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ABSTRACT 
 

Quiet Dawn: Time, Aesthetics, and the Afterlives of Black Radicalism  
 

Nijah Cunningham  
 
Quiet Dawn: Time, Aesthetics, and the Afterlives of Black Radicalism traces the unfulfilled 

utopian aspirations of the revolutionary past that haunt the present of the African diaspora. 

Taking its name from the final track on famed black nationalist musician Archie Shepp’s 1972 

Attica Blues, this dissertation argues that the defeat of black radical and anticolonial projects 

witnessed during the turbulent years of the sixties and seventies not only represent past “failures” 

but also point to a freedom that has yet to arrive. Working at the convergence of literature, 

performance, and visual culture, Quiet Dawn argues that the unfinished projects of black and 

anticolonial revolution live on as radical potentialities that linger in the archive like a “haunting 

refrain.” Quiet Dawn offers a theory the haunting refrain of black sociality that emanates across 

seemingly disparate geopolitical nodes. The concept of the haunting refrain designates an 

affective register through which otherwise hidden and obscure regions of the past can be 

apprehended. The dissertation attends to the traces of black sociality that linger in the archive 

through an examination of the literary and critical works of black intellectuals such as Amiri 

Baraka, Nikki Giovanni, Kamau Brathwaite, Sylvia Wynter, Frantz Fanon, and Léopold Sédar 

Senghor. Rather than lay claim to political heroes, Quiet Dawn turns to the past in an attempt to 

give an account of the dispersed social forces that gathered around the promise of a black world. 

Each chapter offers an example of the haunting refrain of black social life that lingers in the past. 

In this way, the dissertation as a whole gives an account of the radical potentialities that register 

as hums, echoes, muted chants, and shadow songs of the “long sixties.” Quiet Dawn contributes 

to scholarship on black internationalism and intervenes in current critical debates around race, 



 

gender, and sexual violence in the fields of black studies, feminist studies, and postcolonial 

studies. Its theorization of black social life as a spectral presence is an attempt at attending to the 

other others that haunt contemporary critiques of power that seek to find redemption in this 

irredeemable world. To be sure, this project strikes neither an optimistic nor pessimistic note. 

Rather, it is rooted in the belief that there is an infinite amount of hope that we have yet to 

apprehend. 
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Preface: Eclipsed Horizons 
 

This year, 1964 is going to be a violent one, the storm will reach hurricane proportions by 
1965 and the eye of the hurricane will hover over America by 1966.  America is a house 
on fire—FREEDOM NOW!—or let it burn, let it burn.  Praise the lord and pass the 
ammunition!! 

- Robert Williams “USA: The Potential of a Minority Revolution” (1964)1 
 
ain’t nobody fighting ‘cause nobody knows what to save… 

- Gil Scott-Heron & Brian Jackson, “Winter in America” (1975)2 
 

In 1967, still living as a political exile in China, Robert Williams published the third installment 

of a series of articles on the possibility of revolution in the United States for his newsletter The 

Crusader. “USA: The Potential of a Minority Revolution, Part III,” opens with Williams briefly 

recounting the reception to his earlier articles. “In 1964 when I first advanced the idea of the 

potential of a minority revolution in the USA,” Williams writes, “among other things, I was 

called a ‘species of maniac out of touch with reality.’ Again in 1965 when I extended my 

discourse on the potential of a minority revolution there was very little change in attitude and 

response from certain ‘sane’ quarters.”3 This time around, Williams returns to the question of 

revolution in the wake of riots that sprung up across the United States between 1964 and 1967. 

This time around, he returns to the question of revolution “with certain knowledge and facts 

derived from Watts, Chicago, Newark, Detroit, Milwaukee and more than a hundred other 

places.”4 A hurricane was brewing. The scattered expressions of black insurgency signaled a 

revolutionary potential that was stirring up across the urban centers of the United States. What 

was once deemed unthinkable by the more “sane” sectors of society now seemed inevitable. The 

scorched cities that peppered the national landscape evidenced a revolutionary force that was 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Robert F. Williams, “USA: The Potential of a Minority Revolution” The Crusader 5, no. 4 (May-June 
1964): 6. 
2 Gil Scott-Heron and Brian Jackson, “Winter in America,” Winter in America (Strata-East, 1974).  
3 Robert F. Williams, “USA: The Potential of a Minority Revolution, Part III,” The Crusader 9, no. 2 
(September-October 1967): 1.   
4 Ibid. 
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unfolding inside a global power that had fashioned itself as the invincible beacon of liberal-

democratic hopes. For a moment, the question was no longer whether revolution would happen. 

Instead, it was simply a matter of when and how.  

The “knowledge and facts” that Williams explicated from the riots that tore through cities 

such as Watts, Detroit, and Milwaukee enabled him to fashion a revolutionary image of the 

future. When I first discovered his proclamations they read as a radical prophecy. I was shocked 

by the fact that the storm that he had forecasted in 1964 seemed to come to fruition in the years 

that followed. He was somehow able to predict this oncoming upheaval despite the fact that he 

was no longer inside the United States and had been driven into exile due to government 

persecution. I wanted to tap into that revolutionary force that had engendered Williams’s 

“knowledge and facts” and somehow harness the radical potentiality of black bodies collectively 

refusing to be governed. I wanted to trace that potential and locate it in the contemporary 

moment. I wanted to reanimate the image of the future that Williams saw in the burning 

wreckage littering the streets of Watts and the similar scenes of destruction that unfolded in 

Newark, Chicago, Milan, Paris, Kingston, Stonewall, Rome, Dakar, and Georgetown. I wanted 

to find some sort of proof of the extant potentials, if not imminence, of black and anticolonial 

revolution. I wanted find the evidence that would tell me that the force which was brewing the 

sixties was still available in the here and now.  

This somewhat naïve string of desires was, perhaps, only outmatched by the ignorance 

behind my initial shock at Williams’s prophetic imagination. My response was naïve because I 

initially had little interest in considering the passage of time or even the temporal impasse that 

stood between that present and my own historical location. The time of Williams’s present was 

not my own. He belonged to a past that had given shape to my present; however, I approached 
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his “knowledge and facts” as if the future possibilities that he recognized in the riots of the 

sixties were not extinguished by the systematic assault on black radicals both in the United States 

and across the rest of the decolonizing world in the decades the followed. My eagerness to 

simply recuperate the past was, in fact, an act of desperation that articulated a personal longing 

for a kind of repair and restoration. If anything, the revolutionary possibilities that drew me to 

the past also reflected a feeling of lack and a deep disenchantment with my own historical 

present. I would have to come to terms with the fact that I had been born into a world in which a 

future made up of images of black freedom and anticolonial liberation had been rendered 

unthinkable. I would soon see the present as nothing more than the accumulation of eclipsed 

horizons.  

I have a vivid memory of when I first learned about Robert Williams and his seemingly 

prophetic imagination. He was among the numerous other black radicals whose stories filled the 

pages of Robin D.G. Kelley’s dazzling monograph Freedom Dreams: The Black Radical 

Imagination. Alongside other inspiring individuals likes Gloria Richardson, Ted Joans, and Max 

Stanford, and organizations such as the Combahee River Collective and the Revolutionary 

Action Movement, learning about Robert Williams through Kelley’s broader historical account 

of twentieth-century black radical politics revealed how little I knew about the political past. 

Through Kelley, I discovered a history that was the animating background to the iconic images 

that I inherited from the sixties of Martin Luther King, Jr. standing before the Lincoln Memorial, 

Rosa Parks pensively sitting in a bus, and Malcolm X’s bullet riddled body sprawled on the floor 

of the Audubon Ballroom. I immediately clung on to the story of Williams organizing an armed 

self-defense campaign in Monroe, North Carolina; his alignments with the Socialist Workers 

Party, the World Workers Party, and other leftist and Marxist-Leninist organizations; his 
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exchanges with Fidel Castro, Che Guevara, and Mao Tse-tung; and the interlinked conceptions 

of black nationalism and third-world solidarity that he had promoted in the Crusader and on his 

radio show Radio Free Dixie during his exile. In Kelley’s work I found other vivid expressions 

of the possibility of black world revolution that sparked my imagination and invited me to dream 

of different worlds.  

Freedom Dreams had a tremendous effect on my thinking and radically transformed my 

way of seeing the world. It addressed the young radical that I thought I was or, at least, aspired to 

be. I would linger over what I saw to be the book’s truest lesson: “Revolutionary dreams erupt 

out of political engagement; collective social movements are incubators of new knowledge.”5 

There was something about the idea that social movements and other collective forms of political 

struggle could function as “incubators of new knowledge” that drove me to turn to the past with 

a newfound hunger for the revolutionary dreams that remain embedded in history. In this way, 

Williams’s prophetic imagining of black world revolution seemed to only affirm Kelley’s 

suggestion that “[i]n the poetics of struggle and lived experience, in the utterances of ordinary 

folk, in the cultural products of social movements, in the reflections of activists, we discover the 

many different cognitive maps of the future, of the world not yet born.”6  

 I came to this project in search of utopian aspirations and different ways of imagining the 

future; or, what Kelley would call, freedom dreams. However, my initial interests in how past 

generations imagined future possibilities failed to distinguish between notions of time and 

history. In other words, in my effort to retrieve past hopes for a better world, I overlooked how 

my own present was shaped by the unfulfillment and devastation of the dreams of freedom 

imagined by earlier generations of black radicals. In his description of a distinctly postcolonial 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 Robin D.G. Kelley, Freedom Dreams: The Black Radical Imagination (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 
2002), 8.  
6 Ibid., 10.  
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present, Homi Bhabha has famously characterized something similar to this temporal experience 

as a kind belatedness or “time-lag,” which he defines as “a mode of repetition and reinscription, 

that performs the ambivalent historical temporality of modern national culture—the aporetic 

coexistence, with the cultural history of the modern imagined community, of both the dynastic, 

hierarchal, prefigurative ‘medieval’ traditions (the past), and the secular, homogenous, 

synchronous cross-time of modernity (the present).”7 I am not suggesting here that the utopian 

aspirations of the political past were regressive or anti-modern or that they belong to the 

homogenous time of “medieval” traditions. Rather, the freedom dreams that initially grabbed my 

attention seem to mark a disturbance in the sequential progression of historical time that 

characterizes the modern world. As I continued to encounter new-old imaginings of the future, I 

began to notice how each appeared as brief and subtle interruptions within historical narrations 

of the contemporary political terrain. These past imaginings of future possibilities marked a 

disjunctive relation between the now and what could have been. It is not so much that the 

otherworldly visions of black radicals lagged behind the progressive march of history but, rather, 

these past hopes mark the constitutive outsides of the temporal-spatial boundaries of the present. 

Through the encounter with past longings of black and anticolonial revolution one discovers the 

repetition of a temporal break, a cut, or what Bhabha calls a “signifying lag,” between the 

expectation of a better world and the experience of (un)freedom. Gesturing to worlds that exceed 

the configurations of time and space that shape everyday life in the contemporary moment, I 

have come to see the freedom dreams of earlier generations of black radicals—those “cognitive 

maps of the future, of the world not yet born”— as the serial inscription of black freedom’s 

nonarrival. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7 Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture (New York: Routledge, 2004), 250.  
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 Quiet Dawn is an attempt at keeping the past alive despite arriving too late. This 

belatedness is somewhat different from the one Bhabha refers to in his description of the 

postcolonial present. It describes the historical location of those who have come after the 

enunciative events of the political past and whose lives have been shaped by revolutionary 

claims to black and anticolonial freedom and self-determination. My own encounter with 

Williams’s prophetic declaration—“Praise the lord and pass the ammunition!!”—is illustrative of 

a distinct kind of belatedness that accompanies the temporal experience of nonarrival. It reveals 

the ambiguous relation that emerges in between generations in which past longings of revolution 

have been passed down to those who arrive too late. This belatedness describes the experience of 

younger generations who have inherited revolutionary ideas of freedom from a past that is not 

their own. Entering the world in the aftermath of a revolutionary past, our encounters with the 

utopian aspirations of older generations are conditioned by a somewhat tragic sense of arriving 

too late to intervene in the struggles that have unfolded in the past. With each encounter we not 

only discover the revolutionary potentials that could have been; but, these encounters with the 

past also reinscribe the deferral of future possibilities that go unfulfilled. In a way, the nonarrival 

of black freedom and anticolonial revolution describes the temporality of the repetitious delay 

and postponement of emancipatory futures. Nonarrival designates the serial repetition of claims 

to freedom and the dispersal of those claims as the result of the freedom’s delay. Both the 

imaginings of future possibilities as well as their nonarrival constitute our inheritance from the 

revolutionary past.  We’ve arrived too late. What could have been are just scattered remains. 

Nonarrival designates the ambiguous relation between the political present and the 

revolutionary past as well as describes the diasporic condition that profoundly informs this 

project’s sensibility. The fact that I arrived too late, that I will never be able to share with the 
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past what I know about the present that will be its future, articulates a desire for an impossible 

return. Quiet Dawn considers the belated encounter with past hopes and the inheritance of 

unfulfilled dreams of freedom as a feature of the diasporic condition of black radical politics. 

The discontinuities between the revolutionary visions from the past and the memory of future 

possibilities passed down to younger generations emerge within everyday life as we witness old 

forms of political organization continuously fail to map on to contemporary struggles. In the 

distant aftermaths of the black revolutionary campaigns that emerged in the United States and the 

various radical-Marxist and democratic socialist national liberation projects across the 

decolonizing world, it is difficult to shake any skepticism regarding political forms of unity such 

as the nation-state and black nationalist solidarity. In a way, the diasporic striving for a sense of 

belonging within the context of displacement corresponds to the political desires for an 

organizational form that animates many of the visions of the future that we have inherited from 

the past. Cedric Robinson concludes his seminal 1983 work Black Marxism: The Making of the 

Black Radical Tradition on a note that reveals the ambiguous relation between the past and 

present that structures the longing for old forms of political organization. Robinson writes:  

The radical national movements of our time in Africa and the African diaspora have 
come to an historical moment when substantial numbers of the world’s Black peoples are 
under the threat of physical annihilation or the promise of prolonged and frightening 
debilitation. The famines which have always accompanied the capitalist world-system’s 
penetration of societies have increased in intensity and frequency. The appearance of 
literally millions of Black refugees, drifting helplessly beyond the threshold of human 
sensibility, their emaciated bodies feeding on their own tissues, have become 
commonplace. The systematic attack on radical Black polities, and the manipulation of 
venal political puppets are now routine occurrences. Where Blacks were once assured of 
some sort of minimal existence as a source of cheap labour, mass unemployment and 
conditions of housing and health which are of near-genocidal proportions obtain.8 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 Cedric Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition (London: Zed Books, 
1983), 452. 
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Writing in the eighties, Robinson describes a historical moment in which the nonarrival 

of black freedom brought with it a devastating reality consisting of the targeted assault of black 

radicals, wholesale political corruption, forms of institutional abandonment that further exposed 

black lives to premature death, and a routine abjection that has rendered the black body “beyond 

the threshold of human sensibility.” The intensification that Robinson describes is not simply a 

suggestion that the predicament of black people face in the modern world has worsened. Rather, 

it is the accrual of past injuries and the reformulation of regimes of power that one witnesses in 

the time of black freedom’s nonarrival. In part, his account reflects a certain transformation of 

the perception of time and its relation to life and labor under the conditions of late capitalism. In 

the United States, for instance, the acceleration of production time within capitalist world-

systems rendered the once touted figure of the black worker obsolete.9 No longer assured of what 

Robinson calls a “minimal existence as a source of cheap labour,” the black body was neither 

commodity nor raw material nor surplus labor; rather, under the conditions that Robinson 

describes, the black body is a superfluous form of life that either inhabits or is on the verge of 

what Neferti X. M. Tadiar terms as the “remaindered life-times” that run in excess of the time of 

capitalist production.10  In a way, Robinson’s account of his historical moment presents 

blackness as a problem of both value and form in which the black body marks the absence of 

creative capacities within a global capitalist regime which at the same time feeds off its living 

labor as a means of preserving necessary forms of political sovereignty. If, as Deborah Thomas 

suggests, “neoliberalism creates the new frontier space for opportunity through a remapping of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 The 1968 film Uptight! Directed by Jules Dassin and featuring Julian Mayfield and Ruby Dee is a story 
about the black workers tragic demise told through the Judas-figure of “Tank” just as much as it about the 
formation of a revolutionary underground in the aftermath of the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. 
See Jules Dassin, dir., Uptight! (Paramount Pictures, 1968).  
10 Neferti X. M. Tadiar, “Life Times of Disposability with Global Neolibarlism,” Social Text 115, no. 2 
(Summer 2013): 41.  
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the administrative purview of the state,” the active neglect, calculated desertion, juridical 

impairment, and arbitrary (legal) violence that falls upon the black body are nothing more than 

the expressions of sovereign power under the conditions of global capitalism.11 In the time of 

black freedom’s nonarrival, the black body is emblematic of the “afterlife of property,” what 

Saidiya Hartman describes as “the detritus of lives with which we have yet to attend, a past that 

has yet to be done and the ongoing state of emergency in which black life remains in peril.”12  

Seen from a global context, the black body as a form of life that destabilizes normal 

categories of life demands a sensibility capable of deciphering what is able to unfold under signs 

of abjection. In a way, black social life forces us to consider the resistance of the outmoded 

commodity, the disposable thing, the unverifiable existence of surplus populations. It is in the 

face of these conditions, however, that Robinson remains invested in black radicalism as a 

revolutionary force and a generative critique of western civilization as he closes this tremendous 

work with a call to collectivity: “But for now we must be as one.”13 To be sure, this claim of 

oneness in the face of such a devastating reality is not a longing for an originary state of unity. 

This call for others to “be as one” resonates, instead, with the spirit of black radicalism or what 

Robinson describes as “[t]he renunciation of actual being for historical being; the preservation 

of the ontological totality granted by a metaphysical system which had never allowed for 

property in either the physical, philosophical, temporal, legal, social or psychic sense.”14 Quiet 

Dawn is shaped by this call for “ontological totality” in the time black freedom’s nonarrival. It 

turns to the past not in the necessity of proof of a revolutionary force. It has little concern with 

realizing the visions of different worlds “not yet born.” Instead, it chooses to linger with the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11 Deborah Thomas, Exceptional Violence: Embodied Citizenship in Transnational Jamaica (Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press, 2011), 44. 
12 Saidiya Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts,” Small Axe 26 (July 2008): 12.  
13 Robinson, Black Marxism, 452. 
14 Ibid., 243. 
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nascent worlds and the future possibilities that unfold from the social living of those born fi’ 

dead.  

 



 1 

Whispers of the “What If?” 
 

   Let’s talk about the fun that we had.  
     It spins around my brain like a haunting refrain 
        - Waheeda Massey1  

 
 

Let us begin, somewhat obliquely, with a passage from Franz Kafka’s short story “Cares of a 

Family:”  

Many a time when you go out of the door and he happens just to be leaning directly 
beneath you against the banisters you feel inclined to speak to him. Of course, you put no 
difficult questions to him, you treat him—he is so diminutive that you cannot help it—
rather like a child, “Well, what’s your name?” you ask him. “Odradek,” he says. “And 
where do you live?” “No fixed abode,” he says and laughs; but it is only the kind of 
laughter that has no lungs behind it. It sounds rather like the rustling of fallen leaves. And 
that is usually the end of the conversation.2  
 

In this passage, the voice of the narrator describes his encounter with the mysterious figure called 

“Odradek.” At first glance, Odradek resembles a spool of thread, but as the story unfolds it 

becomes clear that this thing is a living creature. Though made of wood, this thing speaks, stands 

upright “as if on two legs,” and lurks in the attic, stairways, and entrance of the house of the 

“family man” that is the story’s narrator.3 Over the course of the story the paternal voice of the 

narrator expresses his worry that this thing—with its “old, broken-off bits of thread, knotted and 

tangled together, of the most varied sorts and colors”—will outlive his own existence and 

continue to roll throughout the house and trailing its tread at the feet of his children and his 

children’s children.4 “He does no harm to anyone that one can see,” the narrator says of Odradek, 

“but the idea that he is likely to survive me I find almost painful.”5  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Qtd. from Archie Shepp, “Quiet Dawn,” Attica Blues (Impulse!, 1972). 
2 Franz Kafka, “The Cares of the Family Man,” in The Complete Stories, Nahum N. Glatzer, ed. (New 
York: Schocken Books, 1971), 428.  
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid., 429. 
5 Ibid. 
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Kafka’s Odradek was a central figure to both Walter Benjamin and Theodor Adorno’s 

thoughts on commodification and the distortion of social life under modern capitalism. For them, 

Odradek confirmed Marx’s theory of commodity fetishism and his argument that within the 

world of things, “a definite social relation between men […] assumes, in their eyes, the fantastic 

form of a relation between things.”6 However, while the narrator’s relation to Odradek seems to 

depict this displacement of social relation onto relation among things, for both Adorno and 

Benjamin, Odradek also represented a possible escape or way out of the oppressive systems of 

modern capitalism. For Adorno, Odradek was “a motif of transcendence, namely, of the ultimate 

limit of the reconciliation of the organic and inorganic, or the overcoming of death: Odradek 

‘lives on.’”7 This transcendence, he argues, is afforded to the useless commodity which is able to 

survive or “live on” beyond the social parameters of the subject by virtue of being rendered into 

a thingly form. Odradek is an “alien survivor that outlives its own immediacy.”8 For Benjamin, 

“Odradek is the form which things assume in oblivion. They are distorted. The ‘cares of a family 

man,’ which no one can identify, are distorted.”9 However, in the world of Kafka’s stories, 

Benjamin insists that oblivion must be distinguished from nothingness. Rather it is in the space 

“[e]verything forgotten mingles with what has been forgotten of the prehistoric world, forms of 

countless, uncertain, changing compounds, yielding a constant flow of new, strange products. 

Oblivion is a container from which the inexhaustible intermediate world […] presses toward the 

light.”10 Odradek is a distorted figure. Neither subject nor object, human nor thing, it points to a 
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6 Karl Marx, “The Fetishism of Commodities and the Secret Thereof,” from Capital, vol. 1, in Robert C. 
Tucker, ed., The Marx-Engels Reader (New York: W. W. Norton and Co., 1978), 319. 
7 Theodor Adorno and Walter Benjamin, The Complete Correspondence, 1928-1940 (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2001), 69.  
8 Ibid., 107.  
9 Walter Benjamin, “Franz Kafka: One the Tenth Anniversary of His Death,” in Hannah Arendt, ed., 
Illuminations: Essays and Reflections (1968; repr., New York: Schocken Books, 2007), 131.  
10 Ibid., 133. 
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life beyond life, a life that can no longer be recognizable as such but nonetheless lives on and 

lingers in the space of oblivion, a life that provides a radical conception of “afterlives” as the 

material legacies of power’s dehumanizing force under the conditions of modern capitalism.  

It is in the scene of the narrator’s encounter with Odradek that we come across a sound 

that is emblematic of the concerns that drive this dissertation and my thinking around the 

afterlives of black radicalism. The narrator’s interaction with Odradek occurs at one of the 

numerous thresholds in which it lurks. These thresholds are the nether regions where useless and 

forgotten things reside. Neither inside or outside, upstairs or down, Odradek inhabits “[t]he zone 

in which it is impossible to die is also the no-man’s-land between man and thing.”11 It is from 

that zone that Odradek speaks and responds to the narrator with a mocking laughter, however, “it 

is only the kind of laughter that has no lungs behind it. It sounds rather like the rustling of fallen 

leaves.” The voice that speaks to the narrator is radically unverifiable as a human voice. What 

sounds from the zone between subject and object, human and thing, is an indeterminate voice 

that is hardly recognizable as such. This sound that is hardly distinguishable from breathless 

laughter and a rustling of leaves signals a life caught in the space of oblivion. It is the sound of a 

life rendered into a useless commodity that survives its disposability in a barely intelligible form. 

It is the sonic remnant or trace of an unverifiable existence that lingers and threatens to remain 

for generations. It is a whisper of the “what if?’ that is the resistance of disposable objects.  

I open with this discussion of Odradek in order to frame my considerations of the 

interplays between time, history, and black social life within a particular understanding of 

blackness as the material legacy of slavery, colonization, and racial violence in the making of the 

modern world. In her seminal essay, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar 
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11 Adorno, “Notes on Kafka,” in Prisms, trans., Samuel and Shierry Weber (1967; repr., Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 1981), 263 
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Book,” Hortense Spillers describes the material effects of chattel slavery as it relates to the 

distortion of social meaning and value that produce the “uneasy oxymoronic character” of black 

subjectivity.12 She writes:  

Every feature of social and human differentiation disappears in public discourse 
regarding the African-American person, as we encounter, in the juridical codes of 
slavery, personality reified […] If the “slave” is perceived as the essence of stillness (an 
early version of “ethnicity”), or an undynamic human state, fixed in time and space, then 
the law articulates this impossibility as its inherent feature: “Slaves shall be deemed, sold, 
taken, reputed and adjudged in law to be chattels personal, in the hands of their owners 
and possessors, and their executors, administrators, and assigns, to all intents, 
constructions, and purposes whatsoever.”13   

 
What Spillers describes as the “undynamic human state, fixed in space and time” bares a 

resemblance to the distorted life embodied in the figure of Odradek. While I do not wish to draw 

a full comparison between the world of slavery and racial subjection, on the one hand, and the 

world depicted in Kafka’s story or the world he inhabited, on the other, I do want to think about 

the ways in which the voice of Odradek and the breathless laughter that sounds like the rustling 

of leaves might help us come to an understanding of the social practices and affective relations 

that emerge out of the gaps and discontinuities that constitute the history of blackness.  

Fred Moten’s brilliant formulation of the “resistance of the object” as a way of describing 

the radical character of black performance is useful here. Moten points to how Marx’s theory of 

commodification “underestimated the commodity’s power, for instance, the power to speak and 

to break speech.”14 The historical experience of chattel slavery cuts Marx’s theory of value and 

the production of the exchange-value of commodities with an inherent value that is part of the 

object and materializes in its speech: “The impossible chemical substance of the object’s 
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12 Hortense J. Spillers, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book” Diacritics Vol. 17, 
no. 2 (1987): 78. 
13 Ibid 
14 Fred Moten, In the Break: the Aesthetics of the Black Radical Tradition, (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2003), 17 
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(exchange-)value is the fact—the material, graphic, phonic substance—of the object’s speech.”15 

Blackness and its performance, according to Moten, testifies to the fact that under the conditions 

of chattel slavery and its commodification of the black body, the commodity spoke, sang, and 

shrieked. Focusing on the “heart-rending shrieks” in the infamous scene of the beating of Aunt 

Hester depicted by Frederick Douglass in his 1845 Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, 

Moten demonstrates how this passionate utterance of a life rendered into an object radically 

augments and destabilizes the opposition between subjects and objects, humans and 

commodities. Aunt Hester as the figure of the singing/shrieking commodity attends to the way 

black performance “cuts and augments meaning with a phonographic, rematerializing 

inscription.”16 As Moten further explains, “there occurs in such performances a revaluation or 

reconstruction of value.”17 What is gained from considering Odradek in relation to this notion of 

black performance is an understanding of the historical life of disposable things that allows us to 

further explore social practices and affective relations that unfold in the spaces of oblivion that 

lie outside of the parameters of the subject.  

Quiet Dawn: Time, Aesthetics, and the Afterlives of Black Radicalism explores what 

Moten might describe as “the resistance of disposable objects.” This project takes up issues of 

time, history, and black social life as they relate to the radical potentialities that linger in the 

present. Like Odradek, these potentialities come into view in distorted forms. Here, I am 

reminded of a passage from Michel Foucault’s “The Lives of Infamous Men” that describes how 

traces of insignificant existences are registered in the archive through their violent clash with 

power:  
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15 Ibid., 10.  
16 Ibid., 14 
17 Ibid. 
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What snatched them from the darkness in which they could, perhaps should, have 
remained was the encounter with power; without that collision, it’s very unlikely that any 
word would be there to recall their fleeting trajectory. The power that watched these 
lives, that pursued them, that lent its attention, if only for a moment, to their complaints 
and their little racket, and marked them with its claws was what gave rise to the few 
words about them that remain for us.18 

 
The traces of past existences that Foucault locates in the archive come into view in barely 

recognizable forms. They exist in the archive as nothing more than “flash-existences” and 

“poem-lives, ” as “particles endowed with an energy all the greater for their being small and 

difficult to discern.”19 The strange laughter of Odradek is similarly endowed with an energy by 

virtue of its unintelligible status. Not unlike the phonic substance of the commodity’s speech, we 

can think about Odradek’s laughter from oblivion as resisting the imposition of non value and 

nothingness carried out by the fundamental operations of the archive as “the system that governs 

the appearance of statements” and determines the limits of the sayable.20 However, as it is the 

general case with things that are forgotten, it remains unclear whether Odradek is a single being 

or part of a larger whole that mingles with other forgotten things that live on in the space of 

oblivion and carries the trace of those connections in its “old, broken-off bits of thread, knotted 

and tangled together, of the most varied sorts and colors.” If the commodity’s speech is a 

testament to how black performance discovers within itself a “revaluation or reconstruction of 

value,” the resistance of the useless commodity represented in the figure of Odradek signals a 

reconstruction of the social within the space of oblivion. Odradek’s laughter reminds us that the 

recordings of black performance in the archive also carry traces of socialities that exceed the 

domain of the subject.   
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18 Michel Foucault, “Lives of Infamous Men,” in James Faubion and Paul Rainbow, eds., Power: 
Essential Works of Foucault: 1954-1964 Volume III, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: The New Press, 
2000), 161. 
19 Ibid., 159, 161. 
20 Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge (New York: Harper Books, 1976), 129.   
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Quiet Dawn approaches the revolutionary past from the vantage point of a present that 

bears witness to black freedom’s nonarrival. This approach is not unlike the “wake work” 

Christina Sharpe has recently described as “a renewed call for black studies to be the intellectual 

work of a continued reckoning of the longue durée of Atlantic chattel slavery, with black 

fungiblity, antiblackness, and the gratuitous violence that structures black being, of counting for 

the narrative, historical, structural, and other positions black people are forced to occupy.”21 

Working within a diasporic framework, this dissertation theorizes what I call the haunting refrain 

of black sociality that designates an affective register through which otherwise hidden and 

obscure regions of the past can be apprehended. Neither ghosts nor apparitions, the haunting 

refrain are whispers of the “what if?” that echo, hum, rattle, and rustle from the space of 

oblivion.  

