality that
fails to account for the negative moment that stimulates such reflec-
tion?

Sartre, it is well known, proposed a radical existential phenomenol-
ogy. The existential turn goes to the heart of intentionality as a point-
ing toward that simultaneously embodies a standing apart. Ex sistere—the
Latin etymology of existence—means to stand apart, and existence, the
French cognate, is to exist and to live. To stand apart, the existential
moment, challenges any preceding necessity, any preceding mean-
ing. Thus, how could a transcendental presupposition be at the heart
of such reflections? Sartre’s way out was simply not to address it; he
performed transcendental phenomenological work without reflect-
ing upon it as transcendental. The existence of which he speaks is pre-
sented, for instance, as an object of phenomenological investigation—
even though as such it is understood by readers who may lack the
mediation offered by analysis. Since these readers also exist, they
see the point as they stand apart from it in the paradoxical episte-
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mological act of being drawn to a concept by differentiating them-
selves from it—the act, that is, of what Sartre calls “nihilation.”

Case in point: If consciousness by itself is nothing, what, then,
emerges when consciousness reflects upon consciousness? The
formal move Sartre made was to point out the embodied prereflec-
tive moment that is objectified by the reflective moment. Thus,
reflective consciousness reflects upon prereflective consciousness
as its object. In effect, we have a negation reflecting upon a nega-
tion, which raises serious questions of whether it can deny itself as
a negation or reduce itself to a negation. The denial and the reduc-
tion carry dangers, Sartre argues, of “bad faith.”

Bad faith is a lie to the self, one that involves an effort to hide
from one’s freedom. One’s freedom is at the heart of the absence
of substance or a sedimented thing that we expect to conjoin us to
the things of which we are conscious. We seek two things—the
object of consciousness and consciousness itself. Yet conscious-
ness, Sartre argues, is not a thing, so in such instances, there is sim-
ply one thing that remains—the object of consciousness. Freed
from “thingness,” we find ourselves facing a slippage of the self;
our selves are not fully contained but, instead, always ecstatic—al-
ways, that is, facing their possibilities and past. Motivations
abound on why such distancing might be unbearable, and many of
us seek retreat in various directions. One retreat is into a pit of
“thinghood,” where we convince ourselves that we are, literally,
full of ourselves. Or, we may deny all, convincing ourselves that we
are so free from “thingness” that we can transcend everything. Such
paths, as is well known among Sartre scholars, are respectively
called a retreat to facticity (“thingness”) and a retreat to transcen-
dence (absolute freedom).

Sartre complicates matters by adding a requirement to conscious-
ness, a notion that should already render Sartre’s antitranscendental
appeals suspect. Nevertheless, his requirement is straightforward:
consciousness, he argues, must be embodied. The logic of embod-
ied consciousness makes sense simply because without being em-
bodied, consciousness cannot be somewhere; and without being
somewhere, consciousness cannot be a point of view; and without
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being a point of view, there could be no position from which to be
conscious of anything. Every there requires a here.

Here is where I am located. That place, if we will, is an embodied
one: it is consciousness in the flesh. In the flesh, I am not only a
point of view, but I am also a point that is viewed: I see, hear, and
smell; and I am seen, heard, and (let us say without embarrass-
ment) smelled. The one who witnesses me—through sight,
sound, and smell—is the Other. And I do the same to him. Both of
us, however, can be aware of another phenomenon, that of being
seen, heard, and smelled. Implicit in that experience is the Other
as a subjective point of view to whom I am presented as a self-
aware object. Sartre identifies several forms of bad faith or self-lie
connected to these relations. The first of these is sadism.

Sadism by itself is not a form of bad faith. One can engage in
sadistic sexual play, for example, which means that one has, in
principle, taken the position that one’s role isn’t absolute, isn’t, in
existential parlance, “serious.” Recall that the spirit of seriousness
is a bad-faith attitude that involves a collapse of values into mater-
ial conditions of the world. With such an attitude, values are
“caused” by the physical world and are “in” the world in forms
similar to the release of energy from a split atom. Put differently,
the serious spirit treats values as ontological features of the world.
Values lose their force as judgments and become ossified reality;
they are the way the world is. The bad-faith sadist is, therefore, seri-
ous. Sadistic sexual play is not bad faith, because in such an in-
stance the erotic charge emerges for the sake of playing, which
requires recognizing that one chooses the rules of the game.

Choice is an activity whose importance is so central to our sub-
sequent discussion that I should take a moment to discuss its
meaning here. A condition of one’s freedom is that one is able to
choose. Yet, choosing and having options are not identical: choices
may work in accordance with options, but one may choose what is
not a live option. The choice, then, turns back on the chooser and
lives in the world of negation. There the choice at best determines
something about the chooser, though it fails to transform the ma-
terial conditions imposed upon the chooser. Theories that fail to
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make the distinction between choice and option carry the danger
of using gods as the model for human choice. For gods or for that
matter, God, there is no schism between choice and option, so
whatever such a being chooses is, absolutely, what will be.

The sadist can, at best, play God, but the sadist cannot be God.
The sadist who is not playing, however, situates himself on the
level of God; such an obvious lie to the self affirms such sadism as
a form of bad faith. The sadist of whom Sartre speaks is one who
isn’t playing; a sadist such as this desires to be the only eyes that
function as eyes, the only standpoint of sight. Such a being “be-
comes” the point of view from which others are seen and thus
manifests a desire to see without being seen, since a consequence
of being the only point of view is the absence of others. To do that,
the sadist must control the sight of others, force them never to
function as a point of view. His credo? “I am the only point of
view.” Solipsism is, thus, another feature of serious sadism.

Then there is the serious masochist. Such a figure seeks to be
through being seen. The nothingness of consciousness carries no
“reality” sufficient to found being. Thus it is better to be the object
of consciousness. The masochist throws him or herself beneath
the eyes of the sadist, and where there are no willing sadists, the
masochist attempts to create one. The irony here is that his desire
to be pure object, to be a saturated existent, to be at the mercy of
the sadist and thus give up agency, the masochist ends up manifest-
ing agency; he ends up attempting to fix the sadist’s vision and,
hence, the sadist’s freedom. We could think of the serious sado-
masochistic paradox: “Beat me! Beat me!” pleads the serious
masochist, to which the serious sadist replies, with narrowed eyes
and a wry grin, “No.”

The serious sadist wants to deny others’ points of view, a task
that would render others patently not-others. The world that he de-
sires is a world without what phenomenologists in the Schutzean
tradition call sociality. Sociality is the intersubjective world, the
world of others, a world which requires the self and others, and
the self as other to those other selves. The serious sadist cannot
act out his sadism, cannot even emerge, without others. Similarly,
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serious masochism is a point of view with the interest of not
being a point of view. Only the masochist could pull off this lie to
himself, which renders the masochist’s efforts performative con-
tradictions.18

What Sartre leaves out of his argument, but we shall here con-
sider, is this: if the precondition of sadism is another subjectivity
and the precondition of masochism is a subjectivity that seeks to fix
other subjectivities, then intersubjectivity is the precondition of
these forms of bad faith. The argument is, in other words, transcen-
dental. Seen in this way, the orthodox interpretation of sociality as a
psychological phenomenon fails to appreciate the importance of
nonpsychological foundations of the psychological appeal; in
other words, it could only be purely psychological in bad faith. In
Husserlian phenomenology, the point is put differently: psycho-
logical explanations are relative to the “factual” appeals of the nat-
ural sciences, appeals that are not absolute by virtue of their failure
to raise radical questions of their own assessment. A psychologistic
explanation of social reality is, in other words, blatantly not phe-
nomenological, and by bringing in the natural sciences as modes
of legitimation, they commit another phenomenological sin: they
reintroduce the causal nexus of the natural attitude, a nexus that
should have been suspended at the moment of initial reflection.

That sociality could not be denied without contradiction is the
message we gain from the analysis of bad faith. Sociality is so
much at the heart of human relations—indeed, their relationality,
through which emerges their historicity—that we might as well
add another definition of bad faith. Bad faith is the denial of so-
ciality. Since bad faith is also a lie to the self, then to lie about so-
ciality is also a self-lie. What type of self could be such that it is at
one with social reality? It is at last what we know as human reality.
In denying our sociality we deny our humanity.

At this point, all would seem fine and good but for a problem
raised by the phenomenological approach. If sociality is linked to
our humanity, does this mean that we must always be among oth-
ers in order to be human? I recall a student informing me that he
preferred “cooperative” housing during his years of study. I re-
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sponded that such a way of living would have driven me crazy. In
order to appreciate people, I need to be away from them now and
then. For my fellow human beings to be staring me in the face
without a reprieve, with no exit, as Sartre would say, would truly
be hell.

Yet, it would be remiss for my student to have concluded that I
was antisocial or a misanthrope. Paradoxically, an antisocial human
being or a misanthrope could ironically manifest his ire through in-
tense association with others. The intensity could be such that the
sui generis dimensions of each human being would be lost. With
such a loss, one need not pay the sort of attention to others as one
would when each emerges as an individual human being. Karl
Jaspers, in his Philosophy and in his Philosophy of Existence, has pointed to
this saturation as simply Dasein, simply being there. His preferred ex-
istence, Existenz, calls upon us to look at each other as irreplaceable.
Although not premised upon Husserlian and Sartrean phenomenol-
ogy, Jaspers’s observation affirms its insight: The irony of sociality is
that although it is the world of others, it is also a world of irreplace-
able others. It is the world that is the condition through which there
are socially created phenomena to which I could refer in thought,
memory, or imagination. The irreplaceable dimension suggests,
however, a remarkable aspect of sociality and socially created phe-
nomena. They are not simply here or there; they are achieved.

That sociality is an achievement raises a problem that is pecu-
liarly phenomenological. Recall the phenomenological approach.
We suspend certain interests in order to examine their phenome-
nal features. Let’s give this approach another name. Let us call it on-
tological suspension. Ontological suspension means that we are less
concerned with what something is and more concerned with its
thematization, its meaning. With a rock, a chair, or a tree one
could suspend ontological commitments and simply study its
meaning. If one is uncertain, one could consult others for infor-
mation regarding such an object. Could one do so with a person?
Another human being? If one does so, doesn’t that leave one sim-
ply with a flat surface? Could one intend a person without, say,
moral commitments? How do moral commitments differ from on-
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tological commitments when we focus on personhood? And
finally, how can the Other appear as other without being another? In
the course of our investigations, a curious possibility emerges for
us that is absent from our investigations of rocks, chairs, and trees.
Interrogation shifts from third-person resources—those of a set of
explanations, of knowledge, of ways of the world offered in sup-
port of certain judgments—to the second person. Such another is
no longer such an other but, instead, You.

And a Detour by Way of Race

The You with which I have concluded the last section is peculiarly ab-
sent in many discussions of race and racism. Although the racist’s
basis for such a violation is obvious—he does not want to recognize
some people as You—a difficulty emerges in cases where there are
antiracists who make a similar violation: the same people continue
to be ignored in the discourse of antiracist reasonability. When
many race theorists write about race, it seems as though they are not
writing to racialized people. Race talk has that flavor of “Hey, take a
look at this!” The problem is that “this” tends to be “them.”

There is much that many of us, including those who theorize
about race, claim to want to know but in fact do not really want to
know about racial reality. The trajectories are familiar: the concept
of race, for instance, is without natural scientific foundation and
should therefore be abandoned. Race is divisive, so for the sake of
unity, it should be abandoned. Race is a social construction, so it
shouldn’t be granted the same credence as things that are suppos-
edly not social constructions. This last claim tends to ally itself
with the first, since things that have natural scientific foundations
tend to be treated as things that are not social constructions. And
then there are the blatant racist versions of each of these: race is
scientifically redeemable through measurements of normal versus
abnormal groups of people, with, of course, the abnormal being
those designated inferior races. Race is divisive, so blacks and other
colored people should abandon their identities in favor of abstract,
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supposedly neutral identities. Race is a social construction, so col-
ored races should abandon their race attachments. Why do I call
these racist positions? It could easily be seen here that the latter set
presents “neutrality” and “normal” as terms devoid of racial signi-
ficance when in fact they are highly charged racial terms. Because,
say, whites are normative in an antiblack society, it becomes su-
perfluous to identify them when other groups are not mentioned.
Put bluntly: The appeal of many so-called racially neutral terms—
man, woman, person, child—is that they often signify whites, except
where stated otherwise. They have a prereflective parenthetical ad-
jective: (white)man, (white)woman, (white)person, (white)child. It is not the
case that these terms must signify these subtextual markers; if that
were so, then our position would exemplify the spirit of serious-
ness. It is that our life world, so to speak, is such that these are
their significations. To advance the claim, then, that we should
abandon the other designations in favor of the so-called racially
neutral ones in no way threatens the unholy alliance between the
racially favored group and normativity.

But what about the first set? How do they fare, given our criticism
of their reactionary offshoots? From a phenomenological stand-
point, the obvious flaw is that to reject race on scientific grounds is
not a phenomenological critique, and, further, it achieves at best a
claim to scientific modes of assessment. It tells us that something
is wrong with race and with racism, but it does not transcend
mere factual conceptions of error. The other objections, about di-
visiveness and social constructivity, fail phenomenologically be-
cause they simply scratch the surface. After all, divisiveness by itself
is not an evil. One could easily think of some alliances that should
be divided. And social constructivity itself is not necessarily ficti-
tious. One could easily think of things that rely on social reality for
their existence without being fictions. Is language, for instance, fic-
titious? How about community? Friendship?

What’s more, there are instances of appeals to scientific validity
that are hypocritical. For example, commentators who reject race
because of its scientific invalidity have not scrutinized the type of
race questions that many scientists ask. In a paper entitled “An-
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thropological Measurement,” geneticist and anthropologist Fatima
Jackson presents a reading of scientific treatments of race that chal-
lenge much that is presumed by both conservative and liberal pro-
ponents of a scientific resolution of race rationalizations. The
standard liberal criticism, found in writers like Anthony Appiah and
Naomi Zack, rejects race on the basis of its failure to achieve an iso-
morphic relation between morphological differences and genetic
difference. People who look different may share genes, and people
who look alike may be genetically different. The conservative posi-
tion uses the old racial morphological categories of Caucasoid,
Mongoloid, and Negroid, and then struggles through mixtures of
these three. And “origins” range from monogenesis in Africa and
then spontaneous differences of genes and appearance, or polygeni-
cally with different genes and appearances on each continent. Thus,
there would be Asian races, European races,African races,Australian
races, North American races, and South American races.

An implication of these ways of thinking is that one takes po-
sitions on race because of the scientific information available. We
already see, however, a divide in understanding the relationship
between race and racism here. For it should be clear that one
could take the position that there are distinct sets of races and that
we should respect them equally. One could then, as many of our
more progressive predecessors did in the nineteenth century,
fight against racism while believing in the existence of races. And
one’s belief in the origins of races could be either monogenic or
polygenic.

Jackson’s work argues, however, that the types of questions we
have been asking about genetics are dead wrong, and their wrong-
ness is unfolding in one of the largest natural scientific efforts to
chart the course of the human species: the Human Genome Pro-
ject. What the Human Genome Project reveals is that all human
genes originated from the same region: Southeast Africa. During
the period of our evolution, when human beings were in a single
region, conditions were ripe for the maximum diversity of our
gene pool. Subsequent patterns of movement and mating selec-
tions led to the focus on certain combinations of those genes in
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certain regions over others until the gene variations spread across
the planet. What this means is that, from a genetic point of view,
there is indeed one human species that originated from a single re-
gion. But here is the rub: race critics have read this conclusion to
mean that races do not exist. In one sense it is true; races do not
exist. One race exists, and that race is “Negro.”

Yep, Negro. How could this be? The standard pitch is to say that
there is one race, the human race. But “human,” from a genetic
standpoint, is determined by the genetic diversity of Homo sapien
sapien. Genetic diversity emerges at the point of origin, which here
means evolution. After evolving, environmental conditions and
mating selections affect formations. Thus, in the Negro or so-called
“black Africans” is the genetic diversity that was subsequently re-
worked through such processes to create lighter Negroes—Negroes
whom we have come to know as Caucasoid and Mongoloid. Or put
differently, if Negroes were to disappear, we would not be able to
reproduce the genetic diversity of the human species. If, on the
other hand, all groups but Negroes disappear, it would still be possi-
ble to reproduce the genetic diversity of the human species.

Now although this may strike some of us as odd, it is something
that many people who have been designated Negroes have long
been able to “see.” The social constructivists may point out that
one could pick a socially mediating document like a birth certifi-

cate of a member of any group known today as “white” or
“Northeast Asian” and notice the following consequence, should
that birth certificate reveal two biological parents designated
“Negro.” Many of us would begin to “see” Negro features in that
person. The hair, the lips, the buttocks, the feet; the way the person
walks, talks—and, yes, dances and makes love—would take on
new meaning in our race-inflected social reality. The families of
many people who have been designated Negroes, especially in
North and South America, tend to be morphologically diverse, but
regarded (for the obvious reasons of being biologically related) as
genetically one. In effect, such families are microcosmic versions
of the human species.
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The question emerges, What do geneticists now “see” when
they look at their fellow human beings? And correlatively, what
would race theorists who have supported scientism now advocate,
given the growing body of evidence of our most ambitious natural
scientific mapping out of the human species? Will many of them
now realize that Abraham wasn’t simply going to Canaan and
Egypt, but that he and his company were also returning, that they
were genes coming home? And more, would they now abandon,
once and for all, stories of Egyptians’ “Asiatic” and “Semitic” an-
cestry and face up to the fact that Semites and Asians could be
looked at as Southeast Africans moving northward? But more to
the point, would such theorists who have not been designated
black now begin to look in the mirror and accept themselves as
simply lighter-skinned Negroes? Could they now begin to think of
“human” as “maximum diversity” and, hence, Negro?

Tough medicine, no?
It is with questions like these that the uniqueness of racial reality

comes to the fore. As we have already seen, Frantz Fanon presented
one of the best existential phenomenological treatments of this
subject with the departing observation that between phylogenic ex-
planations (the sort exemplified by natural scientific mapping out
of the species) and ontogenic explanations (the sort exemplified by
natural scientific portraits of an individual organism or theoretical
study of an individual), there is sociogeny—that which emerges from
the social world.19 The social world is here understood as a dy-
namic medium of historical, economic, semiotic, and intersubjec-
tive forces. From the standpoint of the social world, the natural
scientific support for humanity’s diverse gene pool being synony-
mous with what we call “Negro” will be of little consequence if it
does not affect the lived reality of how people negotiate their way
through the social world. If, that is, the social world is premised
upon there being people of different races and there being a major
difference between Negroes and all other races, a difference of
kinds, a difference that treats that group as subhuman, then the
world would continue to be racially divided as such. An impact of
social reality, then, is ontological; it transforms concepts—knowl-
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edge claims—into lived concepts, forms of being, forms of life.
The geneticist might demonstrate the existence of one race, but the
social reality is multitudinous: races and their mixtures abound.

The usefulness of a phenomenological analysis becomes obvi-
ous: It explores the intersubjective framework of meanings, the
impact of multiple intentions and sociality, to present interpreta-
tions that, at the same time, do not fall into the trap of bad faith.
This is so because phenomenology distinguishes between inter-
preting ontological judgments and making them. By suspending
the natural attitude, the phenomenologist is able to explore the
contours of the social world while keeping their contingency in
mind. It is with these considerations that we can now move fur-
ther into the complex world of race and racial oppression.

Our first observation is that racism is a form of dehumaniza-
tion, and that dehumanization is a form of bad faith—for to deny
the humanity of a human being requires lying to ourselves about
something of which we are aware. This observation debunks a
misconception in many presentations of racism. Racism, it is said,
emerges through an anxiety over the Other. The Other is suppos-
edly a mark of inferior difference. The problem with this view is
that it fails to deal with the meaning of Other. Implicit in Other is a
shared category. If one is a human being, then the Other is also a
human being: here I am and there is another human being. Dehuman-
ization takes a different form: here one finds the self, another self,
and those who are not-self and not-Other. In effect, as Fanon
points out in the seventh chapter of Black Skin,White Masks, there is a
schema in which self-Other relations might exist between whites
and between blacks, but white-black interaction does not signify a
self-Other relation. Rather, it is self-below-Other relation. A black-
white interaction, on the other hand, signifies a self-Other relation.
For the black, in other words, the white is another human being,
but the structure of antiblack racism is such that for the antiblack
racist, the black is not another human being. The struggle against
antiblack racism is such, then, that it involves an effort to achieve
Otherness. It is a struggle to enter the realm, in other words, in
which ethical relations are forged.
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So racism is a context marked by a paradox of being a human re-
lation of inhumanity. It is a human act of denying the humanity of
other groups of human beings. This human act can be structural
(institutional) and situational (between individuals). Although the
addendum “on the basis of race” is usually advanced, it is impor-
tant to note that most racists advance the superiority or inferiority
of a racial group without advancing a concept of race. They may, in
other words, not know what races are—only that they do not like
black people or indigenous people, and so on. But more, that
racism involves dehumanization situates it as a form of oppression.

Alas: Oppression

Oppression, often understood in terms of impositions of power, is
a function of the number of options a society offers its members. I
here speak of options because of the vagueness of appeals to
power. Although many of us know power when we experience it,
defining power is another matter. Michel Foucault, for instance,
has spoken about power and knowledge as fused realities—
“power/knowledge.” But indeed, that does not tell us what power
is, only that knowledge is one of its manifestations, or that one of
the forms of knowledge is power. Worse, many discussions of
power often speak more about effects of power, the result of which
is our gaining little understanding of what power may be. It is my
view that power in itself is an empty notion, and that words like
force, power, motion, gravity, and sunsum (the Akan word for spirit or force)
are simply ways of talking about things that are able to put other
things into being. For some commentators, it is institutions that
have this power, and for others, individuals do as well. From the
standpoint of an oppressed individual, however, power makes no
sense if it is of no consequence. Recall our discussion of the rela-
tion between choices and options. Where there are many options,
choices can be made without imploding upon those who make
them. If a set of options is considered necessary for social well-
being in a society, then trouble begins when and where such op-
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tions are not available to all members of the society. In effect, such
options have an impact on membership itself. In a world where I
only have two options, but everyone else has three, it is highly likely
that my choices will exceed my options more quickly than would
others’. Where there are only two options, I may use up two
choices before I begin to make inward, abstract choices, such as
“neither,” or “I will choose X or Y affirmatively or reluctantly.” Eventu-
ally, it becomes clear that to make more than two choices without
collapsing onto myself and the way I make choices, I will need to
expand my options. But to do so would put me in conflict with a
world that has only given me two options. In effect, then, to live
like everyone else places me in a situation of conflict. Here, we see
the problem brought into philosophical focus. For, to live like
everyone else, to live as “ordinary,” as “normal,” would require of
me an “extraordinary” commitment.

Think of Jim Crow racism or U.S. apartheid. Jim Crow, in limit-
ing the options available for blacks in the everyday negotiation of
social life, increased the probability of black social life being in
conflict with American social life; it increased the probability of
blacks breaking the law on an everyday basis. Such limited options
forced every black to face choices about the self that placed self-
hood in conflict with humanhood. We could think, as well, of the
debate on abortion: when abortion was illegal in the United States,
many women facing the choice of whether or not to have an abor-
tion had no option but an illegal one. The consequence was that
the meaning of being a woman in the society was also marked by a
high probability of an encounter with the legal system or having
one’s reproductive activities carrying high associations with being
“in trouble.”

In the post–Jim Crow era, problems continue as the collapse of
blacks into pathologies is such that it limits the options available
for blacks in civil society. Many blacks, for instance, in going about
their everyday life, incur a constant risk of incarceration. The ex-
pression “DWB” (“driving while black”) has become so much a
feature of American society that it made its way to a March 9, 1999,
broadcast on National Public Radio. Blacks here suffer the phobo-
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genic reality posed by the spirit of racial seriousness. In effect, they
more than symbolize or signify various social pathologies—they
become them. In our antiblack world, blacks are pathology. The con-
sequence is obviously claustrophobic. Under such circumstances,
blacks are forced to take extraordinary measures to live ordinary
lives; an ordinary life, after all, should not involve routine encoun-
ters with the criminal justice system.