 
Variations on the Future (c. 1972)22 

    
Listening to the final track on the black nationalist musician Archie Shepp’s 1972 album Attica 

Blues entitled “Quiet Dawn,” we encounter the figure of a haunting refrain. Written by Cal 

Massey and performed by his seven-year-old daughter Waheeda Massey, this track evokes a 

sense of futurity in a time of loss, confusion, and despair. Released at the beginning of the 

seventies, Attica Blues emerges out of the period of political disenchantment in the U.S. that 

Richard Iton describes as the “post-civil rights era.”23 As such, “Quiet Dawn” comes at the end 

of a somewhat melancholic album. Attica Blues pays tribute to legendary black musicians Louis 
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21 Christina Sharpe, “Black Studies: In the Wake,” The Black Scholar 44, no. 2 (Summer 2014): 59.  
22 I borrow this use of “variations” as a critical approach from Brent Hayes Edwards’s “Variations on a 
Preface.” See Edwards, Practice of Diaspora: Literature, Translation, and the Rise of Black 
Internationalism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003), 16-68. 
23 Richard Iton, In Search of the Black Fantastic: Politics and Popular Culture in the Post-Civil Rights 
Era (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 81.  
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Armstrong and Charlie Parker along with the recently slain black revolutionary George Jackson 

and the members of the Attica rebellion that had just been brutally repressed at the command of 

New York Governor Nelson Rockefeller. In a way, the album captures a similar sentiment as the 

one put forward in the Institute of the Black World brochure Black Analysis for the Seventies in 

which the black struggle in the U.S. is described as “treading water” at the start of what had 

already proven itself to be brutal decade: 

The black response to the Attica massacre and the murder of George Jackson is, sadly, 
the most recent example of the inadequacy of the black vision of social change in 
America. For Attica and San Quentin present us with a phenomenon we must grasp and 
overcome: the State as a murderer. […] Blacks must rethink their relation to the existing 
system of American Justice and to the State responsible for it. For how is justice to be 
achieved when the people who commit the murders officiate over their own guild and 
innocence? This is a monstrous charade.24 

 
If (and this is one of those big “ifs” that get us from one point to the next) social movements 

during the civil rights era were animated by a belief in rights-based politics and government 

institutions, the targeted assault, internment, and killing of black activists at the start of the 

seventies forced the realization that the state’s monopoly of violence and the necessity for 

political visions of black freedom more attuned to the force of the law. It is in the context of this 

devastating reality that Shepp decided to feature a seven-year-old girl on the final track of his 

album.  

 Attica Blues is significant not only because of the time it was released but also how it 

reflects on that moment on the level of its arrangement and composition. Literary critic Aldon 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
24 The Institute of the Black World, “The American State vs. Black People, in Black Analysis for the 
Seventies 1 (1971-1972): 25. The brochure also features an article reflecting on the legacy of Louis 
Armstrong after his recent death that resonates with Shepp’s tribute “Good Bye Sweet Pops.” It reads, 
“[Armstrong’s] music is a testimonial to his life and the lives of his people, although aspects of both must 
be reevaluated in terms of our present needs and concerns. For musicians and other black artists now 
know that whatever they do as Blacks in a racist society has political overtones. Perhaps Louis had some 
awareness of this, even if not often expressed” (18). See “The King of Jazz is Ours,” in Black Analysis for 
the Seventies 1 (1971-1972).  
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Lynn Nielsen highlights the “serial composition” of the album, which he argues Shepp modeled 

after earlier works by Duke Ellington and Charles Mingus.25 Nielsen writes, “Attica Blues is a 

series of works for large ensemble, each half of the album beginning with a hard-driving blues 

chorus and concluding with a lighters, upbeat melody.”26 The seriality of the album can be heard 

on the level of its musical composition as well as in the recurrence of certain themes and their 

variations on each track. 27 One thematic that the album continuously revisits is that of childhood 

and futurity. “Quiet Dawn” is the upbeat melody at the end of the album that concludes its ascent 

from despair by incorporating the voice of a child. Performing with Shepp’s big band in the 

background, Waheeda’s untrained yet precocious voice serves as a powerful counterpoint to the 

mournful tone of the earlier tracks such as “Blues for Brother George Jackson” and “Good-bye 

Sweet Pops.” “Quiet Dawn” is an optimistic tune meant to counterbalance the tragic outcomes 

articulated in the earlier tracks such as “Invocation: Attica Blues,” a brief interlude spoken by 

radical civil rights lawyer William Kunstler which ends with the famed legal advocate for the 

Black Panthers, Weather Underground, and prisoners at Attica regretfully stating “I wish I were 

better.” Nielsen suggests that part of Shepp’s project in crafting the album is to link together a 

broad range of black musical styles and expressive forms in order to “foreground the cultural 

inventions by means of which communities create and sustain themselves.”28 This investment in 

popular forms of creativity is highlighted by the “amateurs” that Shepp includes on the album. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
25 Aldon Lynn Nielsen, Black Chant: Languages of African-American Postmodernism (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997), 211.  
26 Ibid. 
27 Responding to the too-easy conflation of serial poetics and serial music, Brent Hayes Edwards explains 
that “serial composition in music involves the use of a predetermined and fixed permutation of elements: 
a ‘tone row’ or graph distribution of the twelve tones of the equal tempered scale. The series is fixed, first 
of all, so that there is no chance that the composer might revert to a predilection for harmonic 
development and resolution.” See Brent Hayes Edwards, “Black Serial Poetics: An Introduction to Ed 
Roberson,” Callaloo 33, no. 3 (Summer 2010): 633, fn. 16 
28 Nielsen, Black Chant, 211.  
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Waheeda’s performance on “Quiet Dawn” stands out because of the way the incorporation of 

this young child not only reflects a broader sense of community but also signals a future to 

come.29 Attica Blues, through its variations on the thematic of childhood, renders futurity as a 

discursive terrain. Repeatedly returning to the figure of the child, the album offers multiple 

“takes” on the question of futurity, each time elaborating on the various possibilities and 

expectations that emerge out of the devastating experience of loss and political despair. For 

instance, rather than simply convey her poor intonation, the “pitchy” sound of Waheeda’s voice 

is expressive of the adolescent quality. In this way, her vocals on the final track have an 

unfinished character that can be associated with the idea of a novice that has yet to realize her 

future potential. As such, born from a moment of political despair, this girl-child in the middle of 

this large ensemble not only symbolizes a future but also embodies the expectation of its arrival.  

The only child featured on the album, Waheeda’s performance on the final track builds 

on the themes developed in the compositions that precede “Quiet Dawn.” Again, the seriality of 

the album represents the figure of the child not as a static symbol but, instead, as a more 

provisional figure whose meaning transforms with each take and variation. The title track that 

opens the album, for instance, introduces the thematic of childhood as a figure of hopelessness. 

This big band composition features the forceful vocals of Henry Hull, Joshie Armstead, and 
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29 Lee Edelman’s reflection on the compulsory narratives of “reproductive futurism” in which the child is 
a political symbol of the future is useful here. Edelman describes both the identification of and with the 
child “as the preeminent emblem of the motivating end, though one endlessly postponed, of every 
political vision as a vision of futurity.” However, José Muñoz’s powerful retort and qualification of 
Edelman’s conception of a queer temporality that is radically opposed to the child is even more helpful as 
he reminds us that Waheeda does not occupy the position of “the sovereign princes of futurity.” 
“Although Edelman does indicate that the future of the child as futurity is different from the future of 
actual children, his framing nonetheless accepts and reproduces this monolithic figure of the child that is 
indeed always already white.” It should be clear that this project is indebted to the debates around 
temporality and political futurity in queer theory.  See Lee Edelman No Future: Queer Theory and the 
Death Drive (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2004), 13-14 and José Muñoz, Cruising Utopia: The 
Then and There of Queer Futurity (New York: New York University Press, 2009), 95. 
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Albertine Robinson singing a verse that speaks of a lost future: “If I would have had to chance to 

make a decision/ every man could walk this earth on equal condition/ every child could do more 

that dream on a star/ hunger, death, and strife would cease and I would put an end to war.”30 

Here the figure of the child is a liability, a figure of the uncertain future born from the tragic 

outcomes of the past. While the song evokes a child that “dreams on the star” it does so in order 

to reflect on the bleak circumstances that face of those who have been born in to a world filled 

with hunger, death, strife, and war. In “Attica Blues,” the figure of the child conveys an anxiety 

about the future that is articulated through the statement about the futility of dreams under the 

constraints of such a devastating reality. Featured on the latter half of the album, “Invocation: 

Ballad for a Child,” the second intertext read by Kunstler, returns to the thematic of childhood 

and articulates a similarly bleak vision of the future: 

I would rather be a plant than a man in this land. 
I would rather be a plant on this land.  
You can transplant a plant and it can grow free  
but the man that has been transplanted can’t. 
 
So you can see why I would rather be a tree  
With branches and leaves that can go free.  
If man had a choice before he is exploited  
Then his offspring would do more than dream.  
Isn’t that a shame. 31  

 
Written by William G. Harris, the two invocations on Attica Blues insert Kunstler into the 

album’s overall composition as the radical voice of the struggle for black liberation. His is a 

voice that has witnessed the brutal repression of black revolutionaries at the turn of the decade. 

As the earlier invocation sounds like an introspective blues poem (note the despondency of 

Kunstler “I wish I were better”), the second invocation that Kunstler recites is similarly 
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30 Archie Shepp, “Attica Blues,” Attica Blues (Impulse! 1972).  
31 Archie Shepp, “Invocation: Attica Blues,” Attica Blues (Impulse! 1972). 
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structured as a blues ballad dedicated to an unnamed child.32 Here the album returns to the 

thematic of childhood and the question of futurity as the ballad that Kunstler recites compares 

the fate of “the man that has been transplanted” to a plant that is able to grow free after enduring 

a similar fate. This harkens to the violent uprooting of African peoples by the transatlantic slave 

trade and connects the legacies of slavery to the current unfreedom that the album reflects upon. 

The ballad draws these connections between slavery and the ongoing experience of oppression in 

order to speak to the future. Recall how the title track evokes the figure of the child when it 

articulates a somewhat belated intervention, referring to what could have been “[i]f I would have 

had the chance to make a decision.” The lyrics call upon a prior time, a time before subjection, in 

order to imagine a different world in which “every child could do more that dream on a star,” a 

world that calls into question the here-and-now that the song inhabits. “Invocation: Ballad for a 

Child” mobilizes a similar future anterior tense in order to critically reflect on its contemporary 

circumstances: “[i]f man had a choice before he is exploited/ Then his offspring would do more 

than dream.”  

The seriality of Attica Blues enables it to circle back on the thematic of childhood in what 

can be described as variations on the future. Paired with the despondent tone of Kunstler’s first 

invocation, the reference to the child in “Attica Blues” speaks to a lost future. Kunstler’s second 

invocation ends on a similar note of despondency when it describes the shameful state of things. 

Yet, the musical track paired with the second invocation, also entitled “Ballad for a Child,” is an 

orchestral composition that approaches the thematic of childhood with a more soulful mood. The 

performance of the large ensemble shifts in tone as it reclaims a sense of hope from the 

shamefulness that Kunstler describes. This utopian sentiment eventually finds its expression in 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
32 For an extensive bibliography on scholarship on jazz poetry and the role of blues and other black 
musical genres as a source of poetic innovation, see Brent Hayes Edwards and John F. Szwed, “A 
Bibliography of Jazz Poetry Criticism,” Callaloo 25, no. 1 (Winter 2002): 338-346.  
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the lyrics that bring the track to an end: “But what the whole world really needs is a baby’s 

smile.”33 The political anxieties about the future initially embodied in the figure of the child give 

way to the possibility of a new beginning that emerges out of devastation.  

The album’s variations on the child and a figure of futurity set the stage for Waheeda’s 

performance of “Quiet Dawn.” Whereas the child embodied a vulnerable future in the tragic 

aftermath of the late sixties and early seventies, by the time Waheeda joins the ensemble her 

youth is no longer a liability but instead is taken as a symbol of inspiration. In his analysis of 

“Quiet Dawn,” Nielsen goes as far to suggests “[Waheeda’s] presence points to a continuing 

lineage of improvisation and community making.”34 The title of the track seems to signal this 

notion of continuity as “Quiet Dawn” evokes the coming of a new day over an eclipsed horizon. 

The presence of this young girl is a vague expression of political futurity. Gradually elaborated 

through the album, the variation on the thematic of childhood on the final track shifts away from 

the rage and despair of the opening blues track as the big band becomes more collectively 

attuned to a sense of utopianism. Rather than a blues, the trumpet melody paired with Waheeda’s 

singing gives the song a martial feel as if there were an emergent militancy embedded in this 

child’s voice, some kind of radical future born out of destruction. This shift in moods articulates 

a promise of making it through dark times. This promise is also signaled by Waheeda’s opening 

line, “It’s quiet dawn/ and life moves on.” Again, as Nielsen suggests, this upbeat melody seems 

to introduce an optimistic note into the blues feel that predominates the album. However, the line 

of continuity that he establishes between a past represented by dead musicians and 

revolutionaries and a future symbolized in this young girl’s voice is complicated when we listen 

to Waheeda’s passionate pleas that remind us that “Quiet Dawn” is ultimately a love song:  
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33 Archie Shepp, “Attica Blues,” Attica Blues (Impulse! 1972). 
34 Nielsen, Black Chant, 211. 
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Seems like we’ve just met not long ago, my darling 
Now you say our love is growing old 
Let’s talk about the fun we had 
It spins around my brain like a haunting refrain  
Come love, don’t flee come back to me 
Let’s try one more night 
Before dawn is gone 35 
 

Waheeda’s enticing pleas to “talk about the fun we had” and to “try one more night” articulate a 

desperate attempt to preserve a connection in the face of an unrequited love.36 Richard Iton 

suggests, “[t]he love song, in the postcolonial/post–civil rights context, with its explicitly 

gendered impulses, can be seen as one of the more familiar and available sites for the 

imagination of black political possibilities, radical and otherwise.”37 In this instance, the love 

song that Waheeda performs is laced with sexual overtones that transgress the symbolic order of 

that family in which the child emerges as an extension of the father’s lineage. Rather than 

represent a point of continuity that is articulated through her relation to her father, the pitchy 

vocals can be heard as Waheeda striving towards Billie Holiday’s rendition of the jazz standard 

“You Go to My Head” which opens with “You go to my head/ and You linger like a haunting 

refrain/ and I find you spinning ‘round in my brain/ like the bubbles in a glass of champagne.”38 

Holiday’s “haunting refrain” is the byproduct of an intoxicating desire that persists in the face of 

loss. Although she is certain that “this heart of mine hasn’t a ghost of chance in this crazy 

romance,” the hope remains persistent despite her attempts to reason with herself: “But I say to 

myself, ‘get a hold of yourself, can’t you see that it can never can be?’” Waheeda’s plea can be 
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35 Archie Shepp, “Quiet Dawn,” Attica Blues (Impulse! 1972). 
36  The phrase “quiet dawn” resonates with the opening lines of Aimé Césaire’s long poem Notebook of 
the Return to a Native Land. “Au bout du petit matin…” Translated as “At the end of the wee hours” or 
“At the end of daybreak,” the repetition of this phrase locates Césaire’s poem in a similar indeterminate 
zone between night and day. See Aimé Césaire, The Collected Poetry, trans., Clayton Eshlemen and 
Annette Smith (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984).  
37 Richard Iton, “Still Life,” Small Axe no. 40 (March 2013): 26.  
38 Billie Holiday, “You Go To My Head,” Billie Holiday, The Golden Years (New York: Columbia 
Records, 1962).  
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heard as a similar desire that goes against all reason and strives for a possibility that “never can 

be.”  

If love songs are capable of articulating political possibilities, in this instance, Waheeda’s 

struggle to hold on to a fading love articulates a desire to preserve not so much what was but 

what could have been. This is despite the fact that the future possibilities that she attempts to 

preserve belong to a time other than her own. Nevertheless, she seems to catch a glimmer of 

hope as it spins around in her brain not so much as a memory of the past but “like a haunting 

refrain.” It is important to note that a “haunting refrain” is less a memory than the imagination of 

a lingering desire or a sense of possibility rooted in what could have been. Rather than reproduce 

an idea of the future inherited from her father’s generation or articulate a nostalgic hope to 

resurrect the dead, Waheeda’s invocation of a haunting refrain emerges from the discontinuity of 

the past and present as an approximation of a potentiality that comes into view when we talk 

about “the fun that we had.”   

Waheeda is emblematic of the predicament that defines our historical present. She enters 

the scene of struggle too late and belatedly attempts to inhabit a horizon as it fades into oblivion. 

Like Waheeda, we live in the aftermath of the revolutionary past. And like her, many of us still 

desperately search for a connection to that past and are left to cling onto to our impressions of 

what was and hope for what could have been. Working against what he sees as a dominant 

framework within the study of black culture and politics that defines resistance as a 

fundamentally public expression, Kevin Quashie develops a concept of quiet in order to describe 

a range of practices of black self-fashioning that fall outside of this frame of intelligibility. He 

distinguishes quiet from silence by focusing on its expressive qualities and demonstrates how 

quiet might be used to describe how forms of interiority and vulnerability are capable of 
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generating social meaning. “Quiet,” he writes, “is a call to give up the need to be sure, to give up 

the willfulness of being a resistant public subject, and to embrace surrender. Such surrender is 

both conscious and beyond consciousness, and it must be chosen—it is an active state.”39 

Quietness seems to operate in a similar fashion in “Quiet Dawn.” In this instance, quiet refers to 

modes of social activity that fall outside of traditional notions of resistance but nonetheless signal 

utopian possibilities. Quiet is the sound of an unverifiable whisper of the “what if”? that comes 

to Waheeda as a haunting refrain.  

Inspired by this vague sense of futurity, Quiet Dawn traces the unfulfilled utopian desires 

that linger in the historical present of the African diaspora. Working at the convergence of 

literature, performance, and visual culture, Quiet Dawn argues that the unfinished projects of 

black and anticolonial revolution harbor radical potentialities that are figuratively embodied in 

what I call a “haunting refrain.” Understood both as a “tune” and a gathering of forces, the 

concept of the “refrain” allows us to investigate the forms of social life that unfold in the time of 

black freedom’s nonarrival. A refrain is at once a musical metaphor that refers to a process of 

orchestration and the assembling of the discrete elements that constitute an ensemble. However, 

the concept of the refrain has gained added significance within the field of affect theory. 

“Refrains are a worlding,” Kathleen Stewart suggests. “Pre-personal intensities lodge in bodies. 

Events, relations, and impacts accumulate as the capacities to affect and be affected. Public 

feelings world up as lived circuits of action and reaction.”40 As such, a refrain can be understood 

as an expression of something coming into existence. It is the blossoming of a whole and the 

germination of a social structure through the accrual of intensities. Refrains are neither signs nor 
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40 Kathleen Stewart, “Afterword: Worlding Refrains,” in Melissa Gregg, ed., The Affect Theory Reader 
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discursive entities; rather, they involve “the gathering of experience beyond subjectivity, a 

transduction of forces, a social aesthetics attuned to the way a tendency takes on consistency, or 

a new regime a sensation becomes a threshold to the real.”41 The simultaneous musical and 

affective connotations of the concept of the refrain inform my theorization of a “haunting 

refrain.” I define a haunting refrain as a nascent worlding found at the disjuncture of experience 

and expectation.42 It is the trace of a social assemblage, a world that could have been, a 

potentiality that stands as a testament to its nonarrival. It is neither memory nor historical proof, 

but, instead, designates an affective register through which otherwise hidden and obscure regions 

of the past can be apprehended. If a refrain is a gathering of forces or a becoming-ensemble, a 

haunting refrain is a trace of sociality that troubles the coordinates of historical time and the 

chronological arrangements of the past, present, and future that represent history as a progressive 

sequence of events. It is precisely what evokes the sense of potentiality that Waheeda encounters 

through her imaginative embrace of the political possibilities of an earlier generation. Although 

she cannot fully reclaim these past experiences as her own, what Waheeda gains from this 

imagination of the past is the consistency that holds together heterogeneous elements and allows 

her to imagine the gathering of a “we” in the space of what could have been.  

A haunting refrain resembles the “mnemic melody” and  “vague motif” that Gilles 

Deleuze and Félix Guattari refer to in their elaboration of the concept of the refrain in A 

Thousand Plateaus: “What is primary is the consistency of a refrain, a little tune, either in the 

form of a mnemic melody that has no need to be inscribed locally in a center, or in the form of a 
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42 See Reinhart Kosselleck, Futures Past: On the Semantics of Historical Time (New York: Columbia 
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vague motif with no need to be pulsed or simulated.”43 A haunting refrain is a little tune that 

signals a nascent potential in the past. Quiet Dawn attempts to trace the indistinct patterns of a 

nascent radicality from the lived experience of black freedom’s nonarrival. It offers an account 

of the haunting refrain of black sociality that lingers in the history of the present.  

Rather than recover the visions of political heroes from the past, Quiet Dawn considers a 

range of social assemblages that take shape in the time of black freedom’s nonarrival. It is 

organized around various examples of the haunting refrain of black social life. As such, it offers 

an account of the radical potentialities in the hums, echoes, muted chants, and shadow songs that 

emanate from the “long sixties.”44 I follow these sonic remnants of black sociality through an 

examination of the literary and critical works of black intellectuals such as Amiri Baraka, Nikki 

Giovanni, Kamau Brathwaite, Sylvia Wynter, Frantz Fanon, and Léopold Sédar Senghor. Each 

chapter takes up the difficult task of approaching the work of these black artists and intellectuals 

as vehicles into past experiences. The problem, here, is the problem of writing history outside of 

the language of the subject. Again, it is helpful to think about a haunting refrain since, to refer 

again to Deleuze and Guattari,  “[t]he problem is truly a musical one, technically musical, and all 

the more political for that.”45 Deleuze and Guattari approach the problem of writing social life 
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beyond traditional notions of subjectivity when they turn to the divergent romanticisms of 

Giuseppe Verdi and Robert Wagner in order to determine the relationship between the voice of 

the romantic hero and the orchestration of the people:   

The romantic hero, the voice of the romantic hero, acts as a subject, a subjectified 
individual with “feelings”; but this subjective vocal element is reflected in an orchestral 
and instrumental whole that on the contrary mobilizes nonsubjective “affects” and that 
reaches its height in romanticism. It should not be thought that the vocal element and the 
orchestral-instrumental whole are only in an extrinsic relation to one another: the 
orchestration imposes a given role on the voice, and the voice envelops a given mode of 
orchestration. Orchestration-instrumentation brings sound forces together and separates 
them, gathers or disperse them; but it changes, and the role of the voice changes too, 
depending on whether the forces are of Earth or of the People, of the One-All or the One-
Crowd.46  

 
There are elements of the orchestration refracted in the voice while the voice “envelops” the 

orchestral whole. In the seminal essay “History of the Voice,” we find a similar interplay 

between part and whole, between the voice of the romantic hero and the whole orchestration, in 

Kamau Brathwaite’s description of the “total expression” of black music and poetic expression 

in the Caribbean. “Reading is an isolated, individualistic expression,” he writes, “The oral 

tradition, on the other hand, makes demands not only on the poet but also on the audience to 

complete the community: the noise and sounds that the poet makes are responded to by the 

audience and are returned to him.”47 The haunting refrain of black sociality is that return.   

Quiet Dawn is an attempt to both heed and extend Brathwaite’s warning about reading the 

written word: “if you ignore the noise (or what you would think of as noise, shall I say), then you 

lose part of the meaning.”48  

Quiet Dawn attempts to foreground black sociality in its account of the revolutionary 

past. However, rather than focus on the ways in which black intellectuals and artists represented 
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the masses or imagined forms of community through which the masses appear, this dissertation 

discerns the affective registers through which sociality gets conveyed in the writings of this 

earlier generation of black intellectuals.  

Quiet Dawn approaches the revolutionary past with a diasporic sensibility. The 

dissertation as a whole moves between West Africa, the Caribbean, and the United States and 

attempts to give an account of the complex social assemblages that coalesced around the promise 

of a new world: a black world. Each chapter focuses on the affects and aesthetics practices 

through which the revolutionary force of black sociality can be apprehended. Focusing on the 

creative activities and social arrangements that come into view in the works of black artists and 

intellectuals across the diaspora, it sets out to critically embrace a range of radical potentialities 

that exceed the scope of the concepts of freedom that we have inherited from the past.  

 

Indexical Traces of Black Social Living 

 
       Long time we no have no nice time  

Do you, do you, do yeah, think about that? 
- Bob Marley and the Wailers, “Nice Time” 

 
   
Rita Marley helps us to begin to apprehend the haunting refrain of black sociality when she talks 

about music and the ways in which black performance is always social. In the preface to her 

autobiography (written with Hettie Jones), Rita Marley explains how her memory of her late 

husband Bob Marley is tied to the songs that continue to play years after his death. She writes, 

“if I hear his voice now, it’s only confirming that he’s always around, everywhere. Because you 

do really hear his voice wherever you go. All over the world.”49 However, what is most 
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important is how in listening to the recording of Bob Marley’s voice—what Paul Gilroy once 

celebrated as the digitally remastered “rebel voice of the poor and the underdeveloped 

world”50—Rita Marley encounters her own: “And one interesting thing about it, to me, is that 

most people only hear him. But I hear more, because I’m on almost all of the songs. So I also 

hear my voice, I also hear me.”51 Rita Marley enables the figure of the backup singer to come 

into view and reveals otherwise obscure regions of the past through the story she tells. However, 

rather than valorize the backup singer as a historical subject, I want to turn to a passage in her 

autobiography through which we can consider the traces of black sociality that come into view 

within the realm of the visual. Let me quote the passage in full:  

By the time his plane touched down, on April 21, 1966, a huge crowd—more than 
a hundred thousand people—had gathered. Most of them were Rastas or members of 
other African-centered Jamaican groups. Because of the masses of people, I never got 
any farther than the road to the airport, so I stopped and waited for the motorcade to pass 
by. Bob hadn’t wanted me to go, but I said I was going anyway. Everybody was on the 
street smoking and having a nice time—it felt like freedom, freedom for black people, to 
see this black supremacy coming in real life.  

I kept looking into the different cars and I finally I saw him, this little man in an 
army uniform with a military-looking hat. Rastas believe that when you see your black 
king you will see your black god, and so when he was almost close up to me I said to 
myself, is that the man they say is God? They must be crazy, I didn’t believe, looking at 
him, I just didn’t believe. Short little man in his army uniform. Quite simple. With one 
hand he was waving side to side, and I thought, oh please God, could this be what I read 
about? Show me if what they say about this man is true, show me a sign so I can see, so I 
can put my faith somewhere, I need to hold on to something.  

    And just as I thought my prayer wasn’t working, Haile Selassie turned in my 
direction and waved. There was something about the middle of his palm that struck me—
I saw a black print. And I said, oh my God, the Bible says that when you see him you will 
now him by the nail prints in his hand. Most people think I’m lying, but I’m not lying, it 
happened. I don’t know if it’s mind over matter, but I was looking for something to 
identify with. And there it was. 

  I yelled, “Oh my God,” and went home screaming and cheering.52  
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In the telling of her life story, Rita Marley renders the figure of the backup singer into a 

historical position. She gives an account of history from the position of the one that is left behind 

and is told to wait by Bob Marley’s somewhat patriarchal voice that told her (all the way from 

Delaware) not to go and join the thousands of other who went to go witness Emperor Haile 

Selassie’s arrival to Jamaica.53 She goes anyway and by the time that she is able to catch a 

glimpse of the African monarch that Rastafarians considered as the black prophet Rita Marley is 

consumed within the mass of people that gathered along the road leading from Kingston 

Palisadoes Airport. It is from inside that mass of bodies that she describes the nascent worlding 

that I have been calling the haunting refrain of black sociality: “it felt like freedom, freedom for 

black people, to see this black supremacy coming in real life.” We have to think about the forces 

that move through the gathering of black bodies when she describes how “[e]verybody was on 

the street smoking and having a nice time.” How long has it been since black people have had a 

nice time? Do you think about that?  

 Within the affective register of Rita Marley’s account of the first time seeing Haile 

Selassie we are able to catch a glimpse of the sociality that lingers in the background of the story 

of the Jamaican sixties. Her account also allows us to consider some of the complex ways in 

which black social life is registered in the visual realm. The black print that she takes as a sign of 

Selassie’s divinity can also be considered as an inscription of an affective relation that gets 

articulated within this scene of encounter. Put differently, the truth signified in the black print in 

his hand originates elsewhere; it is the visualization of the hope she inscribes onto Selassie’s 

body as she prays to be able to “put [her] faith somewhere.” That “faith” is what she already felt 

as “black supremacy coming in real life” and Selassie’s body is the site of its visual 

materialization. In this regard, the black print is a sign that emerges out of a necessity of proof 
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or, more simply, an index of the black world that was in the process of unfolding with the arrival 

of the black messiah. 

 Numerous scholars within the field of visual studies have recently turned to the concept 

of indexicality in order to rethink social practices of photography. For instance, in The Civil 

Contract of Photography, Ariella Azoulay has elaborated on Roland Barthes’s theory of the 

photographic index in order to demonstrate how photographic images carry involuntary traces of 

social encounters. “Every photograph of others bears the traces of the meeting between the 

photographed persons and the photographer, neither of whom can, on their own, determine how 

this meeting will be inscribed in the resulting image,” she writes. 54 Azoulay goes on to 

encourage of practice of watching photographs over a traditional practice of looking as a way of 

reconstructing the social relations that are bound up with the image’s production: 

The verb “to watch” is usually used for regarding phenomena and moving pictures. It 
entails dimensions of time and movement that need to be reinscribed in the interpretation 
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Figure 1“Emperor Haile Selassie of Ethiopia, Standing    
 With One Foot On An Undetonated Bomb,” January 1, 
1936. © Hulton-Deutsch Collection/CORBIS 
 

Figure 2 George E. Simpson, “R.T. Youth Group Street 
Meeting (Cut off Bicycle at Bottom)” (1956), Courtesy of 
Smithsonian Institution. 
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of the still photographic image. When and where the subject of the photograph is a person 
who has suffered some form of injury, a viewing of the photograph that reconstructs the 
photographic situation and allows a reading of the injury inflicted on others becomes a 
civic skill, not an exercise in aesthetic appreciation.55 
 

The “civil political space” that Azoulay invents through and around the photograph is helpful for 

thinking about its role in the everyday and the various lines of relations that are mediated by the 

image at once. The involuntary traces of social encounters inscribed inside the photographic 

image transforms the document in such a way that it can no longer be seen as the result of the 

single action of a photographer but, instead, “anyone, always (at least in principle), can pull at 

one of its threads and trace it in such a way as to reopen the image and renegotiate what it shows, 

possibly even completely overturning what was seen in it before.”56 If the black print that Rita 

Marley sees in Selassie’s palm was the social inscription of faith, a visual signification of “black 

supremacy coming in real life,” then we should be able to reopen the two photographs above and 

trace how together they offer a glimpse of the haunting refrain of black sociality. The photograph 

of Selassie standing above an undetonated bomb can be seen as a representation of the soon-to-

be exiled leader staging a claim to victory during the Italian invasion of Ethiopia. However, 

when that same photograph appears in the visual materials of American anthropologist George 

Simpson’s 1956 study of African survivals among “religious cults” in West Kingston it is the 

material basis of a social assemblage that unfolds in the background of history.  

 
Overview: Muted Chants, Shadow Songs, and Echoes  

 
Quiet Dawn tracks a series of sounds. The haunting refrain of black sociality appears in the first 

chapter as the muted chant that tells a Caribbean story of black radicalism. In addition to her 

early literary criticism and writings on black performance, Sylvia Wynter’s 1962 novel The Hills 
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of Hebron addresses a social world that has been relegated to the “muted background” of history. 

Reading the novel alongside the Jamaican state’s official newsreel of Haile Selassie’s visit to the 

island in 1966, I argue that the historical emergence of this Caribbean nation is haunted by the 

muted chants of a black underclass. Focusing on the musical qualities of the novel, I demonstrate 

how the mournful hum of one of Wynter’s female characters gives formal expression to a 

catastrophic history of black dispossession, sexual violence, and political betrayal in the 

background of national independence. Similarly, we find traces of sociality in the newsreel that 

attest to a similar story of violence and betrayal. I argue that the haunting refrain registered both 

as a hum and a muted black chant conveys a commonness—a mode of “social living” articulated 

by both Wynter and Jamaican reggae singer Burning Spear—that signals the unfinished project 

of anticolonial revolution.  

Chapter two explores the hidden social worlds of postcolonial sovereignty that emerge 

from the experience West African decolonization. In 1966 the newly independent nation of 

Senegal hosted an international event celebrating black culture called the First World Festival of 

Negro Arts, otherwise known as FESMAN. Inspired by the aesthetic theories of poet-president 

Léopold Sédar Senghor, one of the founding members of the negritude movement, the mission of 

FESMAN was to reinvigorate the “dormant energies” of black cultures and project a 

developmental imaginary of this new nation’s future. Through a reading of the festival’s main 

event, an “open-air opera” called Spectacle féerique de Gorée, I illustrate how Senghor’s theory 

of negritude as “the sum of the cultural values of the black world” effectively consolidated the 

history of slavery and colonialism into a triumphant narrative of international cooperation in the 

midst of the Cold War. The tableaux vivants that make up the Gorée spectacle at once depict 

histories of national progress and obscure the material legacies of slavery and colonialism. 
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Juxtaposing the Gorée spectacle with Borom Sarret [The Wagoner], Ousmane Sembène’s short 

film featured at the festival, I consider the forms of sociality that surround this international 

celebration. In particular, I present the suggestive ending of Sembene’s film as a meditation on 

labor that reveals the realms of gendered surplus and superfluity that sustained Senghor’s vision 

of postcolonial sovereignty.  

My third chapter focuses on the question of political inheritance and the echoes of 

Malcolm X. Reading For Malcolm: Poems on the Life and Death of Malcolm X, a collection of 

poems published two years after the assassination of Malcolm X in 1965. I explore the various 

claims made upon this dead leader that rendered him into an iconic figure of black power. 

Analyzing For Malcolm alongside the cultural criticism and political writings of Amiri Baraka, 

Sonia Sanchez, and Nikki Giovanni, I explore the relation between tragedy and elegy, and 

demonstrate how the elegiac operates as a poetic response to tragic situations. However, rather 

than pose elegy as a resistant mode of poetic practice in and of itself, I explore the various ways 

in which elegy was mobilized after Malcolm’s death. Several poets turned to elegy to imagine 

ways of extending the political project of black nationalism that Malcolm X embodied and 

effectively reiterate a masculinist notion of black radical subjectivity. Through a critical 

engagement with a series of photographic images that emerge out of the immediate aftermath of 

Malcolm assassination, I demonstrate how elegy allows us to attend to the radical potentialities 

that echo in the social upheavals that coincided with his death towards the end of the decade.  

The epilogue brings the dissertation to a close through a mediation of a central trope in 

Frantz Fanon’s influential work The Wretched of the Earth: the disappearance of the negro. I 

focus on the redemptive schema that structures Fanon’s call for a “new humanism” and his take 

on the political aesthetics of anticolonial liberation. Through a reading of Fanon’s reading of 
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“African Dawn,” a long performance poem written by Ballets Africains founder Fodeba Keita, I 

explore the social bonds and affective relations that are elided by Fanon’s vision of political 

struggle. Though Fanon valorizes the poem for capturing “that zone of hidden fluctuation where 

the people can be found,” his reading nevertheless disavows the mourning that is the animating 

background to “African Dawn.” 

Quiet Dawn contributes to scholarship on black internationalism and intervenes in current 

critical debates around race and violence in the fields of black studies, feminist studies, and 

postcolonial studies. While it draws connections between seemingly disparate experiences of the 

long-sixties across the African diaspora, my dissertation also develops the idea of a “haunting 

refrain” as a way of considering the unverifiable presence of black social life in the past. One of 

the primary concerns that animates my project is the ways in which critiques of racialized 

violence reproduce logics of modern power that position black life as nothing if not other to the 

subject, the citizen, or the human and, in effect, further relegate blackness to an impossible 

position seemingly devoid of social relations outside of this fundamentally antagonistic 

opposition. In an effort to nuance the violent relation between the human and its others, my 

theorization of black social life as a spectral presence is an attempt at attending to the other 

others that haunt contemporary critiques of power that seek to find redemption in this 

irredeemable world. To be sure, this project strikes neither an optimistic nor pessimistic note. 

Rather, it is rooted in the belief that there is an infinite amount of hope that we have yet to 

apprehend: “plenty of hope […] but not for us.”57
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Muted Chants: Humanism, Social Living, and the Hum in Sylvia Wynter’s The Hills of 
Hebron  

 
 

I want to find out how the feelings by which the masses are moved form themselves into 
groups; all the discussions of the moralists about the motives for the actions of prominent 
men, all psychological analyses of character are, then, quite secondary in importance, and 
even altogether negligible. 

- George Sorel1 
 
What mattered if the dream was circum- 
Scribed by facts? 
The flight to the impossible was enough.  
All went down 
With the flood,  
Yet our dance traces the sun on the sea-floor 
And in the still palace of the drowned 
Music sounds 

- Sylvia Wynter,”2  
 

Dry out your tears and come meet Rastafari 
Dry out your tears and come 
   - Count Ossie and the Mystical Revelation of Rastafari3  

 
Before the Human 

 

Recently, a number of scholars have signaled the importance of Sylvia Wynter’s philosophical 

contributions over the course of her impressively long intellectual career. Particularly, what is 

commonly referred to as Wynter’s “theory of the human” has revitalized theoretical debates in 

black studies, postcolonial criticism, and related fields around the ontological status of blackness 

and its relation to the human as an invention of western civilization. For instance, in his recent 

and forceful critique of the current prevalence of “bare life and biopolitics discourse” in the 

Anglo-American intellectual world, cultural theorist Alexander Weheliye contends that 
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“Wynter’s large-scale intellectual project, which she had been pursuing in one form or another 

for the last thirty years, disentangles Man from the human in order to use the space of subjects 

placed beyond the grasp of this domain as a vital point from which to invent hitherto unavailable 

genres of the human.”4 Drawing from Wynter’s theory, Weheliye develops an analytics of power 

that exposes the complex set of processes of subjugation that constitute what he calls “racializing 

assemblages.”5 Similarly, cultural geography scholar Katherine McKittrick has taken up 

Wynter’s conceptual metaphor of a “demonic ground,” which designates realms of lived 

experience and cognition relegated outside of the discourse of the human, in her generative 

reflections on the gendered, racialized, and sexualized modalities that inform the social 

production of liveable space in the modern world.6 Both Weheliye and McKittrick represent just 

a fraction of the intellectual activity that has gravitated to Wynter’s theory of the human in recent 

years. Even more, they help to demonstrate the promise of Wynter’s critique of the liberal 

humanist subject; namely, the promise and radical potential of a life that lies, as Weheliye 

claims, “beyond the grasp of this domain.” It is with this radical potential in mind that 

McKittrick asserts, “Sylvia Wynter’s work entails not only ‘deconstructing’ or denaturalizing 

categories such as ‘race’; it also means envisioning what is beyond the hierarchical codes and 

partial human stories that have, for so long, organized our populations and the planet.”7 Together 
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these scholars underline the significance for considering what exceeds the category of the human 

and how Wynter allows for such a discovery of “hitherto unavailable genres of the human.” 

We have to ask who or, rather, what lies beyond the domain of “Man” as a category of 

knowledge? How might we think about a life that inhabits the space of this “beyond”? How do 

we approach or even come to recognize a life whose status as a human life is already thrown into 

question before it enters the scene? What happens when we encounter lives that have been 

wrought by histories of dispossession, subjugation, and sexual violence? What do we do with the 

traces of past existences once forged through an overexposure to violence and added exposure to 

premature death?  

The larger implications of Wynter’s theory of the human and the significance it seems to 

bear on the present have yet to be properly explored. The increased attention to Wynter’s critical 

works and philosophical thought more generally warrants us to ask why a theory of the human is 

so useful in our particular historical moment. What is it about our political present that motivates 

younger generations of scholars to turn to the writings of this Caribbean-born intellectual whose 

career spans the past fifty years? In other words: Why Wynter? Why now?  

I ask about Wynter’s recent rise to academic prominence as a way to get after relevance 

of Caribbean studies and the history of the Caribbean more broadly within the contemporary 

discourse on the biopolitical character of modern power. What I find fascinating about Wynter’s 

renewed relevance to critiques of the human and the categories of knowledge that organize 

modern thought is the extent to which the discursive context that had framed many of the 

questions and concerns that still animate her work falls outside of the purview of the recent 

recuperation of her intellectual project as a whole. It is as if the pressing concerns regarding 

postcolonial independence, cultural criticism, the baroque, and monopoly capitalism have fallen 
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under the shadow of a larger question about ontology and the category of the human. My worry 

is that this displacement of the theoretical concepts and issues that make up the historical 

backdrop to Wynter’s theory of the human runs the risk of relegating the expansive set of 

intellectual projects and debates, which Wynter was both privy to and deeply engaged with, to 

the homogenous time of the “cultural nationalist” period of her career. Rather than argue for the 

significance of Wynter’s earlier work in relation to contemporary critiques of the human, this 

chapter will reorient our understanding of Wynter’s early cultural criticism in order to draw out 

the centrality of social life and practice that the question of the human effectively obscures. In 

this way, I am not attempting to recover a truer Wynter or a more authentic reading of her work. 

Rather, I am concerned with how lingering within the discursive terrain that Wynter had once 

inhabited might open up new understandings of the questions that are now being posed in her 

name. That is to suggest that there are unanswered questions that still haunt the category of the 

human: questions around the temporality of national liberation, the function of the postcolonial 

state, and the historicity of black embodied performance, just to name a few. I am interested in a 

particular question that comes into view once we look towards Wynter’s early and understudied 

engagements with Afro-Caribbean religious ritual performance and the categorical problem 

embodied in the Caribbean black underclass and peasantry. Unlike scholars who point to her 

creative works and cultural criticism as a pre-text to her seemingly more sophisticated thought, I 

am concerned with how Wynter’s encounter with black popular art forms in the early part of her 

career might help us locate spaces of practice that exceed the scope of the critiques of the 

biopolitical career of modern sovereignty. 

As a way of approaching the question of practice I want to think about the “beyond” that 

both Weheliye and McKittrick invoke in their respective engagements with Wynter’s ideas. The 
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very notion of a “beyond” that exists outside of the epistemological frame of Man poses a 

conceptual problem in the sense that it provokes us to ask about the conditions under which the 

category of the human becomes destabilized and certain lives are unrecognizable as human lives. 

In fact, we can think about Wynter’s theory as originating from the ways in which the normative 

configurations of what constitutes a human life have been thrown into question by historical 

experiences of slavery and colonial domination. However, it is crucial that we keep in mind that 

Wynter’s vital contribution to the contemporary debates around the racialized, gendered, and 

sexualized structures of domination and the colonial legacies of modern biopolitical regimes 

emerged from a particular “problem-space” that is different from the here and now.8 I want to 

trouble the critical discourse that is currently taking shape around Wynter by turning to an earlier 

encounter that finds its formal expression in her 1962 novel The Hills of Hebron. I am interested 

in the modes of sociality that reside within realms of death and defeat. Rather than lie “beyond” 

the grasp of Man, I want to consider that which is positioned before the human and, in turn, 

inhabits a position without rank.9 Shifting from “beyond” to “before,” I want to work within a 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 I borrow this “problem-space” from David Scott’s use of the concept as a way of distilling the discursive 
terrain from which critical concepts emerge. See Conscripts of Modernity: The Tragedy of Colonial 
Enlightenment (Durham, NC: Duke University, 2004).  
9 In The Open: Man and Animal, Giorgio Agamben makes mention of such a state of being “without 
rank” as the condition of the humanist discovery/invention of man that sets the “anthropological machine” 
into motion: “The humanist discovery of man is in the discovery that he lacks himself, the discovery of 
his irremediable lack of dignitas.” For Agamben this discovery illuminates the absence of a nature proper 
to man and reveals the fundamental “precariousness of the human.” It is when he is made to bear witness 
to the fragility of his own identity and confronted with this lack of rank that man wards against this 
transience by actualizing himself in relation to those that are “man-like.” “At the time when the science of 
man began to delineate the contours of his facies, the enfants sauvages, who appear more and more often 
on the edges of the villages of Europe, are the messengers of man’s inhumanity, the witnesses to his 
fragile identity and his lack of a face of his own. And when confronted with these uncertain and mute 
beings, the passion with which the men of the Ancien Régime try to recognize themselves in them and to 
‘humanize’ them show how aware they are of the precariousness of the human.” What I am trying get 
after here is the sociality that moves in what Agamben can only see as the “empty interval” between man 
and animal and a state of “bare life.” Weheliye rightfully points out Agamben’s inability to engage 
critically with deprivation and how his theory falters in its recourse to the exceptionality of the 
concentration camps of Nazi Germany. However, Weheliye’s own recourse to a “beyond” makes him turn 
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preposition that allows us to focus our attention on the experiential practices that condition 

power’s regulatory force. I want to argue that black social life does not lie beyond but, rather, 

inhabits and thrives within the expectation of sovereign power’s various techniques and modes 

of actualization.  

My invocation of a “before” should not be taken as a claim to a position of origin. Rather, 

my use of the term is inspired by Judith Butler’s analytics of the “before” that she develops in 

Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. In the preface to the book’s second 

edition, Butler recounts how she had taken a clue from Jacques Derrida’s reading of Franz 

Kafka’s “Before the Law” in her formulation of the performativity of gender. “There,” Butler 

writes, “the one who waits for the law, sits before the door of the law, attributes a certain force to 

the law for which one waits. The anticipation of an authoritative disclosure of meaning is the 

means by which that authority is attributed and installed: the anticipation conjures the object.”10 

This is not to conflate Butler’s theory of the performativity of gender with the performativity of 

“race.” (To be sure, Weheliye offers a critique of Butler’s passing engagement with Wynter that 

deserves further consideration.11) Rather, I am interested in Butler’s discussion of the temporal 

space that this concept of performativity opens up. How might a consideration of the experiential 

practices that inhabit the space of this expectation allow us to better understand the regulatory 

forces that instantiate the human? What if the social experience of living within temporal 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
away from the social worlds that already confront man with his potential of being undone. These 
embodied social presences are what Nathaniel Mackey and Saidiya Hartman might refer to as the 
“eroding witness” to the history of terror that is the history of man’s insecurity. See Giorgio Agamben, 
The Open: Man and the Animal, trans., Kevin Attell (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2004), 29-
31. Nathaniel Mackey, Eroding Witness (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1985) and Saidiya 
Hartman, Scene of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century America (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 77. 
10 Judith Butler, “Preface (1999),” Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York, 
1999), xv. 
11 See Weheliye, Habeas Viscus, 22-23.   
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duration of power’s self-actualization is simply another way of describing the commonness of 

what I am calling, via Wynter, black social living? 

Interestingly enough, much of the critical attention that Wynter has recently received 

from scholars in fields such as black studies, critical ethnic studies, and feminist theory has 

primarily focused on the philosophical and critical work that marks her “epistemic turn” from 

what is understood as her “cultural nationalist” period and towards the poststructuralist 

approaches that she mobilizes for the rest of her intellectual career.12 Drawing a line between 

Wynter’s pre- and post-1976 essays, Caribbean critic Noval Edwards suggests that her earlier 

work “lays the groundwork for the rigorous philosophical critique of humanism that 

characterized her later essays.”13 Here, Edwards demonstrates a general tendency among 

contemporary scholars: to read the entirety of Wynter’s intellectual project in anticipation of her 

theory of the human. In this regard, the horizon of her later philosophical intervention runs the 

risk of circumscribing her intellectual life to a story about how she arrived at this theory. This 

ends up producing a romantic narrative of her development as a scholar. As a result, the category 

of the human gets marked as the final frontier within a long tradition of black radical and 

anticolonial struggle. Wynter now holds the key to our liberation and what was once a vast 

discursive terrain where she had been engaged in direct and indirect exchanges with black 

intellectuals such as C.L.R. James, Orlando Patterson, Kamau Brathwaite, Elsa Goveia, Aimé 

Césaire, Amiri Baraka, and Léopold Sédar Senghor is effectively rendered into the figurative 

“groundwork” of the theory of the human. Rather than pose a new series of questions about how 

the discourse of humanism might inform notions of embodiment, subjectivity, and historical life 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12 For more on Wynter’s “epistemic turn” see Paget Henry, Caliban’s Reason: Introducing Afro-
Caribbean Philosophy (New York: Routledge, 2000).  
13 Noval Edwards, “‘Talking About A Little Culture’: Sylvia Wynter’s Early Essays,” Journal of West 
Indian Literature 10, no. 1-2 (November 2000): 14.  
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that organize our critical practice, some scholars have simply taken up Wynter’s recent theory to 

rewrite histories of anticolonial and black freedom struggles into redemptive narratives of 

overcoming past and present forms of oppression. Political theorist Anthony Bogues’s comments 

in an edited volume of critical essay’s on Wynter is an example of how Wynter’s theory enables 

such revision: “What Wynter’s intellectual work continues is the quest which Fanon, Césaire and 

James began in the early twentieth century—a quest generated by radical anti-coloniality—what 

is the nature of the human?”14  

What I am arguing against has less to do with the content of the theory of the human 

itself than it is about the idiom of political progress that Wynter’s critique enables. With Bogues, 

this critique of humanism is magically rendered into both the organizing principle and horizon of 

a radical anticolonial tradition. He leads us to believe that the question of the “nature of the 

human” is the same question that animated the work of Frantz Fanon, Aimé Césaire, and C.L.R. 

James. Even more, we are led to assume that humanism carried the same meaning for Wynter’s 

predecessors as it does in our contemporary moment. Weheliye and McKittrick are more careful 

with their respective engagements with Wynter’s theory of the human and deploy her critique to 

draw out the set of complex processes of subjugation that render black lives into illegible forms 

of human life and, in effect, embodiments of surplus and disposable modes of existence. 

However, there is a possibility for redress that exists, as it were, “beyond” the domain of Man 

that is articulated in Wynter’s call for a “new humanity.” This call for a new conception of the 

human has animated much of Wynter’s recent intellectual pursuits and has even more recently 
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14 Anthony Bogues, “The Human, Knowledge, and the Word: Reflecting on Sylvia Wynter,” in Anthony 
Bogues, ed., Caribbean Reason: After Man, Beyond the Human: Critical Essays on Sylvia Wynter, 
(Kingston: Ian Randle, 2005), 321.  
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become a rallying cry for a younger generation of radical anticolonial thinkers.15 This call, 

however, is made not in the name of an inclusion into the domains of liberal humanism or civil 

society but rather is a call made in the direction of a future that will emerge out of the radical 

upheaval of the category of Man. Weheliye marks this distinction in Habeas Viscus when he 

writes:  

Wynter’s oeuvre facilitates the analysis of the relay between different forms of 
subjugation, because in it the human operates as a relational ontological totality. 
Therefore, the Man versus Human battle does not dialectically sublate the specificity of 
the other struggles but articulates them in this open totality so as to abolish Man and 
liberate all of humanity rather than specific groups.16 
 

For Weheliye, this “open totality” is a radical potential that is forged through the traditions of the 

oppressed and is precisely how those traditions become articulated within black studies. Rather 

than argue against this notion of the liberatory possibilities enabled by Wynter’s theory, I want to 

shift the orientation from the open totality of interlocking struggles and the narrative of liberation 

that it opens up to a “haunting refrain” that echoes from the past. I want to argue that we lose 

sight of a repetitive sequence of unrealized potentialities when we look “beyond” the domain of 

Man. Rather, what lies “before” the human, prior to and in anticipation of the authority of Man, 

is a kind of commonness that is the creative resource of power’s regulatory force. 

One of the earliest articulations of Wynter’s theory of the human appears in the 1976 

publication of “Ethno or Socio Poetics,” a paper she delivered at the First International 

Symposium of Ethnopoetics. Amongst the likes of Jerome Rothenberg, Édouard Glissant, and 

Fredric Jameson, Wynter presented a paper that critiqued the premise of the conference and put 

forward a thesis of “Western secular ethnocentrism in which the West became the we to the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
15 See, Bogues, ed., Caribbean Reason and “Sylvia Wynter: A Transculturalist Rethinking Modernity,” a 
special issue of Journal of West Indian Literature 12, no. 1-2 (November 2001).  
16 Weheliye, Habeas Viscus, 29.  



 37 

ethnos of all other peoples, who all became THE OTHER.”17 Wynter’s argument turns on the 

historical entanglements of the Enlightenment and European colonial expansion. Through 

various reiterations, Wynter develops an argument about the mutually constitutive relationship of 

the western tradition of secular humanism and colonial domination. While the Enlightenment 

marked a transition from the religious orders and supernatural powers that had once organized 

western society in the Middle Ages to a social order based on reason and empirical observations, 

it also brought on the invention of a new philosophical concept of the human.18 Yet, Wynter 

illustrates how the advent of Man as the rational subject of freedom coincided with Europe’s 

expansive colonial campaigns, the subjugation and eradication of indigenous populations in the 

New World, Africa, and elsewhere, and the bartering of human flesh in the transatlantic slave-

trade. For Wynter, it is impossible for us to see the social-historical emergence of liberal 

humanism in isolation from the rise of colonial powers. Through liberal humanism’s attack on 

monarchies and the feudal ordering of societies of the Middle Ages, Wynter writes,  

Humanism became the secular theology/ideology of the bourgeoisie’s universal of 
universal freedom. But the dialectical achievement of the concept of universal freedom 
was limited by its necessary negation—the fact that universal freedom was defined by a 
class in the interests of a class—of the Western bourgeoisie who also created the modem 
concept and reality of the West. If internally the European working classes were the 
OTHER to the Western Bourgeoisie, externally, the non-West masses were the Other to a 
temporarily allied bourgeoisie-working class Western man.19 
 

In this earlier articulation of her theory of the human, Wynter explains how the creation of the 

figures of the native, slave, and colonized populations more generally was bound up with the 

invention of Man and its doctrine of universal freedom. Functioning as the constitutive outside to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
17 Sylvia Wynter, “Ethno or Socio Poetics,” Michel Benamou and Jerome Rothenberg, A First 
International Symposium, Alcheringa/Ethnopoetics 2, no. 2 (1976): 79.  
18 Wynter’s notion of “Man” is deeply influenced by Michel Foucault’s “theory of the invention of man” 
that he develops in The Order of Things: An Archeology of the Human Sciences (1966; repr., New York: 
Vintage, 1994).  
19Wynter, “Ethno or Socio Poetics,” 83. 
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the liberal humanist subject, these categories of alterity are seen as the byproducts of colonial 

subjugation and various forms of dispossession. As such, the advent of secular humanism 

necessitated the “dehumanization” of other forms of life and the development of an 

epistemological framework in which entire populations could not be perceived as human lives. 

Wynter’s theory of the human attempts to illustrate how the grounds of western thought not only 

enabled and rationalized the subjugation of non-western populations, but also carry a legacy of 

colonial domination. With that, she points to the question of the human as a site of contestation 

and anticolonial struggle. Rather than call for the inclusion of the marginalized into the category 

of the human, Wynter’s theorizations over the past three decades have put her at the forefront of 

the call for a “new humanity.”20 

While this theory has opened up a profound set of critical interventions—from 

Weheliye’s description of the “racializing assemblages” that govern the parameters of human life 

to McKittrick’s study of the uneven production of space—there seems to be an inability to 

embrace the self-activity that festers underneath signs of deprivation, abjection, and death that 

mark the history of Man. Rather than descend within these social worlds, there is a constant 

necessity for critique that pulls us back to Man so we might look the humanist subject in the face 

and tell him what he is all about. “Critique endangers the sociality it is supposed to defend,” 

write Stefano Harney and Fred Moten, “not because it might turn inward to damage politics but 

because it would turn to politics and then turn outward, from the fort to the surround, were it not 

for preservation, which is given in celebration of what we defend, the sociopoetic force we wrap 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
20 See Sylvia Wynter, “The Ceremony Must Be Found: After Humanism,” On Humanism and the 
University I: The Discourse of Humanism, boundary 2 12, no. 3 and Sylvia Wynter, ““Unsettling the 
Coloniality of Being/Power/Truth/Freedom: Towards the Human, After Man, Its Overrepresentation--An 
Argument,” CR: The New Centennial Review 3.3 (2003): 327-328.  
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tightly round us, since we are poor.”21 The question is, what is the theory of the human supposed 

to defend in its critique of humanism? Who or what occupies the “beyond”?  