It is at this point that we encounter dynamics of black invisibil-
ity. Black invisibility involves a form of hypervisibility. The black
is, in other words, invisible by virtue of being much too visible, is
not seen by virtue of being seen. Being seen is, however, ambigu-
ous here. It means an act of reducing a feature of reality to ab-
solute reality—of ontologizing that which is not ontological. In
effect, it means to render something present through making
something absent. Let us call this phenomenon epistemic closure. In
an act of epistemic closure, one ends a process of inquiry. In effect,
it is the judgment “say no more.”

In contrast, epistemological openness is the judgment “there is
always more to be known.” Placed in the context of making judg-
ments about groups, epistemic openness pertains to the anonymity
that undergirds the social dimension of each social group. A social
group is such that each member can occupy the role that exempli-
fies it. When the one encounters a member of that group and
identifies, usually by virtue of the role the member performs, the
social group to which he or she belongs, it is good practice to re-
strict judgments to the context and to the social role but not to ex-
tend them to the full biography of the individual who plays that
role. Such aspects remain anonymous, nameless. Thus, to pass by a
student and to recognize him as a student need not entail the role
of student to cover the entire scope of that student’s life and being.
Such is the case with many other social roles and groups: there is
always more that one could learn about the individual who occu-
pies that social role. In the case of epistemic closure, however, the
identification of the social role is all one needs for a plethora of
other judgments. In effect, to know that role is to know all there is
to know about the individual. In effect, there is no distinction be-
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tween him and his social role, which makes the individual an essen-
tial representative of the entire group. The group, then, becomes
pure exterior being. Its members are literally without insides or
hidden spaces for interrogation. One thus counts for all. The guiding
principle of avoiding the fallacy of hasty generalizations is violated
here as a matter of course. Blacks become both effect and cause, cause
and effect, an identity without dynamism, without possibility.20

The study of the “Negro problem” calls for a provocative form
of human study—the study of a human population whose hu-
manity is a structurally denied feature of the society in which they
are studied. Implicit in Du Bois’s call for such a study, then, is an
indictment of the society itself; as he declares in “The Study of the
Negro Problem,” “The sole aim of any society is to settle its prob-
lems in accordance with its highest ideals, and the only rational
method of accomplishing this is to study those problems in the
light of the best scientific research” (p. 10). And what is the best
scientific research? The best scientific research has criteria that
will, at best, put into relief some (if not all) of the prejudices of
the researchers. Du Bois adds to his appeal the claim that “the
American Negro deserves study for the great end of advancing the
cause of science in general. . . . [And those who fail to do so] hurt
the cause of scientific truth the world over, they voluntarily de-
crease human knowledge of a universe of which we are ignorant
enough” (pp. 10–11). The best research is guided by a search for
the universal with a sensitive eye for the unique. Data that purport
to cover the human species without inclusion of blacks and other
peoples of color are at best true over a subset of the human
species. The humanity of black folks, then, is a necessary addition
for the rigorous practice of the human sciences.

Du Bois’s insight has been repeated by many scholars and writers
throughout the twentieth century. Each of them, from Alain Locke
to Ralph Ellison through to the genealogical poststructural work of
V. Y. Mudimbe and the black feminist arguments of bell hooks and
Joy Ann James echo this point—that the structural collapse of uni-
versality into whiteness (and masculinity) has exemplified a false
universal. One may find a full picture of a society in those places

What Does It Mean to Be a Problem? r 89



that its members often seek to avoid. In African American philoso-
phy, for instance, one will find studies of both what (white) Amer-
ican philosophy is willing to face and what it is unwilling to face.
In effect, it requires a reenvisioning of both what America is and
what it means to study philosophy in America; the same applies to
social science and the human sciences in general.

Du Bois then returns to the question of study with an addendum
of humanistic study. Humanistic study calls for recognizing the limita-
tions of essentialistic claims across a social group. “[W]hat is true of
the Negro in Massachusetts,” he explains, “is not necessarily true of
the Negro in Louisiana; . . . what is true of the Negro in 1850 was
not necessarily true in 1750” (p. 17). He then advances two cate-
gories of study—the social group and the social environment. The
four suggestions for the study of the social group—historical, statis-
tical, anthropological measurement, and sociological interpreta-
tion—have been hinted at in our discussion thus far. Given the
impact of G. W. F. Hegel’s introduction to his Philosophy of History, it
was a longstanding view that blacks were not historical. Du Bois’s
advancement of the historical here was, in this area of thought,
Copernican. The quantitative suggestions were less problematic be-
cause of the dominant ideology that placed blacks in close proximity
to nature. It seems odd, then, that Du Bois had to reiterate their im-
portance. His advancement of quantitative analysis makes sense,
however, if we consider another feature of the dehumanization of
blacks, a feature that hits the heart of inquiry itself—namely, the im-
pact racism has on epistemological openness and closure.

Epistemological openness, we have seen, pertains to the
anonymity that undergirds the social dimension of each social
group. Du Bois’s counsel, then, is toward opening this space of in-
quiry. Our turn to anonymity brings us to sociological interpreta-
tion. To break out of epistemic closure, one needs to recognize
that blacks have points of view on the world. Such an approach,
explains Du Bois, “should aim to study those finer manifestations
of social life which history can but mention and which statistics
can not count, such as the expression of Negro life as found in
their hundred newspapers, their considerable literature, their
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music and folklore and their germ of esthetic life—in fine, in all
the movements and customs among them that manifest the exis-
tence of a distinct social mind” (p. 20).

The second category, the peculiar social environment, addresses
the problem of options raised before. Du Bois ends the essay by is-
suing a call that has lost its power today in light of recent efforts to
discard the study of races: “[T]rue lovers of humanity can only
hold higher the pure ideals of science, and continue to insist that if
we would solve a problem we must study it” (p. 23). The transition
from Negro to Black to Afro-American to African American has
been marked, as well, by the transition from races to contemporary
claims of its scientific invalidity (e.g., Appiah’s In My Father’s House)
and its so-called social and political irrelevance. In response, critics
have issued the same objection Du Bois did a century ago: deny as
we might the continued relevance of race and racism in the lives of
large segments of the American population, how will those who
continue to bear the brunt of discrimination present their case
without data that identify such patterns against them?

Epistemic Limitations

The problem with data is that they must be rigorously gathered.
“Rigorously,” here, means that the process of gathering and inter-
preting data must be guided by an understanding of the challenges
raised by human studies and an understanding of the logic of so-
cial action and claims of universality. Moreover, the challenge ad-
dresses the integrity of the theorist as well, especially the theorist
who might be a member of the community under discussion. As
Du Bois observed later in his Autobiography: “I became painfully
aware that merely being born in a group, does not necessarily
make one possessed of complete knowledge concerning it. I had
learned far more from Philadelphia Negroes than I had taught
them concerning the Negro Problem” (p. 198). A member of a
group does not live his everyday experience in a way that consti-
tutes the reflection of study. To study one’s lived reality requires a
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displacement and a new set of questions about that reality that ren-
der one’s experiences at best as data to be added to the stream of
data being interpreted. But more, the theoretical questions raised
may be such that there is no precedent for them, which means that
by raising them, one has placed oneself outside of a privileged
sphere of knowledge. How one lives in a community is not identi-
cal to the sort of knowledge involved in how one studies a commu-
nity. A striking feature of Du Bois’s recommendations for rigorous
study, however, is that in the midst of all his almost positivistic
conceptions of objectivity in the study of black folk, there are also
the hermeneutical considerations and the experiential considera-
tions of looking at blacks from the inside. These are concerns that
Du Bois himself deploys in another essay from the period, “The
Conservation of the Races,” which he presented to the Negro
Academy the same year as “The Study of the Negro Problems”
which was presented to the American Academy of Social and Politi-
cal Science. The two academies represented a historical reality that
took existential and phenomenological forms in Du Bois’s two es-
says. For it is “inside,” so to speak, to a community of black intellec-
tuals, that Du Bois brought forth the existential phenomenological
reading of the nihilistic threat of denied membership as a struggle
of twoness, of two souls, of double consciousness. Double con-
sciousness raises not only the experience of seeing the world from
an American point of view and a black point of view (from the
point of view of the black diaspora), but also from the tensions en-
cumbered by such experience. Must black be anathema to American?
What black folks experience are the contradictions of American society;
it is an experience of what is denied, an experience of the contradic-
tions between the claims of equality and the lived reality of inequal-
ity, between the claims of justice and the lived reality of systematic
and systemic injustice, between the claims of a universal normativity
and the lived reality of white normativity, between the claims of
blacks not having any genuine points of view and the lived reality of
blacks’ points of view on such claims.

By raising the question of black problems from blacks’ points of
view, Du Bois raises the question of an inside that required an ap-
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proach to social phenomena that puts the theorist in a position to
break down the gap between himself and the subjects of study. For
in principle, if the theorist can imagine the black point of view as
one that can be communicated, then already a gap between the the-
orist and the black subject of study has been bridged. The theorist,
whether white or of color, must work with the view of communi-
cability and, simultaneously, a process of interrogation that will
bring forth what black subjects are willing to divulge. In short, the
method presupposes agency, freedom, and responsibility, which
transforms the epistemological expectations of inquiry. From the
outside, one could receive limited data; from the inside, one could
also receive limited data. Combined, one receives “good” data,
“solid” data, “rigorously acquired” data, but never complete data. It is
by staying attuned to the incompleteness of all data with regard to
human beings that one makes the approach humanistic. It is a
method that reveals that when it comes to the human being there
will always be more to learn and, hence, more to research.

By Way of Some Conclusions

Our times are marked by a profound divide in approaches to
human study. The sentiments, as we have seen, gear toward total
abandonment of liberatory questions in favor of identity ques-
tions. Without the liberatory calling, identity questions become
struggles over definition or the rejection of definitions, ironically,
on supposedly purely theoretical grounds. The result has been, on
the one hand, the continued, often reactionary influence of
neopositivistic approaches, where the effort is to imitate the nat-
ural sciences through quantitative conceptions of objectivity. At
the other extreme is the postmodern rejection of all totalizations
and concepts like progress and rigor, and even the adjective human in
human study. There, hermeneutics or interpretation has taken a path
to the seemingly trivial.21 For African Americans, the situation is
particularly moribund, for how could a denial of humanity benefit
a people who have spent more than three hundred years struggling
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for it? How can African Americans take seriously the constructivity
of their situation when social reality continues to smack them in
the face as a reality that is hardly fictitious? And as for neoposi-
tivism, with its demand of value neutrality, a similar criticism ap-
plies: It is only the powerful that can afford a world devoid of value
since they are already situated in a position to be its beneficiary.

Neopositivism and postmodernism are not, however, the only
alternatives. Interpretations can be socially situated by the complex
network of questions that pertain to the study of the human being
as a metastable subject that is coextensive with a set of values, in-
cluding the values of freedom and expectations for the sort of life
appropriate to mature members of a society. I say mature because
without a coherent conception of maturity, all members of a social
group, regardless of age, would be infantilized, which would re-
quire surrogacy, and, hence, be problematic. Such an approach re-
quires both taking seriously the conditions of objectivity raised by
the intersubjective dynamics of the social world and the existential
problematic of how human beings live. I have argued in Her
Majesty’s Other Children that such a call is for an existential sociology.22

Now, a century after Du Bois’s encomia, we face a population
called “African Americans.” This population has been studied to the
point of serving, throughout the twentieth century, as the bedrock
of much sociological and anthropological work. That African
Americans have been reinscribed into the grammar of race signifi-

cation is such that the forces that precipitated the “Negro Problems”
are clearly problems that have made their way to the dawn of an-
other century.

In his later years, Du Bois came to the conclusion that the study
of a problem was a necessary but insufficient means of eliminating
it. He did, as is well known, defy the adage of radicalism in youth
and conservatism in old age by reversing its order. Du Bois became
a revolutionary because, in the end, he saw that knowledge by itself
does not compel action. For knowledge to become effective, it
needs to achieve a degree of historical force. Part of the Du Boisian
legacy is the rich body of texts on which to build our contempo-
rary understanding of people of African descent. In effect, he con-
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tributed to the epistemic project of transforming a population of
people through transforming the conditions of historic recogni-
tion. While the struggle for new social relations continues, the pro-
ject of humanistic study is such that the possibilities offered by a
richer understanding of human diversity may help set afoot, as
well, the world for which Du Bois so faithfully struggled. It is with
such thoughts in mind that I bring this chapter to a close with a
repetition of his words:

Let then the Dreams of the dead rebuke the Blind who think
that what is will be forever and teach them that what was
worth living for must live again and that which merited
death must stay dead. Teach us, Forever Dead, there is no
Dream but Deed, there is no Deed but Memory.
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9 6

Mixed Race in Light 
of Whiteness and 

Shadows of Blackness

Naomi Zack on Mixed Race

Out in the world later on, in Boston and New York, I
was among the millions of Negroes who were insane
enough to feel that it was some kind of status symbol
to be light-complexioned—that one was actually for-
tunate to be born thus. But, still later, I learned to hate
every drop of that white rapist’s blood that is in me.

—Malcolm X,
The Autobiography of Malcolm X

And Mayotte Capécia is right: It is an honor to be the
daughter of a white woman. That shows that she was
not “made in the bushes.” (This expression is reserved
for all the illegitimate children of the upper class in
Martinique; they are known to be extremely numer-
ous: Aubery, for example, is reputed to have fathered
fifty.)

—Frantz Fanon,
Black Skin,White Masks
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V ictoria Holloway, a woman who in today’s terminology
would be identified as being of “mixed race,” explained
her misgivings with being called “African American” in a

presidential address to the Yale chapter of a minority medical stu-
dents association. “While some have recently overthrown this term
[black American] in favor of African-American, I have not. I find it
too simplistic. I am not an African with American citizenship.
Please do not misunderstand. I embrace my African roots. How-
ever, the term African-American excludes the Native American,
White Protestant, and Jewish components of my distant ancestry.
And, I identify most strongly with a culture rooted in the American
South. Since I have not yet thought up a term that like better, I still
call myself Black.”

This woman makes no denial of her being “mixed.” Underlying
her claim, however, is a prevailing view among American people of
African descent, and that is this: most of us are mixed. This aware-
ness of being mixed has taken many forms of expression that have
become banal in black communities. But their banality signals lan-
guage games that are rich with political significance. Black people
often speak of being mixed, for instance, without specific refer-
ence to the term “mixed.” But a specific hierarchy emerges in these
descriptions, where the European and Asian and Native American
genealogical connection will nearly always be placed in a privi-
leged position over the dreaded African dimension. In the Ameri-
can context, that dreaded dimension translates into a specific point
of socially constituted inferiority. Although the geographical para-
meters may shift, since black, in the Western context, save finance,
means sin, malevolence, inferiority, low, or bottom, the African el-
ement signals the road to such a marker of hell.

There is a nasty scenario that emerges time and again inside
black communities in all of the diaspora (in spite of Central and
South American denial of racism in those regions). Racist aesthet-
ics are conditioned from the moral matrices of fairness and injus-
tice to the correlative color schema of white and black. In between
is not gray, as some may think, but light and dark brown. Since
white fundamentally signifies superior, to affirm one’s connection
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to one’s whiteness generally signals the articulation of one’s supe-
riority. Such superiority is linked, however, to one’s inferiority,
since one is more white in relation to the degree to which one is
less black. In affirming one’s link to one’s blackness is, however, a
complex affirmation by virtue of the dual significance of blackness
as both sin and suffering. To choose blackness when one could
choose whiteness seems to take the form of a sacrifice that carries
complex ethical questions of its own. Mixed-race people who re-
ject blackness are despised in black communities; that is true. But
mixed-race people who affirm blackness have often gained some-
thing that they will never gain from affirming their whiteness in
white communities. Claiming their whiteness would be like mid-
dle-class people’s affirming an allegiance with the rich by virtue of
their appearing rich in comparison to the wretchedly poor. It is no
accident that the recent assault on the poor in American politics
amid the moral rhetoric of protecting the middle class converges
with an intensified assault on people of color, with the black wel-
fare queen and the black convict at a polar opposite to the good,
middle-class, white married couple.

Complexities emerge in many variations on these problems of
both identity and identification. What is often missed, however, is
the question of how racial concepts actually play themselves out
in mundane life. Most theorizing on these concepts is already sit-
uated in the reflective, theoretical mode, and in that regard, it
often fails to see the extent to which, even in the most hostile
racial environment, the bulk of racial thinking is so unreflective
that it operates, quite often, without the concept of race at all. For
instance, I have always been aware of my genetic origins outside
of my black ancestry. But at the moment of my first daughter’s
birth, where discussions with parents and grandparents emerged
as everyone tried to see how much she resembled whom, special
narratives also emerged that may seem very alien to many whites.
For depending on whose eyes, whose hair, whose tone my daugh-
ter had, a complex political discourse prevailed. The only compar-
ison I can think of is one in which a white family may recount the
rape of an ancestor who decided not to abort the pregnancy, or a
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romantic union of an ancestor with an offspring of a most ruth-
less enemy.

“Your daughter has blue-rimmed eyes,” announced a nurse,
puzzled.

“That’s because I have blue-rimmed eyes,” I answered.
Two weeks later, I sat with my maternal grandmother as I re-

counted the conversation with the nurse.
“So,” I said, “it looks like your eyes have gone through you to

Ma and me and Jenny.”
My grandmother went into a discussion of the complexion and

hair and eyes of all of her children and also my paternal grand-
mother’s children. Then she spoke of her mother, who had brown
hair, blue-rimmed eyes, and very “fair” skin, and of how her mother
got these features from her mother, who was a Jamaican slave of a
plantation owner from Scotland. That slave master was my great-
great-grandmother’s father. My great-great-grandmother’s mother
was an African slave. We can think toward the future as much as we
would like. But there was a part of me that was revolted by the reality
that some of that slave-owner’s genes are being carried on in so many
people I love. And I thought more about the injustice of how those
very features are often described—“fair skin,” “good hair,” “pretty
eyes,” as they are called in black communities—as marks of biologi-
cal “refinement,” as if our African side were some crude muck in
need of a good genetic cleansing. My response was not connected to
“mixture” per se, no more than Victoria Holloway saw her mix-
ture—for my paternal grandmother, a Chinese woman, never occa-
sioned such a response. I’ve never looked at my father nor his
brothers as indicative of something negative because of their being a
mixture of African and Asian ancestry. The context, that is the story to
be told, connected to questions of stories that are being told.

In her influential book Race and Mixed-Race, Naomi Zack takes on
the philosophical question of exploring the conditions of telling
such a story. The book is of historical importance in that it is the
first systematic philosophical study of this social formation. In that
regard, it will serve as a suitable context for our philosophical ex-
plorations of this phenomenon.
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Race and Mixed-Race is separated into three parts, “The Existential
Analysis,” “The History of Mixed Race,” and “The Philosophy of
Anti-Race.” The structure of the book reveals some dimensions of
its theoretical stand, for the distinction of the existential situation
from that of history locates the work in a particular conception of
existential thought. Existential philosophers like Jean-Paul Sartre
and Frantz Fanon, for instance, regard the existential analysis as
fundamentally linked to the historical situation, and in Zack’s ac-
tual discussion, we find a great deal of historical analysis. In either
case, since the existential dimension of Zack’s text comes to the
fore, we find already another historically significant dimension of
the text. It stands as the first explicitly existential book-length work
by a professional American woman philosopher of African descent,
and perhaps one of the major texts of a new wave of American ex-
istential thought. There are ironies here, for Zack adamantly rejects
identification beyond the scope of chosen identities, but as we all
know so well: neither Martin Heidegger nor Martin Buber ever re-
ferred to himself as an existentialist.

Following Kwame Anthony Appiah’s rejection of racialism, Zack
summarizes her book’s thesis as being “that black and white racial
designations are themselves racist because the concept of race does
not have an adequate scientific foundation. If racial designations
are racist, then people ought not to be identified in the third per-
son as members of races, then individuals in the first person ought
not to have racial identities” (pp. 3–4).

Given that racial designations are awful afflictions upon human-
ity, Zack asserts that: “the question arises of why rational and oth-
erwise well meaning Americans still make the racial designations
that they do” (p. 5).

This question of rationality is buttressed by an appeal to “sci-
ence” in terms of “empirical facts”; as Zack notes that “the oppres-
siveness of some racial designations and the immanence of all of
them, combined with the lack of an empirical foundation for the
concept of race, entail that no racial words are appropriate desig-
nations for human beings” (p. 8).

100 r Existentia Africana



And this dialectic works its way through to the existential con-
clusion that “[i]f the existence of certain human beings causes
problems for certain concepts or systems of categorization, then it
is the concepts or systems of categorization and not the human ex-
istants [sic] which need to be criticized and changed” (p. 17). This
conclusion, existential though it may be, raises some problems
early on in relation to the first claim of rejecting race because of its
scientific invalidity. In effect, the existential argument suggests that
“existents” should have precedence over concepts. But the scientific
appeal suggests that scientific validity should have precedence over
existential reality. If most people live their racialization well, why
should race be debunked for those who do not, especially since the
conceptual-existential tension is such that there will always be peo-
ple who do not stand comfortably within conceptual schemes?

So we face the raison d’être for the existential turn, which is to
explore the forces behind the choice of such designations of iden-
tity and identity formation in the face of their supposedly de-
bunked scientific validity. I say supposedly primarily because scientific
society has not proven to be any less racist historically than lay soci-
ety. For instance, when Zack says, “What scientists now view as the
mythology of race is closely intertwined with the historical condi-
tions under which the now-disproved scientific theories of race
were formulated” (p. 12), I find myself asking the question,
Which scientists? We would be begging the question if we were to
respond, “The enlightened ones.” Unlike Zack (and Appiah), I do
not have confidence in the general scientific community when it
comes to speaking out on race matters. That same community is
dominated in spirit by a form of physicalist naturalism and biolog-
ical determinism that underlay various forms of racist intellectual-
ism from the advancement of quantitative intelligence testing to
insidious racist Darwinism. One wonders how far and wide are the
distances between phrenologists of the nineteenth century and re-
cent gene detectives who seek “artistic” and “rational” genes.23

Even if such genes were generally distributed among the entire
species, the eugenics claim is that one can genetically construct a
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combination that will constitute at least, for that specific set of in-
dividuals, a “superior” combination of those very genes, and that
superior combination will be white. I don’t see where there can be
a scientific objection to such a thesis, but I do see how, say, a funda-
mentally existential, ethical, and phenomenological response can
be made.

From the existential and ethical standpoints, one doesn’t fight
against racism simply because race is a scientifically problematic
concept. Are we willing to say that if race were not a scientifically
problematic concept, we should then not fight against racism? Re-
call that one hundred years ago, both science and religion were
rock-hard appeals to racial realities, and that most human beings
believed in the reality of races as one would the reality of atomic
matter. Yet that didn’t negate their fight against antiblack racism.24

From the phenomenological standpoint, the problem rests in
the very notion of a scientific instantiation of a concept as onto-
logically basic to begin with. We may call this “the problem of
constructivity.” Like Appiah, Zack refers to races as “fictions,” as
unscientific. The implication is that that which is not fictitious is
that which is scientifically determined. But what are the conditions
of these determinations? It would be an error, for instance, to
claim that social phenomena are invalid because of their “social”
status—which usually means that they have a dimension of sub-
jectivity versus supposed “objectivity”—since implicit in that very
argument is the view that constructivity in itself lacks objectivity.
The world of the natural sciences would thus be advanced as, liter-
ally, preinterpreted worlds, as if scientific systems aren’t systems
constructed with specific domains of meanings and (intrasys-
temic) reference. The constructivity of race does not in and of it-
self constitute the ontological conclusion of a fictitious reality.

What can be readily observed in race discourse, however, are the
clever ways in which value constructions are concealed and passed
off as “factual” or “value-free” constructions. The equivocations are
obvious when we reflect upon the terms that flow out of discus-
sions on “purity,” “superiority,” “inferiority,” “strength,” “weak-
ness,” “rationality,” or “affect.” Zack explores some of these hidden
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dimensions through an analytical treatment of race and a critique
of origins. She points out that whites are defined as “pure,” in
terms of having no colored ancestry. “Coloreds,” specifically
blacks, are defined in terms of having at least one colored ancestor.
She laments that “This schema unjustly excludes people with black
forebears from white designation” (p. 9). One can ask, however,
why this is a case of injustice. Given the earlier claims that racial
designations are inherently unjust, why would it be just to achieve
white designation? We can go even further and point out that there
is clearly something unsettling about the treatment of whiteness in
terms of purity. Other races function as pollution in relation to
whites. Given the array of associations of blackness with dirt, the
consideration of pollution is essential for the existential—that is,
situational and intentional—features of racist designating.

The theme of pollution also carries, by the way, a thesis of
“blood mixing,” which Zack discusses throughout the text. On the
level of myth and literature, Zack’s investigations led me to wonder
whether the paradigm Western sentiment toward miscegenation is
embodied in vampire mythology. In most versions, to become a
vampire one must first be bitten by a vampire (that is, suffer
through a cannibalistic ritual) and then one must drink the blood
of a vampire (that is, perform the cannibalistic ritual). Through
the process, one is transformed into a vampire, a creature of desire
who is also able to elicit desire from others. What happens, how-
ever, if one is bitten but does not die and one does not drink the
blood of a vampire? Is one left partially standing in both worlds?
Who stands as the mythical correlate of mixed-race here? It is pos-
sible that there are two levels of mixture here, since even the vam-
pire was once a human being. But the verdict against being mixed
is the same in both cases, for, in the final analysis, aren’t both vam-
pire and almost-vampire unnatural forms of existents?

It is not entirely the case, however, that white is determined by the
provision that there is no black ancestry. True, there are whites who
claim that their race evolved from entirely different ancestors than
blacks, but for the most part, many whites, and especially those who
are Darwinian white supremacists, take the position that all people
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evolved from Africa. They simply add that whites (and sometimes
Asians) are the ancestors of those who progressed better on the evo-
lutionary scale than the rest. In Zack’s book, for instance, there are
numerous allusions to white racist associations of blacks with apes,
and, as Jan Nederveen Pieterse has shown in White on Black, the litera-
ture on blacks as the primary subhumanoid group is immense. The
individual who is a mixture of white and black finds himself, then, in
more than a construction of mixture by itself. He finds himself fac-
ing a mixture of clearly unequal terms. He is thus simultaneously less
and more of an animal, in the American (and global) racial hierarchy
of evolutionary humanoids. His choice of identity, then, functions in
relation to blackness in dual forms of denial: affirmation of whiteness
is a rejection of base blackness, but so too is affirmation of being
mixed, since in either formulation the black stands as a point at which
both white and mixed-race designations will stand, like a renaissance
humanity that reaches at the gods in a flight from the animal king-
dom, in a world “above.” It is not that one is less of an animal in the
extent to which one is a human being, but that one is less of an ani-
mal in the extent to which one is white.

Problems of contamination and biological preservation lead to a
particularly powerful political construction in the United States:
the family. Zack issues a powerful critique of the American presen-
tation of family as fundamentally the white family: “The official
American white family, which is a publicly sanctioned private in-
stitution for breeding white people, enjoys a preeminent position
in American culture” (p. 34). Such a family is treated as the locus
of values, security, and, above all, purity. In addition, the white
American family structures patriarchy as a normative ideal, an
ideal which some designated black social theorists, like E. Franklin
Frazier in his The Negro Family in the United States and Orlando Patterson
in his Rituals of Blood, accepted as axiomatic. The culmination of this
standpoint of normativity that is well chronicled in the literature
on American racism is the infamous 1965 Moynihan Report, The
Negro Family in America:A Case for National Action.

Zack’s response to the centering of the white patriarchal family
is twofold. First, she attacks the socioscientific enterprise of demo-
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graphic assessments of forms of family organizations: “The prob-
lem with demography as a tool for studying families is not that it
fails to document feelings of alienation but that it fails to docu-
ment forms of family organization that are not the dominant form
in a given culture” (p. 45). On this matter, a text that would have
been an interesting addition is Herbert G. Gutman’s The Black Family
in Slavery and Freedom 1750–1925. In that work, written as a response
to the failures of the Daniel Patrick Moynihan Report and the limi-
tations of E. Franklin Frazier’s normative assumptions on which
Moynihan’s work was based, Gutman researched the written corre-
spondences, by their own hand and through amanuenses, of thou-
sands of slaves and freedmen, as well as the official documents on
their filial relationships. A credit to that work is its taking to heart
the Du Boisian admonition against treating the people one studies
as the problems instead of identifying the problems they face. In
the course of following that counsel, Gutman addressed the variety
of conceptions of family that prevailed among slaves. He observed,
for instance, that slaves developed different sets of mores for sexual
behavior versus child-rearing behavior. For American slaves—
who, being designated as property lacked legal protection over
their sexual availability—marriage was primarily an institution for
raising children.25 This conception of marriage wasn’t entirely far
afield from the Anglo conception of marriage that evolved in the
industrial revolution—that a man was able to procure a wife after
he had procured land or some other means of livelihood. In con-
temporary terms, one should get married if one can support the
children who will emerge from that union. This conception con-
tinues in terms of the dream of owning a home, which situates
marriage and family in an economy that indigent populations,
with up to five times the unemployment rate of the dominant
group, cannot maintain. For the slaves, then, the question of “mix-
ing” was not a major area of concern, since they didn’t have the
power to dictate the terms of such mixing; instead, the question of
the offspring’s survival was paramount. As a consequence, the dis-
course on race mixing was a fundamentally white and freedmen’s
discourse. We can think of a correlate in the contemporary dis-
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course on racial mixing that emerges around affirmative action.
Affirmative action is fundamentally a white discourse since the re-
sources with which to implement affirmative action programs are,
for the most part, in the hands of whites. Its structure then, with
terms like “qualification,” “disadvantaged,” “best candidate,” often
dictates the inferiority of the colored element whose inclusion
constitutes social “mixing.” From the point of view of color, their
inclusion or diversity actually raises the standards of institutions.

The second response comes out of the near positivist conception
of science that underlay the claim that the concept of race is fictitious.
“What is needed,” writes Zack, “is a neutral definition of the family”
(p. 46). The problem with this appeal is that family by itself is not a
neutral concept. The very notion of neutrality signals conceptions of
family that on its face calls for the rejection of certain inquirers on the
question of family. For instance, here are some questions that Zack
claims a neutral definition of family can be expected to settle:

Are kinship, coresidence, and legal marriage necessary for a group

to be a family? Are deceased family members and divorced family

members part of an individual’s family? Are sexual relations neces-

sary between individuals who are not related biologically for those

individuals to be family members? If sexual relations are necessary,

must they be heterosexual? Do family members have to be of the

same race or culture? Must they have a common language? Can ani-

mals be family members of the families of human beings? Who has

the authority to say, “No, there is no family here,” or, “Yes, this is a

family”? Can new forms of the family come into existence or even

be deliberately invented? Must the family be defined as an objective,

observable unit, i.e., positivistically, or can the family be defined in

terms of individuals’ concepts of their own families? (p. 47).

The appeal to neutrality signals the direction in which the argu-
ment is headed, and it is where the text itself later concludes: liber-
alism in the philosophical sense, as an appeal to value neutrality in
the assessment or adjudication of political or cultural phenomena.
The problem is that liberalism is far from a value-neutral stand-
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point on the construction of families. It’s like asking the conserva-
tive capitalist and the communist to put aside their differences and
engage in nonjudgmental discourse. For the conservative or the
communist to do so would constitute both’s being liberal, as
though they were both not in a quarrel with liberalism in the first
place. Can the Muslim, the Jew, the Catholic, or the Mormon, for
example, treat family as neutral choices without embracing a form
of secularism? How about the Akan, the Hindu, the Hopi, and the
Zoroastrian? Or how about our nineteenth-century families on
slave plantations; what would constitute a neutral conception of
the family for them? To claim that family is, as Zack defines it,
“those sentient beings the individual feels most close to, thinks
about most, and would suffer the loss of or separation from most
grievously” (p. 47) betrays the far-from-neutral values of individu-
ality and subject-centered social (or antisocial) formation. One can
ask, for instance, whether this definition holds up in cases where
the sentient beings offer no recognition of such a relation. Are we
filially related, for example, to people who are obsessed with us or
who have a crush on us or who may have affection for us in spite
of our not even knowing that they exist?

Moreover, Zack’s reference to the limitations of positivistic ap-
proaches to family while defending the individual’s intentional
constitution of filial relationships raises the question of construc-
tivism that we advanced earlier. If we accept her arguments against
race, even where individuals construct racial realities, why should
we not also accept them against the construction—whether so-
cially constituted or individually constituted—of family?

On these matters of choosing our constructions, Zack refers to
the work of Martin Heidegger and the work of Jean-Paul Sartre.
Zack appeals to Heidegger’s distinction between science and tech-
nology, wherein our age is identified as an age of technology func-
tioning as “the tail that wags the dog of modern science” (p. 152).26

This appeal suggests that Zack simultaneously has two concep-
tions of science at work here; one narrow, one broad. In the nar-
row sense, races are designated to be realities that are without
referents. I’ve already advanced my view that this conclusion fails
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to account for the other dimension of scientific language, where
we can point out that the constructivity of race alludes to assess-
ments of the multiple meanings of referents. I do not, however,
wish here to criticize Zack’s appeal to Heidegger, nor the philoso-
phy of language that undergirds her position.27 Instead, I would
like to raise the question of some considerations that emerge as we
examine the existential situation of mixed-race people’s relation to
technological domination.

The technological dimension has been lurking in the undercur-
rents throughout our discussion, but most especially so in our ear-
lier references to eugenics. On the standpoint of the people to
whom Zack refers as “designated black” people, the following ob-
servation by Fanon is informative: “For several years certain labora-
tories have been trying to produce a serum for ‘denegrification’;
with all the earnestness in the world, laboratories have sterilized
their test tubes, checked their scales, and embarked on researches
that might make it possible for the miserable Negro to whiten
himself and thus to throw off the burden of that corporeal male-
diction” (Black Skin,White Masks, p. 111).

The technological vibrations echo “denegrification” in ways
that make our remarks on the aesthetic significance of mixed-race
designation return to the fore. There are skin creams for lighter
skin, hair tools and chemicals for straighter hair, blue- and hazel-
colored contact lenses, and surgical techniques for the transforma-
tion of lips, hips, or any feature of the body that is interpreted as
an indicator of blackness. Although these technological innova-
tions allude to whiteness, since they are worn, or in phenomeno-
logical terms lived, by people of color as colored presentations—their
social meaning, as Alfred Schutz would say, is that of literally passing
for mixed. And in fact, most people of color aim less to pass for
whites as much as to pass for mixed, which is ironic since many
multiple-generation people of color in the United States are, in
fact, already mixed. That being mixed needs to be made phenomeno-
logically apparent signals a living technology of mixed-race construc-
tion within the designated black social sphere. Within the white
social sphere, the technological innovation is ironically similar: the
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objective, whether in the form of the white actress Bo Derek’s
wearing cornrows or the current wave of hairstyle and tanning
techniques to don the look of mixed-race, is not to be taken for ac-
tually being mixed but instead to be taken for looking mixed. Al-
though in both cases black and white function penumbrally, as it
were, being mixed is nevertheless extended as an attractive mode of
being (for whites, sexual; for blacks, both sexual and of higher so-
cial status). A dichotomy of sex–power relations emerges in which
the mixed-race individual is structured technologically as a symbol
of successful possession (think of the status symbol of the black
cliché of the light-skinned wife, or perhaps even the mulatto con-
cubine of the nineteenth century) and power (the status symbol of
the light-skinned husband, who, in black communities has been
the historical recipient of educational, spiritual, economic, and po-
litical resources), which, in stream with Zack’s provocative discus-
sion of the white patriarchal family, promises a future of less and
less blackness—in a word, denegrification.

The Sartrean considerations emerge when we consider the im-
plications of such choices. Zack focuses on Sartre’s Anti-Semite and
Jew for some insight into the question of an authentic existence
for a mixed-race person. In considering Sartre’s positions on
freedom, Zack argues, “If freedom is a higher value than racial
identity and the two are not compatible, surely the person of
mixed race will continue to choose freedom. This means that
anyone in the position of having to deliberately construct a racial
identity must remain race-less” (p. 159). On this basis, Zack con-
cludes, “An American who identifies herself as mixed black and
white race is a new person racially, because old racial categories
do not allow her to identify herself this way. It is such a person’s
very newness racially that gives her the option of racelessness. To
be raceless in contemporary racial and racist society is, in effect,
to be anti-race. If ‘authenticity’ is a definition of the self in the face
of oppression, then the authenticity of a person of mixed race
may rest on her resistance to biracial racial categories—the racial
authenticity of mixed race could therefore be the racial position
of anti-race” (p. 164).
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If the individualist references strike the reader as liberal, perhaps
even libertarian, it is not without foundation. Zack makes it ex-
plicit that she regards liberalism as the antirace philosophy, and she
is absolutely correct. For liberalism demands a conception of the
moral and the political person that renders nearly every determina-
tion of his particularity irrelevant. The rejection of race as ficti-
tious is, in part, the quest for the value-neutral, tolerance-spirited
individual.28 It is easy to see why it is the case, then, that a certain
group of race theorists—namely, theorists like Appiah, Henry
Louis Gates Jr., and to some extent, Cornel West—embrace liberal-
ism. Yet Zack also interprets a rather unusual crew of European
philosophers of freedom as standing among liberalism’s allies:
“Sartre, de Beauvoir, Leiris, and Picasso were all champions of
human freedom—they were all liberals” (p. 167).

It is a feature of Sartre’s philosophy that he did not interpret
freedom in the narrow, Anglo sense of liberty. Sartre in fact theo-
rized in a framework that distinguished liberty from freedom. One
is sometimes responsible for one’s lack of liberty, but one cannot
lose responsibility for one’s freedom. Given Sartre’s antibourgeois
stand, which he maintained from Nausea straight through to his
Family Idiot, as well as his relentless, albeit critical defense of social-
ism, the situating of at least Sartre (and Pablo Picasso) in liberalism
is a very problematic taxonomy. Freedom means liberalism pro-
vided, in advance, that one is a liberal. For a Marxist, or even an ex-
istential Marxist, freedom fundamentally means the breakdown of
the alienation of human beings from each other. Although it is
clear to me that such positions entail antiracism, it isn’t clear to me
why they would be, whether liberal or Marxist, antiracial. And in
fact, in practice, liberalism in itself hasn’t demonstrated its an-
tiracist calling, if the murderous history of the founding fathers of
the United States and their expansion westward continue to stand
as historical authority. Moreover, Sartre himself provides an array
of arguments that would call for the construction of such a turn
on the part of a mixed-race person to be a classic form of bad
faith, a consequence that the conclusion was meant to reject. Not
only does Sartre speak in Anti-Semite and Jew of the insidious self-
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concealment of the democrat (who, by the way, is the liberal who
rejects race, ethnic, and class identities while espousing a liberal
ethic of tolerance that preserves the status quo), but he also ad-
vances, in Being and Nothingness, a devastating critique of individuals
who stand in positions to regard their sense of being unbounded as
a clear indicator of being unbound. He calls such a turn the “anar-
chic consciousness,” and says about it that “[t]he ‘bourgeois’ is not
only defined as a certain homo oeconomicus disposing of a precise
power and privilege in the heart of a society of a certain type; he is
described inwardly as a consciousness which does not recognize its
belonging to a class. . . . It is only when the oppressed class by rev-
olution or by a sudden increase of its power posits itself as ‘they-
who-look-at’ in the face of members of the oppressing class, it is
only then that the oppressors experience themselves as ‘Us.’ But this
will be in fear and shame and as an Us-object” (pp. 554–5).

Bad faith is not only the evasion of one’s transcendence. It is
also the evasion of one’s facticity. Some commentators on Sartre’s
work, perhaps because of the popularity of his awful lecture Exis-
tentialism Is a Humanism, have unduly interpreted Sartre as a defender
of radical freedom. Radical freedom is an evasion of situational re-
ality. It is a form of bad faith.

There is a political dynamic in mixed-race contexts that unfor-
tunately parallels Sartre’s description of the bourgeoisie. Although
there are no designated black people who are properly members of
the bourgeoisie, there have been and continue to be designated
black people who are part of what E. Franklin Frazier, in The Black
Bourgeoisie, ironically called the “lumpen bourgeoisie.” These were
and continue to be individuals whose power is indexed asymmetri-
cally among blacks. The term designates a pseudoclass that has
wealth and a degree of social prestige without power. This class has
been, as Zack chronicles well in her book, historically dominated by
people of mixed black, and other, races. The historical “place” for
these individuals has been black communities for the same reason
that, on the plantations, their place was among the slaves: white
communities disowned them. That experience of rejection was the
constituting experience of “us” (as opposed to “we”) blacks. But it
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is at the moment that these individuals reject the call of black
membership (that is, “we,” the reciprocally recognized community
of blackness) that the anarchic dimensions emerge. This dimen-
sion is conditioned primarily by the rejection of blackness. Mixed-
race anarchical consciousness is therefore conditioned by rejection
of their designated inferiors. In short, their relation to blackness.
Although in this age of what I call “equal opportunity racism,” it
has become good etiquette always to present blacks as equal
sources of racism as whites, it is hardly the case that white people
are suspicious of mixed-race people because of a sense of the lat-
ter’s “superiority.”

I have had many a discussion on the suspicions that many black
folk have of mixed-race people, particularly those who are pur-
portedly physiologically capable of passing at least for a “dark”
white person. On one occasion, I asked a colleague who was de-
fending the view that such behavior is a source of mixed-race
alienation, Why should people who are treated like dirt because
of their dark complexions trust a person who seeks also to iden-
tify with people who function every day as institutional symbols
of their oppression? If the working class should be careful of peo-
ple who function as their bosses, why should dark-skinned people
be any different in virtue of the historical, supervisory role of
light-skinned people? It is not that black people are morally right
in having such a suspicion; it’s simply that they may be no more
unusual than any other group who is constituted as society’s bot-
tom. To make matters worse, however, it is this dimension of the
argument that makes Sartre an especially problematic appeal in the
effort to defend a mixed-race antiracial platform. For in the sce-
narios I’ve spelled out, Sartre’s position may prove more offensive
to the mixed-race person who espouses it, for the term Sartre uses
is slime. It is not that mixed-race people are “slimy.” It is that the
conditions that Zack has spelled out for their authenticity are the
very conditions for sliminess, sliminess that I would say is at the
heart of the kind of distrustful figure that, say, Toni Morrison ar-
ticulates in The Bluest Eye in the person of Reverend Whitcomb, a
descendant of light-skinned colonial civil servant privilege in the

112 r Existentia Africana



Caribbean. Here are two instances of the description of slime in
Being and Nothingness:

Slime is the agony of water. It presents itself as a phenomenon in

process of becoming; it does not have the permanence within

change that water has but on the contrary represents an accom-

plished break in a change of state. This fixed instability in the slimy

discourages possession. . . . The slimy flees with a heavy flight

which has the same relation to water as the unwieldy earthbound

flight of the chicken has to that of the hawk. Even this flight can

not be possessed because it denies itself as flight. It is already al-

most a solid permanence. Nothing testifies more clearly to its am-

biguous character as a “substance in between two states” than the

slowness with which the slimy melts into itself (p. 774).

What comes back to us then as an objective quality is a new nature

which is neither material (and physical) nor psychic, but which

transcends the opposition of the psychic and the physical, by re-

vealing itself to us as the ontological expression of the entire

world; that is, which offers itself as a rubric for classifying all the

“thises” in the world, so that we have to deal with the material or-

ganizations or transcended transcendence (p. 773).

These passages ironically undergird the existential force of
Naomi Zack’s argument against U.S. racism in an interesting way:
American antiblack racism constructs people of mixed-race as
slimy. And that is because, in such a world, racelessness is slimy. For
people of color know what to expect when we hear conservatives
and liberals declare that they are going to be “color-blind” and dis-
regard racial designations in their response to the current condi-
tion of racial injustice. It means for sure that they will use
racelessness to preserve racism, and that is exactly the force behind
the 1995 California (Anti) Civil Rights Initiative and its successors
in Oregon and Illinois. It is also why racism has been exacerbated
at the end of the twentieth century.

How can that be?
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In a provocative essay, “White Normativity and the Racial
Rhetoric of Equal Protection,” Robert Westley makes a claim that
may unmask this insidious dimension of racelessness in the pre-
sent age.29 He first points out the familiar observation that since
whites function as the normative standpoint of humanity, they nor-
mally live as raceless. Like Sartre’s bourgeoisie, who find it difficult
to think of themselves as a class, whites “normally” find it difficult
to think of themselves as a race. Yet when the legal remedy and the
struggle for equal protection emerged in the public discourse of
the 1950s through 1970s, a strange phenomenon emerged: whites
became racialized. In the previous world, things were simple: there
were whites, and then there were races; there were human beings,
and then there were blacks, and then other coloreds. But to be
treated equal to blacks could not mean, in the prevailing ideology,
going “up” to their level, nor could it mean bringing blacks up as
well, since an impossibility of such lurks in the undercurrents. The
conclusion that became apparent was that whites were being asked
to come down to the level of blacks. It is that “fall,” if you will, a fall
chronicled in Zack’s and many other texts in race theory, that con-
stitutes the experience of racialization. Needless to say, many whites
can’t take it, and the fallout since the Civil Rights Act of 1964 has
continued straight through to the Regents of the University of California v.
Bakke case (1978) and the slew of antirace and so-called reverse dis-
crimination constructions that persist.

How does this dialectic play out in a mixed-race context?
Given the argument advanced thus far, to affirm being black is

to affirm being a member of a race. To affirm being white, on the
other hand, means to affirm the normative standpoint. One can see
straight away why there is an incentive to deny blackness alto-
gether. Thus, at this point there is no mixed assertion. But let us
now say that a mixed-race person decides to affirm both, not as
races, but as equals. The problem is that to equalize whiteness with
blackness is to racialize whiteness, which thus loses its normativity.
There is a Catch-22 here: whiteness can only be affirmed as nor-
mative through the rejection of blackness, for at the moment it is
equalized—that is, racialized—blackness is affirmed. The solution
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cannot, therefore, be to reject racialization, since that would only
affirm whiteness (which continues to be normative). Instead, per-
haps a more direct liberatory scheme of overthrowing the norma-
tivity of whiteness is needed. What would better accomplish that
than racializing whites?

Perhaps the politics of racialization comes to the fore most on
questions of the national census. Much of the designated black
population has some form of mixed-race background. Let us sup-
pose that mixed-race people were designated a racial category that
is separate from white and black. Although Zack has in various
stages of her argument suggested the choice of mixed race as a cat-
egory by itself, there is the simultaneous social benefit of being
designated not black. It is a waste of time to discuss the social losses
of being designated white, since the global distribution of re-
sources continue to fall disproportionately in favor of whites. So,
even if one won’t be accepted as white, it is still of paramount im-
portance not to be designated black. To quote the familiar adage,
“Well, at least you’re not black.” Among blacks, there is some effort
at flexibility, with the addendum, “At least you’re not a nigger,” but
as we know, being black makes one a great deal closer to that desig-
nation than all the rest. For people of mixed race, then, such a cate-
gory will constitute a legal move “upward” even though the
argument in defense of the mixed-race category in the census may
be in the form of appealing to a lateral move.

So, what is the consequence?
My suspicion is that one would find a great affirmation of race-

lessness in the midst of more intense racial discrimination against
the designated bottom group. This is because the top continues to
function as normative, while the perceived middle increases in
numbers, and the bottom shrinks in determined numbers. This is
what has happened in the Caribbean and South America, although
one would be hard-pressed to find people from those regions who
would admit this—except, conspicuously, the black ones. If it is
important to have people fighting the conditions of racism instead
of being its perpetrators, why not increase the probability not only
of the racialization of each upper level of the racial hierarchy, but
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also the probability of their embodying the racialization they hate
the most? Why not apply the one-drop rule with a vengeance by
claiming any black ancestry? Why not simply “blacken” or “color”
as much of the U.S. as possible? How about electronically affecting
as many birth certificates as possible, making a black nation in
which there will be more and more need to respond to racism in
all of its anticolored forms? Why darken the world? Because light-
ening our racist world will be perceived as a positive thing, which
will increase the probability of differentiating the lighter from the
light—in short, a new set of black folks. Whereas, to do the nega-
tive thing, to do more than darken it, to blacken it, will surely be
perceived as an act calling for decisive action. To adapt a prescient
cliché, “Negativity is the mother of invention.” I would say that the
insight of some of the leaders in the previous generations of
mixed-race people is that they knew that no justice was to be at-
tained in any contemporary society through the affirmation of a
white identity. They knew they were mixed, but they also knew
that, when it comes to political action and the fight for social
change, one has to work with those dimensions that will effect so-
cial change.