Neither the human nor its other, there is a sociality without rank that appears in the pages 

of Wynter’s 1962 novel The Hills of Hebron. The text inhabits the question of historical life. In 

her description of the characters at the center of the novel, Wynter forces us to think about the 

condition under which certain lives are recognizable in history: “in the history books they would 

have found themselves only in the blank spaces between the lines, in the dashes, the pauses 

between commas, semicolons, colons, in the microcosmic shadow world between full stops. 

Between the interstices of every day on which a deed was done, they haunted the pages, 

imprisoned in mute anonymity, the done-tos who had made possible the deed.”22 In its attempt to 

address the anonymous lives of Jamaica’s black underclass, it can be said that The Hills of 

Hebron attempts to venture into the “beyond” and, in effect, represents Wynter’s encounter with 

those who have been regulated outside the domain of Man. However, it is precisely in this earlier 

literary work that we realize the sociopoetic force, what Wynter would describe elsewhere as a 

kind of “social living,” which exists, inhabits, and festers as an anticipatory manifestation of that 

which the law of Man derives its force.  

In a 1972 article, “Creole Criticism—A Critique,” Wynter refutes Caribbean literary critic 

Kenneth Ramchand’s dismissal of her novel in particular and his more general claim about the 

“cultural void” around the ex-slave in the Caribbean by turning to Caribbean writer George 

Lamming’s attempt to capture what she calls an “art of social living” found amongst the cultural 

traditions of Caribbean peasants:  
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21 Stefano Harney and Fred Moten, The Undercommons: Fugitive Planning and Black Study (Wivenhoe: 
Minor Compositions, 2013), 19. 
22 Sylvia Wynter, The Hills of Hebron: A Jamaican Novel (1962; Kingston: Ian Randle Publishers, 2010), 
54, my emphasis; hereafter cited in-text. 
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Lamming looked down away from the mono-crop export complex and its imported and 
imitative super-structure of culture to the only living tradition in the Caribbean—that of the 
peasants. They were now for the writer not a source of labor, but of culture, of a way of 
life, and of the art of social living battered, tormented, assaulted, dispossessed, ignored, 
despise, but alive—the culture of the peasant, of the landless marginal man; of the 
indigenous man. For it was only by drawing from, by feeding from him that a truly 
national literature could begin. As long as the literate class turned its back on the source of 
its vitality, there was no writing. Writing began when the ‘High Tradition’ emerging from 
the popular tradition turned its gaze back; and that complex inter-action which is at the 
base of all creative national culture began. The turning back of the novelist, to the popular 
tradition was the movement of return, the long passage back from the exile alienation. The 
future of the Caribbean and the Caribbean people, which psychic journey it structurally 
parallels, will depend on that disputed and almost impossible passage.23 
 

It is crucial here to notice the resonance between “social living” and “socialism” and how the 

former appears as a kind of vernacular expression of the latter (which is not to say that one is a 

derivative of the other). The sonic slippage between “social living” and “socialism” becomes 

increasingly apparent in Jamaican reggae artist Burning Spear’s 1978 album Social Living, 

which also goes by the title Marcus’ Children. The title track gestures to a collaborative form of 

social organization in which “it takes behavior to get along/lots of behavior to get along.”24 

When we keep in mind the steady disenchantment surrounding Jamaica’s two-party system and 

the middle-class-turned-neoliberal sensibility of the democratic socialist People Nationalist 

Party, we are able to hear the radical potentiality in Spear’s assertion that “social living is the 

best!” It is this mode of collectivism that exceeds the logics of liberalism—what Wynter refers to 

as Ramchand’s “Creole eye”25—and even strains against the normative frameworks of socialism 

that Wynter attempts to address in The Hills of Hebron. And even while she concedes her 

novel’s aesthetic failure—citing her own inability to effectively render the “imaginative reality” 

of the Caribbean people in the narrative form of the novel—Wynter contends that what resides 
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23 Sylvia Wynter, “Creole Criticism—A Critique,” New World Quarterly 5, vol. 2 (1972): 20. My 
emphasis.  
24 Burning Spear, Social Living (Island Records, 1978). 
25 Wynter, “Creole Criticism,” 12. 
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within the apparent void surrounding Caribbean peasants is an appositional cultural dynamic and 

ongoing transmutation of a sociopoetic force in black popular art forms.26 “They carry from the 

village to the city their Afro-Christian cult religions,” Wynter writes. “They transmute them into 

new forms to accompany their psychic trespass. Folksongs are transformed into urban jazz, 

calypso, ska, reggae. These songs spring from the tension of a new exile: the same sense of exile 

out of which the novelists write. The songs like their cult religions are expressions of an a-

capitalist cultural dynamic.”27 

 The Hills of Hebron can be read as staging an encounter between the novel form and the 

poetic force of black social living. The novel depicts a revivalist community living in the 

secluded hills of the Jamaican countryside. After venturing into the hills to set up a utopia called 

Hebron, this community finds itself on the brink of collapse after their prophet and religious 

leader crucifies himself to prove that he was the true son of God. In a particularly dramatic scene 

involving Isaac, one of the novel’s main characters, we find such a fleeting expression of black 

sociality. In the following passage, notice the sound of the procession that enters from the 

outside and note how this trace of a social presence is already there when it interrupts the scene 

of colonial education and is effectively shut out. When the rhythm breaks in on the record we 

have to ask about whether the source of the sound is outside of language and, as such, “beyond” 

the domain of Man. Or, rather, this aesthetic upheaval is the actualization of a black sociality that 
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26 To this end Wynter writes: “The total failure of my one and only novel, the betrayal which it constitutes 
of the imaginative reality of the Caribbean people, was never more forcibly brought home to me than by 
Dr. Ramchand’s assertion that ‘few West Indian novelist see these practices as anything more than the 
incoherent remains of African religions and magic.’ It is impossible to deny that by one’s own inadequate 
knowledge of truth, and lack of the novelistic craft, one should have placed the kind of cultural 
ammunition in Dr. Ramchand’s hand by which, basing himself only on our novels—rather than 
supplementary works of ethnologist and anthropologists he is able to reduce the imaginative experience of 
the majority of the Caribbean peoples to ‘incoherence.’” (“Creole Criticism,” 31). 
27 Ibid., 33.  
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lies and dances before the very law that must, in turn, shut it out as a kind of authoritative 

disclosure what it means to be (loud, distasteful, terrible, backwards, and) black. Wynter writes: 

While Mr. Holland wound up the gramophone and put on the records, his wife gave facts 
about the different composers, the underlying themes of their works, the meaning of their 
music. As the record was played she would look at each student in turn, nodding her head 
and smiling, insisting that he should share her enjoyment. The students learned from each 
other how to respond, how to feign an expression of mystic communion.  

  A wave of drumming broke in on the recorded sound of the piano, and Mrs. Holland 
frowned. The students looked uncomfortable. Isaac was seated facing the window and he 
could see out to the road. A group of Pocomania revivalist worshipers were passing in 
procession. They held up lighted candles and the flames flickered in a light wind. They 
passed swiftly like ghosts. But the sound of the drumming echoed long after they had 
vanished. At a signal from his wife the headmaster got up and closed the windows.  

  Isaac felt as if he was caged. (The Hills of Hebron, 252) 
 

The drumming that interrupted the feigned scene of civility is the sonic trace of a fleeting 

sociality that “passed swiftly like ghost.” In this convergence between the procession’s rhythmic 

feel and the gramophone’s “recorded sound,” Isaac finds a glimpse of the social world to which 

he had once belonged. Mr. Holland, the master of the Arawak training college for elementary-

school teachers in Kingston, had made it a tradition to host his students at his home. Most of the 

young men that attended the school had come “from country,” like Isaac, and were of sons of 

black peasants and teachers. A good portion of those who came from Kingston, however, were 

part of an emergent creole middle-class and dreamed about a future in politics. “Politics for 

them,” we are told, “meant an unending series of meetings, where, standing on raised platforms 

under street lamps, they would move the multitude of black faces with the force of their 

eloquence” (260). Isaac had emerged from that very multitude. He was known as the clubfooted 

son of the leader of a revivalist congregation that proclaimed himself as a prophet and the son of 

a black god. The incommensurable relationship between the rhythm and the recorded melody is 

what led to Isaac feeling caged and eventually made him flee the master’s house. Isaac would 

soon return to his community and, as Wynter writes, “convinced himself that returning home he 
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would return to the sound of a living language, its rhythms sprung from the earth” (266). 

Eventually Isaac becomes the figure through which we realize the limits of the “beyond” 

preposition as his desire for a position outside of the domain of Man produces tragic ends.   

 Meanwhile, also bound up in this convergence of the rhythm and the record are questions 

of time and the dispossessive force of sovereign authority.28 In “Jonkonnu in Jamaica: Towards 

the Interpretation of Folk Dance as Cultural Practice,” we witness Wynter’s encounter with the 

sociopoetic force of Jamaica’s black underclass. In this article published in 1970, Wynter 

explores the “little traditions” of the Afro-diasporic religions. Here, Wynter provides a theory of 

rhythm that anticipates her theory of the human: “RHYTHM is the universal life force. On 

donning the mask the dancer enters into this force, the god possesses him, and is a modern 

Jamaican cult term informed with the same meaning, the dancer ‘delivers’ himself by patterning 

the steps of the god, or ancestral spirits.”29 Dancing, as an act of delivering oneself to a higher 

force, is the deconstruction of self-mastery. It is a mode of being with others, the social 

“patterning” of a temporal plane that exceeds ordinary coordinates of time. However, rather than 

point to a “beyond” where a new humanism may be found, rhythm operates as an alternate 

configuration of time that registers a complex set of social relations. Wynter writes, “Rhythm is 

part of the dance, and the dance is part of the rhythm.”30 How might we consider rhythm as the 

formal expression of a commonness that emerges between those who deliver themselves to a 
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28 Alexander Weheliye’s earlier monograph, Phonographies: Grooves in Sonic Afro-Modernity, is also 
instructive here as he discusses how the advent of sound technologies led to the reconfiguration of ideas 
of race and modernity. In this instance, the question of the mechanical reproducibility of black cultural 
expression not only exposes the entanglements of blackness and modernity but also invites us to listen to 
the social arrangements that are articulated in the rhythmic structures of black sounds.   
29 Sylvia Wynter, “Jonkonnu in Jamaica: Towards the Interpretation of Folk Dace as Cultural Practice,” 
Jamaica Journal 4, no.2 (1970): 38.  
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greater force?31 What would it mean to think about dance as a mode of collectivism expressive of 

an alternative vision of the future or a social mode of living that exists on a temporal plane that is 

unlike the time of this world? 

 Black social living haunts the modern history of Caribbean politics. It is a rhythmic 

articulation of social relations that goes unrecorded. It is the sociopoetic force of a collectivism 

that brushes up against the record and leaves a fleeting trace similar to what Wynter describes 

when she writes about “the sound of the drumming echoed long after they had vanished.” It is in 

that sound that we might discover the articulations of futures that have gone unfulfilled and have 

yet to arrive. In order to develop an understanding of the traces of black social living that are 

embedded within the history of modern Caribbean politics, I want to quickly turn to an archive 

that is adjacent to the one that Wynter works within. Here we catch a glimpse of an unruly 

collectivism that lies in the wake of national independence.  

 

The Muted Black Chant of National Independence  

 

On April 21, 1966 the Ethiopian Airline jet carrying His Imperial Majesty Emperor Haile 

Selassie touched down at Palisadoes Airport in Kingston, Jamaica and was immediately 

welcomed by an unruly mass that overtook the police barricades and rushed onto the tarmac to 
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31 My interest in the prospects of “delivering” oneself is also inspired by French anarchist theorist George 
Sorel’s definition of pessimism that differs a great deal from the critical attitude that is currently going by 
the name of “Afro-pessimism.” In Reflections on Violence Sorel writes: “Pessimism is quite a different 
thing from the caricatures that are usually presented of it; it is a metaphysics of morals rather than a 
theory of the world; it is a conception of a march towards deliverance that is narrowly conditioned: on the 
one hand, by the experimental knowledge that we have acquired of the obstacles which oppose 
themselves to the satisfaction of our imaginations (or, if one prefers, by the feeling of social 
determinism)—on the other, by a profound conviction of our natural weakness.” For Sorel, pessimism is 
an ethos that is conditioned by an experimental knowledge that emerges out of experiences of oppression. 
Sorel locates a similar will-to-deliverance in the radical potentials of the general strike. See Georges 
Sorel, Reflections on Violence (1908; repr. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999),10. 
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catch a glimpse of this international dignitary. For a brief moment, the governmental authorities 

and military personnel charged with coordinating the welcoming ceremony were subsumed by 

the jubilant crowd. According to most accounts, after the Emperor had refused to leave his 

aircraft in fear of his well-being, government officials turned to the notable leader within the 

island’s Rastafarian religious movement known as Ras Mortimer Planno to subdue the crowd so 

the Emperor could be escorted to the vehicles that awaited him and his royal entourage.  

For many, this anarchic scene in general and particularly Ras Planno’s booming 

command before the crowd to “step back and let the Emperor land” signaled a dramatic shift 

within the modern political landscape of this newly independent Caribbean nation.32 Reflecting 

on this event a few decades later, political historian Rupert Lewis argues that the moment of 

Emperor Selassie’s arrival served as a catalytic event for Caribbean radical politics:  

In what amounted to religious frenzy Rastafarians converged on the tarmac when 
Selassie’s plane arrived and totally disrupted official protocol in their enthusiasm to greet 
the King of Kings. It was the eminent Rastafarian leader Mortimo Planno who parted the 
throng so the Emperor could descend with his entourage in safety and not the Jamaican 
protocol officers loyal, through the government, to the Queen of England. No other event 
of the 1960s, not even the Independence celebrations of 1962, had had such a catalyzing 
effect on grass-roots Jamaica as did that visit.33 
 

According to Lewis, the event of Selassie’s arrival sparked a popular movement in Jamaica that 

would eventually lead to the irruption of black cultural nationalism in the years that followed. 

Similarly, for Rex Nettleford, the fractious assemblage of bodies that disrupted the official 

welcoming ceremony as well as the almost divine authority that Ras Planno embodied had, for a 

brief moment, effectively “pointed up the weakness of the Jamaican nationalism.”34 Just four 
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32 Ras Mortimer Planno, qtd. in Anthony Bogues, Black Heretics, Black Prophets: Radical Political 
Intellectuals (New York: Routledge, 2003), 189.  
33 Rupert Lewis, “Learning to Blow the Abeng: A Critical Look at the Anti-Establishment Movements of 
the 1960s and 1970s,” Small Axe, no. 1 (1994): 7-8. (my emphasis) 
34 Rex Nettleford, Mirror, Mirror: Identity, Race, and Protest in Jamaica (Kingston: Sangster and 
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years after independence, Jamaica was the site of a radical insurgency that sparked up and 

threatened the sovereignty of this postcolonial nation-state.  

However, when we encounter this same scene in the state-sponsored newsreel of the 

Emperor’s arrival, we discover the absence of that “imposing figure with a mellifluous bass 

voice” that spoke on the behalf of the black messiah.35 Rather, we find what André Bazin once 

defined as the “concrete schematization” of lived experience by the newsreel form. He writes: 

The principle behind this type of documentary essentially consists in giving to images the 
logical structure of language, and in giving language itself the credibility and proof of 
photographic images. The viewer has the illusion of watching a visual demonstration, 
whereas this demonstration is in reality only a succession of equivocal facts held together 
merely by the cement of the words that accompany them. The essential part of the film is 
not in its projection but in the soundtrack.36  
 

According to Bazin, the newsreel form enacts a “subordination of the events pictured on the 

screen” to the rationality articulated in the film’s soundtrack.37 The moving-images are 

rationalized by the film’s invisible commentator while, at the same time, they serve as the visual 

evidence that reinforces its narrative construction of the event. The newsreel form is constituted 

by a complex set of audiovisual editorial practices that render lived experiences into “historical 

facts.”38 In the newsreel produced by the Jamaican Information Services, this “concrete 

schematization” works to reconfigure the insurgency into an overzealous celebration of one of 

the island’s “local cults.” The invisible narrator sets the scene: “Members of a local cult, the 
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35 In addition to Bogues’s description of the musical quality of Planno’s voice, Robin “Bongo Jerry” 
Small gives an even better illustration of the sense of ensemble that sounded from his bass utterances: 
“The chief thing why people listened to him in the past you know, is that Planno wasn’t really talking for 
himself but was talking on behalf of a whole generation, that is what make him a person that you want to 
hear and listen to. And this is why people come to him. I go to him yard and sit down under the tree and 
listen to him talk and sometimes him ignore you and get up and walk way, but you still go back became 
you feel he has something to say.” Robin Small qtd. in Rupert Lewis, Walter Rodney: 1968 Revisited 
(Kingston, JA: Canoe Press University of the West Indies), 27. 
36 André Bazin, “On Why We Fight: History, Documentation, and the Newsreel (1946),” trans. Bert 
Cardullo, Film and History: An Interdisciplinary Journal of Film and Television Studies 31, no. 1 (2001): 
61.  
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid., 62.  
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Rastafarians, who were easily distinguished by their long beards and unshorn locks and who 

worship this figure as a deity, were present in full force.”39 This is while the rapid jump cuts and 

accelerating sequence of shots of the black faces in the crowd move to the beat of a syncopated 

drum whose pace gradually increases as we see closer shots of bearded men with dreadlocks and 

women in turbans drumming, jumping, and waving signs in anticipation of the Emperor’s arrival. 

The footage of the plane’s arrival and the crowd rushing onto the runway is accompanied by a 

loud screech and texts reading “Lion of Judah” superimposed across the screen. Then, the voice 

returns:  

Alas, the most rousing, boisterous, tumultuous welcome ever given to any visiting or 
local celebrity, His Imperial Majesty Haile Selassie I, Emperor of Ethiopia, arrived. The 
crowd irrupted in a frenzy of rejoicing as they broke through the lines of soldiers and 
police and surged out onto the tarmac eager to engulf the Emperor with their affection.  
[…] The ceremonial welcome that was planned had to be abandoned as the avalanche of 
men, women, and children swept away all semblance of order.40 
 

The insurgency that Lewis identifies in this historical event is reconfigured in the newsreel into a 

“frenzy of rejoicing.” Instead of the catalyzation of a popular movement in opposition to the 

postcolonial nation-state, what we discover in the newsreel is a visual demonstration of the 

rejoicing that occasioned Selassie’s visit to Jamaica.  

 There is a sound that we do not hear that is embedded in this document, a muted black 

chant that stands as a partially intelligible signification of the self-activating ensemble of refusal 

that the newsreel form was meant to repress. Bazin’s understanding of the essential role of the 

newsreel’s soundtrack remains limited to the narrative that articulates the relation of the moving-

images and, as a result, makes him overlook the essential role of music in the cementation of 

historical facts. In this historical depiction of 1966 Jamaica, it is not only the narrative that 
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39 Jamaica Information Services, Emperor Haile Selassie I of Ethiopia Visits Jamaica- April 26, 1966. 
Vimeo video https://vimeo.com/23168050 (accessed May 30, 2015).  
40 Ibid.  
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reconstructs this anarchic scene into a visual demonstration of an idolatrous celebration. The 

quick succession of close-ups and mid-range shots depicting this “frenzy of rejoicing” is 

accompanied by a track of ska instrumentals. The energetic pace of the music and the flourishing 

horns reinforce the sense of excitement and jubilation. Known for its “buoyancy and energy,” 

ska music was a cultural form that grew out of the island and, as cultural critic Garth White 

suggests, reflected the optimism of Jamaican independence.41 “It wasn’t that you did not have 

your melancholy songs or incipient protest songs,” White explains, “but, generally, in the music 

there was a sense of gaiety.” “The ‘people’ were able to come up with something that energised 

them and helped keep their community alive and vibrant, certainly the music helped keep hope 

awake.”42 But there is a subtle inconsistency that runs through this brief sequence of images that 

discloses a social practice distorted by the newsreel’s “concrete schematization.” When we look 

in the mouths of those singing faces we notice their long and drawn-out chanting expressions and 

how the moving-image of this musical performance conveys a rhythmic structure other than the 

“buoyancy and energy” that we hear on the soundtrack. This visual trace of a musical 

performance that we cannot hear is also the remnant of a sound that this historical document 

makes unintelligible. Together, the unheard chanting and the imposition of a different sound 

produce an almost imperceptible dissonance inside of the newsreel that announces a crisis in the 

state-form. Rather than a “people” coming together to create a new nation, we find a more open 

and disruptive form of collective organization, a multitude engendered by an anarchic blackness.  

What the newsreel form attempts to contain and silence is what one commentator in the 

Kingston-based daily newspaper the Gleaner described, simply, as a “disgraceful riot” that 

ensued after the Emperor’s arrival. In a brief article suggestively titled “Jamaica—Whose 
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Nation?” we find a note of confusion that underlines the unthinkable character of the collective 

rebellion:  

On the waving gallery, close-packed with humans since the previous midnight there is an 
undulating mass of red and gold, almost drowning in vivid confusion, the dark faces. 
Locksmens’ twisted hair tangled with the Ethiopian flags, banners and the palm fonds. 
Many persons are dressed in white with tri-colored crowns and fringed scarves and 
Ethiopian tricolor knitted, woolen caps. Some people carrying forked twigs painted in the 
Ethiopian national colours. 
   What do the twigs, the palm fonds, and robes mean?43 

 
The self-stylized appearance of these “dark faces” overwhelmed this commentator’s  

“newsman’s curiosity.”44 That these Jamaicans would dress themselves in the colors of an 

African nation and fashion themselves in accordance to this foreign monarch (prior to taking his 

regal name, Selassie was known as “Ras Tafari”) was so strange and obscure that this particular 

commentator was driven to ask “What is this that is growing up outside of Jamaica and inside of 

Jamaica at the same time?”45 What came into being on that tarmac destabilized this 

commentator’s vision of national community. In fact, the lives that assembled around the 

Emperor’s plane performatively embodied the abolition of this particular form-of-state.  

“What is it that divides others,” the commentator goes on to asks, “from the emotions that enfold 

and propel the spontaneity of the welcome of Haile Selassie?”46 Seemingly unable to wrap his 

mind around the social forces that propelled this rapturous movement of bodies, the piece ends 

with its writer finally submitting to the alienating experience of feeling exiled in his native land: 

“Whose nation?—For I, who had believed in the histories of nations, do not grasp what is in the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
43 “Jamaica—Whose Nation?” The Sunday Gleaner, 24 April 1966, 7. 
44 Ibid 
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heart of those dressed in Ethiopian emblems, who made me know myself alien in my native 

land.”47 

The muted black chant in the newsreel enacts an upheaval of the imagined community of 

the postcolonial nation-state. If we can hear in ska’s rhythmic feel a valorization of the “people” 

and their forward march towards a new day, what we detect in an almost imperceptible chanting 

muted by the newsreel form is an alternate sociality that threatened to deform the national 

community. Rather than a collective expression of optimism and political progress, what remains 

buried beneath this layer of signification conveys a sense of destruction and a refusal to adhere to 

the normative demand to “keep hope awake.”  

In part, what I am trying to illustrate is how, in the context of decolonization, social 

imaginations of futurity are subsumed within the political reason of the nation-state. Overlooking 

this process of subsumption would also be to ignore the desires for anticolonial revolution that 

have been eclipsed within the normative horizon of national independence. The muted black 

chant in the newsreel can be seen as a subtle interruption of the teleological progression from 

colony to postcolony. From the mouths of the muted we can detect a downbeat and a more 

general drudgery that conveys “a deep structural dissonance which mirrors the social conflicts 

within the society.”48 That unthinkable sound remains inscribed in the newsreel as an enigmatic 

trace of a collective refusal of the liberal future of national independence, a refusal that has been 

obscured, distorted, and forgotten.  

The muted black chant in the newsreel registers a space of practice that transgresses the 

framing logics of the historical document. If the newsreel attempts to display the rousing 

welcome of this international dignitary by the citizens of this new nation, what is conveyed in the 
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muted black chant is a dissonance that troubles the claim to postcolonial sovereignty that 

undergirds the narratives of national liberation and development. When this unruly collective 

swarms around the African monarch, it assembles itself within an alternative vision of political 

authority. Selassie here effectively functions as the vehicle for the expression of a utopian desire 

that gestures to what lies beyond the space and time of national independence. However, the 

vision of the beyond is wholly constituted in the space of the encounter with the state, a space 

drawn out by the newsreel itself. This is the paradox that we must address. The means through 

which we come to discover black social living are the same means of its historical erasure. 

Rather than simply reclaim the horizon of that unruly collectivism as our own, we must ask how 

might we critically embrace the practices and forms of social life that get folded into the  

space of freedom’s delay and ongoing nonarrival?  

 

The Nonarrival of Freedom 

 
The shed at the back of the shop had been closed and hot. The midday sun crackled 
against the zinc roofing, and her young bare legs stung with the heat that rose up from the 
earthen floor. One minute she had been helping Prophet Moses to sort out the gifts which 
his followers had brought, the next she was lying on her back with the Prophet’s bushy 
beard looming above her. He pulled at her skirt, urgently fumbling with the safety pin, 
and explained that the sacrifice of her virginity was necessary to their successful exodus 
into the promised land of Hebron. She helped him with the pin. (The Hills of Hebron, 11) 
 

The promise of salvation is intertwined with the dispossessive experience of sexual violation 

throughout Wynter’s novel. In the above passage we find a flashback that appears early in the 

novel. The young girl in the passage is Sister Ann. As an adult she continues to carry this 

memory of the sacrifice she made as a child well after arriving to the promised land of Hebron. 

While a number of scholars have criticized the novel for its lack of empowered representations 

of black women, the experiences of sexual violence that Wynter depicts are not simply instances 
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of social negation but instead more complex scenes of subjection in which the future is 

configured as both a source of hope and the site of subjugation.49 In this particular passage, we 

are forced to grapple with the gesture that Sister Ann enacted when she was younger. On the one 

hand, we have to think about the temporality of the Prophet’s promise and how young Ann 

assisting his fumbling hands with the pin is at once a form of submission and an attempt to lay 

claim to that future freedom. On the other hand, we also have to consider how that promise lies 

at the foundation of the Prophet’s authority. Ann’s gesture articulates a will-to-deliverance that is 

not so much “beyond” the Prophet’s sovereign claim over her body as it a form of anticipation 

that attributes a certain force to the higher power he embodies. Wynter juxtaposes Sister Ann’s 

memory of her sacrifice with the crisis that emerges when the future that the Prophet had 

promised fails to arrive. It is within the space of that nonarrival that the novel explores the 

expectation of an anticolonial future.   

Published in 1962, the year that Jamaica gained its independence from the British, Sylvia 

Wynter’s The Hills of Hebron tells the story of a failed black utopia. After making an exodus to 

escape the profound deprivation of a fictional Jamaican town called Cockpit Centre, a revivalist 

congregation called the “New Believers” took to the hills of the Jamaican countryside to set up a 

“black heaven on earth” (73). Yet, the story of Hebron’s creation comes much later in the novel. 

The text begins instead, in media res, with the collapse of this black autonomous community. 

Wynter troubles the progressive narrative sequence that structures conventional imaginings of 

liberation. Rather than follow the community’s trajectory from an oppressive past to a liberated 

future, we only learn about the origin story of Hebron after we bear witness to the tragic failure 
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of this utopian project. In this way, the future as a source of hope is displaced in the narrative by 

the overbearing crisis of Hebron’s downfall. Wynter writes: 

For as far back as they could remember they had never been their masters. Always behind 
them there had been a ‘boss’ and behind to the ‘boss’ a Government, and behind the 
Government, the white Governor, and behind him, the King of England with the power of 
ships and guns and myths and distances of wide seas; and behind the King of England, 
there was, white like him, God. For a brief while Prophet Moses had changed the 
hierarchy, had led them up to Hebron, set himself above them, made them believe that 
behind him there was a God, black and made in their image and partial to them, his 
Chosen People. Then Prophet Moses had crucified himself to redeem them for ever and 
ever, but after his death, the hurricane had come just the same, and the drought. (66) 
 

For a brief while, Moses had changed the order of things. The New Believers saw themselves as 

the Chosen People, the children of a black God. They were, therefore, not subject to the rule of 

any boss, governor, or government, nor the King, with his ships and guns or the white God that 

stands behind them all. For a brief while they fashioned themselves as the redeemed. And unlike 

the nonbelievers, they would leave the cruel town of Cockpit Centre, “a place where stinking 

hovels crowded together, where multitudes were packed into shacks to live and die like grass” 

(110). I want to suggest that it seems that Wynter organizes the novel in the wake of Hebron’s 

collapse precisely in order to trouble this redemptive narrative and the ideological implications it 

might have. And yet, the failure of this black utopia harbors a knowledge of freedom.50 To say 

that there is a knowledge of freedom that is articulated in the collapse of this black utopia is to 

say more than that the novel is a critique of liberal ideology or the political ideals of Jamaican 

nationalism—which it is, certainly. Rather, I want to suggest that there is a knowledge of 

freedom that gets expressed precisely in the experience of freedom’s nonarrival.  

 In part, The Hills of Hebron marks Wynter’s encounter with the millenarian imagination 

of Afro-diasporic religious rituals during the earlier part of her intellectual career. To be sure, the 

novel is just a part of this encounter and, in a way, serves as a manifestation of Wynter’s 
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investment in the performativity of Afro-diasporic religious rituals as an aesthetic resource for 

anticolonial thought. In an interview with David Scott, Wynter reflects on her critical 

investments in black performance during the 1950s and 1960s:  

I was going to be an actress, and I was going to be a singer. That was my big dream at that 
time. I was going to be a singer, but I hadn’t thought of myself as a writer. For some 
reason, I don’t know why, the idea of the dance at the time was so powerful because I think 
it bridged the divide in the Caribbean between the literate written tradition and the 
stigmatized yet powerful undertow of African religions and their cultural seedbed that had 
transformed itself into a current that was now neoindigenous to the Caribbean. And it was 
what was being resurrected.51 
 

The recipient of one of the first higher education scholarships awarded to female Caribbean 

students to travel to the metropole, Wynter was among the vibrant set of black artists and 

intellectuals that emerged in Britain after the Second World War and on the eve of 

decolonization. Like many of that time, Wynter had a dual investment in the arts and academic 

scholarship. After completing her studies at King’s College where she studied the Golden Age of 

Spanish drama and wrote a Master’s thesis on Marrano Antonio Enríquez Gómez’s comedia A lo 

que obliga el honor, Wynter went on to follow an eclectic career as an actress, dancer, dramatist, 

and novelist. Wynter was part of a generation that Stuart Hall describes as the last of “colonials.” 

Both Wynter and Hall were among the many young artists and intellectuals that traveled to 

Britain in the 1950s and the 1960s “to fulfill their artistic ambitions and to participate in the 

heady atmosphere of the most advanced centres of artistic innovation at that time.”52 “As 

colonials,” Hall explains, “they had been—and are still thought of as—marginalized from such 

developments. In fact, they came to Britain feeling that they naturally belonged to the modern 
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movement and, in a way, it belonged to them.”53 Wynter was part of this “first wave” that was 

filled with a strong feeling of expectation as the future held a promise of independence from 

colonial rule. The Hills of Hebron was the byproduct of her deep engagement with the question 

of anticolonialism in the 1950s and 1960s. Rather than a regressive turn to a pre-modern, the 

novel was an attempt to find resources to imagine an anticolonial future. Wynter’s encounter 

with the popular religious beliefs and practices of Jamaica’s black underclass was, in this way, 

an attempt to envision the dawning of a new era. As Hall explains, “the dream of the ‘first wave’ 

was not to retrieve the past so much as to look forward, expecting independence to issue in a new 

era of progress and freedom which would be the basis for a new, post-colonial culture as well as 

enchanting the individual capacity for creative innovation.”54 Wynter’s description of dance as a 

bridge between the written word and the “powerful undertow of African religions” can be 

understood in a similar light. Rather than a regressive gesture to a pre-modern time, what Wynter 

saw in the embodied ritual practices of Afro-diasporic rituals was a creative resource for 

developing an anticolonial sensibility. However, in her novel, we realize that violent modes of 

subjection and forms of betrayal structure the promise of a new world.  

We have to think about the future “to come,” the future that animates the Prophet’s vision 

of a black heaven on earth and acts as the source of his authority. The congregation’s exposure to 

natural disasters registers an ongoing history of dispossession. The New Believers, the ones that 

the colonial government left in Cockpit Centre to “live and die like grass,” were again confronted 

by the disposability of their own lives (110). And yet, the disposable status of black lives in the 

novel is intimately tied to the legacy of slavery. We come to an understanding of the legacy 

when the New Believers find themselves hopeless, without food or water and with no leader to 
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take them to the promised land. Wynter writes, “Grief is what they knew about. Two generations 

of life in Hebron, of Moses and hope and a God who regarded them as Chosen and peculiar to 

Him had not erased three centuries of placelessness. They returned almost with abandon to the 

familiar despair, more comforting than hope” (281). Grief does a particular kind of work. It at 

once registers the loss of a future salvation and signals the unfinished project of black freedom. 

Here, political despair carries a certain kind of knowledge, a knowledge of freedom that takes the 

form of the irreparable placelessness of black modern life like a wound that reminds us what 

could have been.  

The nonarrival of freedom also exposes the eschatological character of the Prophet’s 

authority. His promise of salvation placed the emancipatory moment in the future and it was the 

congregation’s anticipation of that future that was the source of his authority. According to 

political historian Barry Chevannes, revivalism is one of the two major religions born to the 

island of Jamaica. The other, of course, being Rastafarianism. In his article, “Revival and Black 

Struggle,” Chevannes explains how revivalism “enabled slaves and post-emancipation Africans 

to use the only legitimate form of organization to them, namely the white man’s religion, for 

their own ends.”55 With various lines of origin in the Native Baptist movement that had fueled 

slave revolts during the early nineteenth-century, Myal, and the Great Revival of 1860-61, 

Chevannes argues that revivalism—at times associated with the religious movement known as 

pukkumina or Pocomania—represents a history of black struggle in which “[r]eligion was used 

as a resistance point, politically as well as culturally.”56 It is within the narrow confines of 

revivalism that Wynter explores the possibilities of an anticolonial future.  
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While popular for its religious rituals and practices, the most significant aspect of 

revivalism is its millennial imagination. In his early analysis of millenarianism as it relates to 

Rastafarianism, Orlando Patterson briefly describes revivalism in terms of regression and 

compensation. “There is an introverted type of withdrawal, a regression inward upon the self,” 

Patterson writes, “In this case one blames one’s sins for one’s status, and seeks temporary and 

immediate release in the shamanistic orgies of revivalism such as the Pocomania cults do in 

Jamaica, and eventual and more permanent solace in the anticipation of the next life. Outwardly, 

this withdrawal appears to be a tacit acceptance of the social order.”57 Positioned against what 

Patterson describes as Rastafarianism’s more “aggressive” forms of withdrawal, the solace that 

revivalism discovers in the promise of a new life belays the eschatological vision that lies at the 

heart of the religious movement. While Patterson points to this deferment of a desire in the 

present onto a hope in the future as a pathological response to colonial domination, as Jennifer 

Wenzel suggests, the language of Christian eschatology actually pervades the anticolonial 

discourse of the twentieth century.58 Drawing out the millenarian imagery of Frantz Fanon’s The 

Wretched of the Earth and Fanon’s theorization of decolonization as an attempt to “set afoot a 

new man,” Wenzel demonstrates how “millenarian movements share the predicament of other 

responses to colonialism, caught between the desire to restore a precolonial past and the 

necessity to forge new cultures within colonial modernity: the tension, in other words, between 

cultural nationalism as revival and national culture as forged in anticolonial struggle.”59 Even 

with that said, at the time of the novel’s publication, the tension between the seemingly 

regressive tendencies seen in revivalism and the modernist character of anticolonial discourse 
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had led some commentators to read Wynter’s text as a return to a pre-modern folk tradition. One 

reviewer notes in the pages of BIM, “the novel caricatures the religious conflicts of a backward 

people.”60 This same reviewer concludes his assessment of the novel by stating that Wynter 

“succeeded in at least one aspect of what she was trying to do: she has miraculously captured all 

the pathos, longing, suffering and ignorance of Uncle Tom’s Cabin and the Negro Spirituals, the 

smell of sun-drenched hills, and the nostalgic beauty of tropic moonlit nights on the pages of this 

lush parable.”61 What gets lost in readings of the novel as a figurative return to a seemingly pre-

modern past are the more subtle ways that Wynter uses the religious language of salvation and 

the millenarian imagination of revivalism to explore the entanglements of the promise of an 

anticolonial future and the diasporic legacies of slavery and black dispossession.  

At stake in Wynter’s fictional encounter with revivalism is a tension between restoration 

and modernization that lies at the heart of anticolonial struggle. Revivalism’s supernatural 

promise of salvation projects an image of freedom onto the future horizon that is not dissimilar to 

the vision of a revolutionary future that emanates from anticolonial narratives of liberation. The 

story about the catastrophic collapse of a revivalist community that we find in the pages of the 

novel seems to trouble the imaginings of the anticolonial future as the source of an emancipatory 

hope. Rather, the experience of freedom’s nonarrival carries with it a question about the 

aftermaths of sovereignty and the temporality of political failure. In Omens of Adversity, David 

Scott builds upon the main theoretical concerns he had put forth in his earlier work, Conscripts 

of Modernity, regarding the conceptual resources that a tragic sensibility offers historical 

criticism. Where the previous work argued for a consideration of the narrative and poetic modes 

through which generations of an earlier decolonizing moment envisioned anticolonial futures, in 
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the latter Scott turns to the questions of aftermaths in order to address “the sense of the present as 

ruined time” and the temporal uncertainty that he argues defines the moral and political 

predicament of our postsocialist and postcolonial present.62 Within the context of Wynter’s novel 

the failure of this black utopia at once registers a sense of ruin and articulates a history of 

dispossession.  

If the Prophet’s promise of salvation was predicated on a millenarian imaginary in which 

he, the son of a black God, had been sent to lead his people to a better world in the future, the 

Prophet’s self-crucifixion was a performative act meant to further actualize the belief. However, 

the temporal structure of this system of belief and the central role of the subjunctive transformed 

the future from a range of potentialities of a world “to come” into a fixed horizon: 

[W]ith his death, Prophet Moses made all the New Believers accomplices in his legend. 
Their belief became a necessity, was magnified into myth. The wooden cross on the 
Prophet’s grave was the tangible symbol of their faith. These was no room for doubt—to 
doubt would be to question the validity of the crucifix, of a God black like themselves, of 
Hebron. Moses alone had died, but Hebron, its past, present, and future were entombed 
with him, awaiting his resurrection. The life led by the New Believers after his death was 
an epilogue, a ritual dance, ossified by repetition now that its original impulse had been 
forgotten. (243) 
 

Hebron is a “ritual dance.” In the wake of the Prophet’s death, the New Believers continued to 

live in anticipation of the future he had promised. The promise of salvation “was magnified into 

myth”—no longer an image of a future possibility, the promise was now the organizing principle 

of this black community. No longer was the future a source of hope. This perpetual expectation 

is revealed to be at the foundation of the political authority that the Prophet represented. Here 

black sovereignty is presented as a symbolic authority that comes into being once the “original 

impulses had been forgotten” (Ibid.). The temporal space of anticipation—the festering and 

waiting—is always a generative sociality, however bleak. 
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 In the novel’s first chapter, entitled “The Vow,” we see how the promise of salvation that 

had once engendered this anticolonial community rises to the level of fetish. We find the New 

Believers in a special morning service celebrating the passing of the hurricane season. “With the 

long memory of the illiterate,” Wynter writes, “[Obadiah] was recapturing every trick of Prophet 

Moses, with which that superior actor had created this community in his own image” (7). Elder 

Obadiah had been chosen by the Prophet to follow as one of Hebron’s future leaders after his 

death. Now, decades after his death, the congregation was still held together by his promise of 

salvation. Like the Prophet before him, Obadiah had made a vow to his congregation, a vow to 

ward off God’s vengeance that had come upon them in the form of the hurricane that had 

ravaged the community and destroyed their crops the year before. Asking the New Believers to 

reflect upon the earlier September when, as he proclaimed, “the Lord turned from us,” Obadiah 

opens the morning service with a sermon that calls on the congregation to “recollect the hand of 

the Lord heavy upon us, recollect us as chaff in the path of the hurricane winds, as leaves in the 

wind of the hurricane water […] recollect the hungriness, the sore distress, recollect the nothing 

that remained of us!” (7). Describing the hardship they had endured, the service turns to the 

reason for this special celebration. After the hurricane had ravaged the community, Elder 

Obadiah had made a vow before the congregation to reassure their belief. As Obadiah’s friend 

and deacon to the congregation explains before the church, “He took a vow that as Elder of the 

Church of the New Believers of Hebron he would continue to lie beside his wife Sister Rose as 

he is usual to do, but […] He wouldn’t touch her, he wouldn’t know her, or any woman else, the 

space of one month and one year, until the next hurricane had passes its bitter cup far away from 

us!” (10).  
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Meanwhile, it was Miss Gatha, the widow of the dead prophet, who suggested that the 

hurricane that had ravaged Hebron was the cause of Obadiah’s indulging in “the pleasures of the 

flesh” (8). Miss Gatha was the one member of the congregation that did not accept Obadiah as 

Elder of Hebron. Her son, Isaac, had been born with a clubfoot and the deformity drove the 

Prophet to disown him as his heir. Experiencing this as a betrayal, Miss Gatha had taken it upon 

herself to reinstate her son to his rightful position as Elder of Hebron. Wynter writes: “They had 

all accepted his authority, all except Miss Gatha, who sat to his right on the dais in her 

accustomed corner. She knew that the voice, the gestures, the inflections were no more his than 

the swallow-tailed coat, the black trousers, the Bible on the table in front of him. They had all 

once belonged to her dead husband, Prophet Moses” (6). From Miss Gatha’s perspective, 

Obadiah was simply simulating the Prophet’s authority. His voice and inflections were re-

enactments of the Prophet’s promise. Even more, Miss Gatha was the one who had sacrificed her 

parcel of land to purchase “the swallow-tailed coat, the black trousers, the Bible on the table in 

front of [Obadiah]” (Ibid.). She had made sacrifice while believing in the promised return of 

salvation. She insisted that her son, Isaac, would lead Hebron. From a young age she sent Isaac 

to a charter school and unlike the other children in the community, she ensured he would be able 

to “read and write and figure as his father Moses could do before him, and as nobody else in the 

whole Hebron is able to do” (15). During this special morning celebration, as it was the case 

after the hurricane a year before, it was the memory of her son and her desire to gain vindication 

through him that made Miss Gatha challenge Obadiah’s claim to the eldership. And as the rest of 

the congregation eagerly celebrated their leader’s sacrifice and the grace that had fallen upon the 

community as they survived the hurricane season, Miss Gatha would be the one to interrupt the 

ceremony and turn the congregation’s attention to Obadiah’s wife, Sister Rose, who was seated 
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in a pew staring out outside of the church to the hillside. “[T]he congregation saw the clear rising 

of Rose’s stomach under her loose blue cotton frock. […] In the silence that followed, the bubble 

of the morning’s celebration was shattered and the fragments went spinning away like a mist in 

the morning light” (21). The chapter ends with the shattering of this dream of black freedom. 

From this opening crisis, the novel continues to narrate the community’s desperate 

attempts to preserve the prophetic vision of salvation as Hebron teeters on destruction. Obadiah 

banishes Rose from Hebron after she refuses to reveal that Isaac had raped her and goes off in 

search for the adulterer that had taken away “the one thing that was private to [him]” (74). 

Meanwhile, the New Believers find themselves facing a new disaster in a drought. They turn to 

Miss Gatha, who had been saving a “money-box” for her son’s return, to be the new leader of 

Hebron and save them from starvation. She agrees to lead in order to hold the position for Isaac. 

“With his knowledge of books,” she told herself, “he would know ways of fighting the drought, 

would tell them how to dig wells deep in the earth, would know the particular spot to dig, as 

Moses in the Bible had known which rock to strike in order to get water for the children of 

Israel” (89). But when Isaac would return, he would turn his back on Hebron. He would chose a 

life in exile and Hebron would have no savior.  

It is only much later in the novel that we learn Isaac had raped Rose. Rather than narrate 

a reconnection, when the novel stages Isaac’s return to the community—a return he hoped would 

reconnect him with “the sound of a living language, its rhythms sprung from the earth”—he is 

met with the disappointing realization that “the people of Hebron were like himself, too 

spiritually naked” (264, 266). It was precisely his “knowledge of books” that tormented Isaac 

upon his return. He came back with hopes to “create an image of himself and his people that 

would be epic” (249). While away, he came to a desire to challenge the accepted and established 
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“aesthetic norms” that he had encountered in his colonial education: “[T]he black characters 

whom he had come upon in reading seemed to him a miserable and despicable lot. They were 

people who scarcely existed in their own right, a muted background against which the good or 

evil, the tolerance or intolerance, the gentleness or cruelty of real people could be shown” (249). 

But when he returned, he found life in Hebron to be “too loud, too violent, too farcical to trap on 

paper” (266). Isaac’s decision to turn his back on Hebron was preceded by an intense 

disenchantment that had almost driven him to suicide. His connection to Obadiah and Rose was 

the only thing that kept Isaac alive. However, even this would turn into an obsession with them 

both that made life seem even more “strange and purposeless” (Ibid.). When he found himself 

standing over a cliff, “he would start thinking of his father’s reputation with women, and this 

would become justification for his desire. After all, like father like son, and the chip never fell far 

from the block. Suddenly he felt consumed with an overcoming arrogance. All the women of 

Hebron were his to do with as he willed, as his father had done…” (268). Here, what resembles 

the cultural nationalist narratives of return that usually stage the colonial artist-intellectual’s 

reconnection with his people instead culminates in a violent act of betrayal. Isaac had initially 

decided to simply take the money-box that Miss Gatha, his mother, had saved for him and escape 

Hebron. It was while walking on his way towards Cockpit Centre that Isaac stumbles upon Rose 

waiting beside the road for Obadiah to return. He thought to himself that “it was his godfather’s 

[Obadiah] stupidity that made him kind, made him trustful, had caused him to take such a vow. 

Now Rose was like a field left under the sun, a ripe fruit to be picked by him, Isaac. Soon he 

would be free of Hebron, would be able to leave it forever. He was powerful with a certainty he 

had never known since the night that he had first seen the sea” (270).  The promise that animated 

Obadiah’s vow converges with Isaac’s own identification with the Prophet. Well aware of the 
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vow and what was at stake, Isaac’s decision to rape Rose is just as much his own way of 

exercising the sovereign will that his father had embodied. This entanglement of promise and 

betrayal complicates the narrative of return. While Isaac effectively turns his back on Hebron 

and abandons the New Believers, he does so as a means of expressing himself as a sovereign 

subject. To a certain extent, this instance of rape acts as the fulfillment of the promise of 

salvation. Put differently, Wynter allows us to see black sovereignty as an ongoing repetition of 

promises and betrayals. The figure of the violated black female body that appears throughout the 

text carries with it a history of the many futures that have yet to arrive.  

 
The Wound of the Future 

 
Hosanna, I build my house oh, ha, ha! 

 The sun come burn it down, ha, ha!  
 The wind come blow’d way, ha, ha!  
 The rain come we it up, ha, ha!  
 My house is weak you see, ha, ha! 
 But if I build my house and it fall down,  
 I can build it up right from the ground, ha, ha!  

-The New Believers, The Hills of Hebron (310)  

 

The ongoing dialectic of promise and betrayal that animates the claim to black sovereignty 

leaves behind wounded futures—utopian desires that persist in the aftermath of betrayal and 

violation, futures that take shape as both a promise and wound. This ambivalent notion of 

futurity was the source of much of the negative responses to Wynter’s novel.  For instance, in his 

earlier theorization of a West Indian aesthetic, Barbadian poet Kamau Brathwaite dismisses The 

Hills of Hebron and places the novel outside of his conception of artistic innovation and formal 

experimentation. Along with his essay “Jazz and the West Indian Novel,” in the early 1960s 

Brathwaite would also publish an equally important essay entitled “Roots” where he quickly 
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rejects The Hills of Hebron. Here, Brathwaite traces out what he sees as a need for a cultural 

nationalist aesthetic. As he writes, “[a] return by our writers to a sense of responsibility to West 

Indian society will be reflected I think in a change of style: in a greater and more careful 

understanding of what the novel form means.”63 For Brathwaite, the novel form was a way of 

crafting a new form of community, a cultural nationalism that he envisioned through the 

Caribbean writer’s return. He writes:  

But any return to society, any attempt on the part of a writer to describe society in any 
whole or complex way, calls for technically a prose style which can catch the varying shifts 
and shades of narrative, action, and speech. In other words, to write really well about a 
living society (as opposed to the closed and isolated and artificial society of say, Hills of 
Hebron), one has simply to be an old fashioned writer (Hardy, Dickens, George Eliot, Jane 
Austen). This is what Naipaul is, what John Hearne is (except for his Hemingwayesque 
idealisation of women), what Mittleholzer at his best is, what Neville Dawes could be. (A 
comparison of Mais’ Brother Man, set in a living contemporary society, with Hills of 
Hebron, would also be instructive).64  
 

The brief comparison that Brathwaite set ups between Wynter’s novel and Brother Man sets the 

stage for his publication “Jazz and the West Indian Novel” in 1967 where he takes up Roger 

Mais’s novel as a model of a emergent West Indian aesthetic. Here, he argues that Brother Man 

“reveals certain rhythmic, thematic, and structural features which justify, I think, my comparing 

it to music.”65 Brathwaite’s reading of Brother Man in relation to jazz mobilizes the figure of the 

jazz ensemble as a metaphor for community. In particular, he sees the “The Chorus of the 

People” in Mais’s novel as offering an aesthetic paradigm for imagining a new form of 

community. According to Brathwaite, the novel enacts variations on a theme of life and death 

and ends with a “tunelessness” that is heard in “a moment of grave social misunderstanding” 

when the people turn on Brother Man, the hero of Mais’s novel: 
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   People came out, leaned against their gates. They laughed and jeered and shouted at 
him going down the street. Some came out from their yards into the land itself, followed 
him from a distance, hurling at his back obscenities, insults.  

 ‘See one of de Ras Tafari dem!’  
 ‘Gwine mek shave, wait an’ see!’ 
 Some started singing a song that had lately come into vogue: 
  Run man wi’dout beard,  
  ‘Beard-man after you… 
 Others joined in, they screamed and shouted in after him, tunelessly, down the lane.66 
 
Reflecting on this scene, Brathwaite writes: “With this ‘tunelessness,’ this social ensemble which 

still retains its sense of unity though at the brink of collapse, we reach that dark and chaos which 

lies at the heart of jazz.”67 Roger Mais, in Brathwaite’s eyes, was the only author that had been 

capable of translating the aesthetic qualities of jazz and its “social ensemble” into the novel form. 

The “tunelessness” in this instance is the expression of a community that “retains its sense of 

unity though at the brink of collapse.” Perhaps what made the social ensemble in Wynter’s novel 

so unappealing to Brathwaite is the fact that rather than maintain its sense of unity, what we find 

in Hebron is the breakdown of that social ensemble. And despite the fact that the novel ends with 

the community singing a song of rejoicing and restoration, there is something about Hebron that 

makes it seem so closed, isolated, and artificial for Brathwaite and the farthest thing from the 

modernist aesthetic of Mais’s jazz novel.  

There is muted sound in the background of the New Believers’s song of rejoicing that 

closes the novel. It is not difficult to interpret a sense of closure and resolution into this final 

scene when, suddenly, rain starts to pour at the same moment when Obadiah returns to Hebron to 

lead the New Believers down a new path towards education and development. “What [Obadiah] 

was asking them now,” Wynter writes, “was for a new response to a new ritual, a new morality, a 

new right and wrong, a new God” (306). The congregation is immediately inspired by their 
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elder’s new vision of a future, one that includes building a road “out into the world” for them to 

carry “the work of our hands to exchange for a man who will teach us how to read, and our 

sons!” (307). This plan to secure the community and its future embodied in “our sons” diverted 

from the Prophet’s singular promise of salvation. This appears to be the solution that the novel 

offers to the unending dispossession and placelessness that haunts the New Believers as the 

afterlife of slavery. Through Obediah they are able to refashion the future that they have 

inherited from their past and project it onto an altogether new horizon. In this way, the collective 

rejoicing that closes the novel can be read as a more romantic version of Roger Mais’s social 

ensemble. As they run out into the falling rain we hear the New Believers sing: “But if I build my 

house and it fall down,/ I can build it up right from the ground, ha, ha!” (310). However, there is 

a modulated sound that appears in the scene that recalls the muted black chant that registers 

social dissonance in the 1966 newsreel. In the final passage of the novel, as we hear the rest of 

the congregation singing in the falling rain, Wynter brings us back into the dark abandoned 

church where we find Miss Gatha still stunned by Isaac’s decision to turn his back on her and 

what she had fought for him to have. As the song of rejoicing sounds from outside of the church, 

she sits in the dark holding Rose’s newborn child. It is only then that “the suspicion that had 

formed in Miss Gatha’s face grew into certainty,” Wynter writes, “Isaac had raped Rose, had 

broken away from her and from Hebron” (310). Miss Gatha finally breaks and succumbs to an 

ambivalent feeling of both grief and hope after taking the child’s “perfect” body as an omen that 

“[t]he sins of the fathers, then, had not been visited on the children” (310). It is on this note that 

the novel closes with the coming of a new day: “Miss Gatha cradled the child against her 

withered breasts and rocked gently to and fro. Aunt Kate hummed a tuneless lullaby. Soon, the 
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two women were as soundly asleep as the child. Morning, breaking over Hebron, caught them 

unawares” (Ibid.). 

We have to pay attention to the “tuneless lullaby” in order to get a sense of the wounded 

futurity that emanates though the text. Interestingly enough, Aunt Kate, one of the original 

members of Hebron, is precisely the figure that opens that novel. Consider the resonance 

between this opening scene and the closing moments of the novel when both the old and new 

generation of Hebron are awoken by a new dawn:  

It was early morning. There were mists over the hills and valleys of Hebron. Down in the 
square, Aunt Kate sat on the cold earth beside the spring. She rocked to and fro and 
cradled her arms as she hummed a lullaby. The clear water murmured and 
accompaniment. She had dressed hurriedly, and her cotton from was unfastened at the 
back, her headkerchief askew, like a crumpled hibiscus. A light wind lifted the loose 
strands of her grey hair. Her face was oval. Pouches of reddish-brown skin framed a 
beaked nose and black eyes as swift as bees. (3) 
 

When that hummed lullaby returns in the final scene of the novel its tunelessness articulates the 

loss embodied in the memory of Aunt Kate’s dead child that haunts this scene with the futurity 

that is projected at the end of the novel.  

 When we find Aunt Kate sitting next to the spring humming a lullaby she appears to 

address her song to the waves that are dancing on the water’s surface. We soon learn how ten 

years earlier Aunt Kate’s daughter Maverlyn had fallen in the spring and drowned. Alone and 

disheveled, it is this figure of melancholy that brings us into the life-world of the New Believers:  

The sound of feet squelching on wet grass, of people greeting each other, carried towards 
her. She remained still and listened. Then she smiled and nodded. Her lips formed words 
that were propitiatory echoes. The part of her mind which was secret and cunning 
accepted that she would have to pretend to practise the rites which the others used to 
assure a reality from which she had escaped. For the others were not without power. If 
they demanded her involvement in their conspiracy, she needs them in hers. (Ibid.) 
 

As we already know, the novel brings us into Hebron on the day of a special morning service. 

Before entering the church where Obadiah would give his sermon and play out the dead 
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prophet’s messianic promise, we are presented with Aunt Kate and her own relation to the dead. 

To be sure, for Aunt Kate, Maverlyn was not “the nameless and inert thing” that was pulled from 

out of the spring and buried years before (104). Rather, when Aunt Kate had first saw Maverlyn 

floating in the water, the undulating image of her body made it appear to this grief-stricken 

mother that her child was not dead but sleeping. Since that moonlit night when Maverlyn had 

fallen in the spring, Aunt Kate would sing a lullaby to the child that was sleeping in the water.  

I want to linger over the question of Aunt Kate’s madness and address the convergence of 

her “mad hope” and the community’s attachment to the dream of their dead prophet. When Aunt 

Kate hears the rest of New Believers awaken and prepare for the special morning service, note 

how that “secret and cunning” psychic location that we might be inclined to call a figurative 

representation of madness or irrationality opens up a critical insight about the multiple 

“conspiracies” that are bound up in Hebron. Sigmund Freud famously opposed mourning to the 

pathological melancholy—describing the former as the successful “working through” and 

overcoming of the loss of a love-object and the latter as a persistent identification with the object 

of loss that verges towards narcissism.68 “The complex of melancholia behaves like an open 

wound,” Freud suggests, “drawing to itself cathectic energies […] from all directions, and 

emptying the ego until it is totally impoverished.”69 Melancholy emerges out of the incomplete 

process of mourning and, for Freud, signals a kind of narcissistic regression and impoverishment 

of the subject’s psychical apparatus. In reference to Aunt Kate, we can think about that “part of 

her mind which was secret and cunning” in terms of this psychic withdrawal that Freud 

describes. Incapable of overcoming Maverlyn’s death, the lullaby that Aunt Kate hums beside 

the spring can be seen as form of mourning that registers the absence and loss of a love-object. 
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Put differently, humming and rocking can be seen as a kind of unfinished mourning that registers 

the “open wound” left behind from Maverlyn’s death. Rather than diagnose her mental state, the 

distinction between mourning and melancholia allows us to consider the perspective and 

knowledge produced by this wounded attachment. Put differently, what would it mean to think 

about Aunt Kate’s attachment to her daughter as a relation to a past future that has yet to arrive?  