So we come to our final concern. Throughout the text, Zack
treats the concept of race as the governing fiction to be abolished.
Yet most racist behavior does not even raise the question of race as
either a direct or indirect reference to racist behavior. Race tends to
emerge when rationalization begins. When my son is harassed for
being dark and therefore supposedly ugly, race in itself is hardly a
consideration in his juvenile white harassers’ minds, even though
they are identifying my son as black. When Europeans plundered
nearly nine-tenths of the globe and slaughtered, in some cases,
nearly 90 percent of the indigenous colored populations, neither
race nor racism was on their minds, but they were able to identify
and kill Native Americans, Africans, Indians, and Southeast Asians
with cruel accuracy and efficiency. The concepts were rationaliza-
tions of the deeds, but they were not the source of the deeds. I
doubt very seriously that whites of the past, especially such liberal
whites as George Washington and Thomas Jefferson—would have
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refrained—any more than many of their descendants would
today—from enslaving or slaughtering me if they identified me as
X instead of black. But if the response is that I should not have
been nor continue to be identified at all, I don’t see how such a
turn wouldn’t be a case of making me, instead of my oppressors,
the problem. For them to refrain from harming me would rest
upon their being drastically transformed. It is clear, then, in a
wickedly ironic way, that perhaps the world would have been more
just if their identity had not emerged since their identity is funda-
mentally conditioned by hating mine. And why should anyone
continue to defend any identity that is premised upon being the
primary agent of hate?

The irony in all this is that the natural sciences of which I was
critical in the early sections of this chapter are in fact providing the
foundations for a turn in these concluding directions, for, as we
saw in our discussion of Du Bois and human sciences, genetics and
physical anthropology are revealing that there is, indeed, a valid
scientific notion of race. It is the notion that there are human races
that is wrong. The human species is not only one race, but that
race turns out to be the one most hated by most of the globe. In
effect, that the human species is basically dark and light black peo-
ple from Africa challenges much of what is written in the name of
science on mixed race. From the point of view of genetics, there is
no such thing—in the very way that Zack and Appiah refer to there
being no such thing—as mixed-race people because there is only
one human race. But more, genetics is also challenging how we
look at mixture in a different way. If blackness means maximum
heterogeneity of the species, then the move away from blackness is
in effect an effort to construct the very purity that mixed-race poli-
cies are supposedly designed to avoid. Like whiteness, then, mixed
race, too, stands as a version of the road to purity.
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1 1 8

Can Men Worship?

An Existential Portrait in Black and White

A religion may teach the men of one tribe to torture and kill
men of another tribe. But even such a religion would pre-
tend to teach right conduct. Religion, however, gives us more
than a moral code. A moral code alone, with its “Thou shalt,”
would be no more religious than is the civil code. And what
it adds is, first, enthusiasm. Somehow it makes the faithful
regard the moral law with devotion, reverence, love. By his-
tory, by parable, by myth, by ceremony, by song, by whatever
means you will, the religion gives to the mere code life and
warmth. A religion not only commands the faithful, but
gives them something that they are glad to live for, and if
need be to die for.

—Josiah Royce, The Religious Aspects of Philosophy

The Greek expression from which we have gained the term
“enthusiasm” is entheos. Theos is the Greek word for a god or
God, entheos literally means “to be filled or entered by a god
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or God.” To be enthused is to be imbued with a god, to be open, to
be entered by a spirit. If a man were to regard himself as a closed
being while enthusiasm—a precondition of worship (which from
the Old English weorth means also “to value”)—and religiosity re-
quire an “open” body, a susceptible or vulnerable body, how would
or could such a man stand before God?30 If this man’s posture is
the posture of masculinity, we find ourselves abruptly facing a
sticky problem: Can one worship God and remain masculine too?
Can a male maintain his masculine identity and worship God in
good faith?

These questions have thrown us already into a specific area of
philosophical concern: existential phenomenology. This is because
our questions call for a form of anguish on the part of men over
their identity. Existential phenomenology, as I have been interpret-
ing it throughout the preceding discussions, explores the implica-
tions and the possibility of studying the phenomenon of beings
that are capable of questioning their ways of being. I have raised
the question of the existential situation of a male figure who at-
tempts to reach out to God, or perhaps more accurately, a male
figure who faces the dilemma of losing himself insofar as the pos-
sibility of choosing to lose his identity as a closed identity, a closed
being, is concerned. Is there something erotic, or perhaps homo-
erotic, about “letting God in”? The project of reaching God or let-
ting God in may hold its own, frustrating existential features. The
problem raises two existential concerns: the problem of bad faith
and the problem of critical good faith.31

Jean-Paul Sartre has examined the concept of bad faith in con-
texts ranging from our attitudes toward our presented images (in
his Imagination) and emotions (in Outline of the Emotions), to our atti-
tudes toward our neighbors and different races and creed (in, for
example, Anti-Semite and Jew and the appendix on American blacks in
his Notebooks for an Ethics). As we have seen, bad faith is generally a lie
to oneself that involves a flight from freedom and responsibility.
The two forms of bad faith that will be of special interest to us are
those that involve a flight from one’s presence and the assumption
of a thing-like existence or completeness in various situations. A
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“situation” is tentatively defined as a confrontation of freedoms,
which for Sartre is a reality with human significance. Let us first
look at a theory of the male body implicit in those two forms of
bad faith; I will then offer an interpretation of the male body as a
theological figure in bad faith.

The Body

Consciousness, phenomenologically understood, is always con-
sciousness of something. Put differently, a world without objects is
also a world without consciousness. A consequence of conscious-
ness’ requirement of an object is the reality of perspective. Con-
sciousness always exists, that is, from somewhere; being other than
consciousness, an object is always “there,” whereas consciousness
is always, simultaneously, “here.” We shall call that somewhere in
which consciousness seems to be located—or, perhaps better, situ-
ated—a perspective, and we shall call such a perspective the body. The
body is one’s perspective on the world.

The body can be understood in terms of three dimensions. The
first we have already mentioned: the body as one’s perspective on
the world. The other two are the body as seen by others, and the
body’s (consciousness’) realization of itself as seen by others.

A peculiar aspect of my perspective is that I cannot surpass it. It
is, in effect, nonpositional by me. Take away the perspective of my
eyes, for instance, and I see nothing; take away my nerves and I feel
nothing. But these aspects of perspectivity can be extended. My
ocular perspective can be extended by a telescope; my fingertips
can be extended by a walking cane; my height, by platform boots.
These extensions are not identical with me. They are artificial, but
they enhance my perspective on the world. Without a perspective,
I will be an anonymous consciousness without a point of refer-
ence. I will be a view, literally, from nowhere.

Since I cannot surpass my perspective, I, in effect, live my per-
spective; it is simultaneous with my choices. My movement and
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my perspective are one; my choices, my feelings are the same. I
can live myself freely—as, metaphorically, fluid—or I can live
myself unfreely—as, again metaphorically speaking, congealed,
slimy.

Think, first, of fluid movement. We can live our body as free-
dom. We stride, with such an attitude, with grace and a simultane-
ous sense of responsibility. We move because we will ourselves to
do so. But suppose our sense of movement takes the form of self-
denial. We do not walk; we are “pushed” on by either circum-
stances or an imaginary presence as though we were effect to an
external cause. The more causally affected we move, the more we
live and regard ourselves as linked to a chain of events that we may
claim is beyond our control. I don’t raise my hand; my hand is
raised. It is not I who hesitate to get out of bed on a cold morning;
my body is either asleep or held hostage by the chill. Bad faith in
this context is the assumption of our body’s being a thing in the
world, a thing no different from wood floating on water. This
form of bad faith is the assumption of presence (facticity) with a
denial of absence (transcendence). Sartre discusses transcendence,
however, in ambiguous ways. Transcendence can pertain to that
which is other than consciousness, in which case it could be an
object or a fact, which suggests that a transcendent object can also
be factical; but it can also pertain to that which transcends or is
constituted beyond facts or the present moment, in which case it
can be (for Sartre) “nothingness,” the future, possibility, or free-
dom. Our use will be restricted to nothingness.

The body is a lived ambiguity. The body can be seen, heard,
smelled, felt. In this regard, the body appears as a thing-in-itself.
The body, living, breathing, acting, choosing, intending—that
body, manifesting all those significations of the human being as a
metastable, elusive intention—comes to the fore in the single ad-
vancement of the body as freedom. A corpse, for instance, is not a
body in the sense in which we are considering body. Such a thing is
unsituated, since a situation is ultimately an anguish-riddled con-
frontation with choice. Corpses, for rather obvious reasons, don’t
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choose to do anything. Yet a consequence of assuming or choosing
the existence of a corpse is the denial of the transcendent aspects
of the body: the body appears, but it appears also as the locus of
possibilities in the world.

The possibilities of a seen body are not physiologically holistic.
In semantic terms, the body has a variety of interpretations, al-
though its spatial-temporal coordinate is a single referent. The
body signifies different meanings in different situations.

The final dimension is that of awareness of objectification: the
body understood as an awareness of being seen by others. This last
dimension has a rich history in philosophy and psychology—
think, for instance, of Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex and The
Ethics of Ambiguity, and Jacques Lacan’s Écrits. The consequence of this
dimension is a sense of the self as an Other; the face that we think
of when we think of ourselves is an understanding of ourselves
from the outside. It is an estranged intimacy.

The Spirit of Seriousness

The spirit of seriousness is a twofold attitude. In one form, it is the
view that values are external, material features of the world. Val-
ues, from this point of view, exist independent of human beings.
Another form of spirit of seriousness is the notion of self-impor-
tance beyond the scope of judgment. With this attitude, one’s exis-
tence becomes “necessary,” “justified.” “It is not simply that I exist,
but,” such a serious man might say, “I must exist; I ought to exist.”
We regard the spirit of seriousness as a form of bad faith because it
calls for the elimination of the anguish of responsibility over val-
ues: objectified values negate the anguish of being responsible for
those values by living them. Do or die, we encounter good in the
world, under the serious attitude, but we are not responsible for it.

The classic case of the serious spirit is the cosmogony and
theodicy of the Persian Mani, “the Apostle of God,” from whose
name we have gained the term manichaeism. Mani’s system was
based on a dualism of material good and evil in the world. Under
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such a model, one can rid the world of evil as one can remove bac-
teria from water by heating it. In The Respectful Prostitute, Sartre’s
misogynist/racist character Fred declares the Manichaean credo;
looking at the bed in which he has just spent the night with the
prostitute Lizzy, he announces that “It smells of sin.” Why? The
odors of semen, discharge, and sweat permeate the room. Sin liter-
ally invades his nostrils and violates his lungs. On blacks, he ad-
vances his ontology: “A nigger has always done something.” Why?
Because he is a “nigger.”

Serious values needn’t be limited to attitudes toward people. We
regard some material things as food and others as not-food, even
though we can eat either. Instead of admitting that we make cer-
tain things food by desiring them, we treat their desirability as an
intrinsic feature. “For the spirit of seriousness,” writes Sartre in
Being and Nothingness, “bread is desirable because it is necessary to live (a
value written in an intelligible heaven) and because bread is nour-
ishing” (p. 706). With such an attitude, we face “inedible” objects
as though we don’t play a role in their determination or, in phe-
nomenological terms, “constitution” as food. We act as though the
anguish of whether to eat or not to eat certain things were not in
our hands. There are many nourishing substances that we don’t
desire or consider to be food.

The ultimate figure of seriousness is Absolute Consciousness—
one that has achieved itself as its object of desire: God. God serves
as an external, objective impetus of all value. But if God were to
shout, “Do X!” the reason why cannot be God.

Recall our discussion of the story of Adam and Eve. Until Yah-
weh posed the problem of eating from the Tree of Knowledge of
Good and Evil, there was no existential situation posed. We can go
further: there were no human beings, in the sense of mature crea-
tures of self-reflection. There was liberty without freedom. At the
moment of Yahweh’s command, they were placed in anguish and
were thrust into freedom. For Yahweh could only serve as his own
justification at this point: whether it was right or wrong to obey
Yahweh was posed to Adam and Eve as a problem for them to decide.
It is in obeying Yahweh that they would have substantiated the
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command, Thou shalt obey, but it is also in disobeying Yahweh that
they instantiated their own responsibility. The very possibility of
disobeying Yahweh thrust them beyond Yahweh. They were
thrown into the negativity of their own freedom. Ironically, their
freedom was established by the restriction of their liberty.

Yet our problem goes deeper. For now we see that the very possi-
bility of Yahweh is insufficient for the elimination of anguish. An-
guish is a confrontation with the self; it is a confrontation with
one’s responsibility for making choices in one’s situations. Even if
there were God, we face the question of how to act toward “Him.”
If we disobey, we reduce the value of God’s command to us. If we
obey, we make it valuable for us. Thus, if we claim that the com-
mands were valuable by virtue of their source—God—we would
be in bad faith. We would be lying to ourselves.

The Sartrean formulation is atheistic in a strangely religious way.

Manliness

We now consider a bad-faith situation of manhood. A human
being, we say, defies identity. Sartre expresses man’s existence as a
defiance of identity rather awkwardly as man being what he is not
and not being what he is. Only objects of consciousness—seem-
ingly, things-in-themselves—are properly beings whose identity is
one-with-themselves, beings that are “solid” in their being. Yet a
man qua his masculinity appears unequivocal. He is solid. He fills
things. Nothing enters him. He is closed.

Let us imagine a figure who accepts such an identity, such an in-
terpretation of himself. His “closedness” makes his perspective
that of an emanation from the center of reference. As a being
whom he regards as invulnerable to entry, he thrusts himself into
the world as pure, closed flesh—a protrusion of being—the
modus operandi of the phallus. Such a man lives himself as sealed,
as a being without holes. His very movement through space has
the sense of a spear in flight, or light jabbing its way through vac-
uous darkness.

124 r Existentia Africana



Woman, in this scheme, becomes an absence—in old Jungian
and Adlerian jargon, holes. Yet the fleshiness of woman—her
breasts, her inclined stomach’s fat lining, her buttocks—defies
such an ascription. So we may add that whereas the male flesh pro-
trudes, the female flesh, seen under this schema, lives under the
threat of implosion; it is regarded from the standpoint of a mas-
culinity of seriousness and power as flesh caving in, flesh “suc-
cumbing” to invasion.

We should note that this analysis is of a particular form of inter-
pretation of gender identity—one that is premised upon bad faith.
Men and women are reduced to binary existents of power and
weakness. It is a form of bad-faith reduction for the obvious rea-
son that it fails to admit the viability of alternative, lived interpreta-
tions of human beings. Penises are, after all, not always “hard.” It is
odd, as well, that masculinity has been so focused on the penis
when just below it hang testicles—organs of unparalleled vulner-
ability. One could imagine what would happen to male studies if
theorists shifted from the penis to the scrotum. Similarly, a hole
needn’t, in our studies of women, be passive. It can also be invit-
ing, swallowing, and the like. As Sigmund Freud remarked, in his
Civilization and Its Discontents,

We are accustomed to say that every human being displays both

male and female instinctual impulses, needs and attributes; but

though anatomy, it is true, can point out the characteristic of male-

ness and femaleness, psychology cannot. For psychology the con-

trast between the sexes fades away into one between activity and

passivity, in which we far too readily identify activity with maleness

and passivity with femaleness, a view which is by no means univer-

sally confirmed in the animal kingdom (p. 59).

The masculine-feminine dynamic lives on the level of the sym-
bolic. This masculine-feminine dichotomy also has racial form.
Whiteness is regarded as presence, as being. Blackness is regarded
as absence of being. Frantz Fanon has observed in Black Skin,White
Masks that there is a homoerotic dimension of antiblack racism. In
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the presence of a white man, a black man stands as a gaping black
hole of being to be filled by white presence. Let us take this obser-
vation to another level, one on which the white man confronts the
black man as a symbol of the feminine. The confrontation would
not necessarily be homosexual; it could also be misogynist. This
would mean that the black male or the male of color may be situ-
ated as woman or the symbol of the feminine in an antiblack
world.

Consider an example. In the popular film The Crying Game (1992),
a white Irish terrorist discovers that a black woman whom he has
been seeing turns out to be a man. But is s/he? Throughout the
film, dimensions of masculinity and femininity are preserved. The
white protagonist’s identity as a man isn’t threatened; the leitmotif
is that any man can understand why the protagonist would main-
tain a relationship with this transvestite. The film drew great atten-
tion from “mainstream” audiences. Would the film have been
popular and would the significance of the characters maintain its
integrity if the transvestite were white?

At the end of the film, a white female Irish terrorist confronts
the black British transvestite. It is clear in the scene that she is a
“man” and he is a “woman”—though in the scene the terrorist is
dressed in black leather and the black transvestite is in a white
cricket outfit. Both hold black guns. Where, in this scene, stands
the phallus? The phallus cuts through the confusion of decoy phal-
luses. If both characters were stripped down to their ontological
essentials—that is, their bodies—the matrix of power emerges in
full bloom. The phallus appears to be white skin.

Gender identity is more complex, of course, than bodily presen-
tations. It should be clear, for instance, that the hallmark of the
phallus in The Crying Game example is power. But how could a white
woman have power in such a way that makes her stand as a man
before a black man?

Sartre is instructive here. In Being and Nothingness, he observes that it
is the hallmark of power to be able to regard boundaries as fictions.
From the standpoint of the bourgeoisie, for instance, the prole-
tariat’s assertion of a class struggle is misguided, since there are
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supposedly no classes. But for the proletariat the reality of classes is
confronted, is lived, every day. Thus, when the bourgeoisie deny
that they have more power than the proletariat and assert that there
are no class distinctions, they make themselves bourgeois in their
attitudes, for they can act upon their assertions, which reinforces
their delusions. They don’t have boundaries; they constitute them.
They are who all must contend with, and eventually surpass, in
order to live and to make a living in their society; this is what it
means to have social and political power. Similarly, a white woman
may have fewer boundaries than a black man in an antiblack world.
She stands before him as a presence when it comes to matters of
recognition before the law. She knows that in the eyes of her soci-
ety her life is more valuable than his. A similar phenomenon oc-
curs among blacks. Middle-class blacks have more options than
working- or so-called underclass blacks. In relation to other blacks,
then, a middle-class black may say that race doesn’t matter, but that
is because he has the luxury of dealing with a set of racial dynam-
ics that differ from the link between race and poverty. Such a per-
son knows that his economic status makes him appear more
valuable than lower-class blacks. Yet he also knows that in an anti-
black society, class status doesn’t tear down all boundaries. Cornel
West’s reflections in his preface to Race Matters is instructive here:

I waited and waited and waited. After the ninth taxi refused me, my

blood began to boil. The tenth taxi refused me and stopped for a

kind, well-dressed, smiling female fellow citizen of European de-

scent. As she stepped in the cab, she said, “This is really ridiculous, is

it not?” Ugly racial memories of the past flashed through my mind.

Years ago, while driving from New York to teach at Williams Col-

lege, I was stopped on fake charges of trafficking cocaine. When I

told the police officer I was a professor of religion, he replied “Yeh,

and I’m the Flying Nun. Let’s go, nigger!” I was stopped three times

in my first ten days in Princeton for driving too slowly on a residen-

tial street with a speed limit of twenty-five miles per hour (p. x).
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In the context of race, gender significations betray their sym-
bolic character. One is not simply a man or a woman.

A Serious Man’s Worship

Imagine a man who regards his “manliness” to be a material fea-
ture of his being. He is the objective value—white, masculine. If
he is objectively masculine—a white protrusion of flesh and
power sticking itself out at the world—how does he stand in rela-
tion to God? If he permits God to enter, so to speak, his identity
could be lost. But if he penetrates God, then either God is black or
woman or homosexual, or he regards himself as God.32

At this point we need to take a pause and contract the parame-
ters of our discussion. I should like to say that I suspect that the
relativism implicit in cultural anthropological approaches to the
question of religious variation is fallacious. There is the false
dilemma of an exclusive disjunction between a single religious
Weltanschauung and a multiplicity of cultural monads, each distinct
and epistemologically problematic to the other; these are not nec-
essarily our alternatives. There is also the possibility that religions
have both shared and different features—if not in their intrinsic
structure, certainly because of the historical fact of cultural cross-
fertilization. Thus, to translate another religious worldview into
one’s own is not identical with either claiming it as one’s own or
claiming that it is a version of what is the other’s in the first place. It
could be the discovery that it is neither one’s own nor the others’
exclusively. Thus, my decision to restrict my discussion to the
Judeo-Christian tradition is a function of the simple fact that I sim-
ply know more about it. My restriction doesn’t entail its universal-
ity or particularity, only this author’s particularity.

Let us consider Genesis 1:1–5 of the King James version, in
which Yahweh is introduced as a presenting or constituting substance.

In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth.

And the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was

upon the face of the deep. And the spirit of God moved upon the

face of the waters.
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And God said, Let there be light: and there was light.

And God saw the light, that it was good; and God divided the

light from the darkness.

And God called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night.

And the evening and the morning were the first day.

Whatever the author(s) may have meant in this passage, it is
clearly the case that a great deal of what has been discussed thus far
follows almost axiomatically from this cosmogony.

It is theologically problematic to claim that Yahweh “enters”
anything. Yet in the Genesis story something is added that was pre-
viously absent. Yahweh is clearly a positive force, a force that sticks
out (or in), protrudes, and enlightens. Yahweh is powerful. Yah-
weh is masculine. Yahweh is white.

There is obviously something problematic about engendering
and racializing God. Although God needs neither skin nor penis,
“He” certainly needs power. In fact, the orthodox interpretation is
that God is potency—a concern that led William R. Jones, as we
saw in our preface, to raise the provocative question, Is God a White
Racist? That the phallus is not necessarily a penis and that gender is
not necessarily a function of genitalia (despite the etymological re-
lationship) enable us to deal with an obvious Catch-22; even if
Yahweh had female genitals, “She” would still be a “He.” And if
God had black skin?

Yahweh is linked to the light. It doesn’t help matters to retort
here that this linkage is only symbolic, for our point is that gen-
der, race, and power are symbolic realities as well. That one sym-
bol can take on an identity relation with another in bad faith is
conceded. That doesn’t mean that the identity relation cannot be
critically interpreted.

We now face several problems. We cannot say in the abstract,
Can men worship with enthusiasm? This is because “men” has
been revealed to be a complex, ambiguous concept. We must now
ask, Can whites worship with enthusiasm? It is clear that white
women are already constructed with a dual problematic situation
in our analysis, for they are “men” into whom it is generally con-
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sidered legitimate to enter. I say “generally” because there are com-
plex rituals around legitimate entry of white women. In Christianity,
for instance, the association of cleanliness with God’s relation to
Christ’s mother has left a symbolic heritage of a master’s or power’s
accessibility to all women and the relegation of some women to
the trap of becoming sacred artifacts. They are the epitome of the
object of violation. But note that it is generally legitimate to enter
white women when their symbolic whiteness has been eliminated.
A white woman “womanized” is symbolically an emasculated
male. She is, at that point, “colored.”

So we are left with the white man as our focus. How can such a
figure receive God? Perhaps we should discuss what is at stake if he
is rendered incapable of receiving God. Let us consider the Christian
notion of salvation.