  Rather than think about Aunt Kate’s melancholic response to loss as a kind of 

psychopathology, we should consider how her withdrawal leads not to a space of 

impoverishment or negation, or a kind of void, but, instead, a critical position that enables her to 

reflect back onto the belief-system that organizes the world of Hebron. Again, it is in the opening 

scene where we find Aunt Kate humming her lullaby as the rest of the congregation was waking 

up and preparing for their special celebration. Knowing that they would soon come to retrieve 

her from the spring, Aunt Kate laments over the congregation’s attempt “to trap her into 

forgetting her own child, Maverlyn” (3). When Sister Ann and Sister Sue arrive and attempt to 

take the old woman to the church, Aunt Kate pleads with them not to wake up Maverlyn. Sister 

Ann, aggravated with this demand, exclaims, “It’s ten years that Aunt Kate get some sense in her 

head and realize that the child not sleeping, that she is dead!” (4) Sister Sue, being more patient, 

listens to Aunt Kate when she refutes Ann’s claim: “Look, Sue, look how Maverlyn leaping up 

in her sleep, how she is dancing on the wings of the wind!?” (5) It is then that Sue’s eyes moves 

from the water to the flaming bamboo torches fixed outside the entrance of the church. Looking 

back down at the reflected light in the spring, she makes an associative link between Aunt Kate’s 

fantasy and Hebron’s utopian vision. Perhaps it is because of Sue’s compassionate response that 

Aunt Kate goes along with her to the service. “She would go with her,” Wynter writes, “would 

play their make-believe game with them so that Maverlyn could sleep in peace” (Ibid.). Going 
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along with the “make-believe game” in order to preserve her own hope, Aunt Kate has an 

ambivalent relation to Hebron grounded in a melancholic attachment to a wounded future.  

 When the drought ravishes the community and dries up the spring, we discover that Aunt 

Kate was not the only member of Hebron that embraced her wounded attachment to the past 

future that Maverlyn represented. It had also provided a way out for the new generation, the ones 

“born and brought up in Hebron and without memories of the town from which their parents 

made a triumphant exodus … [who] had been reared under the shadow of Prophet Moses’s 

sacrifice, his crucifixion” (42). Sisters Gee and Eufemia, we are told, “were still young enough to 

reject unconsciously, the constant worship of a wooden Cross and of death” (Ibid.). After the 

spring dries and Aunt Kate is forced to reckon with her daughter’s death, Gee and Eufemia soon 

realized the old woman’s absence sitting humming by the spring signaled a sharp change in 

Hebron as it fell further into destruction. For this new generation of Hebron, Wynter writes, 

“Aunt Kate’s fantasy that her child was still alive, that she was only sleeping, touched a 

responsive chord in them. Her mad hope had become theirs. Some mornings, standing around 

her as she sat and cradled her arms, they had almost been persuaded that they could see, 

gleaming on the surface of the water, her child Maverlyn, like some spirit celebrating the eternal 

life that their youth expected and demanded” (43). Here, Aunt Kate’s hum serves as an 

expression of a wounded futurity, one that returns at the end of the novel as if to signal the 

ambivalent mixture of grief and hope that comes with the dawning of a new day.  

In his essay on the hum, Michael Taussig describes humming as an indeterminate sound:  

Bees hum. So does the traffic out my window view stories down, except for early 
morning when the garage truck shrieks and broads, lifting and grinding, compressing and 
thumping. Interstitial sound are they, bees and cars and even the shrieker, sounds that fill 
the void, sounds that don’t really count, background, we might say, stuff for the likes of 
John Cage, who had trouble with the line demarcating sound from music. A dog 
whimpers and twitches in its sleep. The wind hums through the threes and the river has a 
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humming, cruising sound that never stops as it runs over the rapids when I go upstate to 
the land without traffic or the shrieker. And then there’s the pretty much continuous 
ringing in my ears, the ur-hum, the movement of the warm blood through the inner ear, 
that blends with the outside world so as to form the one great hum of the great 
bumblebee.70 
 

Taussig brings us to an understanding of the hum as “that something that lies between words and 

sounds, no less than between singing and speaking.”71 As an expression of “sounds that fill the 

void, sounds that don’t really count,” the hum is the deformation of language that draws out its 

limits as a system of signification. When Taussig turns to Sergei Eisenstein, he refers to him 

almost in passing. Yet, the reference does so help draw out the implications of critically 

engaging with the hum: “There must have been some humming action with Sergei Eisenstein as 

when he tells us that ‘Disney is astonishingly blind, with respect to landscape—to the musicality 

of landscape and simultaneously the musicality of color and tone.’”72 Pulled from Non-

Indifferent Nature: Film and the Structure of Things, this quote associates what Taussig calls the 

hum with the “inner ‘plastic music’” that Eisenstein identifies in the landscape in the silent 

film.73 The landscape, from Eisenstein’s point of view, is “the freest element of film, the least 

burdened with servile, narrative tasks, and the most flexible in conveying moods, emotional 

states, and spiritual experiences.”74 Here, Taussig and Eisenstein help us to return to the muted 

black chant in the 1966 newsreel and think about it in relation to the sense of a wounded futurity 

that Wynter conveys at the end of her novel. That is to suggest that what is registered in the hum 

of Aunt Kate’s “tuneless lullaby” might give us a way into the brief insurrection that is obscured 

from our ears, a quiet telling of one of the utopian visions bound up in Hebron’s downfall. That 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
70 Michael Taussig, “Humming,” in Norie Neumark, Ross Gibson, and Theo van Leeuwen, eds., Voice: 
Vocal Aesthetics in Digital Arts and Media (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2010), 305. 
71 Ibid., 307.  
72 Ibid., 306,  
73 Sergei Eisenstein, Non-Indifferent Nature: Film and the Structure of Things (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1987), 
74 Ibid., 217.  
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muted song holds open the possibility of a future that will never arrive. However, it is precisely 

within the space of that nonarrival that Aunt Kate’s supposed madness projects a temporality that 

can be understood as the gathering a wounded futures. The hum, like the muted black chant in 

the newsreel, registers a futurity. Lingering within that nonarrival, however, is less about defeat 

and more so about the sense of possibility that accumulates within the ongoing placelessness of 

black social life.  
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Shadow Songs: Negritude, Animation, and the Spectacle of Postcolonial Futurity 
 
 

Culture is inside and outside, above and beneath all human activities: It is the 
spirit that animates them, that gives a civilization its unique style.  

-Léopold Sédar Senghor1 
Where then where 
Is the flesh of the rhythm  
You preach. 

       - Keorapetse Kgositsile2 
 

The Black World To Come 

 

Let us start with a report featured in the July 1966 issue of the Liberator magazine written by the 

exiled South African poet and activist Keorapetse William Kgositsile. The piece opens with what 

starts as an ultimatum but then quickly shifts into a collection of voices that together articulate an 

“indignant black memory”:  

Black men of the world, get your values together! Who am I to say this to you? I am the 
dagga-drunk tsotsi getting ready to slit your throat and relieve you of your pay-package 
because I must have my meals and drink tomorrow. I am the raggedy-ass fisherman 
sleeping at the foul-smelling docks so that I can catch me some fish for my 
undernourished children. I am the hip-swinging Black whore who hates your guts 
because you won’t be man enough for me to be a woman. I am the indignant Black 
memory that can no longer kneel-in.3  
 

Titled “I Have Had Enough!: Report on Dakar Festival of Negro Arts,” Kgositsile’s review of 

the First World Festival of Negro Arts (Premier Festival Mondial des Arts Nègres; hereafter 

FESMAN) gives an account of this international celebration of black arts and culture from the 

imagined perspective of a collectivity weaved from experiences of misery and desperation. Note 

how the first-person pronoun at the beginning of the passage quickly sheds its univocal position. 
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1 Léopold Sédar Senghor, African Socialism, trans. Mercer Cook (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, 
1964), 80. 
2 Keorapetes William Kgositsile, “Bleached Callouses, Africa, 1966,” My Name is Afrika (Garden City, 
NY: Doubleday and Co., 1971), 43. 
3 Keorapetes William Kgositsile, “I Have Had Enough!: Report on Dakar Festival of Negro Arts,” 
Liberator (July 1966): 10. 
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What follows is a sudden undoing of a subjective point of view and the sudden succession of a 

range of voices that together address the “black men of the world” with the deep expression of a 

collective frustration. As the report continues, it becomes clear that this “black indigent memory” 

is not the byproduct of the festival itself nor does Kgositsile conjure these voices in order to 

criticize this event on the basis of its content. Now speaking for himself, Kgositsile writes, “I am 

not criticizing the Festival as an isolated event in contemporary Black history. I am looking at 

the implications of the Festival as reflective of certain trends in the contradictions we encounter 

in what could have been social change in the Black world today.”4 What is significant about 

Kgositsile’s account of FESMAN is the distinction he draws between the statist orchestration of 

black redemption and “what could have been social change in the Black world today.” It is the 

distance between the staging of postcolonial independence as progress and the lived experience 

of political frustration that we encounter a nascent worlding in the shadows of this international 

event in the form of a black indigent memory that refuses to forget what could have been change 

and carries that not-forgetting as the negative sentiment of rage, desperation, and frustration.  

Kgositsile warns the “black men” of the world (and we should to note the masculinist 

formulation of this world) to get their values together because those whose living stands for a 

critique of value have reached a point of exhaustion. We can almost apprehend such life pushed 

beyond the limits of existence when we reread the title of Kgositsile’s report through his 

figurative unmaking of the subject and descent into the world of exhaustion and frustration that 

surrounded this event: “I [‘the dagga-drunk tsotsi,’ ‘the raggedy-ass fisherman,’ ‘the hip-

swinging Black whore’] have had enough!” It is not so much that time has run out. In this 

instance, exhaustion is the effect not of time running out but of time run astray. The future that 

was to come has taken a life of its own, a life that eclipses other modes of being. In Kgositsile’s 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 Ibid. 
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report we gain an understanding of how futurity works in the service of rendering life obscure. 

The figures reveal the precarity and civil neglect that ran alongside the vindication of blackness. 

The “indignant black memory” can be thought of as an idiom of remembering carried in rage, 

vexation, desperation, and the irate that works against the assuredness of more positive 

sentiments. And yet, according to Kgositsile, the indignation that runs through the bodies of the 

hungry, sick, and exhausted signals what could have been.  

Hosted by the newly independent African nation of Senegal under the leadership of its 

poet-president Léopold Sédar Senghor, FESMAN was a display of postcolonial sovereignty just 

as much as it was a celebration of black aesthetics. Kgositsile’s opening reference to the 

“indignant black memory” as an affective response to abjection that moves amongst the dagga-

drunk tsotsi, raggedy-ass fisherman, and black whore swinging her hips registers a disjuncture 

between the conception of freedom embodied in the independent African nation-state, on the one 

hand, and the experience of freedom as social abandonment on the other. Through that rage and 

desperation, Kgositsile locates a kernel of hope that dwells among the wretched and depraved. 

This is a hope that remains fastened to the black world that could have been and carries the 

memory of its nonarrival as a bad affect and a willingness towards the violent destruction of false 

images of progress. To this end Kgositsile warns: “Beware. It will be millions of unpretentious 

ex-natives and ex-negroes ready to slit God’s own throat.”5  

Kgositsile’s invocation of a potential insurgency lurking in the background of this 

international event reveals the complex temporal dynamics between sovereignty and black social 

life that I want to explore in this chapter. Kgositsile’s warning of an oncoming upheaval to be 

carried out by “millions of unpretentious ex-natives and ex-negroes” inscribes a radical 

potentiality in the past that I hope to recover in this chapter—not as a means of inspiration but, 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 Ibid., 11. 
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instead, as a way of coming to an understanding of the ideas and practices that have been 

eclipsed by the liberal imaginaries of progress and equality that FESMAN projected into the 

future. Through his telling of what could and should be, Kgositsile locates a futurity embedded 

in the everyday and reveals the entanglements of freedom and violence that condition the lived 

experience of postcoloniality. The testimonies that open his report shift our attention from the 

international celebration coordinated by the Senegalese government and descends into regions of 

the past otherwise eclipsed by the spectacle of the postcolonial independence. The fact that the 

collectivity that Kgositsile locates within this obscured realm of existence is only apprehended as 

an “indignant black memory” demonstrates the totalizing effect of state power as a “régime du 

simulacrum.”6 We are forced to think more explicitly about the interplay of spectacle and 

sociality when Kgositsile offers the following description of his experience at FESMAN:   

During the Festival there was a fence around the slums surrounding downtown Dakar. 
Every night the audiences that witnessed the performance at the Sorano Theatre were 
predominantly white. In his opening speech Léopold Senghor said that the Senegalese 
had assumed the responsibility of organizing the Festival “for the Defense and 
Illustration of Negritude.” “Illustration” here means: making illustrious. But the 
audiences were predominantly white! We know also that spokesmen for neo-African or 
new Black culture have spent years trying to convince whites of the validity of Black 
culture. Thus one of the disturbing things about the Festival was that Black culture was 
being “made illustrious” to and for a white patronage. What do some of these things 
imply?7 
 

Kgositsile’s concern with the project of “illustration” has everything to do with the role of the 

spectator. In this instance, the performance of blackness codifies preexisting relations of racial 

subjection that are in turn presented as evidence of self-determination and creative expression 

afforded to this formerly colonized population through the creation of the Senegalese state. With 

an understanding of the stagedness of this event and the spectacle generated from the 

“illustration” of the genius of black arts and culture, Kgositsile goes on to insist that “Africa, and 
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6 Achille Mbembe, On the Postcolony (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), 108. 
7 Kgositsile, “‘I Have Had Enough!’” 11. 
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the rest of the would-be-Black world, is far from what she should and could be.”8 There is a rift 

between the spectacular blackness that FESMAN embodies and the sociality that for Kgositsile 

is the source of the “would-be-Black world.” The question is how might we from the location of 

our historical present relate to this configuration of the black world to come when we encounter 

it as “indignant black memory”? Here we should also take note of Kgositsile’s combination of 

the subjunctive and conditional moods in his phrasing of what “should and could be” and the 

possibilities that it opens up. This ambiguous sense of futurity helps to reshape the contours of 

this historical event. It serves as a reminder that what is did not have to be. If the festival’s 

“illustration” of black culture depicts the redemption as an irreversible movement from the 

colonial past into the postcolonial future, that “indignant black memory” is a reminder of the 

unfulfilled expectation and desires that exist alongside the spectacle of postcolonial freedom.   

This chapter explores the temporal entanglements found at the convergence of 

postcolonial sovereignty and black social living. I am interested in the configurations of the past, 

present, and future that authorize state power and, in the context of postcolonial Senegal, how the 

redemptive logic of postcolonial independence renders time into an abstract sequence of events 

devoid of lived experience. The spectacular representation of historical progress obscures the 

existence of those that Kgositsile refers to as the “millions of unpretentious ex-natives and ex-

negroes ready to slit God’s own throat.” It is important to note that Kgositsile describes these 

millions neither as sovereign subjects or citizens of the postcolonial state but, rather, as modes of 

being forged through the experience of colonization and racial subjection who fashion 

themselves as a collective through the refusal of their status of natives and negroes. The radical 

potentiality embodied by this black multitude is not merely directed against state power as those 

who are “ready to slit God’s own throat” represent an apocalyptic vision of the future that calls 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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upon the destruction of any higher power. If the promise of national independence rationalized 

relations of subjection, if statehood was a pretext for new modes of domination, if continued 

subjugation was constitutive of postcolonial subjectivities in Senegal, then the “indignant black 

memory” reveals regions of the past where black social life attests to freedom’s nonarrival.  

Situated within the broader scope of my dissertation, this chapter lingers in nonarrival as 

a way of reconceptualizing the narratives of empowerment that we have inherited from the 

political past. We live in the aftermath of a time when black and anticolonial liberation seemed 

imminent. However, I am not interested in retrieving past longings for black and anticolonial 

revolution; rather, my project attempts to give an account of the practices of living and forms of 

social life that have been relegated outside of earlier configurations of the political. This project 

is an attempt to trace the haunting refrain of the “would-be-Black world” that rings out in the 

background of the history like a sort of “shadow song.” I take the idea of a “shadow song” from 

Senghor’s first collection of poems entitled Chants d’ombre. Perhaps the best instance for 

thinking about a “shadow song” is found in the final section of Senghor’s nine-part poem “Que 

m’accompagnent koras et balafong (guimm pour trois kôras et un balagong)” (hereafter, “To the 

Music of Koras and Balophon”). In the final section of the poem, Senghor makes his first poetic 

invocation of negritude following a fascinating scene of aesthetic education:   

You, Tokô’Waly, you can hear beyond hearing [tu écoutes l’inaudible],  
And you explained to me the signs spoken by the Ancestors 
In constellations as serene as the sea,  
The Bull, the Scorpion, the Leopard, the Elephant, the Fish— 
All familiar, and the milky grandeur of the Spirits 
Through the endless celestial salt flats 
Here is the wisdom of the Moon Goddess; may the veil of shadows fall away.9 
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9 Senghor, “To the Music of Koras and Balophon,” in The Collected Poetry by Léopold Sédar Senghor, 
trans., Melvin Dixon (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1991), 24. The French original reads:  
 Toi Tokô’Waly, tu écoutes l’inaudible 

Et tu m’expliques les signs que disent les Ancèstres dans la sérénité marine des  
   constellations  
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When the poem addresses Uncle Tokô’Waly we discover his capacity to “listen to the 

inaudible.” This ability to hear and decipher the signs spoken by the Ancestors brings to mind a 

musical moment staged in the closing stanza of the title poem of the collection: “Listen to my 

singular voice praising you in the shadow,/This song studded with sparks from singing 

comets.”10 Hearing the unheard is a reconfiguration of the senses that enables us to visually 

perceive the “song” that emerges out of the interrelation between the stars. The Bull and the 

Scorpion and the various other “signs spoken by the Ancestors” are images engendered by the 

notion of rhythm and ensemble at the basis of Senghor’s theory of Negro-African aesthetics.  

For Senghor, “rhythm” is the organizing principle of black aesthetics. As he writes in a 

later essay, 

Rhythm is not born here from alternating long and short syllables, but rather solely from 
alternating accentuated and atoned syllables, from strong and weak tenses. It is a question 
of a rhythmical versification. There are verses, and thus poems, where, in the same time 
interval, an accentuated syllable is repeated. But the essential rhythm is not that of the 
word, but that of the percussion instruments accompanying the human voice, more 
precisely of those marking the base rhythm. We are speaking of a polyrhythm, sort of 
rhythmical counterpoint. Which is what spares the word that mechanical regularity 
engendering monotony. The poem appears thus as an architecture, a mathematical 
formula founded on its unity in diversity.11 
 

Senghor’s poem is fundamentally performative and bound to a social scene. He argues that the 

relations that constitute this scene of performance generate the essential rhythm that supplements 

the written word; or, as he argues, “the public often participates in the poem.”12 The notion of 

performance is central to his idea of rhythm and the various modalities that supplement writing: 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
Le Taureau le Scorpion le Léopard, L’Élephant les Poissons familieurs  
Et la pompe lactée des Esprits par le tann céleste qui ne finit point 
Mais voice l’intelligence de la désse Lune et que tombent les voiles de ténèbres. (291) 

10 Senghor, “Shadow Songs,” 22; [“Écoute ma voix singulière qui te chante dans l’ombre Ce chant 
constellé/ de l’eclatement des comètes chantantes.” Senghor “Chants dombre,” 296.] 
11 Léopold Sédar Senghor, “L’esthétique négro-africaine,” Liberté I: Négritude et Humanisme (Paris: 
Éditions du Seuil, 1964), 212. Original emphasis. 
12 Ibid., 213.  
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“Besides the public’s clapping of hands, the footsteps and gestures of the soloist and the 

drummers [tambourinaires], it is important to note figures of vocabulary—alliterations, 

paronomasias, anaphors—which, based on a repetition of phonemes or sounds, form the 

secondary rhythm and reinforce the effect of ensemble.”13 Uncle Tokô’Waly represents an 

aesthetic sensibility oriented by this notion of rhythm in which the relations between individual 

parts (the sparks from singing comets) that constitute a whole (The Bull, the Scorpion, the 

Leopard, the Elephant, the Fish). It is significant that this pedagogical scene revealing an 

inherited “intelligence” through a reading of the stars precedes Senghor’s invocation of 

“negritude.” In the penultimate stanza of “To the Music of Koras and Balophon,” it is the same 

“Night” whose darkness harbors African cultural inheritances that dissolves difference into 

unity: “Night that dissolves all my contradictions, every contradiction/In the primal [première] 

unity of your negritude.”14 It is as if we need to take an alternative sensibility in order to 

recognize the primary occasion of unity that dissolves [fonds] the internal contradictions of 

relations between parts and the whole.  Here, “shadow songs” not only signifies a form a unity 

constituted through difference but it also forces us to think about work of ensemble and the 

complex dynamics between parts and whole that lies as the basis of Senghor’s totalizing concept 

of black cultural identity.  

 However, we encounter a different sort of shadow song in FESMAN that emerges from 

the zones of abjection and social abandonment that come into view once we are attuned to the 

negative sentiments that lurk in the background of the event. To describe the negativity that 

unfolds within the affective register of the past as a kind of shadow song is to consider rage, 

desperation, and frustration as expressions of the radical potentiality of a catastrophic hope and 
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14 “Nuit qui fonds toutes mes contradictions, toutes contradicitons dans l’unité première de ta 
negritude…” 
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the prefigurative strivings for a world that has yet to be realized. I evoke shadow songs, in a way, 

to flip Senghor’s theory of black aesthetics on its head and attend to the forms of sociality that 

exceed the redemptive logics of the state power. These shadow songs do not articulate a primal 

unity that dissolves difference but rather the rhythmical counterpoint to FESMAN’s celebratory 

mood: the “indignant black memory” that reveals a social assemblage of “ex-natives” and “ex-

negroes” who live out the expectation of the “would-be-Black world” as an unending strife. The 

indignation that coexists within this international celebration of blackness emanates a haunting 

refrain of what could and should be.  

 

We live in dark times in which the concept of the future no longer holds the same semantic 

weight as it had for earlier generations. It is no longer simply a symbol of hope nor does it 

function as a cognitive resource for imagining new possibilities; rather, the idea of the future has 

been subsumed within the logics of finance. It is a form of intelligibility through which creative 

potentials are apprehended and mined. It is cultural construction and projection deeply embedded 

in modern capitalism. Franco “Bifo” Berardi suggests, “The idea that the future will be better 

than the present is not a natural idea, but the imaginary effect of the peculiarity of the bourgeois 

production model.”15 Now, more than ever, we need to imagine a different relation to futurity, 

one that is perhaps less oriented to what will be and instead reveals the presence of what should 

and could be, presences that already exist within the terrain of the vanishing present.  
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15 Franco “Bifo” Berardi, After the Future, Gary Genosko and Nicolas Thoburn, eds. (Oakland, CA: AK 
Press, 2011),12. It would not be difficult to argue that the culture of financialization has influenced the 
recent shift in critical theory and political thought towards futures. I am not suggesting that this influence 
can be measured or even escaped. Instead, to the extent that this link goes unattended, we run the risk of 
confusing criticism with mitigating risks and deriving moral-political value from simply identifying 
possible futures.  
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Focusing on the historical records of the First World Festival of Negro Arts, I will 

explore the ways in which black aesthetics were mobilized to secure the political authority of the 

Senegalese state. Until recently, FESMAN has received little attention within the fields of 

postcolonial criticism and African diasporic studies. As of late, cultural historians and literary 

scholars such as Bennetta Jules-Rosette, Penny Van Eschen, Anthony J. Ratcliff, and Tsitsi Ella 

Jaji have turned to this event in their respective interpretations of the complex and formative 

links between the various black nationalist and anticolonial movements that emerged of the 

1960s.16 In addition to these reflections on black internationalism and its uneven grounds, art 

historians such as Elizabeth Harney and Sylvester Okwunodo Ogbechie have also turned to 

FESMAN in order to explore questions of modernism, interrogate categories of “African art,” 

and reveal the tensions between national ideologies and narratives of the avant-garde.17 While I 

share similar interests in questions about black cultural solidarity, anticolonial politics, and the 

ideological force of the postcolonial state, I want to focus on temporality in order to highlight the 

entanglements of the celebratory projection of black culture and the embodied performance of 

blackness as the constitutive outside of political enlightenment and the making of postcolonial 

citizen-subjects. This is not a move away from black internationalism but, instead, a serious 

assertion that there are traces of nascent internationals buried in the lived experience of black 

freedom’s nonarrival.  
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16 See Bennetta Jules-Rosette, Black Paris: The African Writers’ Landscape (Urbana: University of 
Illinois Press, 1998); Tsitsi Ella Jaji Africa in Stereo: Modernism, Music, and Pan-African Solidarity 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2014); Penny Von Eschen, Satchmo Blows Up the World: Jazz 
Ambassadors Play the Cold War (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004); Anthony Ratcliff, 
“Liberation at the End of a Pen: Writing Pan-African Politics of Cultural Struggle” (PhD diss., University 
of Massachusetts Amherst, 2009).   
17 See Elizabeth Harney, In Senghor’s Shadow: Art, Politics, and the Avant-Garde in Senegal, 1960-1995 
(Durham, NC: Duke Univeristy Press, 2004) and Sylvester Okwunodu Ogbechie, “Comrades at Arms: 
The African Avant-Garde at the First World Festival of Negro Arts (Dakar 1966),” in Kathryn Smith, ed., 
One Million and Forty-Four Years (and Sixty-Three Days) (Stellenbosch, SA: SMAC, 2007): 88-103. 
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What concerns me is the dissimulation of abjection through spectacle. Whereas earlier 

studies of FESMAN have focused on the ideological framing of this event and the transnational 

connections forged through the aesthetic imposition of Senghor’s metaphysical notion of 

negritude, I focus on how the festival participates in the production of a spectacular conception 

of time that continues to inform our contemporary moment. I borrow the notion of “spectacular 

time” from Guy Debord’s The Society of the Spectacle as a way of describing the temporality of 

postcolonial freedom that FESMAN embodies. In fragment 147 Debord writes:  

The time of production, time-as-commodity, is an infinite accumulation of equivalent 
intervals. It is irreversible time made abstract: each segment must demonstrate by the 
clock its purely quantitative equality with all other segments. This time manifests nothing 
in its effective reality aside from its exchangeability. It is under the rule of time-as-
commodity that “time is everything, man is nothing; he is at the most time’s carcass” 
(The Poverty of Philosophy). This is time devalued—the complete inversion of time as 
“the sphere of human development.”18 
 

For Debord, spectacle refers to the displacement of social relations onto a system of images and 

signs under the aggressive acceleration of capitalist production. As he writes in a different 

section of the same book, “the spectacle proclaims the predominance of appearances and asserts 

that all human life, which is to say all social life, is mere appearance.”19 It is not so much that 

this notion of spectacle describes the falsification of social reality; rather, Debord’s theory of 

spectacle highlights the condition under which the Senegalese state emerged. Postcolonial 

independence, in this instance, coincides with the shifting of the global capitalist system from the 

world of things to the world of signs. However, I believe that Debord’s description of “an 

irreversible time made abstract” is most relevant to this discussion of FESMAN as it resonates 

with the redemptive logic that structures what Kgositsile called the “illustration” of black culture. 
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18 Guy Debord, “Spectacular Time,” The Society of the Spectacle, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith (New 
York: Zone Books, 1995), 110. 
19 Debord, “Separation Perfected,” The Society of the Spectacle, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith (New 
York: Zone Books, 1995), 14. 
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Through the staging of FESMAN, time itself is rendered spectacular. In other words, the 

relations between the past, present, and future were displaced by a system of signs. The 

spectacular time of redemption is an infinite accumulation of discrete units that lack historical 

life. In taking up this notion of spectacular time I discuss how modalities of power effectively 

eclipse entire realms of social life outside of the political imagination of the postcolonial future. 

Through a discussion of Le Spectacle féerique de Gorée (The Enchanted Spectacle of Gorée), an 

open-air opera staged in the “son et lumière” (sound and light) style of public exhibition that was 

then growing in popularity in France and other regions of Europe, I demonstrate how FESMAN 

narrated freedom as a liberal humanist story of historical progress and the reparation of the injury 

of slavery.  