Salvation is more than the situation of being brought back to
life by God. It is also the realization of both deserving to be in the
Kingdom of God and being there; one needs first to commit an
act of repentance. From the Sartrean standpoint, repentance is
loaded with futility in a world in which, at least morally, losers
win. Only the oppressed, it seems, can have salvation. Each indi-
vidual bourgeois cannot, for example, change the relationship be-
tween the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, yet he is nevertheless
responsible for such a relationship. Should he choose to fight on
behalf of social justice or working-class emancipation, his project
appears bankrupt in the realization that revolution is not for him.
The white faces a similar circumstance; in the end, there is the re-
alization that racial justice is not for whites. And “men” and
“women”? To be a black woman, it has been argued, is to be at
the bottom of the racial/gender hierarchy. This, argue some black
women theologians (for example, Jacquelyn Grant in her White
Man’s Christ and Black Women’s Jesus, and Marcia Riggs in her Arise,
Awake, and Act) means that they are the embodiment of Christ. To
be a white man may ultimately mean, in this historical moment,
to be theologically condemned.
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The white man finds himself facing three possibilities, if he
seeks salvation: (1) an identity relation with God, (2) recognition
of an ambiguous human situation, or (3) rejection of the whole
theological problematic. Sartre, as is well known, opts for the
third, but he retains a great deal of religious baggage in his con-
ception of what it means to be human: the desire to be God. Sartre
is thus in support of the third possibility above, but his philosoph-
ical conception of man stands firmly in the first. Since our focus is
on the theological problematic, the third will not concern us ex-
cept insofar as it relates to the Sartrean interpretation of the first.

If the white man opts for the first possibility, he attempts not
only to become God, but he also makes himself Man. The history
of the white man as Man need not be spelled out here. Suffice it to
say that it is, in the least, the history of antiblack racism. If the
white man becomes God, then there is no need to let God “in.”
He, the white man interpreted as God, enters others. But the white
man knows that he is not God. He knows this, from the Sartrean
perspective, not only because he is in fact not God, but also because
as a conscious being he is able to pose God as an object of his de-
sire, one with which he is not identical. The argument is complex,
but in brief form it is that in order to be conscious of an object, we
must be able to nihilate the object. We must be able to put it at a dis-
tance from ourselves. Joseph Catalano summarizes Sartre’s com-
plex argument this way in his important article “Successfully Lying
to Oneself: A Sartrean Perspective”:

One of the most striking things about Sartre’s notion of being is

that he maintains that the principle of identity is synthetic. A is A; a

tree is a tree. True, Sartre claims, but this identity is constituted by

its relation to consciousness. Consciousness is consciousness. False,

Sartre claims, for who or what could constitute its identity over

time. Who or what could hold it in existence? God? Perhaps. If he

existed; but, I believe that a proper Sartrean answer is that not even

God could create a knowing being that would be a knowing being;

it would always have to be at a distance from itself to be aware of
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itself. Without this lack of identity, knowledge would collapse into

an in-itself of a mechanical force (pp. 665–6).

To take the route of an identity relation to God is a form of self-
deception. The white man may be white and hence powerful, and
God may be powerful, but the white man is not God. Yet, if God is
powerful, would not God then be white and therefore symbolically
identical with the white man? If this is so, then how could a white
man be deceiving himself if he declares himself God? Wouldn’t he
be recognizing the social reality behind the lived experience of
whiteness, as Fanon urged everyone to admit the lived reality of
the black? How can he be deceiving himself by recognizing the
symbolic truth of himself?

We raise here an equivocation that pushes the white man into
the second option above, to stand before God in a way that enables
him to recognize his incompleteness—that he is existentially
nothing but socially situated as something. He is existentially ab-
sence, but he is socially presence. The antiblack world throws
blacks/women into the nonrealm of the existential. To bring God
“in,” therefore, requires a recognition of his existential situation.
His existential situation is that he cannot be saved as a white man.

If he cannot be saved as a white man, can he be saved as a
human being? Here the problem takes on a different dimension.
For the human being is an embodiment of presence-absence. If we
interpret the body as presence, then we face the same stock of
problems. The human body has to be regarded in different terms;
it has to be capable of being entered—not in the sense of having a
hole or being possessed, but in the sense of being open in its em-
bodiment. The human body has to be the embodiment of critical
living, of critical practice.

We are now compelled to reconsider some of our previous ob-
servations. Recall that it is a form of bad faith to deny one’s em-
bodiment. It is also a form of bad faith to deny one’s
transcendence. Consider also that bad faith is a chosen attitude;
otherwise, we would not be responsible for our bad faith. If it is
bad faith to make oneself closed (because it is to live on the level
of substantiation) and also to make oneself completely open (for
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the same reason), then the notion of the spirit of seriousness has
to be revised, a point on which Sartre agrees in Notebooks for an Ethics.
The problem of bad-faith worship is raised—a problem that could
not be raised if worship in itself were bad faith. But how could
this be, since worship depends on the conception of the self as
open—that is, as enthusiastic? We have already seen that, given the
interpretations of masculinity and femininity, white and black,
power and weakness, presence and absence, the white male figure
is mired in a situation of bad-faith worship. We have added that
for him to be responsible for his situation requires the possibility
of bad-faith worship. What would this be?

Bad-faith worship is the reduction of human reality to any one
aspect of its mode of living. Thus not only is the presentation of
the self as pure presence a form of bad faith, it is also a form of
bad faith to present the self as pure absence. The striking conclu-
sion, then, is that worship is in bad faith. But we seem to have
come upon a paradox. We have argued that pure openness is an in-
human mode of being. If we were open without choices that con-
stitute being open, then to be open to God would be a mode of
being that is no different from water’s being open to our plunging
ourselves into it. A human mode of existence emerges where there
is choice. Authentic worship must therefore be a form of presenta-
tion of one’s responsibility for one’s relation to the object of one’s
(presumed good) faith. One lets the spirit in.

Conclusion

The possibilities of worship considered here are meant to raise
some questions about religious practices that may have an impact
on gender/race identity. They are not meant as any definitive state-
ment on male religious ritual. What I hope the reader has begun to
consider is the complexity of the problem of interpreting gender
and racial roles in religious contexts. If the symbolic becomes on-
tological, then the array of rituals available may experience what
Judith Butler describes in the preface to her influential Gender Trouble
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as “trouble.” She uses the term in the Sartrean sense, where con-
sciousness is “clogged” and lives itself as unfreedom. The body
lives in many ways that betray such trouble. We see it in its pos-
ture, its motion, its intensity—flesh attempting to live on the level
of an ideal that it is not. What the male subject, and particularly
the white male subject, faces from this standpoint is the problema-
tizing of his religious experience. For him, worship is—should he at-
tempt to maintain his masculine identity in the process— a
homoerotic ritual. He is a phallus who lets a phallus “in.” The psy-
choanalytical significance of this observation is obvious, but it is
my hope that examination may follow beyond the realms of ho-
mophobia, misogyny, and racism. If the symbolic functions on a
level that seems almost ontological, it may be fruitful to consider
the possibilities of a phenomenology of the worshiping body. I
leave that for further study.
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Recent Africana 
Religious Thought

Existential Anxieties of Pan-Africanism and
Postmodernism at the End of the Twentieth Century

. . . you may change the Theology of a people, but you can-
not change their Religion.

—Edward Blyden, African Life and Customs

God is dead; but given the ways of men, there may still be
caves for thousands of years in which his shadow will be
shown—and we—we still have to vanquish his shadow too.

—Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science

An area of Africana study that has followed a similar progres-
sion as Africana philosophy is Africana religious thought.
Here questions of identity and teleology emerged at the

turn of the century regarding the “meaning” and “purpose” of
blackness, primarily in Christological terms. Most histories of
Black Theology show a path from early formulations of a “colored”
to a “black” Christ to questions of the liberatory significance of a black-
centered hermeneutic of the Gospels and Christian eschatology. Al-
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though the identity question did not always take theological
form—as we find in works that simply study black religions,
whether as syncretic forms or as examples of retentions of African
religions—anxieties over studying things African in the U.S. acad-
emy have been such that positivism has never been a feature of
black religious thought. The historic reality of black folk is too seri-
ous to afford “value neutrality.” The consequence is that such thought
has always been in dialogue—whether critically or affirmatively—
with black liberation thought. James Cones’s black liberation theology,
for instance, received much criticism from William R. Jones’s critical
humanism in the 1970s, and Cornel West’s prophetic pragmatism and
cultural studies approach has led to subsequent debates over the ex-
pectations of theology and religious thought. The rest of this chapter
will examine two contemporary efforts to develop this legacy.

A Pan-African Theology

My aim here is to examine Josiah Young’s A Pan-African Theology: Provi-
dence and the Legacies of the Ancestors as an example of one of the best
efforts to forge a systematic example of African America’s relation to
Africa and the impact of such a relation on African American reli-
gious thought. An added feature of the work’s importance is the
unique way in which Young reads nineteenth-century African
American thought’s relation to contemporary Africana religious
thought. Recall that Caliban studies require engaging not only Pros-
pero’s language but the language of Caliban’s forebears. Young’s
work—his methodology and his suggestions—calls for a renewed
understanding of the complexity of thought that preceded us and
the social world in which we now theorize.

Young’s argument comes to the fore early in his text. He urges his
reader to consider a theology of liberation that is open to the diver-
sity not only of people of African descent, but also of the diversity of
humankind. This is because the theological project must come to
grips with itself as not only a formulation of theoretical positions,
but also an effort to persuade others to join its counsel. Young be-
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gins by affirming a distinction developed by the nineteenth-century
black Pan-Africanist and scholar of religion Edward Blyden. Blyden
argued that long-term emancipatory efforts at social transforma-
tion call for a transformation of consciousness in the people to be
liberated. On the cultural level, this means addressing the binding
force of religion in their lives. To present a theoretical case as to
why a people should transform (if not abandon) their religion
throws one into theological work that may be self-deluding, for al-
though a people may find the theological position persuasive, they
may nevertheless maintain the religions to which they have been
culturally bound. One can, in other words, change a people’s the-
ology, but not necessarily their religion. This is an insight Blyden
brought with him from the Caribbean, where avowed Christians (a
changed theology) lived many Africanized versions of Christianity
and where, when it came to day-to-day practices, African reten-
tions reigned. In stream with Blyden’s distinction between religion
and theology, then, Young advances a distinction between “accul-
turation”(Africanization) and “inculturation” (Christianization):

I understand acculturation as the spontaneous force of traditional values

that naturalizes missionary Christianity within the substratum of na-

tional culture. This grassroots process is observed within the African

independent churches. Among BaKongo influenced regions of Zaire,

for instance, “Kimbanguism” has represented an African Christianity

precisely because of the preponderance of things African in its ex-

pression. Inculturation signifies the Christianization of traditional

BaKongo religion, without obscuring the acculturative force of an-

cestral values. Without inculturation, African theology is not Christian;

without acculturation, Christian theology is not African (pp. 18–19).

The task of a good theology, Young argues, is acculturation—to
draw upon, that is, the cultural formation that is already present.
That acculturation tends to be the religion of the people and incul-
turation the reflective theological project means that the liberation
theologian’s task is already situated by socio-cultural reality. For lib-
eration theologians and anyone who theorizes about liberating
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human communities, this sociocultural reality is the fact of human
diversity. There are no longer (if there really ever were) such for-
mations as homogeneous nations of people.

The challenge of recognizing human diversity becomes acute
when one considers the proposals and failures of discussions on
Africa’s colonized indigenous and settlement communities and their
relation to other such communities. This challenge pushes the libera-
tion theorist to the metalevel; to considering problems of theory and
method. To be rigorous, liberation theorizing must be consistent with
its goals. In that regard, argues Young, a decisive shift emerges be-
tween what he considers the old guard and the new guard. Echoing
Karl Marx’s eleventh thesis on Ludwig Andreas Feuerbach, he ad-
vances, as an epistemological claim, that the old guard’s methodologi-
cal and teleological goals were simply to interpret the world, whereas
the new guard’s (from the late 1960s onward) have been to change the
world through interpreting it. We could term this approach liberatory
epistemology—a theory of knowledge that is liberating.

A goal of liberatory epistemology is to challenge reductionistic
and absolutist conceptions of meaning, what are at times called,
echoing the language of European existentialism and postmodern
criticism, “essentializing” and “totalizing” meanings. Methodolog-
ically, this means resistance to totalizations that militate against cul-
tural diversity or heterogeneity. This approach does not suggest
that community consensus be discouraged or deemed impossible,
for in either case the point is for it not to be treated as closure or
the conclusion of Caliban’s work. As Young points out, “Even if one
assumes an ideological consensus among [for example] revolution-
ary Pan-Africanists, nuances of meaning are bound to emerge” (p.
14). The method must, therefore, accommodate nuances and diver-
sities of meaning. Such accommodation is, of course, necessary in a
project that attempts to work through complex cultural, and even
metaphysical, conceptions of reality—conceptions that lead to the
affirmation instead of the rejection or occlusion of human differ-
ences. Young’s liberatory epistemological commitment necessi-
tates, then, a principle of interpretation or hermeneutic instead of
a dogmatic system of claims to a practice of “Absolute Truth.” The
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hermeneutical method he offers is, in the tradition of Africana
thought from Du Bois through to Fanon, James, and West, social
analysis. Young writes, “Social analysis includes levels of examina-
tion of distinct contradictions of an unjust international matrix.
Social analysis focuses on the contradictions of given contexts in
order to demarcate theo-political options related to the liberation
of the oppressed” (p. 17).

We may wonder why, given Young’s position on the nuances
and diversity of meaning, he would place privilege on the “op-
pressed.” Young’s response would be connected to his multicul-
tural commitments: oppression is a relational designation, which
means that oppressed communities are constantly shifting as social
relations change. A stark example is provided by his discussion of
the nineteenth-century North American black settlers in Liberia
who were regarded by the African indigenous populations as
“white.” The hermeneutical method of social analysis requires
constantly reminding oneself that meanings change, and that
someone who may stand as oppressed today could stand as oppres-
sor tomorrow.

Young then examines the nineteenth-century roots of the con-
temporary problems of semiotic and material liberation. From
postcolonial and cultural studies we have learned that when we
seek liberation of oppressed people, we face the task of doing so in
nonoppressive language—language that affects how they are read
and who they “are” in theoretical terms. For black liberation, this
means articulating a black liberation project without collapsing
into white supremacist (or antiblack) terms. To illustrate his point,
Young provides a critique of the “tragic” figure of Alexander
Crummell, whose “demonic” notion of Providence emerged
within his Pan-Africanism. At its heart is the lure of symbolic
transformation: to be human and to be saved is to be “washed,”
“cleansed,” and “whitened,” in the process of cultural transforma-
tion (see pp. 44–6).

The project of constructing a Pan-African liberation theology
thus requires the positive articulation of the semiotic features of
African identification. Africa must be transformed from the nega-
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tive blackness signified by “Dark Continent” to a treasured black-
ness. This means advancing not only European Christian resources
in one’s theology but also African cultural resources—for exam-
ple, the rich array of proverbs and customs from Africa’s many eth-
nic groups.33 Without such transformation, Pan-Africanism would
be “demonic,” a foreign force with colonizing aims over Africana
communities, a human manifestation of false salvation. Young sit-
uates this task in the Christian context through two biblical formu-
lations. The first is from Romans 7:19:

For I do not the good I want, but the evil I do not want I do.

The second is from Psalms 68:31:

Princes shall come forth from Egypt;

Ethiopia stretches forth her hand to God34

The first formulation points to what black religious thinkers
should avoid (“the evil I do not want”) and the second signifies
what they should strive for—a connection with Africa. Crummell
exemplifies the first formulation. The second formulation requires
respect for Africa and serves as a biblical foundation for Pan-
Africanism. The impetus for a Pan-African identification is the ma-
terial and spiritual misery of the dark wretched of the earth.
Young articulates this identification through the relational theory
of racism in classic liberation theological terms: the least advan-
taged in every social context is the manifestation of “the blacks.”
The relational theory of race is a syntactical, semiotic theory; it
points to the contingency of those who occupy racial roles and ap-
peal, instead, to the grammar that gives those roles meaning. As the
grammar requires that one avoids the lower and seek the higher,
one is high to the extent that one is not low and vice versa. By sub-
stituting black for low and white for high, the relations are exem-
plified by their contingent occupiers. Thus, in the U.S. it is the
“underclass” who signify blackness, and in Africa and the Afro-
Caribbean it is the peasantry. Young calls this the “transcontextual”
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dimension of Pan-Africanism; it has a global message. The Christian
credo of the meek inheriting the earth is clear here. In its libera-
tion theological form it incorporates the humanistic dimensions of
the classic Marxist theme of ushering in egalitarianism through
the universalizing potential of a dominated group. It then re-
Christianizes that theme through the existential and ethical cate-
gory of oppression. The struggle here is for a recognition of the
humanity and value of those whose humanity and value have
been, and continue to be, denied.

At this point, a theodicean problem emerges. Young’s project
emerges out of the black Christian experience, but the history of
the relation of Christianity to people of color—especially Africans
and Native Americans—is hardly a glorious one.35 It stands histor-
ically as Prospero’s religion instead of Caliban’s. Given that history,
why should people of color (descendants of Caliban) become
Christians? Young appeals again here to the distinction between ac-
culturation and inculturation. Recall that he has argued that in
Africa, Christianity must draw upon acculturated dimensions of
African peoples in order to become an inculturated part of their
reality. How would this inculturating consequence of acculturation
play itself out in the context of the U.S.? Couldn’t one argue that
Africa is no more acculturated in the U.S. than is Europe, or per-
haps that Europe is more normatively so? Cornel West, for in-
stance, attempts to deal with the acculturated dimensions of U.S.
society through pragmatism and Christianity, and when he speaks
of “African American,” the African dimension is peculiarly absent;
for West, it is the syncretic prophetic traditions of the New World
that serve as his basis for inculturative concerns. But more, since
Christianity is a dominant feature of the Americas—especially
since the Americas exist only as a consequence of the modern real-
ity of global conquest—isn’t the acculturation-inculturation gap
for North and South Americans here bridged through simply an
appeal to Christianity? Is not the historic cultural reality of many
people of color in the Americas one of inculturating traditional
colored identities, which makes inculturation here a distinct prob-
lem from inculturation in, say, Africa?
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The concrete response would be to issue a critique of the Amer-
icas and other societies that are consequences of conquest and colo-
nization. The Bible and the sword, as C. L. R. James has shown us,
are together a familiar motif of demonic Christianity. Christianity
has spread Europeanism more than it has Christian ethics. Whatever
the norms of Christian doctrine may be, its historical manifesta-
tions have been by way of the sword and economies of exploited
labor. The theodicean question thus returns: “How could a religion
whose historical growth is wrought with such evil be good?”
Young addresses these theodicean elements through a discussion of
Alexander Crummell, who regarded the path of Christian hegemony
as a quintessential good: “The opacity of the problem of theodicy
endures, and I appreciate Crummell’s eschatological effort to make
the benevolence of God transparently clear:‘You meant it for evil but
God meant it for good’” (pp. 34–5). Young argues that we need to
come to grips with the failings of Alexander Crummell as character-
istic of the man. After all, other African American theologians,
philosophers, and revolutionaries shared his concern for black liber-
ation without relying on his anti-African attitudes. Young’s example
is Martin Delany, the father of black nationalism, whose efforts to
liberate Africa never capitulated from a love for and devotion to tra-
ditional Africans and other dark-skinned peoples.

According to Young, Crummell had several limitations. Although
he did not condone slavery, Crummellian missiology called for the
introduction of Christianity into Africa and, in doing so, suppos-
edly justified Christian colonization of Africa. Second, Crummell
believed that Anglo-Saxon culture offered a benevolent form of cul-
tural imperialism to the colored world. Like Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s
view of political society forcing its citizens to be free, Crummell
thought Anglo-Saxon society would make Africans free. Third, he
argued that even in places where Christianity did not end slavery,
the Christian God restrained the wrath of slave owners. Slavery
could have been worse. (This makes one wonder at the very least
about Crummell’s actual knowledge of slavery.)36 Fourth, he tried
to mitigate Anglo-Christian antiblackness through arguing that the
Canaanites rather than the descendants of Ham were the truly

142 r Existentia Africana



cursed people. The standard mythic explication of black inferiority
in Crummell’s day was traced back to Noah’s curse on Ham.
Crummell rationalized that curses fell upon the youngest sons
(those who received very little of the family inheritance), which
meant that the Canaanites had to be the most cursed.

We may wonder what Young hopes to achieve in his explication
of Crummell’s faults in the midst of his strengths. Perhaps Young’s
analysis falls within the sphere of the Hebrew prophetic tradition.
Although flawed, the prophets were men and women through
whom the message of redemption was carried. Many prophets
never entered the proverbial promised land. This motif is embod-
ied in the historical significance of Malcolm X, Martin Luther King
Jr., and Ella Baker in the U.S. On the other hand, Young’s position
is connected to a commitment to truth and testimony. Testifying
undergirds much of black religious thought and protest. In many
black Christian churches, it is called “bearing witness.” A third
point, which Young presents, is that: “Pan-African theologians
today must overcome the terrible twoness that blinded Crummell
to the redemptive ways of the ancestors: a second sight achieved
in the removal of the alienation responsible for the veiling of the
integrity of the ancestors. Their integrity is the a priori of the
pretext of enslavement and colonization, a pretext which dissimu-
lates itself in equating oppression with Providence. . . . Today,
Africans will teach African-Americans, so that the latter may divest
themselves of the Prometheus syndrome and understand more of
the precious ancestral spirituality edifying for a Pan-African The-
ology” (p. 47).

Young sees Crummell and Blyden as offering two distinct posi-
tions on Du Boisian twoness. Crummell shuns the idea and poten-
tial reality of an Africa rich with indigenous cultural resources,
while Blyden engages the African dimension of Pan-Africanism.
Like Crummell, Blyden has difficulty shaking off the shackles of
Eurocentrism. But unlike Crummell, he sees the breaking of these
shackles as essential to the liberation struggle. Blyden saw the
“Westernized Negro” as the bearer of a new civilization that would
take root in Africa, while still appreciating the significance of the
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African past. Much of his thought on African history, particularly
with regard to Egypt, served as a forerunner to more recent forms
of black nationalism. Unfortunately, he supported the racist view
that Africans should focus on agriculture and affect and leave indus-
try and rationality to Europeans. The political and economic flaws
of such a view are obvious (see pp. 58–9). Blyden’s black national-
ism also involved a hatred of mulattoes, which, aside from its obvi-
ous moral flaws, also resulted in flawed political decisions. Perhaps
the most tragic example was Blyden’s collaboration with European
colonialists against the mulatto settlers in Liberia. Blyden’s hatred of
mulattoes was guided by resentment as well as a political realization
that could be illuminated by the relational theory of racial oppres-
sion: in time, he thought, mulattoes would become a group of
whites who would replace the current significations of whites. In-
deed, as we have seen, the black American settlers were referred to
as “whites” by the indigenous black population.

Young applauds Blyden, however, for his rejection of all missi-
ologies that require the extinction of indigenous cultures. He also
applauds Blyden’s aim neither to reject nor valorize Europe. Writes
Young, “When blacks are no longer ambivalent toward Europe and
themselves, they will have greater incentive to work for black liber-
ation” (p. 69). The goal is to develop an appreciation for and an
understanding of the African ancestral heritage and to replace the
model of the Europe of Blyden’s day, which strove for a socialism
with capitalist values, with a socialism with socialist values.

The conclusion drawn from Young’s comparison of Crummell
with Blyden and his advocacy of an acculturative approach toward
inculturation is that liberation theorists should bear in mind that
black religions are wrought with African retentions that have en-
abled African Americans to develop aesthetic and spiritual re-
sources of resistance to their oppression. Important examples of
these retentions are the sense of ancestral obligation (respecting
the elders) in black communities, and the aesthetic exemplifica-
tions of worship in both the avowedly religious art form of Gospel
music and the supposedly secular art form of jazz. Jazz, according
to Young, is, counter to popular representation, an artistic expres-
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sion of black spirituality that draws upon retentions from Africa. It
provides a musical link between African Americans and Africans.
Moreover, participation in jazz transcends cultural specificity and,
in so doing, provides a model for positive black identification
across the Atlantic. It is positive worship from the black experi-
ence. Since the core evil affecting black people is not only the ex-
ploitation they have suffered under white supremacy and European
capitalism but also the self-hatred incurred by generations of their
own, Young concludes that, in order to achieve liberation, African
Americans and Africans must learn to “love themselves tenaciously
because the swelling ranks of white supremacists and the cancer of
self-hatred growing in black hearts impede human liberation.
Love-for-self is not an idolatrous love, but a prerequisite for partic-
ipation in a new humanity—the promise of the Beloved Commu-
nity in which all humankind will celebrate the gift of Being in
peaceful coexistence. Blacks’ love of themselves concurs in the
Spirit’s providential work of regeneration” (p. 163). The modern
world is marked by a hatred for black people. Black people, how-
ever historically constituted their identity may be, must be loved in
order for antiblack racism to erode and eventually disappear.

Beyond Ontological Blackness

Whereas Josiah Young’s project involves utilizing developments in
Africana thought and European hermeneutics to articulate a viable
liberation theology, Victor Anderson’s work questions the compati-
bility of liberation and theology. Like Cornel West, Anderson be-
lieves that the danger faced by African American communities is
not a failure to identify with the acculturative legacy of Africa, but
is instead an absurd attachment to an episteme that has outlived its
usefulness for any community but those who are antipathetic to
black communities. That episteme is the notion of ontological
blackness. By ontological blackness, Anderson means the collapse of
black identity into an essentialized being whereby black existence
is foreclosed by narratives of necessity, homogeneity, and totaliza-
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tion. Like Young, Anderson’s argument offers methodological con-
siderations for Africana religious thought. The notion of the epis-
teme, for instance, announces a clear affinity to Foucauldian
genealogical poststructuralism, where orders of knowledge mani-
fest power relations in different ages. Ontological blackness is thus
also a way of ordering blackness, a way that could be overcome by
another way of ordering reality. Foucault, as it is well known, also
refers to these ways of ordering reality as “power/knowledge” be-
cause of the control and discipline (power) that stand symbioti-
cally with knowledge.

Anderson urges us to reject ontological blackness because it im-
pedes the progress of African Americans. It locks African Ameri-
cans into an essentialized narrative of suffering and analytically
stratifies them in a constant, negative relation to whites. In effect,
he is thus criticizing the relational theory of race, which sets blacks
in opposition to whites. The problem with this view is that even
African Americans’ achievements are rendered negative, analyti-
cally, by virtue of African Americans having achieved them, which
is in effect to render the achievements void. This totalized narrative
of negative location has dominated African American theological
reflection, Anderson argues, by constantly locating African Ameri-
cans in the symbolic role of black suffering as Jesus on earth.37

In contrast to narratives of suffering and redemption, Anderson
advocates a postmodern cultural studies approach to African Amer-
ican religious thought, which, he argues, challenges black essen-
tialism. Echoing Cornel West, he further advocates a prophetic
pragmatist consolidation with postmodern cultural studies to artic-
ulate challenges at the roots of African American social problems in
the thickets of American society and culture. This route suppos-
edly calls for a rejection of systematic and existential theologies
because of the transcendental, metaphysical commitments of the
former, and the asocial, anguish-riddled narratives of black suffer-
ing that emerges from the latter’s role in African American religious
thought. He argues that both systematic theology and existential
theology lead to the elevation of false epistemic claims that gain the
normative force of false gods. In short, they are prone to idolatry.
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Those idols—racism, ontological blackness, exploitation—must
be destroyed on the grounds that any god presented as a supreme
iconography in the face of a heterogeneous population is bound to
become idolatrous, which makes Anderson’s theological project a
form of antitheology, a project, that is, of political secularization.
This destruction raises the possibility of African American citizen-
ship by providing a properly secular category and a place for the
practice of the good life for African Americans.

Such is the short version. The road taken by Anderson to his
conclusion is, however, a complex one of skillful weaving in and
out of the array of interdisciplinary resources needed to defend his
postmodern cultural studies approach. The decision in favor of
African American religious studies as the academic study of reli-
gion, where by academic is meant the most influential scholarly de-
velopments in human studies, is well set here. His avowed method
draws upon genealogical poststructuralism (Nietzsche, Foucault,
and, to some extent, Hans Blumenberg), critical theory (Jürgen
Habermas), prophetic pragmatism (West), and African-American
cultural studies (West, Henry Louis Gates Jr., and bell hooks). His
actual arguments are, however, guided by a motif that he hurls at
sites of ontological blackness as a classical reductio ad absurdum.
In effect, the argument is that human beings are incomplete, open
possibilities. A theory that appeals to completeness, closure, and
necessity appeals to something that is not human. Since African
Americans are human beings, such inhuman appeals must be false
and should, therefore, be rejected.

Anderson pursues these sites through a critical genealogy of the
ontologizing of humanity in Western intellectual history. One site
that receives special attention is the notion of “genius.” Genius,
here, does not mean individual genius, as we find in Kant’s discus-
sion of the sublime in his Critique of Judgment, but group genius,
whether ethnic or racial, as found in some of the proponents of
Johann Herder (see pp. 123–4).38 The danger of African American
genius is that this genius, rehearsed through many portrayals of
African Americans as the opposite of Euro-Americans (as found in
the Senegalese correlate of the négritude narratives of Léopold
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Senghor, where blacks are the opposites of whites) locked African
Americans into a set of attributes that are persistently, predictably
stereotypical. The relevance of the appeal to African-American ge-
nius in African-American theology emerges in the black theologi-
cal notion of the redemptive qualities of symbolic blackness—that
African Americans, as a black people, bring the genius of redemp-
tive suffering to the world.

What should African American intellectuals do? They should
aim their intellectual energies at facilitating African American cul-
tural fulfilment. To that end, Anderson ironically advocates the cul-
tivation of a “public theology,” or reflective thought on African
American religious experience in the service of the public good.
What could “theology” mean here? The conception of theology is
similar to what Blyden has in mind in the epigraph to this chapter.
Anderson’s epilogue is worth a lengthy quotation in that regard:

The black theology project attempted a grand synthesis when it pro-

posed the union of Marxism with the existential theology of Karl

Barth and Paul Tillich in the interests of a theology of black self-

consciousness. The synthesis has not been successful. . . . The iden-

tification of ontological blackness with ultimate concern leaves black

theology without the hope of cultural transcendence from the

blackness that whiteness created. . . . There is a need for an African

American public theology that goes beyond black crisis and existen-

tial theology. Beyond Ontological Blackness is for me a platform from

which to clear a critical path for a more constructive work on

African American public theology. Such a theology will require re-

sources from a wide variety of fields. It will seek to get beyond prior

preoccupations with existential hermeneutics and its racial politics

that have controlled the productions of African American theology

until recently. Such a theology will seek to explicate the content of

liberation not only in terms of positive self-consciousness at the var-

ious levels in which African American life is lived: class, ethnicity,

gender, and sexual orientation. It will also place itself at the risk of

public irrelevancy when its emancipatory aims are tested within the

often compromising realm of public policy (pp. 160–61).
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This message from Anderson raises several critical concerns.
First, we see here a path from ontological blackness as ultimate con-
cern to a rejection of existential hermeneutics, particularly of the
Tillichean (and I presume Ricoeurian) variety. If by this rejection
Anderson also means the trenchant advancement of a postmodern
rejection of ultimate concern itself, the following consideration then
emerges: with the elimination of ultimate concern from religious
reflection and the centering of the agonal place of public policy, we
here witness a return to the trope of liberal politics as “the religion”
of the present age. A serious question is raised as to whether public
policy is another form of idolatry. That the project is not a transfor-
mation of the American public sphere but an effort to be included
into it reflects a robust optimism regarding the possibilities of jus-
tice in U.S. civil and political society. If the system stands for God,
we will find ourselves facing a theodicy of the system; theodicy,
after all, is the project of accounting for an omnipotent and omni-
scient God’s goodness in the face of evil. Similarly, a theodicy of the
system involves accounting for evil as that which is not structural
but a function of the epistemic and misguided commitments of
members of a system. Postmodernism means, then, a rejection of
revolutionary projects (which always address systemic evil) and a
warm embrace of neoliberal ethics of aesthetic political play. The
critic of this position could immediately question the status of an
individual who could afford this play in the contemporary U.S. polit-
ical milieu. I suspect Anderson would say that he does not advise
African American religious intellectuals to ignore the travails of the
American poor. He would probably argue that part of the public
debate should be the rallying of American institutional resources
for the alleviation of poverty, which, for Anderson, militates against
cultural fulfilment and should, therefore, be considered among
items of cultural stultification and underclass stratification; it should
be addressed through the political process. To Anderson’s credit,
then—whether one agrees with his politics or not—he appears
immune to the political cynicism that often undergirds postmod-
ernism.
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Anderson’s rejection of the synthesis of Marxism and black the-
ology is, however, highly problematic. Black liberation theologians
never laid claim to effecting emancipation by theological means
alone, and Marxists never laid claim to effecting emancipation with-
out crises in capital over a series of mediating points in history. In
short, there is much that both Marxism and black liberation theol-
ogy admit they do not know. The goal of synthesizing a black liber-
ation theological project with Marxism is to foster a revolutionary
consciousness in the black, and antiracist white, populations. This
black population includes not only church congregants but also the
development of intellectual capital in the service of the liberation
struggle.39 Black liberation theology has not, that is, presented itself
as a form of practical reductionism. It is not the only way, but one
among the many necessary for social change.

What has happened to the discourse on Marxism in the 1990s is
hardly a failure of black theology. That postmodernism has been
the dominating academic discourse of the most elite, empowered,
cultural studies figures cited in Beyond Ontological Blackness—Houston
Baker, Henry Louis Gates Jr., Cornel West, Alice Walker, bell hooks,
Michael Eric Dyson, and others, all of whom ascended during an age
of entrenched conservatism, heightened opulence, distraught public
education, and nearly absolute antipathy to any project of social
emancipation—should entail, by at least verificational historicism, a
similar, resounding conclusion on the synthesis of postmodernism
with African American thought; whereas the Marxist synthesis pro-
duced protest and grassroots movements, the postmodern movement
produced textual critique and a politics of systemic adjustment.40

Could the charge of conservatism and antirevolutionary (if not
counterrevolutionary) practice ultimately be refuted by cultural
critics when even the point of the charge is that even their avowed
political diversity is epiphenomenal—indicative, perhaps, of a
new episteme with its own will to power?41 If African Americans
abandon a protest discourse on fundamental social change, how
could they be politically emancipatory? Again, haven’t African Amer-
icans, as Bill Lawson has argued in “Disappointment in the Black
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Context,” struggled through the political sphere from the eighteenth
century and most of the nineteenth century to the present, where
they continue to align themselves in critical good faith with liberal
(and even conservative) politics?

The ability to continue the struggle against racism in the face of
recurring disappointments raises an existential commitment, evinced
as well by Anderson’s and others’ work against the antipolitics of de-
spair. Anderson’s attack on existential thought is, then, curious in this
regard. Although his target is specifically Tillich’s systematic religious
existentialism, his position does not hold against other forms of exis-
tentialism. Recall that Anderson’s problem with ontological blackness
is, in the end, that it functions as a form of epistemic, social, and
metaphysical closure. How can one progress on a human problem if
one fails to address that problem in human terms? Ironically, at the
heart of this rejection of ontological blackness is an existential appeal:
The human being does not have an essence; therefore, any effort to
instantiate an essential feature of existence that precedes the lived re-
ality of how human beings forge meaning in their lives—in this
case, the public sphere—is destined to encounter what Judith Butler
has called “identity trouble.” Jean-Paul Sartre’s classic formulation,
“existence precedes essence,” is perfectly compatible with Anderson’s
antiontological blackness. Anderson thus makes a paradoxical appeal:
he rejects existentialism through an existential argument.

Anderson’s other existential appeal is by way of Friedrich Nietz-
sche.42 The existential Nietzscheanism that undergirds his argu-
ment emerges through what he calls an “aesthetics of the
grotesque,” by which he means an aesthetics that “holds in tension
the ambiguities between attraction and repulsion, and exposes
both the light and dark sides of culture. It recognizes that things
can be otherwise than how they appear. Ambiguity and difference
constitute the normative gaze of the grotesque figure” (p. 17). The
connection between an aesthetics of the grotesque and recognition
of the complexity of human reality drawn by Anderson is, in a
word, brilliant. “For Nietzsche,” he writes, “the grotesque must
open up creative possibilities for a Dionysian genius if critical phi-
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losophy is to fulfill its iconoclastic and creative intentions. The
grotesque requires a transvaluation of values whereby the heroic
qualities of the Apollonian cult of genius are preoccupied in the
grotesque. Nietzsche asks, ‘What makes a hero?’ His answer is:
‘Going out to meet at the same time one’s highest suffering and
one’s highest hope’ ” (p. 131). Here, Anderson provides an argu-
ment for the importance of reading African American aesthetic
productions, and perhaps all African American intellectual produc-
tions, in their complexity. Why, for instance, are the blues also
happy, though they emerge from suffering? Why is “doing the
dozens”—in which African Americans insult each other with
wit—also an aesthetic form that can be appreciated, enjoyed, and
passed on from generation to generation? We find here, then, An-
derson’s affinity with Young in an unexpected way: both of them
call for a nuanced discussion of African-American cultures that is
attuned to the complexity of human idiosyncracies.

Conclusion

Our portrait of these examples of recent African American religious
thought reveals a complex struggle over its relation to theology and
a heterogeneous social world. At the heart of this struggle are the
problem of secularism and the metatheoretical problem of whether
theory is facing its twilight. What is outstanding about Young’s and
Anderson’s projects is that they have placed problems of method
into focus. Each project is, however, legitimated by the transforma-
tive project of the authors, wherein God seems more like an after-
thought. Young announced God as his ultimate concern, although
his arguments have sent a theodicean message of theistic assess-
ment.43 There are religions without a formal deity, but there are no
religions, to my knowledge, without ultimate concern (or an ulti-
mate set of concerns). Perhaps this makes Anderson’s appercep-
tively written work the most prescient representative of an age of
grotesque religious secularism.
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1 5 3

Existential Borders 
of Anonymity and 

Superfluous Invisibility

Nationhood is the only means by which modern civilization
can completely protect itself. Independence of nationality,
independence of government, is the means of protecting not
only the individual, but the group. Nationhood is the highest
ideal of all peoples.

—Marcus Garvey, Selected Utterances of Marcus Garvey

Borders and nations have an intimate relationship premised
upon the survival and meaning constitution of groups of
people—at least with regard to the dictates of classical in-

ternational law. Contemporary dissatisfactions with nation-state
analyses often fail to appreciate that failures in nation-states else-
where do not constitute eradication of the nation-state every-
where. A point of dissatisfaction is the oft-cited complexity of
“indigenous” peoples and racialized peoples—especially with re-
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gard to so-called black–white dichotomies. Dissatisfaction usually
identifies the failure to achieve “appearance,” which, in effect, is
premised upon invisibility as a paradoxical site of border presence
and absence. For the indigenous person the matter is starkly pre-
sented in terms of land and conquest. For the racially formed, the
sites are often the body and a metaphysics of group association.
For both, there is an epistemology of closure and a dialectic of dis-
appearance and extinction. Such will be the themes to follow.

A Reminder of Method

The subject at hand has been dominated, for obvious reasons, by
the disciplinary resources of law, political science, and history. The
political significance of nations and their borders, whether posi-
tivistically (i.e., legislatively or adjudicatively) or, as one would say
today, “imaginatively” determined, are products of complex strug-
gles of interests whose impact has forged the historical visibility—
Hegelian style—of governments and the people they govern. As
such, statecraft and its accompanying bands of legislative authori-
ties and documenters and defenders (namely, the military) are fa-
miliar players in the game of theorizing nations and borders.

In our age, the hegemony of legal, political, and historical ap-
proaches to the study of nations and borders have fallen sway to a
multitude of approaches, most noteworthy of which is the global
dimensions of literary theory in the Anglophone academy. The na-
tion-state and its borders have become “textual” and have, thus,
been hoisted up from their cozy nests in realms of necessity to the
realms of textual openness. The result has been that one can now
study nations and borders without appeals to legally, politically, his-
torically, or even humanistically drawn lines of distinction. (When I
mentioned to some friends that I was writing something on bor-
ders, they quipped, “Yeah, those are really good bookstores.”)

I am not interested in criticizing here the turn to textual nation-
hood and borders. It is clear that insight can be gained from sus-
pending certain questions in favor of others, and the focus on
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textuality surely affords a way of “reading” borders without some
of the baggage of defending or rejecting them. There is, however,
an implication of this turn that is worth considering—that is, its
hermeneutical significance. That one can offer interpretive resources
for the study of nationhood and borders opens the door to
methodological approaches beyond the textual as well. Contrary to
approaches that solipsize texts in the name of textual rigor, “intra-
textual reality” points beyond texts and is, therefore, intertextual,
which suggests an “outside” beyond texts. One such approach is
phenomenology.

A subtext, if we will, of all nation and border talk is the human
significance of these phenomena. Even in its geographical manifes-
tation, the field of inquiry here is a human one or, as the Germans
prefer to say, a Geist, or spiritual one—a matter of Geistwissenschaaften,
which is often translated as the “human sciences” but could also
be translated as “the science of spirit or sociality,” or, as I often pre-
fer, “human studies.” The word science is hopelessly narrow in the
English language. Another lesson emerges here from the textualists:
translation is a tricky affair. That we are engaged in a human study
raises some questions about the vantage points of our analyses.
Without the possibility of first-person assertions as genuinely first-
person assertions, our phenomena lose the ontological upsurge that
represents the limit known as the human being; they become that
which is acted upon without emergence, without defiance, resis-
tance, and agency. It’s a familiar problem: some of our approaches
to human studies are “inhuman.” Phenomenological appeals have
the distinct advantage of recognizing intentional dimensions to
human phenomena. They entail an appeal to the intersubjective
foundations of meaning, to their constitutive features manifested,
biconditionally—as we saw in our discussion of Du Bois’s search
for a humanistic social science—in the realm of sociality.

Moreover, like the textual appeals, phenomenological ones
afford a space for openness by suspending ontological commit-
ments to the phenomena beyond their status as phenomena. In
phenomenological language, that means stepping out of the “nat-
ural attitude” of exigency into the realm of meaning and variation.
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The important point here is that although the descriptions of phe-
nomena that follow may carry appearances of “essence,” they are
not “essentialistic”—they do not, that is, make claims to “being”
but instead point out the errors of collapsing beings into “sub-
stances” (“necessary beings”).

An implication of these appeals to agency, description, and onto-
logical suspension is that they culminate in the ever-present possi-
bility of bad faith. Bad faith, as we have seen, is the effort to evade
human reality through the denial of agency; in bad faith, we deny
responsibility for that which depends upon our denial. The agency
factor undergirds the web of social relations that constitute society
itself. As Frantz Fanon reminded us in the introduction to his Black
Skin,White Masks, “Society, unlike biochemical processes, cannot es-
cape human influences. Man is what brings society into being.”

Nation-States, Borders, Movement

We are a species puzzled by movement and hence puzzled by
change. The dialectic of being and nonbeing has often taken the
qualitative synthesis of nothingness, where we struggle at the
precipice of nihilism and despair. The modern world, once wrought
with optimism and vigor, finds itself at a Heraclitean theoretical im-
passe of constantly changing permanence. Long gone is the perma-
nent divide, as in the biblical invocation of light constituting a first
day and recurring days of division into neat divides of land and sky,
earth and heaven, low and high. Lines drawn in the sand are, in the
final analysis, lines that can be washed away—if not by water, by the
force of laughter with regard to the folly of lines that are, in the end,
well, lines. (I recall a comedian speaking of the dividing stick on a
cashier’s conveyor belt in the supermarket. One of those can stop
anyone in his tracks. The comedian suggested using such dividing
sticks at the nation’s borders instead of guards and dogs.)

Enrique Dussel, as we have seen, has spoken of the modern mo-
ment of nationhood as a complex affair of technology and con-
quest. The New World’s constitution as “new” began in 1492 by a
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civilization that had the technological wherewithal to enforce its
conception of universality on communities elsewhere.

Conquest is an unusual project. Its aim is to seize nothing but
the land. The problem with such seizure, however, is that people
often occupy lands. Such occupation poses a moral problem. This
problem is usually resolved through an act of bad faith. The con-
quering people simply choose not to see the people they are con-
quering on the land. Thus, there often was, and continues to be,
talk of conquered lands instead of conquered people. The land is
treated as “peopleless.” It is this form of denial that enabled the
persistence of the misrepresenting motif of Columbus’s having
“discovered” America. It’s a similar denial behind such historical
acts as the Louisiana Purchase, in which Thomas Jefferson, on be-
half of the United States, simply “purchased” much of North
America west of the Mississippi from Napoleon Bonaparte.

Today acts of displacement continue as borders are drawn and
redrawn without recognition of the populations who live on the
land. Although the concept of the nation-state emerged as a means
of determining the scope of protectorates’ jurisdictions, the com-
plexity of protection has not always fared well in this regard. The
scenario is classically Hobbesian: the sovereign, Thomas Hobbes
argued in his Leviathan, can reign so long as it is able to protect
those who live within its borders. In modern political philosophy,
the classic challenge to this view emerged in Jean-Jacques
Rousseau’s observation in The Social Contract that sovereignty is also a
matter of legitimacy, and protection alone is insufficient for legiti-
macy. A sovereign must be “right,” which for Rousseau meant that
it must work in the interest of human freedom (which he charac-
terized as the “general will”), a notion that enables sovereignty to
extend way beyond its borders. By the time we arrive at Antonio
Gramsci’s twentieth-century reflections on hegemony in his Prison
Notebooks, the foundations have already been laid for transborder as-
sertions of sovereignty.

Of course, borders in this context mean specifically those defined
by international laws and quasi laws. Gramsci’s insight is that bor-
ders are also normatively defined; they are spaces that function, as
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well, as epistemic limits. Some borders—if not all—are also cul-
tural: they are points beyond which a society may not be willing
to go, which, quite often, is where such a society is unable to go.
A case in point is the global status of U.S. hegemony today. This
nation’s cultural and economic influence is seemingly without
limit; its currency is the global currency, and in spite of the rum-
blings about multilinguality, in truth, English—American Eng-
lish—is, with all its imperfections, the earth’s current lingua
franca.

The results are inevitable. As culture and economy fuse to “cul-
ture as economy” and “economy as culture,” U.S.-centrism re-
quires a U.S. Mecca, which, in the end, isn’t Mecca but the U.S.A.
itself. Egypt, Rome, Madrid, Paris, and London have fallen sway to
the triumvirate of New York, Washington, D.C., and Los Angeles.
The mass immigrations and efforts at immigration that follow are
obvious consequences of this cultural-economic fusion; economic
capital can no longer be supported willy-nilly, if it ever has, by an
economic system, which means that those efforts to bolster na-
tional consciousness, to call upon community fervor to save dying
worlds like sandbag walls against a swelling river, find themselves
swept under the weight of cultural capital whose source is always
elsewhere. Ironically, immigration to the center isn’t necessarily a
flight to a foreign land but a sojourn, like moths to outdoor lights
at night, to an uncomfortable home.

The search for home needn’t be rehearsed here beyond the ob-
servation that in today’s world it is a hopeless ideal. Most people
“visit” home, and those who are “stuck” there often realize that
that is their condition—a condition of being “stuck.” We experi-
ence feelings of home, here and there, but our times are restless
because we are always aware of our cultural connections else-
where. To the insult of our neighbors, the underlying reality of
globalism is clear: more and more people are becoming American
even in lands whose legal borders declare them “un-American.”
And as Americans gain increased understanding of those else-
where, they find themselves ironically attempting to escape Amer-
ica by seeking Americas elsewhere—and everywhere.
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It is no wonder that critics of the nation-state are emerging in
droves. Many nation-states have been rendered ineffective on
Hobbesian and Rousseauian grounds: they cannot protect their
people, and their legitimacy has been invalidated by U.S. cultural
hegemony. How many times must we see the simulacrum of the U.S.
Constitution abroad for this point to become evident?

What is often forgotten in the midst of this deterioration is that the
U.S. continues to function according to Hobbesian and Rousseauian
dictates, if only in an ideologically confused way. The U.S. nation-
state is as strong as ever, to the point of being invasive, for without
interglobal threats (except for those of you out there who have spot-
ted extraterrestrial ones) the inevitable direction is implosive. We
are witnessing a heightened intensity of state implosivity on a
global level as information and other technologies have rendered
the totalitarian personality of mass culturation the order of the day.
(I am not particularly worried about protection from extraterres-
trials right now since my efforts to encounter such visitors have
been fruitless, although living in Indiana for two and a half years
should have guaranteed me at least one sighting.)