My discussion of the FESMAN and the son et lumière staged throughout the course of 

the festival will also explore the ways in which African and African diasporic musical traditions 

were appropriated in the production of spectacular time. In particular, I am interested in the 

centrality of jazz in Senghor’s aesthetic and how his musically inspired concepts of rhythm and 

harmony produced a political vision of universal humanism. It is in FESMAN that we discover 

the state’s appropriation of African and African diasporic musical traditions in the service of 

projecting a particular imaginary of the future. While championing negritude as “a humanism of 

the twentieth-century,” Senghor provides the following description of the significance of 

aesthetics in Africa and the African diaspora:  

This, then, is Africa’s lesson in aesthetics: art does not consist in photographing nature 
but in taming it, like the hunter when he reproduces the call of the hunted animal, like a 
separated couple, or two lovers, calling each other in their desire to be reunited. The call 
is not the simple reproduction of the cry of the Other, it is a call of complementarity, a 
song: a call of harmony to the harmony of union that enriches by increasing being. We 
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call it pure harmony. Once more, Africa teaches that art is not photography; if there are 
images, they are rhythmical.20 

 
Senghor’s theory of black aesthetics diverges from the principle of mimesis at the heart of 

Western aesthetic traditions. Running counter to imitation as a model of beauty and truth, 

Senghor’s theory of black aesthetics is organized around notions of tendencies, complementarity, 

and the play of forces or “rhythm” between subject and object that emanates from various 

African and African diasporic art forms. For Senghor, black aesthetics model the organization of 

social life. Notice how he takes up “song” as a model of “pure harmony,” a harmony deeply 

rooted in the social life in African civilization: “Ethnologists have often praised the unity, the 

balance, and the harmony of African civilization, of black society, which was based both on the 

community and on the person, and in which, because it was founded on dialogue and reciprocity, 

the group had priority over the individual without crushing him, but allowing him to blossom as 

a person.”21 It was the jazz ensemble in particular that was at the basis of Senghor’s theory of 

black aesthetics. In Africa in Stereo: Modernism, Music, and Pan-African Solidarity, cultural 

historian Tsitsi Ella Jaji suggests, “[w]hether in direct reference to jazz music, or through the 

influence of [the] New Negro writers who themselves emulated music, Senghor came to assign a 

place of privilege to early jazz in his poetic, as well as prose oeuvre, casting it as a definitive 

example of Négritude as ‘the ensemble of values of the black world.’”22 The musical 

performance of early jazz ensembles provided Senghor with a model for imagining a form of 

political organization that troubled the opposition of “person” and “community,” singularity and 

totality, part and whole. What is important to point out here is how “the call of harmony” that 
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emanated from black art forms served as a model for Senghor’s political vision of freedom and 

equality. Again, speaking on dialogue and reciprocity, Senghor writes: 

I would like to emphasize at this point how much these characteristics of negritude enable 
it to find its place in contemporary humanism, thereby permitting black Africa to make 
its contribution to the “Civilization of the Universal” which is so necessary in our divided 
but interdependent world of the second half of the twentieth century. […] It is through 
these virtues of negritude that decolonization has been accomplished without too much 
bloodshed or hatred and that a positive form of cooperation based on dialogue and 
reciprocity has been established between former colonizers and colonized. It is through 
these virtues that there has been a new spirit at the United Nations, where the “no” and 
the bang of the fist on the table are no longer signs of strength.23  

 
Negritude’s contribution to the “Civilization of the Universal” is the model of social harmony 

that it has come to represent. For Senghor, dialogue and reciprocity find their expression in black 

aesthetics and these virtues were precisely what were at the basis of his political imagination: “It 

is through these virtues that peace through cooperation could extend to South Africa, Rhodesia, 

and the Portuguese colonies, if only the dualistic spirit of the whites would open itself to 

dialogue.”24 Senghor’s visions of peace through cooperation and the creation of a harmonious 

global society constitute the image of the postcolonial future that I will interrogate in the pages 

that follow. Through a reading of the son et lumière, I interrogate the historical records of 

FESMAN in order to track the production of spectacular time and locate regions of the past that 

have been rendered obscure by the spectacle of postcolonial futurity.  

 

Although staged at the height of an era of decolonization, FESMAN embodies the ambiguous 

outcomes of postcolonial independence. The political rationalities of state power across various 

postcolonial contexts have reconfigured the structures of domination of earlier colonial regimes 

into narratives of national liberation. Similarly, the recent scholarly turn towards the biopolitical 
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dimensions of postcolonial state power have focused attention on the management of life and 

death as the fundamental expression of sovereignty. However, Kgositsile helps to reorient such 

analyses of power by drawing our attention to the temporal structure of its self-authorization. 

Again, Kgositsile writes in his report on FESMAN: “I felt that the past and future of my culture 

was being played around with.”25 It is as if the past, present, and future have been dislodged from 

the ordinary sequence of time. At FESMAN, Kgositsile found himself in a present that belonged 

to an abstract future. The festival participates in the instituting of a particular social imaginary in 

which the black world that should and could be was eclipsed by a system of signs that simulated 

the realization of black freedom through the emergence of an independent Senegalese state. 

Therefore, the revolutionary potential of the black world to come only appears as an affective 

trace, a negative afterthought, a longing for a future that has yet to arrive. The “indignant black 

memory” that Kgositsile captures in his report allows us to think about the regions of the past 

where black social life festers within the spectacle of postcolonial futurity. The question that 

remains is how do we come to understand such partially intelligible significations of the “would-

be-Black world” when they remain unthinkable and trapped within the shadows of Senghor?  

As one of the most controversial and iconic figures in the history of black radical politics, 

Léopold Sédar Senghor has received renewed attention from scholars attempting to come to 

terms with the failure of past projects of decolonization. Most recently, Gary Wilder’s Freedom 

Time: Negritude, Decolonization, and the Future of the World, takes up the post-World War II 

political writings of this founding member of the negritude movement in order to tell a story of 

federation that has been overshadowed by the hegemonic status of the nation-state in 

postcolonial criticism. Though this story ultimately ends with the collapse of the Mali Federation 

just after two months of existence, Wilder insists that Senghor’s vision of self-determination was 
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irreducible to the form of the nation-state. Wilder writes: “[Senghor’s] thinking about state 

politics, African socialism, and universal civilization remained animated by an untimely attempt 

to anticipate worlds to come.”26 Although his critical engagement with Senghor resists the usual 

critiques of the poet-philosopher-president’s racial essentialism, it seems that in his effort to 

embrace Senghor’s “untimely attempt to anticipate worlds to come,” Wilder’s approach to the 

question of political form takes for granted the mode of being that constitutes Senghor’s 

humanism. Wilder proclaims that Senghor “postulated a concrete, embodied, and incarnate 

African humanism that was at once situated and universal.”27 It is when Wilder rehearses 

Senghor’s critique of socialist realism that we realize the curious logic through which the 

untimely futures appear. Wilder writes:  

[Senghor] blamed the failure of the Second International on its desiccated rationalism, 
suggesting that even early Soviet communists recognized that socialism could succeed 
only if it was rooted in popular culture, the élan vital of a people, and the ‘immense 
energy of faith.’ He denounced party-dictated socialist realism as violating the spirit of 
Marx’s thinking by restricting free artistic expression, instrumentalizing creativity, and 
presenting an impoverished conception of social reality.28 
 

Senghor’s critique of the scientific determinism of orthodox Marxism and the Second 

International was based on its circumscribed notions of productive activity that failed to account 

for the cultural and historical forces that define categories of labor. This point leads Wilder to 

insist that Senghor had “demonstrate[d] how a lost humanism could be recovered through [the] 

gift of African civilization and how African forms of life could contribute to the unity of 

universal civilization, characterized variously as a network of interlinked singularities, a mosaic 

assembled from many distinct pieces […].”29 We have to pause when Wilder associates popular 
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culture with both “the élan vital of a people” and Senghor’s notion of the “immense energy of 

faith.” Here the conflation of a “people” with the popular energies of the masses obscures the 

former’s relation to state power. If “the people” is predicated on the state, that is, if it is through 

the state’s recognition that individuals converge in a citizenry, it remains unclear whether “the 

élan vital of a people” that Wilder describes refers to the popular energies of a homogenous form 

of unity or a heterogeneity that assembles itself into a whole. 30 The distinction that I make is 

slight but, nevertheless, carries implications for our understanding of the alternative forms of 

political organization that Wilder allows us to notice in the past. This is because in the case of 

Senegal, the nation form that seeks to mediate the relations between the individual and the 

collective and, therefore, organize the life of its population, was modeled after the same theory of 

black aesthetics that animated Senghor’s vision of federation and the “Civilization of the 

Universal.” It is difficult to determine where the “African forms of life” materialize in the world 

and what bodies constitute the “network of interlinked singularities” that animate Senghor’s 

conception of political harmony and international cooperation. The danger is that life shows no 

movement underneath the brush of humanism that Wilder uses to touch up Senghor’s mosaic of 

a harmonious world. 

 In Kgositsile’s report we discover a dissonant counterpoint to Senghor’s humanism. In 

this instance, attending to the “would-be-Black world” and the alternative visions of the future 

that it represents requires that we interrogate the processes of subjection involved in the making 

of a “people” out of the “masses.” To be sure, the revolutionary potential that Kgositsile allows 

us to discover in the past is not of the “people.” Rather, this glimpse of the black world to come 

is made visible by the figures that he conjures in his report that help to reveal relations of social 
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life that are otherwise shrouded out by the very “people” that come into being through to the 

authority of the state. Within Senghor’s vision of African socialism, these forms of life 

correspond to the “dormant energies” that have yet to be awakened. Speaking before the 

Senegalese Progressive Union (UPS) in 1962, Senghor proclaims: “The problem, therefore, 

especially in an underdeveloped country, is to awaken ‘dormant energies,’ to combat prejudices, 

routine, inferiority complexes, and the fatalistic spirit. In a word, we must awaken the national 

conscience to the call to Négritude.”31 Senghor’s vision of socialism was predicated on raising 

the consciousness of the masses; however, at the same time, this consciousness is rooted in the 

masses. This process of awakening the black masses and beckoning them to the call of negritude 

was a key aspect of a cultural policy in post-independence Senegal that went by the fitting name 

of “Animation.” Senghor continues: 

[T]he Senegalese Government decided to awaken the consciousness of the masses. We 
hope to do this by Community Development [Animation], a major means of realizing the 
Plan—to be sure, in the Community Development Centers and in all developmental 
organisms—not to mention instruction, which becomes education by the reform of 
textbooks and teaching methods. Briefly, it is a matter of inspiring each Senegalese, 
especially the cadres, to exercise initiative and creativeness.32 
 

Translated by Mercer Cook as “cultural development,” this systematic education program “was a 

distinctive mark of Senegalese socialism.”33 What is curious about this particular imagination of 

development was that it sought to educate the same masses that were the source of the “popular 

aspirations” that drive national development and economic growth: 

Our party [UPS] must be the consciousness of the masses. Its role is twofold. In the first 
place, it must be the echo of the popular aspirations—not only their echo, but their 
scientific expression as well. As Lenin wrote: “We can exercise power only on condition 
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that we express exactly what the people are conscious of.” But the party must do more: It 
must guide the masses. The consciousness of the masses, who lack education and culture, 
still remains confused, lost in the fog of animal needs. It does not rise to the level of 
“political consciousness, a superior form of consciousness.” This can only reach the 
masses from the outside, from the intellectuals.34  
 

If the masses become “the people” once they acquired political consciousness, they had to first 

be retrieved from the outside of “the fog of animal needs.” Therefore, those who were 

responsible for setting the terms of the nation’s popular aspirations at the same time needed to be 

educated by the intellectual elite that were nothing more than an echo of themselves. It can be 

said that the figures that we encounter in Kgositsile’s report inhabit that same fog; however, they 

don’t wait to be reached. Rather, the “indignant black memory” reveals practices of self-

fashioning that take shape within the realm of necessity, in that undifferentiated fog where the 

uneducated and the uncultured are. We have to ask about the relations and practices that fall 

outside of the political imagination of development and its categories of productive activity. If it 

is through “animation” of the masses that “the people” come into being, how do we account for 

lives that remain unrecognizable as such and remain lost in the fog, lives that otherwise appear 

dormant and inert by eyes blinded with the bright light of the postcolonial future? If, as Senghor 

says elsewhere, “the goal of our planning is the realization of being, more precisely of being-

more [plus-être] in the words of Pierre Teilhard de Chardin,” how might the beings that fail to go 

along with the Plan and refuse to submit to the terms of political enlightenment offer insights 

into the different worlds that we have yet to remember?35 How does one give an account of what 

could and should have been? How might we forge such a relation to the past without reverting to 

simple nostalgia but, instead, consider the act of remembering as a way of imagining social life 

within realms of symbolic negation? What might we learn from the black masses that acted 
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upon, animated, quickened, and enlivened themselves? How can we embrace the possibility of 

the black world to come?  

Let us briefly return to Kgositsile’s report because it is in the two-page spread in the 

Liberator magazine that we catch a glimpse of the sociality embedded within the possibility of 

the black world to come. What is perhaps the most brilliant aspect of Kgositsile’s report is the 

photograph at the bottom of the page with its inconspicuous photographic credit that reads 

“United Nations” (fig. 3).  The photograph is simple enough: it captures a scene of ordinary life 

not unrelated to “the raggedy-ass fisherman” that Kgositsile mentions at the beginning of the 

report, the one “sleeping at the foul-smelling docks so that I can catch me some fish for my 

undernourished children.” In this image we find a number of fishermen crouching on a beach in 

front of a row of fish caught apparently for sale. What is curious is that this scene of an informal 

fish market, with its spattering of costumers moving between the fishermen and the handful of 

market women sitting along the beach, appears in the pages of the Liberator magazine by way of 

the United Nations. The 

photographic credit links the image 

to this recently formed 

international organization as the 

owner of its copyright. However, 

when seen within the context of 

Kgositsile’s report, the credit 

reveals an indexical trace of an “indignant 

black memory” inside of the image. 

Figure 3 “Untitled,” in Liberator July 1966. 

!
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In this instance, the photographic credit does a similar work as the customary caption. 

Both act as linguistic devices that construct the epistemological frame through which the image 

is made sensible. It functions as an “anchorage” fixing the image’s connotations to a particular 

context (such as the world of international affairs) and as a possible “relay” that opens up the 

image by linking it to a set of meanings (such as the conditions of its production).36 However, 

instead of primarily focusing on how the credit renders the image as an object of property, we 

might want to consider how the negativity that Kgositsile locates in FESMAN opens up 

dimensions of time and movement inside of the image and the temporality of the black world to 

come also bridges the gap between image and text. This is to suggest that we think about how the 

catastrophic futurity signaled in the “indignant black memory” that haunts the festival might 

redistribute the image-text and open up a different sense of “community” inside of the image, a 

“community” as the radical potential unfolds in the image. 37 “United Nations,” in this way, 

functions as the indexical trace of “what could and should be the black world.” It signals an 

international organization that belongs to a world that has yet to come. Notice how the physical 

arrangement of fishermen in this scene spatially resembles the United Nation’s main political 

organ: The General Assembly. The scene is a rehearsal of the world to come after the “millions 

of ex-natives and ex-slaves […] slit God’s own throat.”  The rage and frustration that Kgositsile 

draws out in his report enables to notice this aspect inside of the image, the general assembly that 

emanates from the collective activity of black bodies anticipating the destruction of this world 

and the making of a next. 38 How might we come to an understanding of the everyday that 
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recognizes practices of freedom in the dedicated preparation for and the choreographies of what 

has yet to arrive? How does the nonarrival of black freedom register the virtual presence of 

different worlds like the image of black internationalism that hovers above this photograph? 

Even more, what is role of masculinity in this global imaginary of black political solidarity? How 

is gender difference inscribed in the black world to come? These are a few of the questions that I 

will explore in relation to the haunting refrain of the histories that we have been given to 

remember. 

 

The Defense and Illustration of Negritude 

 
Senegal’s Festival will bring to the world stage the best of Negro talents. 

       - Léopold Sédar Senghor 39 
 

Now that the nervous tension of pre-festival has passed, those of us who have so hoped 
for and worked toward its success can realize that if nothing else were to happen during 
the festival, we have had our compensation in the beauty of the city and its people, the 
combined sophistication and primitiveness of the spectacle of Gorée staged by Jean 
Mazel to the poetry of an old friend, Jean Brierre; the treasures of the dynamic museum, 
this gathering together in the colloquium of specialists, friends, and intellectuals from all 
over the world; the brilliant opening at the Daniel Sorano Theater by the Nigerian players 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
come”: “But since the democratic sovereignty of the United Nations General Assembly is powerless, 
since it has at its disposal no executive and coercive force of its own, and thus no effective or even 
juridical sovereignty (for, as Kant would say, there is no right without force), it is the Security Council, 
with its veto power, that has the power to make binding or enforceable decisions, that wields all the force 
of effective sovereignty. And this will continue to be the case right up until the day a radically new 
situation rectifies this monstrosity. To put it in the most cut-and-dried terms, I would say that the fate of 
the democracy to come, in its relation to world order depends on what will come of this strange and 
supposedly all-powerful institution called the Security Council.” We can say that a similar fate is 
inscribed in this image, one of that is linked to the black world to come that I would say is another name 
for the disjointed conception of justice designated by Derrida’s use of “democracy” to open up the 
question of the future. Yet, the “to-come” that gets inscribed in the idea of a “would-be-Black World” 
opens up the question of the past and the realms of experience that are made sensible through the 
consideration of what happens in the name of the black world that has yet to arrive which is perhaps 
another way of thinking about the possibility of racial justice. Jacques Derrida, Rogues: Two Essays on 
Reason, trans. Pascale-Anne Brault and Michael Nass (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003), 
98.  
39 Léopold Sédar Senghor, “The Defense and Illustration of Negritude,” Negro Digest (September 1966): 
5. 



 96 

in a remarkable production of Wole Soyinka; and the elegance of the audience of the 
inauguration itself—these things alone would make this occasion a history-making event. 

- Katherine Dunham 40 
 

Indeed, FESMAN was a history-making event. Never before had there been an occasion of this 

scale that convened writers, artists, intellectuals, celebrities, and politicians from across the 

world around the topic of black arts and culture. As Senghor makes clear in his opening address 

to the festival, the main purpose of FESMAN was to present “the best of Negro talents” before 

the world in the service of transforming the meaning of black cultural identity in the midst of the 

postwar era. Yet, situated within the context of the cold war and decolonization, this already 

ambitious project took on the added task of inspiring change across the globe. Speaking on 

behalf of Senegal as the event’s host country, Senghor framed this occasion as the nation’s 

opportunity to participate in “the elaboration of a new humanism which this time will include the 

totality of humanity on the planet Earth.”41 The language of humanism dominated the official 

discourse around this event. To be sure, by this time in his career as an intellectual, Senghor saw 

negritude not strictly as an idiom of cultural identity but as a brand of humanism in its own right. 

As the host of FESMAN, the newly independent African nation of Senegal positioned itself as 

the vanguard in the realization of a new and universal idea of humanity that promised to remedy 

the injustices that plagued the world. As the US foreign diplomat and close confidant of Senghor, 

Mercer Cook, explains, it was the Senegalese president who “realize[d] that nationhood is only 

the first step on the road to a global civilization. Repeatedly, he refers to the ‘Civilization of the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
40 Katherine Dunham, “Address Delivered at the Dakar Festival of Negro Arts,” in Vèvè Clark and Sara 
E. Johnson, Kaiso!: Writings by and about Katherine Dunham (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 
2006), 412.  
41 Senghor, “The Defense and Illustration of Negritude,” 5. 



 97 

Universal’ to which all peoples will contribute.”42 FESMAN served as the vehicle through which 

Senegal projected the image of a harmonious global society—the “Civilization of the 

Universal”—onto the future horizon. This humanist vision, however, was not in addition to but 

rather deeply rooted in a particular understanding of black culture; more specifically, a theory of 

black aesthetics.  

Well before his presidency, Jaji explains, Senghor turned to jazz in order to develop 

“musical metaphors for transnational solidarity.”43 As a student in Paris during the interwar 

period, Senghor found himself amongst a cadre of young black intellectuals that were highly 

influenced by writers of the Harlem Reissuance. Through his early encounters with the works of 

African-American poets such as Paul Laurence Dunbar, Claude McKay, Langston Hughes, and 

Sterling Brown, Senghor developed a theory of aesthetics through the ways in which these black 

writers crafted their poetry after modes of black popular expression. According to Jaji, Senghor 

assigned a privileged status to early jazz in his own poetic works. She writes, “[j]azz, for 

Senghor, captured something putatively unnameable and inexpressible (inexprimable), a ‘je-ne-

sais-quoi’ about blackness […]; this inexpressible quality exceeded the scope of the linguistic 

and visual realms, yet engage a range of other senses (hearing, smelling, tasting.)”44 Whereas 

jazz was a tremendous influence on Senghor’s poetry, the same can be said about how the genre 

informed his political thought. It is particularly telling how the notion of African socialism that 

Senghor developed over the course of his political career relied on musical metaphors and the 

extent to which jazz served the concrete basis for his visions of the future. “Socialism is 

essentially politics,” as Senghor proclaims in 1962, “that is, an art of governing men of a given 
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society by organizing their relations harmoniously. Thus, the object of socialism is not the 

economy, as too many Marxists now believe, but concrete, living man, in his totality, body and 

soul.”45 Here socialism is presented a style of governance, “an art of governing men,” that is 

structured by the musical metaphor of harmony. However, this very idea of harmony is what 

displaces political economy with the more concrete representation of “living man, in his 

totality.” Senghor’s theory of black aesthetics, firmly embedded in his unique fascination with 

jazz, enabled him to fashion a particular brand of humanism that would serve as the banner of 

FESMAN.  

 In his inaugural speech to the festival, Senghor explicitly links humanism to jazz as the 

exemplar of black aesthetic traditions:  

Think of the former black slaves of America deported from mother Africa. If they did not 
surrender to the taedium vitae (tedium of life); if they did not give up, like other races 
destined to die in weak, sorrowful languor, it was because they had carried within them 
from the motherland, along with the ‘lust for life,’ that creative power which is the 
original trademark of art. For art is nothing other than this primal gesture of Homo 
sapiens (thinking man) who, representing life by the symbolic image, intensifies it by 
rhythm, thus magnifying it to give it the value of eternity. Such at least is Negro art and 
to refer again to the Negro Americans, the art of Negro spirituals and the blues. The most 
ordinary labor of the peasant, the most painful labor of the slave, vivified because it is 
magnified by the word, by the song, by the dance: by the rhythmic energy which is the 
very stuff of life.46 

 
Here Senghor locates a “lust for life” in the musical forms engendered under New World slavery. 

Art is presented as the “creative power” that distinguishes human from animal, as the primal 

gesture of “thinking man.” Negro spirituals and the blues are two modes of creative expression 

along a range of aesthetic practices through which black lives preserved their intrinsic human 

value. This creative power vivified slave labor and, for these stolen lives, preserved connections 

to “home.” Senghor’s idyllic representation of slavery is only outmatched by the astounding ease 
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at which Senghor is able to abstract humanist ideals from this history of terror and dispossession 

and transport them into his present. Later in his speech he proclaims: “Saving us from despair 

this Negro art sustains us in our effort toward economic and social development, in our 

determination to live.” 47 In the context of Senegalese independence, Senghor’s theory of black 

aesthetics serves as the basis for state policies of social and economic development. “Whether 

they paint violent mystical abstractions or the noble elegance of royal Africans courtships; 

whether they sculpt the national lion or fantastic monsters; whether they dance the Development 

Plan or sing the diversification of crops, the Negro African artists, the Senegalese artists of today 

help us live today, to live a better, more abundant life.”48  

Jaji’s discussion of the monumental scale of FESMAN reveals some of the challenges 

that one faces when attempting to locate the everyday within the context of this spectacular 

event. “An event like FESMAN,” Jaji writes, “in the longue-durée, becomes part of a national 

history, even if originally a transnational event, and thus the texts it produces are sorted through 

selectively by the archival machinery of that state.”49 Jaji reminds us that the historical archive is 

not simply a repository of information about the past but in fact a generative system of 

knowledge that governs what can and cannot be said. In fact, the privileged status of FESMAN 

within the national archive bespeaks an intricate process of historical knowledge production 

through which the state is able to maintain, reproduce, and transform the story of its own 

emergence. Jaji demonstrates how the political imagination of postcolonial authority is inscribed 

in the historical documentation of FESMAN: 

In addition to minutes from meetings at every stage of the planning process, the 
documentation includes copies of stamps, postcards, programs, posters, commemorative 
printed fabric bearing the festival logo, and architectural plans that represent at every 
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level of scale the inscription of Négritude into the historical record. If the traditions of 
African peoples on the continent and in the diaspora were the object of performances, it 
was the performance of national and transnational modernity that is the object of these 
acts of documentation. The fact that these plans were realized in the event of the festival 
and in the construction of infrastructure, including the Théâtre Daniel Sorano and Musée 
Dynamique (now the seat of the court of appeals in Dakar), vividly demonstrates the 
power of representation and the scalar imagination. 50  

 
Jaji’s brief analysis of the historical records of FESMAN reveals the statecraft that drives the 

“archival machinery.” From the intricate records of the planning process to the copies of the 

publicity materials to the detailed blueprints of the buildings and exhibitions specially 

constructed for this event, the FESMAN archive not only bears the inscription of negritude but 

also reveals a political desire for posterity as it attempts to project a particularly redemptive 

vision of blackness into the future. If, as Jaji contends, the “acts of documentation” that gave 

shape to this archive were simultaneously a performance of modernity on the part of the 

Senegalese state, it can be said that the state’s investment in the future is also inscribed within 

the historical record. 

 This political investment in the future was not merely the by-product of state ideology. 

Drawing roughly 2,500 artists and 25,000 guests to Dakar to take part in the festival as well as 

the preceding colloquium, FESMAN provided a venue that was arguably the first of its kind. 

According to cultural historian Tracy Snipe, 

[FESMAN] successfully showcased the very real achievements of blacks in the world of 
arts and letters, along with their unique contributions to jazz, the blues, and spirituals and 
to many other fields of endeavor in the performing arts and fine arts, the humanities and 
social sciences. The festival provided an extraordinary venue for black artists to 
demonstrate their achievements before a world audience. From this perspective its 
political and cultural importance remains unquestioned.51 

 
While we have to interrogate the role of the “world audience” positioned as the spectator to this 

demonstration of the creative achievements of black artists, Snipe’s assessment of the festival 
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gives us a sense of the redemptive vision that gets narrated through this celebration of black 

culture and the arts. By way of showcasing the contributions of black artists and intellectuals, 

FESMAN served as an occasion to validate the blackness over a world scale. The role of the 

Senegalese government was to organize the event and create the platform for the validation of 

black arts and culture. It is through the act of organizing and hosting FESMAN that the state 

sought to authorize its legitimacy within the geopolitical context of the Cold War. Put 

differently, in the staging of this event, sovereignty became linked with a particular idea of the 

future.  

 If we understand the archive as “the system that governs the appearance of statements,” 

to quote Michel Foucault, and, therefore, determines what can and cannot be said, this definition 

of the archive can be extended to the ways in which the future appears in the past.52 In this 

regard, one can read the archive to gain access to the political imaginations of the future within a 

given space and time. We might consider, for instance, the utopian imagination inscribed in the 

proceedings of the colloquium on the Function and Significance of African Negro Art in the Life 

of the People and for the People held in the week leading up to the festival. Organized by the 

Arts Committee of the Société Africaine de Culture in collaboration with UNESCO, the 

colloquium featured papers presented by visual and performing artists such as Ben Enwonwu 

and Katherine Dunham, writers such as Wole Soyinka and Langston Hughes, and a wide range 

of intellectuals from across the globe that specialized in the study of African and African 

diasporic arts and culture in the humanities, social sciences, and the sciences. According to one 

of its principal organizers, Cameroonian Jesuit anthropologist Engelbert Mveng, the aim of the 

colloquium was “to be the official interpreter of the cultural heritage of an age-old continent, the 

cradle of man-kind, of cultures and civilizations, a continent which in this very place for the first 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
52 Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge (New York: Harper Books, 1976), 129.   



 102 

time welcomes the representatives of all other continents, of all civilizations and of all 

cultures.”53 Mveng’s opening address to the colloquium underlines the significance of the 

location of the festival and argues that FESMAN is the first time for the continent of Africa to 

present itself to the rest of the world. This is while he frames the cultural heritage represented in 

“African Negro art” as a lost humanism from a pre-colonial time. He writes, “African Negro art 

is above all a creative activity in which man transforms himself while transforming the world, by 

an operation which unites the destiny of man and the destiny of the world, through the actions, 

signs, words, and techniques painstakingly elaborated and handed down by tradition.”54 If the 

aim of the colloquium was to provide an official interpretation of the actions, signs, words, and 

techniques that are constitutive of the African and African diasporic aesthetic tradition, it would 

appear that this interpretive framework is structured by a particular conception of time in which 

the past serves as a creative resource for the reformulation of “the destiny of man and the destiny 

of the world.” The aesthetic realm is mobilized as a site for the production of liberal humanist 

narratives of triumph. Mveng closes his opening address on an enthusiastic note about the role of 

art within the “life of the people”:  

This art, in the life of the people, created in the Africa of former days a humanism, if we 
may presume to say so, of a fittingly unassuming character. For all ideas of domination 
was foreign to it; and the only language it knew how to speak with other peoples was that 
of encounter and dialogue. When this humanism was master of its destiny, it sang for us 
the triumph of Life over Death. In slavery, the victim of excess, it spoke only to men of 
its faith in man, reminding them that life triumphs over death, love over hate, and liberty 
over oppression. Such must remain the message of Negro Art; such, too, will be the 
message of our Colloquium.55  
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The message of this art is the human spirit it carries. It is through this conception of African 

Negro art that Mveng imagines the recovery of a lost humanism founded on the ideals of 

encounter and dialogue. Here the utopian imagination of the future is narrated as the fulfillment 

of a human density that had once “sang for us the triumph of Life over Death.” The idea of art 

serving as a medium for the recovery of a lost humanity effectively illustrates the schema of 

redemption that undergirded the colloquium and FESMAN as a whole. The past is figured as a 

repository of utopian desires for freedom and equality to be reactivated from the aesthetic 

traditions of African and African diasporic cultures. FESMAN, in this regard, is framed as an 

occasion to redeem a humanism that has been stifled by slavery and colonization, a humanism 

that sings of love’s triumph over hate, life over death, liberty over oppression. For Mveng, that 

task of the colloquium and festival were to recover these songs from the shadows of the past in 

the service of imagining a future built on ideals of liberty and equality.    