Another Look at Anonymity, Race, 
and Superfluous Visibility

The transnational dimensions of Americanism are such that we
will need to take seriously some of the unique shortcomings of
Americana. Although conquest and racism are not unique to the
U.S., they do function as the nation’s founding moment in a way
that challenges many classic interpretations of hegemony and ex-
ploitation. Take, for instance, the race-class debate. It is no accident
that the terms of this debate encounter contradictions in “New
World” environments. In Europe, class is so indigenous to its envi-
ronment that it emerges even in European efforts at socialism. One
can “feel” class in Europe as one can the air that one breathes. In the
U.S., however, the effort to escape (yet retain) Europe took the form
of homogenizing European identities into a whiteness framed on
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the premise of racially fallen beings. Race, then, became an endemic
motif of New World consciousness, and that is why one can “feel”
race here as one can the air that one breathes. Thus, class dynamics
are conditioned more by mass categories of rich and poor, govern-
ment and people. The agony experienced globally, then, is not
simply one of intensified class division but also one of an asserted
New World consciousness on those not indigenous to it. Think,
for example, of how the discourse on race has worked its way
through other communities in U.S. form.

Something new is being formed. Just as a new oppressive rela-
tion emerged when Europe expanded westward (and subse-
quently, eastward), so, too, are new oppressive relations emerging
as the New West goes global. Is it racism? Classism? Sexism? In my
view, it is none of these uniquely, but instead a pervasive ethos
against humanistic solutions to any of them. In short, it is the ethos
of counterrevolution and anti-Utopia.

We will do well to examine the U.S.’s guiding motifs, then, since
they are no doubt playing a role in the development of new social
formations worldwide. Two motifs I would like to explore here are
occluded indigeneity and race.

First and foremost, North America and South America are
founded on conquest. What this means is that legitimacy in the
U.S. context requires an act of theodicy, an act of writing away the
evils of the system for the sake of the system. In this case, a single
exercise reveals a pathology of exorcism. That the North American
indigenous population was reduced to 4 percent by 1900 makes
the case for moral legitimacy difficult without challenging the in-
digenous population’s right to exist. In effect, rendering the in-
digenous people “illegitimate presence” on the land problematizes
indigenous people themselves; from the U.S. perspective, the im-
plosive problem of indigenous people is their ever-present call for
justice in the form of reacquisition of land. Indigenous Americans
are so fused with land identity that their peoplehood is inseparable
from it. The land isn’t simply theirs; they are also the land—the
land protesting, the land agonizing, the land hiding. Indigenous
Americans find themselves in the position of a necessary invisibility.
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This invisibility resides, always, in the realm of anonymity as a
border of moral consciousness. The system depends upon the bad
faith of most of us knowing and denying their history.

Let us reexamine anonymity. Anonymity literally means to be
nameless. In this context, however, we will use anonymity to mean
a point of epistemic limitation that affords certain levels of gener-
alization. For instance, when one encounters a student in an ordi-
nary context, one admits a certain level of epistemic limitation.
The definite article a affords the student to be part of the type, “stu-
dents.” But the type “students” is insufficient for a complete judg-
ment of the student beyond the reality of his social role as a
student. To know more about the student, information that would
transform the student from a type into a unique individual requires
interrogation, which, again, concedes epistemic limitation. Indige-
nous people’s invisibility emerges from the force of being a people
whose borders are temporal; since the presumption is that indige-
nous peoples should not have been here to begin with, their emergence is
one of questioned or problematic existence—in other words, “You
should not still be here.” Borders for indigenous peoples, then, are
not simply geographical but temporal: they are people trying to
cross the past into the present, in order to found a place for the fu-
ture. It is no wonder that the iconography of Native Americans is
nearly always spiritual: they are ghosts in their native land.

It is this dimension of temporal border-crossing that indige-
nous people share with black people. I am using the term black peo-
ple because of the unique role they play in U.S. racial formation. As
the indigenous American represents the reality of conquest and
unjust acquisition of land, the black in the U.S. context represents
the nadir world of racial dilution. One is white to the extent one is
not black, which enables whiteness to reemerge from many other
mixtures, but rarely ever with blackness. Blackness is the primary
racial marker; it has categorical implications. Unlike Native Ameri-
cans, blacks carry a threat of reproductive potency; quantity trans-
lates into prodigious presence, which enables a form of anonymity
that is complete and thus leads, paradoxically, to blacks as a form of
absence. The more present a black is qua a black, the more absent
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he is as a point of epistemic limitation and assertion of agency.
One doesn’t ask a black; one concludes about him. The consequence
is that one black is always superfluous, is always one black too
many. Because Native Americans’ extinction is treated as a fate ac-
compli by virtue of their hegemony being pre-American and the fact
that there are now Americans, the presence of Native Americans isn’t
treated as superfluous at all; it is treated, simply, as nonexistent,
which enables little risk for those who routinely play with Native
American cultural formations as “relics.” Blacks, however, are some
potent possibilities wrought with sexual anxiety. The modern
black is born at the birth of the Americas, and is indigenous to
“America” and other New World formations. The irony is that the
very institutions that created the black are also those that detest
blacks; the black is, thus, always deemed on the prowl for repro-
duction. As a result, black reality crosses borders of quantity.

For example, when I was a professor at a university in the Mid-
western United States, I noticed that most of the black faculty re-
sponded to the hostile environment there by parking their cars
right beside the buildings in which they taught. They often raced
right out of the building to their cars and disappeared. I took it
upon myself to stroll across campus as often as possible. I recall a
semester in which I taught two courses on opposite ends of the
campus. I walked over to one in early afternoon and returned after
class. As I walked back and forth, editorials began to appear in the
school newspaper voicing anxieties over affirmative action and the
“deluge” of black faculty (there were seventeen black faculty out
of two thousand faculty members). After a while, I began to realize
that each time I crossed the campus, I became another black faculty
member; my number went from one to many. I was that deluge of
black faculty at the university since I was “seen” exponentially by
students and faculty as I crossed their paths each day. The school
newspaper was, by the way, called The Exponent.

Exponential blackness is one of the perverse forms of quantita-
tive borders. It signifies achieving goals for black communities
through a single black body. In a world whose objective is to dis-
tance itself from blackness, any blackness is too much blackness for
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comfort. This blackness is a stain whose shadow appears in places
where it may not even seem apparent. Immigrant narratives, for
instance, are most anxious on “colored” immigrants. Their threat
is of darkening the nation, which extends to the point of a global
darkening since the nation in this state has achieved global hege-
mony. The theme of implosion means, then, that as antiblackness
and anti-indigenousness (witness the reality of the Palestinian
people in the Israeli-Palestinian “peace” agreements) spreads, such
people are being forced, increasingly, into the belly of the beast.
Borders of time and space become increasingly, then, the project of
policing within, of treating, in more intensified fashion, these su-
perfluous existents as cancerous. The irony is that statecraft can
also be called political science, and political science could be called
the science of the polīs, which—properly pronounced with an
elongated “i”—signifies the times.

By Way of Another Conclusion

Well, things look grim. I am not, however, a pessimist, so I should
like to offer some hope. It is clear that our role, the role of theo-
rists, is to do our best to identify not only the aetiology of the
problem but also alternative ways of responding to it. It is clear
that the nation-state status of the U.S. is such that its logic may not
be the same as the countries over which it has control (which is, in
effect, nearly all other countries). The nature of its expansion into
the framework of being itself—of time and space, of temporal
and quantitative boundaries—requires complex modes of resis-
tance as well as well-founded and sundry techniques from past
struggles. The pragmatic Leninist question of what can be done
now requires action on more levels of social life than has been
heretofore imagined.
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1 6 4

Words and Incantations

Invocations and Evocations of a Wayward Traveler

Words. Defined as meaningful phonemes. Utterances. In-
cantations. From the Latin, incantare. Cant, as in canter,
from caner, to sing. Singing magic has fallen into ill re-

pute. To be cant is to be perfunctory and speak untruths.
Yet there is close relation between cant and incantation. Incanta-

tion calls for magical words. With incantation, we evoke, call forth,
and sometimes invoke—bring forth, summon, or conjure—special
forces. We sing—and often chant—magical words.

Intellectuals have a peculiar relationship with words. Unlike
academics, whose relation to words tends to be that of technicians,
the intellectual lives through the world of words. Words paint reali-
ties. They dance, tiptoe, from line to line, paragraph to paragraph.
They sing, as does the cantor, and bring forth worlds, at times, of
wonder. For the intellectual, recollection of realizing the world of
words is much like remembering birth. One has not, in a way, lived
prior to such memory.

Not all intellectuals support the idea of such a transcendental
reality as a remembering before knowing. By transcendental reality, I
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mean the world by which and through which meaning is, in a
word, “meaningful.” Today, it is often put linguistically. One can-
not mean anything outside of a language, and by a language is
meant—rather circularly—any meaningful or sensical structure.

Of course, we can be creative about what such a claim signifies.
A painting, for instance, is meaningful. I recently observed even the
meaning behind the logic of cab driving—how cab drivers each
“read” traffic so differently from common drivers. They do so al-
most poetically. It was early evening; I was on First Avenue in New
York City, and traffic was gradually congesting. When the traffic
lights turned green, every cab’s turn signals immediately indicated a
merge into the same, less congested, lane; those who didn’t make
the openings immediately switched to backup plans for the most
effective route. If a civil engineer could but gain a glimpse of such
vision, what would become of traffic in overcrowded cities?

Transcendental reality is timeless. To enter it demands a little
audacity, even though much of the mundane circulates among us
transcendentally.

Writing takes on that extraordinary hubris of making ideas tran-
scend the self. Even diaries aren’t written in “private languages.”

“God,” I once said, “good writing is almost as good as sex.” But
a friend who knew a little more about writing corrected me.

“No,” she urged, “sex is almost as good as writing.”
The intellectual has a love affair with writing. The relationship is

at first sadomasochistic. It is as if writing scratched through the
surface of being and lashed against the flesh of language. Such an
insight places the budding writer in a situation of anguish and
compromise.

“Should I go on?” he often wonders and would, upon reflec-
tion, wonder even more after encountering the following diapsalma-
tum on the poet, from Søren Kierkegaard’s Either/Or:

What is a poet? An unhappy man who in his heart harbors a deep

anguish, but whose lips are so fashioned that the moans and cries

which pass over them are transformed into ravishing music. His

fate is like that of the unfortunate victims whom the tyrant Phalaris
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imprisoned in a brazen bull, and slowly tortured over a steady fire;

their cries could not reach the tyrant’s ears so as to strike terror into

his heart; when they reached his ears they sounded like sweet

music. And men crowd about the poet and say to him, “Sing for us

soon again”—which is as much as to say, “may new sufferings tor-

ment your soul, but may your lips be fashioned as before; for the

cries would only distress us, but the music, the music, is delight-

ful.” And the critics come forward and say, “That is perfectly

done—just as it should be, according to the rules of aesthetics.”

Now it is understood that a critic resembles a poet to a hair; he only

lacks the anguish in his heart and the music upon his lips. I tell

you, I would rather be a swineherd, understood by the swine, than

a poet misunderstood by men (vol. I, p. 19).

In the world of speech, one speaks but often does not know
why. Words float and fade away like steam from a kettle. Our effort
to retain them—memory—belies the point of writing, for what
is memory but inscriptions on our inner lives? In memory we see
traces, ironically, of writing, and although not all intellectuals
wrote on paper or stone, nearly all have inscribed themselves on
the collective memory of their community, whether that commu-
nity be as small as a village or as large as a nation.

Like play, writing affords a moment’s recognition of agency. We
needn’t always inscribe words as they have been traditionally handed
down. Our age, for instance, is perhaps the age of the neologism.
Such is the case with the infamous academic discourse of “postmod-
ernese.” Yet there are efforts beyond ivory towers. In hip-hop cul-
ture, the morphology of words reigns over the empire of
orthography; in Rastafarian culture, words are never simply words. I
recall writing a letter to an incarcerated uncle, in which I opened
with a simple “hello” and encouragement of “understanding” his
situation. A devout Rastafarian, he immediately wrote me back, cau-
tioning me to avoid references to “hell” and “lo,” the latter of
which, for him, implies “low,” invoking images of “hell” and
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“below.” In similar kind, a Rastafarian never “understands”; he
“overstands.”

I used to think that these semantical games were silly until I pon-
dered the world of fictive memory several years ago in the form of
a short story whose title became the name of one of my books. I
had thought of including the short story, “Her Majesty’s Other Chil-
dren,” in Her Majesty’s Other Children, but, frankly, I later came upon the
opinion that the story was not very good, so I excluded it. Today,
however, I wonder, perhaps as all writers wonder, if I may have had
ulterior motives; perhaps, in spite of the personal character of the
book, the story was too personal.

I wrote the story as fiction, which is to say that, at that time, it
was easier to write truth as fiction than fiction as truth. Little did I
realize then that the story was more truthful about an intellectual’s
world, since it explored, as so many intellectuals explored, in one
form or another, the complex relation intellectuals have with
words. The story is long, so I’ll include just an excerpt. By way of
context, the protagonist is a little boy in a Jamaican colonial
Catholic school. He speaks “perfect English,” which is to say that
he speaks the Queens English as cultivated under the watchful eye
of his great-grandfather. Anxiety emerges among the children dur-
ing the visit of a colonial dentist. At first delighted by such a gra-
cious act of the British colonial government, their enthusiasm has
waned as child after child returns from the dentist’s office with a
mutilated mouth. So the protagonist declares:

I didn’t want to go to that butcher. I begged my teacher to ex-

amine my teeth, hoping to show her how clean and healthy they

were. It didn’t work. She told me that was the dentist’s job, that he

would take care of me just fine.

Just fine indeed! I urged, until she finally got annoyed and threat-

ened me to sit or receive three strokes on the backside from her

cane.

I pressed on anyway, thinking, Hell, better the cane than the pliers.

She gave me the cane.
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The sting made me regret my choice: I still had to go to the den-

tist—and then with a stinging backside!

Despite my efforts, I eventually found myself on line outside the

cold little room known as “the Medical Room.” We received vacci-

nations there for diseases and bandages when we got hurt.

Six boys were ahead of me. For a while, none of us said a thing.

We were like prisoners waiting for execution—tortured slowly by

the thought of each victim entering the horrid chamber and the

cruel wait for his return. Finally, someone spoke.

“Mi na scared,” came a tough, though trembling, voice six seats

ahead.

The others also decided to show they weren’t scared. I didn’t

bother.

“Look at ’im,” added the boy, pointing his index finger at me.

“Him tough, y’ kno’. Mi did si some boys dem come a fight ’im one time in di yaad.

Him na cry. Even when dem a step an’ a kick him ’pon ’im head an’ him face—stomp

him down wit’ all dem might!—him na cry. Him just a lay deh—a kicking up at

dem. Come so—”

He demonstrated, kicking into the air at an invisible group of at-

tackers. A silly sight. But the others took his story as proof of my

courage and strength. They didn’t know that it was nothing but

show. I had thought a teacher would come to my rescue. Instead, I

was forced to defend myself, though without much success. I was

frightened—so frightened that I didn’t feel the pain as they

stomped my face while my pants became drenched with urine. I

felt it afterward, though, as my jaws swelled and my eyelids became

thin slits between lumps and bruises.

Was that it? I thought. Was it the pain I feared? Was it that? I thought

about my friends, Winston, Austin, and Carlton, about how their

mouths were ripped apart. All the pain, how ugly their mouths

looked. So much was happening so quickly. The adults used to call

me “chatter-box,” claiming I spoke too old for my age. Was that it?

Am I to be punished? I silently asked myself.

I began to pray—no, not on my knees, but inside. I didn’t want

to have broken teeth, to have a torn or punctured tongue—to suffer.
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I imagined myself in the dentist’s office. He asked me my name.

I saw myself looking at the list of names and only two were left. An

idea sprung up.

“Charley,” I heard myself say.

In that world of imagination, he turned and looked meanly at

me. Then he grabbed me, lifting me against his face, my skinny feet

dangling over the shiny floor like a minuet.

“‘Charley’? You bloody little liar!” he yelled and grabbed his pliers—

their jaws opened wide—and shouted, “For that, I’m going to rip

out all of your filthy little teeth!”

A loud scream broke the fantasy. I looked around. I was still in my

seat, waiting, trembling in my own arms. From the medical room

came bawling followed by a quick slap. And silence. Horrible, oppres-

sive silence. I realized that the boy who told the others about me had

already gone in, that it was his scream, that he was soon to come out.

The boy opened the door. Trembling, he looked at us, holding

his jaw, ashamed of his tears yet seeming to want sympathy.

Our eyes only showed terror—sympathy for ourselves.

He quickly darted away, his dripping mouth leaving a trail of red

spots on the shiny floor.

Each boy let out a loud cry from within the room—especially

when the pliers clamped his tooth like a hungry boa constrictor

over an unfortunate mouse.

One of them was extremely difficult; the dentist made three at-

tempts at getting the tooth, struggling as he pulled, or broke, it out.

The child screamed until the pliers clanged against the floor.

It was over. The boy ran out of the room.

I sat there with my eyes fastened to the door. Suddenly nothing

in the world seemed to exist beyond that door and me. It looked

like the mouth of a huge, hungry monster—one with a special ap-

petite for kids.

I started to take off, but the Mother Superior was at the exit. She

smiled—the only time I ever saw her do so.

I could run, I thought. But that would have meant a whipping.
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My teeth are fine, I urged; they’re fine. So he would leave me alone; he

would let me leave, because they only take out bad teeth, I assured

myself; they only take out the bad ones. . . .

I held my breath, got up, and walked as bravely as I could into the

room. The door creaked slowly to a close when I let go of the knob.

The dentist seemed like a pink giant with a white, curly top. He

asked me my name. I thought about lying. I looked at his pliers. I

told him my real name. He told me to sit in the chair. I looked at it.

Made of white-painted steel around red leather, it looked like a bar-

ber’s chair—with the effect of an electric one. I hated barbers too;

they always cut my so-called “coarse black hair” with a vengeance.

After he filled out some papers, the dentist asked me to open my

mouth. I slowly did so, and he walked over to me and put his

rough fingers into my mouth as his big pink face moved close to

mine, looking in. I wriggled my nose, hoping there wasn’t any em-

barrassing snot looking back at him. His glasses reflected light

against my eyes. He seemed to have found what he was looking for,

for he walked over to a steel tray on which rested a lot of tools,

medicines, and cotton, where he then poured some brown liquid

out of a dark-brown bottle onto a huge cotton ball, walked back

over to me, and ordered, “Sniff this.”

I didn’t know what to do, what was happening, while he pushed

the cotton against my nose, frightening me, making me inhale. I

opened my mouth in an attempt to take in some air.

That’s when I felt it.

It clamped one of my lower right molars.

No—no—no! I thought—No!

It ripped and ripped. I tried to grab his wrenching hands, but I

was too slow. It was over. I felt myself drowning from within. He

turned and gave me some cotton, saying,

“Here. Put this on the spot. It will stop the bleeding.” He smiled

at me, warmly.

I looked at his hand and, with trembling fingers, meekly took

the cotton and put it into my quivering mouth, onto the spot,

onto the vacant gum. I sniffled, which made me realize that I had

cried, the memory of my crying out searing from the past into
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the present. My senses came back and I realized the trail of salty

tears down my puffed cheeks, the pain in my mouth, the alcohol

smell all around, some yucky other smell, the sunlight through

the window, the pile of teeth, cotton, and blood in the waste bas-

ket by the tray.

“You may leave now,” he told me, no longer sporting his warm

smile.

I got up and walked slowly out of his office, leaving my trail of

red spots along the floor, the last patient of his mission.

When we were dismissed from school that day, my friends Austin,

Carlton, Winston, and I came upon each other in the main yard.

“How yu feel?” asked Winston.

I still held my jaw. “Bad,” I said. A trickle of bloody saliva got

away.

“How many teet’im tek out?”

“One.” I wiped my chin and mouth, staining the back of my

hand and forearm.

“One? Yu lucki,” he said. “Him tek out three a mine. It’s just him break di last

one.Yu teet’ . . . dem was good, den?”

“Good,” I said, releasing most of the blood-filled saliva and cot-

ton from my mouth. “My teeth were real good. . . .”

“Did yu cry?” asked Austin.

I thought for a moment, looking into all my friends’ eager eyes,

where, for the first time, I began to see my own.

“Nuh,” I said. “Mi na cry. . . .”

What can we make of words, of reason conveyed by words,
when the speaker is the invalidity of his words? I have seen this
question unsettle many anticolonial writers. It is, perhaps, such in-
tellectuals’ fundamental source of anxiety.

There are so many intellectuals who struggle with words, with
reading them and learning how to write them. In my youth, I never
saw words purely in terms of reading. I knew I wanted to write.
Jean-Paul Sartre, in his brilliant autobiography The Words, articulated
this point beautifully by structuring his text into reading and writing
and, ironically, ending it in childhood before puberty. He exempli-
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fied the many readings of childhood, of child development, through
the existential psychoanalytical significance of developing a project
from the moment one first decides to fake who one is. Unlike most
writers who saw truth and innocence in the eyes and mouths of
children, Sartre knew very well that most children are phonies. As
Sigmund Freud once observed, they possess but one wish: to be
adults. But as we all know, adults—save, at times, the elderly—have
an annoying habit of getting in the way. Sartre announced, with near
perverse pleasure, that his father died before he was a year old and
thus relieved him of the Oedipus complex: “The death of Jean Bap-
tiste [Sartre],” he writes, “was the big event of my life: it sent my
mother back to her chains and gave me freedom.” He adds, “There is
no good father, that’s the rule. Don’t lay blame on men but on the
bond of paternity, which is rotten. To beget children, nothing better;
to have them, what iniquity! Had my father lived, he would have lain
on me at full length and would have crushed me. As luck had it, he
died young. . . . I left behind me a young man who did not have
time to be my father and who could now be my son. Was it a good
thing or a bad? I don’t know. But I readily subscribe to the verdict of
an eminent psychoanalyst: I have no Superego” (p. 181).

Yet Sartre’s complex Oedipus complex was hardly vanquished,
as the autobiography demonstrates, since his grandfather brought
the Father back through an iconography of God:

There remained the patriarch. He so resembled God the Father that

he was often taken for him. One day he entered a church by way of

the vestry. The priest was threatening the infirm of purpose with

the lightning of heaven: “God is here! He sees you!” Suddenly the

faithful perceived beneath the pulpit a tall, bearded old man who

was looking at them. They fled. At other times, my grandfather

would say that they had flung themselves at his knees. . . . I ap-

peared at the end of his long life; his beard had turned white, to-

bacco had yellowed it; and fatherhood no longer amused him. Had

he begotten me, however, I think he would have been unable to

keep from oppressing me, out of habit. My luck was to belong to a

dead man. A dead man had paid out the few drops of sperm that
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are the usual cost of a child; I was a fief of the sun, my grandfather

could enjoy me without possessing me (pp. 22–3).

Sartre’s depiction of his grandfather’s divine exterior reminds me
of a story related to me by an anti-racism activist from Connecticut.
He was a bearded African American man of Palestinian descent,
and his activist work focused primarily on black youth groups. His
story was about one of those sadistic inflictions on justifiedly sus-
picious souls: a “retreat.” In this case, it was a retreat for young ac-
tivists. The plan was for them to spend a few days sharing ideas in
the woods, inhabiting cabins, and “bonding.” Yet instead of cabins,
he and his colleagues found themselves in shacks, and as luck
would have it—although it was early fall—the temperature
dropped during the first night to 20 degrees Fahrenheit. So there
they were, freezing in shacks without heaters. Tired of shivering in
his cold bunk, my friend decided to take a night walk, wrapped in
his blanket, which only exposed his face since his head and ears
were cold. As it turned out, there was also a Christian group on re-
treat. They were sitting round a campfire by the lake, which by
now was covered by mist under the moonlight. Spotting the warm
fire, my friend walked out to join the happy Christians, who
turned around and saw this black, blanket-covered, bearded Semite
approaching them out of the misty darkness. They fled.

One could but imagine their thought: Good God, Jesus really is black!
By the time Sartre wrote Being and Nothingness, the Oedipus com-

plex took on many rituals of patricide in the world of paper and
ink. God, Sartre demonstrated, was an impossible desire, which
rendered the Father dead by virtue of the logic of logic itself: the
law of noncontradiction—an Aristotelian Father—was evoked as a
father killing a father in the name of the Father. Sartre took things a
step further and then violated that law by invoking the contradic-
tory self. By demonstrating that one cannot equal oneself, he
achieved, at least in theory, a fait accompli.

Ironically, in French thought, Sartre became a father to be
slaughtered as well. French writers such as Jacques Derrida and
Michel Foucault were, like Gaia’s children, willing to make him the
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Ouranus whose testicles were thrown to the sea and eventually pro-
duced Aphrodite. Derrida, in “Plato’s Pharmacy,” evokes the father’s
memories and invokes writing as a patricidal offspring of language.
It is no wonder that psychoanalysis and deconstruction made love
in the world of literary theory. Every element of psychoanalysis
gained its semiotic form in deconstruction, straight down to the
unconscious that—in deconstruction—became erased/repressed
words whose traces/symptoms often remained but sometimes left,
in Derrida’s words from “Différance,” “without a trace.”

Yet writing is something so much more than psychoanalytical
motifs and performances of textual play. Sartre was onto something,
I think, when he thought about the sense of being called to write, the
sense of almost concluding that one must write. There are those mo-
ments of rapture in writing, those moments of losing the soul in a
realm so timeless that one, literally, forgets time itself. It is at times
orgasmic, but often, very often, spiritual and magical. There is
something transcendent, in addition to being transcendental, about
writing. It is beautiful; and to be a writer is to suffer beautifully.

An odd thing about reflecting on where one is is that it leads
one to trace oneself back from the present into an origin that
points to it. One becomes what one was always meant to be. The
past becomes a highway of signs pointing to the present—there, a
sign of what was to come; a mother’s entry into a childhood
recordbook; early speech, early reading and writing. . . .

I grew up in a world in which a five-year-old could take a pub-
lic bus to school in a neighboring town on his own. It was a world
of colonial metal plates, khaki uniforms, and no pressure to be-
come anything historical. I didn’t know what a college was until I
entered high school. My image of people who became physicians,
attorneys, and scientists was that they simply apprenticed and
worked at it. I lacked the understanding of training, which thus
led me to an entirely unorthodox education.

I was hated by the world of formal education. Although I was
considered a “gifted” child, I was also feared. Because of this, it has
been easy for me to identify with outcasts. We are among those
who society often wishes would simply disappear, not so much be-

174 r Existentia Africana



cause of the conventional prejudices of race, class, ethnicity, or sex-
ual orientation, but because of our temporal displacement and vio-
lation of convention through reiteration of, as Immanuel Kant
observed in his discussion of the sublime in his Critique of Judgment,
“nature.” Our eyes, perhaps, said too much; they betrayed, to some,
a vision of society’s limit, and their mortality. There is no calamity
to narcissism worse than a petty reflection.

Writing is a magical affair. The modern era has been marked by
an effort to vanquish magic. This effort is often hidden by pretense
of a search for scientific rigor. In the twentieth century, it is often
characterized by philosophers as the elimination of metaphysics.

I have never trusted antimetaphysics, science’s Oedipus com-
plex. At its core is a revolt against the humanity of human beings
through a desire to be ahistorical and, hence, to have been born
without a past and live without the imagination of a future. Nearly
all that is interesting about us cannot be reduced to physics, and
metaphysics, we should recall, simply means “beyond physics,” as
Maurice Merleau-Ponty reminds us in his important essay, “The
Metaphysical in Man,” in Sense and Non-Sense.

Writing—genuine writing—is magical. This is something I have
always known.

My love affair with writing began in early childhood. I hated
sports, but I loved drawing, music, and science. Drawing for me
was a world of wonder. I drew many pictures that eventually faded
into words and reemerged as worlds. Worlds eventually took many
forms of expression. I discovered I had an aptitude for music
through banging out rhythms on makeshift drums. Music, for in-
stance, was a world that danced through my mind and caressed my
soul with such ecstacy that I often play drums and the piano, to
this day, with my eyes shut.

Science for me was a creative world. It was a world of madness
and joy, a world of experiments that sparked excitement when they
worked, a world in which I experienced some accolades vicari-
ously through giving my experiments to one of my brothers, who
would occasionally win first prize in a science fair. A gem was an
ecological system of bees, flowers, and soil—carbon dioxide from
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bees to plants, oxygen from plants to bees. Beautiful. Another gem
was a curiosity, in the seventh grade, regarding the physiological
problems raised by the heart’s pumping a flow of blood through
arteries to capillaries and then back to veins. Could not a slap on
the back disturb this process? The science teacher was impressed;
he asked me to write my theory down, and so I did. But some
things didn’t connect, so I explained more. And more. And more.
Thirty-five pages later, I had a rough version, which I handed to
him. Three days later, he handed it back to me and said, “Not bad,
but the body doesn’t work that way.” He offered nothing more.

You see, I was bused in to the school I attended. I didn’t look
the part of a science nerd. It was the 1970s. I had grown consider-
ably for a twelve-year-old. Skinny and tall for my age, with an Afro
so big that people had to tilt to the side to make room as I passed
by, I suspect that my looks—and oh, yes, my skin color—didn’t
quite fit the profile. The school’s assistant principal told me, actu-
ally some years later, that the science teacher had shared the paper
with the other teachers and remarked that it was a waste of time to
invest energy in kids like me. The teachers had instead invested en-
ergy in a nerdy white kid who played the clarinet. He was routed
to summer training camps in science and music and was tracked to
the Bronx High School of Science—one of New York’s public
schools that is a feeder to the nation’s first-tier colleges and univer-
sities. I learned a lesson about liberal racism back then. It’s a lesson
that I have continued to see reassert itself repeatedly—in many
facets of my education and professional life. Frantz Fanon’s insight
continues: reason has a habit of walking out the door whenever a
person of color walks in.

Not all of my stories are bad. If they were so, I wouldn’t be in a
position to tell them, would I? I could tell stories of many travels,
geographic and intellectual. The geographic travels have been con-
siderable, especially since presses carry one’s words from country
to country. But the world of writing is by itself also a journey.
Somewhere in childhood, I had those early experiences of taking
flight into a world opened up by pen and ink. For a time, I didn’t
go to school at all because of the stinginess—or perhaps plain old
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ill will—of my paternal grandfather, with whom I stayed for two
years in Jamaica. My “waywardness” took strange form during
those years: during errands to the store, I managed to slip a book
or two into my trousers and muster enough of a poker face to
make my way home with the booty. Eventually, my tiny bed had
piles of books and papers—scribblings, drawings, writings, explo-
rations. My wonderful pile continued to grow until one day, for a
reason that is perhaps as fairy tale as the world of writing itself, I
decided I had to have a hardcover adaptation of Sleeping Beauty, so I
stuffed a copy down my trousers. The shopkeeper spotted the
bulge in the seat of my pants as I was leaving the store and called
me over. “Gotcha!” he yelled, grabbing my scrawny little hand. He
let me sweat for a while until he threw me out of the store, warning
me never to return. So, from that point onward, I had to walk an
extra seven or eight blocks to the next store when sent on errands.
My periodic delays enabled my grandfather to search my room more
thoroughly; one day, while returning from an errand, I noticed that
the garbage was burning earlier than usual.

There are moments for which explanations of how one knows
would never make sense for those who always demand proof. I
knew what was happening as I saw the smoke float ominously into
the air. What was left of my wonderful pile came into view as the
last papers—a drawing here or there, a word here or there—with-
ered to ashes and floated those childhood ideas into misbegotten,
but clearly never forgotten, smoke.

A part of me died that day, but in a way, it was a good death.
Writers, as we know, have a tendency not to let their work go.
They cling to the text, as if those precious words may suffer viola-
tion by the groping, probing eyes of others. Readers are a strange
breed. They may flatter, laugh with, and cherish your writing; but
they could also insult you, laugh at you, despise you. A writer
needs to let the text live on its own, to let the text take on a world
of its own; a writer has to decide, at some point, to die for the sake
of the work by making and defending the distinction between
writer and text. Yes, a part of me died that day. My grandfather
wanted to punish me for daring to attempt to transcend my situa-
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tion with that partnership of ink, lead, and paper. How dare I be-
lieve that what I thought mattered!

From that point on, I made a habit of throwing my writings
away. I wrote much, and nearly all I wrote I threw away, in spite of
those moments of recognition and encouragement through my
adolescence to my early adult years as a high school teacher, where
I found myself in a situation of teaching so-called wayward youth.
My students were those in whom the system had lost faith; they
were smart-assed, rebellious, and odd. When we got together, the
obvious occurred: love at first sight. I could have remained there in
the high school system, with my wayward youth, indefinitely, but I
began to wonder about the very meaning of waywardness, especially
among people whose potentials were not realized.

In my study of education, I learned some constants. One of
them was that education was not a goal of most institutions of
higher learning; discipline was. I needed an undisciplined place, be-
cause I knew that I never learned to learn in ordinary ways. Fortu-
nately, I encountered Maurice Natanson, a man in my graduate
education who taught me the difference between discipline that
crushes the human spirit and discipline that nurtures it. The for-
mer is based on narcissism; the latter, on love. Author of such
books as The Journeying Self, Anonymity, and The Erotic Bird, Natanson
taught and wrote out of love.

But now, I have written too much. My topic is words and incan-
tations, evocations and invocations. I have set in motion a course of
ruminations on writing and the writer. I have defended the thesis
that writing—genuine writing—is, in the end, a form of incanta-
tion; to write is to perform magic. By magic, I mean the act of mak-
ing present that which was not there before. Although many people
scribble down ideas here and there, few make that transition to
magic, that act of creating a world that transforms what exists.
Think of Plato’s Forms, William Shakespeare’s Hamlet, or Frantz
Fanon’s evocation of the damned of the earth and his incantation of
revolution. These are not mere creations of past souls because they
have taken on a life in humanity’s collective consciousness. There is
much that can be meaningfully said on what Hamlet thinks, and
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such thoughts stand as more than curiosities; Hamlet has a history.
The brilliance of Fanon’s works is their evocative force: in his writ-
ings, the fingernails of the Third World scratch our soul. I was at-
tracted to Fanon because he was a revolutionary thinker. I continue
to study him because he is a writer who has created a world. But
more, when we think of Albert Einstein’s gift of ideas, we should
bear in mind that his gift also came by way of wonder and an in-
cantative understanding of physical reality. His formula E = mc2

does, after all, have the effect of “Presto!” And the glamour of
“Presto!” is ironically at the heart of the basis of language itself—
grammar—both of which have similar etymologies. This glamorous
magic underlies music as well. When we listen to Bob Marley’s
lyrics—“One Love!,” “Stand up for Your Rights!,” or “Redemption
Song”—we encounter a vision of our shared understanding. What-
ever one thinks of reggae, only the truly tasteless hate Bob Marley. I
could say the same of a Charlie Parker riff, a hymn or ballad by John
Coltrane, an Abbey Lincoln sung tale, or even one of J. S. Bach’s
many fugues.

Magic creates a world that stimulates the human creative spirit
to move a step further. Great thinkers are not individuals who en-
gage in petty squabbles about connecting dots or supposedly free-
ing thought of the interesting. Creative spirits are those whose
incantations move us forward. Think of science fiction: many so-
so writers have written about alternative worlds, but few have
managed to create them. To create a world means to become so
much a part of how we conceive of the world that, in effect, the
creation becomes our world. We know, for instance, who extrater-
restrials are. They are our future; they are us.

Incantative forces need to be renewed and expanded in our hu-
manistic search for our humanity. Many a thinker has called upon
us to create new concepts, to set afoot new humanities, to engage
the human struggle for significance. That struggle need not col-
lapse into the nightmare of a boring world.
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1. A bibliography of selected works of these thinkers is provided at the
end of this volume. In addition, all referenced works receive full citation
here.

2. The Human Genome Project would answer Beecher’s question very
differently: the diversity of genes that constitute human beings. In other
words, whites are simply Africans who have lightened themselves
through cultural emphasis of certain genes from their black African an-
cestry. We’ll return to this question of genetics in our discussion of Du
Bois on human science.

3. For more discussion of these concepts, see chapter 4 of this vol-
ume.

4. Readers not familiar with this remarkable work and its author
should consult it and Jack Lindsay’s introduction to the English transla-
tion.

5. Hume’s autobiography is a short statement (see bibliography).
Rousseau’s Confessions illustrates this point.

6. I do not aim to discount the value of black teenagers’ autobiograph-
ical literature. My point is simply that, in addition to its aesthetic value, it
is symptomatic of how race functions on the market. For an example of a
black teenaged autobiography, see Latoya Hunter, The Diary of Latoya Hunter:
My First Year of Junior High School. These observations are not meant to dis-
count, as well, autobiographical literature of traumatic experiences of
such conflicts as war or forced migration or genocide, as we find in The
Diary of Anne Frank.

7. I am thinking here of the Oxford University Press series on nine-
teenth-century black women writers, generally edited by Henry Louis
Gates Jr. and his foreword to that series. For discussion and critique of the
ascent of the black textualist and literary critic with development of some
of the themes briefly stated here, see Sandra Adell, Double Consciousness/Dou-
ble Bind.

8. For critical discussion of Senghor, see Fanon’s Black Skin,White Masks,
chap. 5; Tsenay Serequeberhan’s The Hermeneutics of African Philosophy; and
Sandra Adell’s Double Consciousness/Double Bind.
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9. Masolo, the philosopher, supports Gates through a preference for
pragmatism, which makes him suspicious of the notion of thinkers tran-
scending their time.

10. I thank Paget Henry for this point.
11. For discussion of the existentially serious, see Bad Faith and Antiblack

Racism, chap. 6.
12. For discussions of the demand for bodies without points of view,

see Bad Faith and Antiblack Racism, chaps. 14–16.
13. I thank Jane Comaroff Gordon for this observation.
14. I am here delighted to report that such projects with regard to this

short list of thinkers have already made their way to print. For example,
see discussions of Douglass, Du Bois, and Cooper in Existence in Black and
Frank Kirkland and Bill Lawson’s Frederick Douglass: A Critical Reader and An-
thony Bogues’s Caliban’s Freedom:The Early Political Thought of C.L.R. James. Existence
in Black and Caliban’s Freedom have already sparked discussion on the need to
revise not only our understanding of Africana thought, but also American
philosophy, philosophy of existence, and social and political philosophy.
See, for example, Joseph Filonowicz’s APA Newsletter on the Black Experience ar-
ticle, “Black American Philosophy as American Philosophy: Transcenden-
talism, Pragmatism, and Black Existentialism:An Experimental Course and
Syllabus,” Richard Small’s “Caliban’s Freedom: Its Significance,” Brian
Alleyene’s “Classical Marxism, Caribbean Radicalism and the Black At-
lantic Intellectual Tradition,” and my review of Caliban’s Freedom in the APA
Newsletter on Philosophy and the Black Experience.

15. The popular versions of Sartrean existential phenomenology as
asocial, psychologistic, and endorsing “radical freedom” have been con-
tested in two of my books, Bad Faith and Antiblack Racism and Fanon and the Cri-
sis of European Man, and in Linda Bell’s Ethics in the Midst of Violence. In my work,
I point out the distinction between existentialism and philosophy of exis-
tence. Sartre rejected existentialism (see his Search for a Method) but not
philosophical discussions of existence. Compare, for instance, the system-
atic nature of Sartre’s thought versus the antisystematic thought of Martin
Buber and Albert Camus. Moreover, Sartre’s discussion of bad faith and
his critique of the bourgeoisie as an “unbound” consciousness in Being and
Nothingness do not comport with notions of absolute freedom. For collec-
tive discussions of these issues, see the discussions of Sartre in my edited
volume Existence in Black and co-edited volume Fanon:A Critical Reader.

16. Yahweh is the name used in the J version of Genesis—namely, Gen-
esis 2 where the Hebred god is known also as Jehovah. My interpretation
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is philosophical and far from orthodox. It is my goal here to raise the
identification that a slave like Douglass would have with certain stages of
the myth. For a popular discussion of the history of the various versions
of Genesis, including the various Canaanite and Midianite deities that
converge as the God of Abraham, see Karen Armstrong’s A History of God.

17. Again, this is but one interpretation, a uniquely existential one,
meant to be heuristic. Yahweh’s possible history as a warrior god with
highly partisan politics and military predilections toward obedience sug-
gests also an interpretation in which he loves a select or elected group,
given particularly the interpretations that emerge in Deuteronomy. The
issue has been debated in many Judaic, Christian, and Muslim theologies.
Armstrong’s A History of God provides an introductory analysis of the de-
bate, but for discussion in a context relevant here—namely, black theol-
ogy—see Gayraud Wilmore’s African American Religious Studies, especially the
section on theology. The most forceful challenge to this theology is
William R. Jones’s Is God a White Racist? See James Cone’s discussion of the
impact of Jones’s work in “Black Theology as Liberation Theology,” in the
Wilmore volume.

18. The masochist here should not be confused with the individual who
is locked in a situation like a battered low-income female spouse under pa-
triarchy. The analysis of this chapter refers to that situation as “oppression.”

19. Some commentators might object to the continued use of Fanon
in the study of racial matters in the United States. My discussion here
isn’t limited to the United States, but even if it were, Fanon’s discussions
in Black Skin,White Masks pertained to New World black populations in the
midst of liberal humanism. And more, Fanon’s subsequent work on colo-
nial Africa relates well to indigenous populations in the U.S. when we re-
member that the U.S. was founded on conquest of the indigenous
populations of North America and subsequent genocidal practices that
nearly eliminated the entire population by the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury. New World blacks relate to African blacks on the basis of “race” and
cultural retentions that have been fused with other cultures in the New
World, but Native Americans relate to Africans on the basis of their com-
mon history of conquest by European nations.

20. See Tukufu Zuberi for a wonderful analysis of this fallacy in his
“Social Statistics and Race: Problems in Population Analysis.” It is a fallacy
that receives much attention in my Bad Faith and Antiblack Racism.

21. For a stinging critique, see H. P. Rickman “Deconstruction: The
Unacceptable Face of Hermeneutics.”
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22. See the fourth chapter, “Sex, Race, and Matrices of Desire in an An-
tiblack World.” See the fourth chapter of my book Her Majesty’s Other Chil-
dren.

23. For discussion, see, for example, Stanley O. Gaines Jr., “Refuting
Hereditarian Claims about IQ and Race,” Daniel Wideman, “The ‘African
Origin’ of AIDS: De-Constructing Biomedical Discourse.” and for an ac-
count of some 1990s’ “stars” of racist science and the funding appara-
tuses that support them, see Adam Miller’s “Academia’s Dirty Secret:
Professors of Hate.”

24. The existential and ethical significance of racism is where Appiah
misses the point. In his Millercomm Lecture at the University of Illinois-
Urbana (March 2, 1995), Appiah persistently compared the fiction of
racial identity with the fiction of witches. Although his claim that one
doesn’t have to believe in witches to defend people accused of being
witches is valid, it is nevertheless a bad analogy. For if witches did exist
(in the form, at least, that Appiah conceives of them), the general com-
munity responses may be appropriate, since their practices may violate
certain community norms against infanticide and a host of other human
violations that may occur in some forms of witchcraft. But if races exist,
that wouldn’t change the moral impropriety of the general community
response. A case in point would be extraterrestrials. In such a case, there
is no notion of intraspecies’ connection. Would that change one bit the
question of treating extraterrestrials with moral respect? Shouldn’t we
then fight against antiextraterrestrial racism? 

25. For recent discussion, see Renée T. White, Putting Risk into Perspective:
Black Teenage Lives in the Era of AIDS.

26. For Heidegger’s view, see “The Question Concerning Technology” and Other
Essays.

27. For some of Zack’s views on race and problems of philosophy of
language, see her article, “Race and Philosophical Meaning.”

28. For critical discussion of these dimensions of liberalism, see
Robert Paul Wolff, Barrington Moore Jr., and Herbert Marcuse, A Critique of
Pure Tolerance. See also Bad Faith and Antiblack Racism, Part II.

29. In Existence in Black, pp. 91–98.
30. By worship I mean a practice or ritual the purpose of which is to en-

courage the presence of God or a similarly revered figure. I use the word
practice in the spirit of John Rawls’s instructive essay, “Two Conceptions of
Rules.” Rawls writes, “I use the word ‘practice’ throughout as a sort of
technical term meaning any form of activity specified by a system of
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rules which defines offices, roles, moves, penalties, defenses, and so on,
and which gives the activity its structure. As examples one may think of
games and rituals, trials and parliaments” (p. 20, n1).

31. In the original version of this chapter, I used the term authenticity. I
have since been a critic of the notion of authenticity. It is my suspicion
that it is a term that leads nowhere. Thus, in this version, I’ve abandoned
it entirely.

32. Leonard Harris noted to me on an early draft of this chapter that
this consideration works if and only if God is regarded, at least symboli-
cally, as homo sapient. I here assume anthropomorphic imagery primarily
because such is the symbolism of the Jewish, Christian, and Muslim her-
itage in which I am making these investigations.

33. For discussion of the use of these proverbs in theoretical work, see
Kwame Gyekye’s An Essay on African Philosophy. The strongest proponent of this
approach was the late Odera Oruka; see his “Sagacity in African Philosophy.”

34. The influence of this passage on black liberation thought is mani-
fold. Rastafarianism, for instance, drew its support from this passage. For
discussion, see Barry Chevannes’s Rastafari.

35. If there is any doubt, I encourage the reader to consult the chapter en-
titled, “Love,” in Tzevan Todorov’s Conquest of the Americas, and William R.
Jones’s Is God a White Racist? See also Hellen Ellerbe’s The Dark Side of Christian His-
tory.

36. Young appropriately responds to Crummell’s argument by citing
James’s Black Jacobins, where James presents a detailed account of the cru-
elty inflicted by their masters upon slaves. What prevented slavery from
being worse were the slaves themselves, and those resources of resistance
came from aspects of their “pagan” traditions that survived since many of
them were not Christian but, for example, Yoruban or Akan.

37. Similar criticism is held by Roy Morrison, II, in his survey article
on Black Theology, “Self Transformation in American Blacks: The Harlem
Renaissance and Black Theology.”

38. There is another reading of Herder that could be advanced, where
Herder’s focus is not racial nor ethnic but linguistic. His position was that
language expressed a community’s way of seeing the world, and to learn
that language is to have access to that perspective. We are on familiar ter-
rain here, as we saw in our discussion of Crummell, but with a twist:
Herder’s point was not to advocate a particular language over others; in
learning, say, Kiswahili, one learns a great deal about, say, Bantu concep-
tual schemes, although that does not mean that one would know the be-
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liefs of every single native speaker of Kiswahili. For an example of this al-
ternative reading of Herder (and Du Boisian double consciousness,
which is Anderson’s quarry here), see Earnest Allen Jr., “On the Reading
of Riddles” (pp. 49–68).

39. James Cone’s and William R. Jones’s fame as teachers is legendary.
Cone’s work at Union Theological Seminary has ushered more progres-
sive scholars into the professional life of the mind than any scholar in re-
ligious and theological studies, and Jones developed a doctoral program
in Criminology at Florida State University at Tallahassee that has pro-
duced more black graduates than any other program in the nation.

40. And for a critique of the emergence of the elite critic in African
American thought, see Joy James’s Transcending the Talented Tenth. For discus-
sion of conservatism and political nihilism in a postmodern age, see
chapter 5 of my Her Majesty’s Other Children.

41. The influential list of critics in Beyond Ontological Blackness, from Baker
and Gates to hooks and Dyson, consists of individuals who identify them-
selves as liberals, neoliberals, Marxists, revolutionary feminists, woman-
ists, and more.

42. For criticisms of utilizing Nietzsche in the interest of black exis-
tentialism, see William Preston’s provocative essay, “Nietzsche on Blacks.”

43. For Young, it is a rejection of demonology in the form of a false
salvation.
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