What characterizes spectacular time is, as Debord suggests, its “lack of historical life in 

general.” “The pseudo-events that vie for attention in spectacular dramatizations have not been 

lived by those who are informed about them […] At the same time, everything really lived has 

no relation to the society’s official version of irreversible time, and is directly opposed to the 

pseudo-cyclical rhythm of that time’s consumable by-products.”56 In this context, FESMAN is 

the “pseudo-cyclical rhythm” that comes to describe the temporal structure of cultural 

development. The system of signs through which sovereignty expresses itself eclipses historical 

life. Within the context of this abstract and irreversible time, this time-as-commodity, “[the] 

individual experience of a disconnected everyday life remains without language, without 

concepts, and without critical access to its own past, which has nowhere been recorded. 
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Uncommunicated, misunderstood and forgotten, it is smothered by the spectacle’s false memory 

of the unmemorable.”57  

 
The Spectacle of Postcolonial Futurity 

 
One of the main attractions at FESMAN, Spectacle féerique de Gorée (hereafter the Gorée 

spectacle) was a theatrical reenactment of history that revolved around a small island off the 

coast of Dakar. The brochure specially printed in both French and English for this event offers a 

brief history of the island: 

Gorée, little island close to the Senegalese coast, becomes the object of international 
covetousness in the 16th century, and subsequently for two hundred and fifty years a slave 
depot for the transit of a large number of the twenty million or so Negroes exiled beyond 
the Atlantic. But the sacrifice will not have been in vain. It will have made 18th century 
philosophers aware of the greater lines of thought which were to give meaning to the 
words ‘liberty’ and ‘fraternity.’ Such will have been the part played by Negritude in the 
realization of the Rights of Man, and with the sacrifice of Africans on the battlefields of 
the two world wars, in the idea of the people’s freedom of choice ending with 
independence.58 
 

Through the dramatic reenactment of the island’s history, the Gorée spectacle attempted to link 

the past, present, and future together in a narrative of humanity’s triumph over injustice and the 

progressive march of history towards a liberal democratic vision of the future. What is 

significant about this theatrical rendering of history is the status of the postcolonial sovereignty, 

which is framed as the culmination of historical progress. In the final scene of the Gorée 

spectacle we witness the magic of the state in the historical drama of life and death, freedom and 

domination, humanism and tyranny: 
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The shades [ombres] of the past emerge: Dutch seamen—boatmen of all times—the 
English—slaves—musicians—strollers—Goumbé dancers—Joinville and Boufflers—all 
coming to attention in front of the flag of independent Senegal. After the ‘Last Post’ [La 
sonnerie aux morts] comes the panegyric of the heroes of Negritude whose sacrifice has 
not been in vain. This is given in the form of an immense hymn of thanksgiving diffused 
by stereophonic sound: ‘God is marvelous…’ The recording itself is marvelous also, a 
live recording made by the Back Home Choir in the Baptist Church of New York, a 
moving illustration, if there were one, of the contribution of Negritude to universal 
civilization.59  

 
Here the shadows of the past appear to salute the Senegalese flag in a “moving illustration” of a 

particular social imaginary of sovereignty. It is not so much that the state is endowed with the 

mystical powers to resurrect the dead; rather, through the commemoration of the “heroes of 

negritude,” the spectral presence of the past materializes as shadows standing at attention before 

the Senegalese flag enables an identification with the past that authorizes state power. In this 

regard, by the final scene of the production, Senegal is emblematic of a unity that reaches across 

both space and time. While it is seen as the embodiment of the “contribution of Negritude to 

universal civilization,” the state is also the vehicle for the reconciliation of past atrocities as 

colonizer and colonized, slaves and masters come together to marvel before this symbol of a 

liberal freedom.  

 Drawing out what I have been describing as the spectacular time of postcolonial futurity, 

this section offers an analysis of the Gorée spectacle that focuses on the self-narration of the 

state’s social-historical emergence. Discussing both the technical aspects of this theatrical 

production as well as the script written by Haitian poet Jean Brierre, I will demonstrate how this 

theatrical spectacle sought to institute the social imaginary of development that was at the basis 

of the state’s policy of animation. Put differently, I am interested in how the spectacle not only 

orchestrated the magnificence of the state but also organized the past, present, and future within 

an irreversible movement that justified the symbolic negation of particular modes of existence 
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rendered superfluous within the global capitalist economy. While the discourse of cultural 

development that came out of the negritude movement articulated a desire to redress the injuries 

of slavery and colonial violence, it also served to consolidate the creative potentials of black 

social living within circumcised categories of agency and productive labor. My contention is that 

the image of the future that the Gorée spectacle constructs does the work of relegating certain 

practices of living further outside of the field of political life. As such, we have to consider what 

the dramatization of the triumph of life over death and the enactment the overcoming of 

colonization as a kind of revitalization obscures.  

“[The Gorée spectacle] evokes this history of Gorée in eight tableaux, done in the context 

of the evolution of Africa and the West,” explains Jean Mazel, the French consultant specially 

hired for the production of the Gorée spectacle.60 “It is not a classic son et lumière, but a 

theatrical event of great importance.”61 Unlike earlier iterations, the Gorée spectacle was a son et 

lumière, or “sound and light show,” that featured actual performers in addition to the monuments 

and landscapes that usually were the object of this newly developed mode of public 

entertainment. According to Mazel, the addition of live performance gave the Gorée spectacle a 

“human element:” 

This is a spectacle of an entirely new design, a son et lumière where the human element 
plays an essential role. It would have been a shame to stick to the only electromagnetic 
technique in a country like Senegal where everything is deep sensitivity and vibrant 
humanity. That’s why it was necessary to give so much importance to the human 
element. The traditional input of son et lumière only accompany and support. So we 
created a show that takes the form of a popular opera with a historical theme.62 

 
The mixture of genres that gave shape to the Gorée spectacle is what made it one of the main 

highlights of FESMAN. Seen as an innovative take on an already new and cutting-edge style of 
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public exhibition, the Gorée spectacle was evidence of Senegal’s modern spirit. With the 

financial support of the French government, the Gorée spectacle was the first of its kind that 

sought to subsume its audience into the island’s history.63 Held at night, the light and sound 

technologies turned this small island into a stage for audiences to watch as a history of slavery, 

colonization, and war was dramatically transformed into a story about the universal history of 

human progress. The past was restaged as a series of distinct moments, each a variation of the 

same historical theme of the progress of humanity. If it were not enough for the audience to 

watch history unfold with moving bodies populating every scene, the show’s use of lighting and 

sound equipment was meant to reproduce the past as if to make the audience “relive” that 

history. Or, as one reporter wrote in anticipation of the show’s premiere: “the public will be 

caught in a complete circle of stereophonic sound.”64 

The technological aspects are a crucial part of the Gorée spectacle. Itself a byproduct of 

France, son et lumière was a new style of public entertainment that had been developed in the 

1950s. Paul Robert-Houdin’s La féerie nocturne de châteaux de la Loire was very first son et 

lumière production was performed at the celebrated castles in the France’s Loire Valley with 

numerous performances at monuments and historic sites in across Europe, Egypt, and India soon 

thereafter. This form of exhibition can be generally understood as a highly technical production 

staged around monuments, ruins, statues, or other sites of historical significance. Following the 

installment of an immense amount of sound and lighting equipment, a show is usually made up 

of a live or recorded narration that is accompanied with special lighting effects and musical 

scores. The use of light and sound technologies help to produce a dramatic mode of narration in 
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which the past is seemingly resurrected for audiences to both see and hear. As a result, each 

given site further serves as an embodiment of a particular memorial heritage.  

Writing in reference to show on the Athenian Acropolis that first premiered in 1959, art 

historian Elizabeth Marlowe likens son et lumière to the work of museums and the modes 

through which similar cultural, artistic, and historical institutions put the past on display: “In the 

same way that museums encourage us to view artefacts from distant cultures as part of our own 

‘heritage’, so ‘The Sound and Light Show’ presents a version of history that allows us to smooth 

the path and connect the dots between past and present into a seamless continuum of Western 

civilization.”65 Marlowe’s conceptual metaphor of an outdoor museum resonates with the 

presence of French Minister of Culture, André Malraux, at the premiere of the 1959 Greek son et 

lumière. However, where Marlowe’ remains interested in how Malraux’s speech at the premier 

of the Athenian Acropolis show effectively collapsed the past into the present and rendered the 

previous two and a half millennia of Greek history into variations on the Cold War thematic of 

the triumph of humanism and democracy over tyranny, she brushes over a more striking 

resonance between the French minster’s famous idea of le musée imaginaire or “the museum 

without walls” and the aesthetics of son et lumière. In Voices of Silence, Malraux writes:  

Alongside the museum a new field of art experience, vaster than any so far known (and 
standing in the same relation to the art museum as does the reading of a play to its 
performance, or hearing a phonograph record to a concert audition) is now, thanks to 
reproduction, being opened up. And this new domain—which is growing more and more 
intellectualized as our stock-taking and its diffusion proceeds and methods of 
reproduction come nearer to fidelity—is for the first time the common heritage of all 
mankind.66 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
65 Elizabeth Marlowe, “Cold War Illuminations of the Classical Past: ‘The Sound and Light Show’ of the 
Athenian Acropolis,” Art History 24, no. 4 (September 2001): 583.  
66 André Malraux, Voices of Silence, trans., Stuart Gilbert (1953; repr., Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1978), 46. 



 109 

According to Malraux, the advent of photography and other modes of mechanical reproduction 

led to the creation of a “new field of art experience” that exceeded the confines of the museum. 

As Rosalind Krauss explains, “it was photography that functioned as the very medium of 

Malraux’s museum without walls—his museum raised to an entirely new conceptual level 

through the power of photographic reproduction. The photographic archive itself, insofar as it is 

the locale of a potentially complete assemblage of world artifacts, is a repository of knowledge in 

a way that no individual museum could ever be.”67 If the medium of photography opened up the 

possibility for Malraux to conceive of a “notion of human destiny spoken through the composite 

by silent chorus of the world’s art,” the highly technical production of son et lumière held a 

similar promise of providing access to a silenced past. Rather than function as an “outdoor 

museum,” it can be said that son et lumière operates in the spirit of Malraux’s idea of a musée 

imaginaire. Instead of relying on the power of photographic reproduction, son et lumière 

mobilized light and sound technologies to allow its audiences to relive the past in the present and 

reveal the human destiny that for so long has gone unspoken.  

Photography and the more elaborate technological production of son et lumière are linked 

as two modes of reproduction capable distributing the aura of art in Malraux speech in Dakar 

before the UNESCO colloquium that preceded the festival. It was there he proclaimed, “Africa is 

strong enough to create its own cultural sphere, that of the present and of the past, on the sole 

condition that it dares to attempt it.”68 However, rather than mimic the transformations to 

European art brought on by the advent of media technologies, Malraux insists that this new field 

of art experience must emerge in relation to the distinct aesthetics of African and African 
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diasporic art: “It is not important that you know how you will make your imaginary museum. Did 

you know how you would do your dance? Did you know jazz would become? Did you know that 

one day those unfortunate fetishes that were sold as kindling would cover the world and their 

glory would be taken up by our greatest artists?”69 Here Malraux’s allusion to the centrality of 

jazz helps to further link the Gorée spectacle to his cultural idea of a musée imaginaire as both 

rely on reproduction technologies to liberate the “spirit of art” by way of reassembling the 

systems of meaning that produce a given style.70 The Gorée spectacle, in this way, functioned as 

a reproduction of the past through live performance that sought to recover the “life-story” of 

African and African diasporic art as a part of the story of the common heritage of mankind. In 

this way, we can approach the Gorée spectacle as anticipating Malraux’s assertion that “It is 

certainly necessary for Africa to claim its past; but it is more advantageous to be free enough to 

design a past of the world to which it belongs.”71 
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 The Gorée spectacle mobilized visual and sonic technologies in order to recover the spirit 

of African civilization that has been silenced in the past. It is perhaps best to turn to Jaji’s 

interpretation: 

Most often installed at significant historical sites, son et lumière shows fully exploit the 
technologies of visual projection and sonic amplification, producing a monumentalizing 
effect very much in sync with the dynamics of FESMAN. This effect tends toward the 
sublime, in terms of both scale and alienation effects. As such, the son et lumière show 
was emblematic of the festival’s approach to representing black history and culture as an 
overwhelming, monadic, and inescapable whole. Under the spectacular lighting, and 
projected through the powerful speakers, Négritude seemed greater than the sum of its 
parts.72 
 

The overwhelming image of a black totality certainly has a monumentalizing effect. However, I 

am interested in how the affective content of this historical reenactment sought to re-animate the 

past; not so much as to bring the dead back to life, but, rather, to simulate the experiences of 

slavery and colonial domination in the past in order to construct narratives of progress. Amadou 

Bary, the chairman of the Gorée committee of the First World Festival of Negro Arts, articulates 

this desire in his welcoming address to those who attended the Gorée spectacle:   

For us islanders of Gorée, this Spectacle, specially produced here on the occasion of the 
Festival, brings our childhood tales to life with a great range of sensibility [climats 
émotionnels]. Friends and visitors, may this sensibility [émotions], enable you to 
understand the noble and generous aspiration of the African people; may they also help 
you to know and love our little island, once a land of sacrifice but today, we hope, a high 
place of culture, brotherhood and peace. (n. p.) 

 
Note how the welcome addresses itself to a foreign audience. Describing the Gorée spectacle as 

“childhood tales” come to life, Bary underlines the live aspect of the performance. Seemingly 

passed down from one generation to the next, these tales carry out the work of cultural memory, 

that is, they are presented as modes of remembrance that carry powerful personal, historical, and 
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symbolic meanings.73 Bringing these tales to life through the incorporation of live performers, 

the Gorée spectacle promises to reveal “the noble and generous aspiration of the African 

people.”  Also note the translator’s decision to translate both “climats émotionnels” and 

“émotions” into English as “sensibility.” These translations reveal the centrality of affect in the 

staging of the Gorée spectacle. The use of light and sound technologies not only enhanced the 

dramatic effect of this historical reenactment but, also, amplified the live quality of its 

performance. The spectators were made to experience the human emotions that spill from this 

historical drama as the stereophonic sound engulf the performers and audience alike in the sights 

and sounds of the past.  

As if to preserve the human spirit reproduced by the Gorée spectacle, the organizer of the 

festival teamed up with the Philip Records to create a vinyl record featuring the soundtrack 

played as part of this son et lumière. In the liner notes of the record there reads a description of 

the Gorée spectacle that highlights the experience of re-living the past:  “Those who had the 

chance to witness the Enchanted Spectacle of Gorée, will relive this history which is also the 

history of Africa with an entirely new feeling. Generally, men and women who are interested in 

the world in which they live will not remain unmoved by the power of this evocation.”74 

Interestingly enough, the English translation of the French text refers to this relivable “histoire” 

as a “sound page,” in effect, linking the power of this evocation to the affectivity of the sound.75  
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The Gorée spectacle was a reliving of the past from a world-historical perspective. The 

booklet that had been published on the occasion of this event features a section entitled “Short 

history of Gorée” that narrates the rise and fall of the relevance of this small island in universal 

history. The account given in this section starts in the fifteenth-century, when the island’s 

inhabitants knew Gorée as the “l’île de Ber.”  Following its purchase by the Portuguese in 1617, 

the island was renamed “Goode Reede”—which over time would become “Gorée”—and, 

subsequently, its possession would change hands between competing colonial powers all vying 

for control of this prime location in the transatlantic slave trade. In this brief historical sketch, the 

“great African hemorrhage” that was the slave trade would eventually be surpassed once “the 

French Revolution had abolished slavery and proclaimed the ‘Rights of Man.’” The history of 

Gorée redoubles as a narrative of the progress of humanity. When this brief history comes to an 

end, Gorée’s significance begins to wane following the abolition of slavery and the advent of 

steam technology: “At this time began the decline of Gorée, chiefly due to the inventions of the 

steamship, since there was no possibility of storing coal on the island.” The island’s decline 

marks the forward progress of universal history. According to this short account, steam and the 

French Revolution brought an end to the transatlantic slave trade as they rendered slave labor 

both morally bankrupt and fiscally obsolete within a rapidly transforming global economy. 

However, it is in the live enactment of this liberal narrative of progress that transforms Gorée 

from “a land of sacrifice” into “a high place of culture, brotherhood and peace.” In other words, 

the live performance enables the transformation of this island into an embodiment of triumph and 

the realization of liberal ideals of freedom and equality.  

During August and September 1965, in the months leading up to the festival, Jean Brierre 

published an extended commentary on national poetry in the UPS newspaper L’Unité Africaine 
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entitled, “Is a National Poetry Possible for Black Peoples?” (“Une poésie nationale est-elle 

possible chez les peoples noirs?”). Published in four parts, Brierre returns to an earlier debate 

that appeared in the pages of Prèsence Africaine in 1955 and 1956. The debate included the likes 

of Senghor, Aimé Césaire, Senegalese poet David Diop, and Haitian poet René Depestre, whose 

response to Louis Aragon in Les Lettres françaises served as the catalyst for the controversy.76  

Brierre contributes to the debate by stating that if there is a national poetry, 

it is neither the hexameter, nor caesura, nor rhyme, nor blank verse that is the source of 
inspiration. It is not a language that sings words like the blowing of leaves. It is the 
interior rhythm of each poet that insinuates, the slow or effervescent lifeblood in a period 
(alexandrines, verses, free verses) to explode much later like a geyser or flow like a 
spring. It is the original message poured from every given emotion. It is the bare thought 
in the native hut close to the mysteries of the Sacred Grove [Bois Sacré] that denies 
evasion and exotic costumes, exuding like humus, cheese, the baobab, the lion.  
    Knowing how to move against the current of the river of language, installing its own 
current of tropical heat into the ice, navigating the rhythm of its pirogue in a universal 
element and singing in accordance with the desire of its own blood: that is the art of the 
black poet.77  
 

For Brierre the work of the poet is to distill the “interior rhythm” and “life blood” of the nation. 

While writing in the public organ of Senghor’s UPS, Brierre’s reflections on black poetry 

fittingly resonates with Senghor’s aesthetic theory.  However, in the Gorée spectacle we see how 

the notion of rhythm that both seem to embrace is put to use in order to narratively construct 

images of historical progress that reify the barrier between the past and the present.  

The first scene opens with the sounds of “a solitary tam-tam beating in the night” (AP). 

The drumming is soon accompanied by a chorus performing a call-and-response that gets 

marked in the script when it mentions “a gentle song can be heard” amongst a bustling scene of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
76 For a more extensive engagement with this debate see Belinda Elizabeth Jack, “Nationalisms and 
Literary Criticism: The Nature of Literary ‘Engagement,’” in Negritude and Literary Criticism: The 
History and Theory of “Negro-African” Literature in French (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1996), 
81-108.  
77 Jean Brierre, «Une poésie nationale est-elle possible chez les peoples noirs? » L’Unité Africaine 
(September 1965). 



 115 

everyday life: “Men return from fishing; women busy themselves with small tasks” (ibid.). The 

song dominates the soundscape for a brief moment as the drumming of the tam-tam fades out as 

if to make room for a set of narrative voices to begin telling the story of this small island:  

In the fifteenth century,  
the ‘massive and tabular’ African continent seems to be living outside of the world and 
time… (TP) 
 

The first voice is that of Djibril Bâ who is listed in the credits as the “first narrator.” He is then 

followed by the voice of Henriette Bathily whose name appears in the credits next to the titles 

“favorite” (Bathily performs the role of the mistress of Governor de Boufflers in scene four) and 

“poems.” We are led to assume that Bathily serves as some kind of poetic voice alongside Bâ, 

the first narrator, and Brierre who soon enters as the “second narrator” later on in this opening 

scene. This appears to be the case when Bathily responds to the opening description of the 

African continent living, as it were, outside of the world and time:  

 Outside of the world… 
 Retired within itself, but sometimes violent,  

sometimes quiet.  
 Malinke migration from Soundiata;  
 Penetration of Islam 
 Heroic Serer migration to Sine Saloum;  
 Height of Mali power;  
 The Djolof Empire attaining unity of language;  
 And the geographic vastness untroubled 
 “the shading of the Savanna contrasting with all the levels of the forest.” (ibid.) 
 
On the one hand, the dramatic shift in the tonality between these two voices inscribes a 

qualitative difference between the opening description of Africa’s place outside of the world and 

time and the subsequent telling of the “sometimes violent” and “sometimes quiet” events that 

occur in the homogenous space and time of this outside. The shift from a seemingly objective 

perspective to a pre-colonial time endows Bathily’s voice with a mythical character. Perhaps this 

explains the designation of her voice as “poetic.” Whereas Dâ inhabits a worldly position, the 
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perspective he embodies is limited to the space and time of the present and is incapable of 

venturing into this pre-historic time without losing itself. Bathily speaks to a past that resides 

beyond the limits of history and, in this instance, she speaks from the position of a storyteller 

who helps to condense time and allows the narrative to maintain its coherence. The quotation 

marks at the beginning and end of the last line of the reading are fairly strange because they do 

not register in the sound of the recording nor can we see this demarcation of the linguistic 

presence of an unnamed other anywhere outside of the script. With no mention of any originating 

text, the citation floats above the narrative in the form of a question: Who is offering this 

description of the untroubled geographic vastness of the continent? What is the relation between 

the voice that speaks of “the shading of the Savanna contrasting with all the levels of the forest” 

and Bathily’s “poetic” voice? Is the quoted text lifted from a speech, a report, or, perhaps poetry 

as this might help to clarify the status of Bathily’s voice in the production credits? 

  These questions, however, spill over into a more general question about the status of the 

many voices that constitute the narrative. This question becomes more pressing when the first 

narrator returns to describe the “idyllic peace” that once surrounded Gorée, then known as Île de 

Ber. Here, the narrative enters a more conventional omnipotent position as it zooms out “beyond 

the ocean” to describe the many civilizations across the world that existed in this moment in 

time: “Incas, Aztecs, Arawaks./Cordova, Granada, Fez./In Italy, minds and souls seek freedom 

after the long night of the Dark Ages. The Renaissance is at hand.” At this point we hear the 

voice of the second narrator, Brierre, intermingling with the others, one taking up from where the 

previous had left off as each enjambment in the printed script marks the shift from one voice to 

the other. This polyvocal character of the narrative is significant because it seems to reflect the 

dialogic form of the “gentle song” that can still be heard in the background. The narrative’s 
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shifting tonality has the effect of displacing the univocal position of the singular narrator and, 

instead, the story is told across multiple perspectives that respond to and interact with one and 

other. Throughout the entirety of the Gorée spectacle, the narrative models an idea of dialogue 

that finds its origins in African diasporic musical traditions. In this opening scene, however, this 

idyllic world finds itself on the brink disaster: “Peacefully, Ber falls asleep in the evening and 

seems to continue a dream from before the Deluge” (TP).  

 The voices fade and the scene continues as the drumming of the tam-tam returns, now in 

a more aggressive pace. It is as if the beat signals something that is fast approaching. At 

moments in the script we find a dialogue between two fishermen. In the recording, however, 

there is no trace of these characters, or that they first see what “looks like a house in the clouds” 

as it approaches the island, or their fascination with this “pirogue catching the wind in her great 

goatskin” (ibid.) All that is heard is the description of the local chieftain named Dengha Mafal 

standing on the beach as the Dutch ship approaches. In this instance, the relation between the two 

characters collapses into the beating of the tam-tam. The absence of the fishermen in the 

recording can be read as an inscription of the live performance that constituted the “human 

element” of the Gorée spectacle. However, that the drumming of the tam-tam fills this absence in 

the recording further illustrates the power of “rhythm” as a musical metaphor for black sociality 

as the sound effectively functions as an embodiment of the exchange between these nameless 

fishermen that fall far away from the subject of history. The drumbeat accelerates and grows 

louder as Gorée is swallowed into the currents of history: “And everything happens very quickly. 

The island has become part of History, property of the white world, caught in the dupe’s round 

[le circuit des dupes]” (ibid.). If the beating of the tam-tam functions as an expression of social 

relations, then the acceleration of the drum signals the turbulent experience of entire worlds 
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being violently subsumed into “History” through this sonic representation of the scene of 

contact. Once they reach their peak, the drums dissipate and the narrative voices return to give an 

account of Dnega Mafal’s encounter with the Dutch pirates that landed on the island in the 17th 

century. A bargain is struck and the Dutch purchase the island from the chieftain for a few iron 

bars. Suddenly the abrasive sounds of clanging iron is heard in the background just as “distant 

and tragic voice” haunts Dnega Mafal at night: 

 --Iron, Dnega Mafal, iron, for you who have always lived in the Wood Age? 
 --What are you going to do with that foolish metal?  
 --Iron, Dnega Mafal […] 
 --Evil, iron...evil, iron… (TP) 
 
The program includes a meta-commentary titled “Analysis of the Pageant” that is printed 

alongside the script to the Gorée spectacle. It explains these are “the voices of the ancestors and 

the clanging of iron bars echoing the guilty conscience” of Dnega Mafal (AP). The voices of the 

ancestors are conjured as omens of a future atrocity. However, this representation of Dnega 

Mafal’s bad conscience inscribes a guilt into the past that is linked to the atrocities of slavery and 

colonization to come in the future. The voices of the ancestors enact a moral judgment that fixes 

the responsibility for colonial oppression and the transatlantic slave trade in the greed of the local 

chieftain.  

 The next scene depicts Gorée in the middle of a “battle for supremacy” waged between 

European colonial powers during the 17th century. Described as “tragic-comic resume 

[raccourci] of the four successive military occupants—Dutch, English, Dutch, French,” in this 

scene the musical repertoire production is expanded to include the sounds of European military 

trumpets and drums, which accompany the tam-tam that continues in the background. As the 

island changes hands from the Dutch to the English back to the Dutch and, finally, captured by 

the French, the first narrator describes how “the boatmen continue to live outside of the tragedy” 
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(TP). Heard amidst the sound of cannons that mark each change in regime and the proclamations 

of humorously read in French in exaggerated English and Dutch accents, the persistence of the 

tam-tam is expressive of that continuation of everyday life. In a few instances, the tam-tam gives 

rise to a clamor of voices speaking in Wolof. Of course, the content of that speech remains 

unmarked in the script as the tam-tam ultimately functions an embodiment of the nameless black 

masses of the past. Soon the faint sounds of iron chains clanging can be heard in background of 

the tam-tam as the scene transitions to the next that is simply titled “Slavery:” The same 

obsessive rhythm of the tam-tam and bells accompanies the mournful progress of the slave-gangs 

in chains on the point of being shipped to the Americas, while a trader brings a fresh cargo from 

the mainland aboard a pirogue (“Analysis”). As if to represent the terror and violence that 

engulfed that island as it transformed into a major depot for the transatlantic slave-trade, the first 

and second narrators (Dâ or Brierre, if we can still give them these names) dramatically describe 

the tragedy that has already begun, as it were, “behind the scenes” of the struggle over this small 

island. Shifting between the respective tone of each voice—one grave and somber, the other 

maniacal—the narrative describes the “strange portioned cages […] built with that care that 

sadists bring” when captives were brought before being sent across the Middle Passage. The 

question is posed by the first narrator, “How can they breathe in their dark cells, damp and dirty 

such as Spartacus never saw?” (TP) To which the response is the demonic laughter of the other 

narrative voice as it speaks to the fate of the African merchants that were sold into slavery: “The 

grinding-machine will not spare the Negro who sells the Negro…” (ibid.) All the while the 

accompaniment of tam-tam drums and the clanging of chains continue in the background. 

However the sounds of the “grinding machine” are abruptly displaced by a recording of Jean-

Baptiste Lully’s “March of the Turkish Ceremony” (referred to in the “Analysis” as “March of 
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the Turkish Galley-Slaves”) while the two now prominent narrative voices reflect on the tragic 

circumstances in which “American soil [was] sown by the seed of Negro courage” for the sake of  

“kings to be kings under God’s sun” (TP). The grandeur and largess of Lully’s baroque musical 

style have the effect of further linking slavery to the prosperity of European powers, particularly 

that of France. The contradiction is further struck when the second narrator asks: “What choice 

perfumes can prevent courts [from] being away of the stench of the African charnel-house?” 

(TP) The scene closes with the recording of Lully’s “March” fading into the background as “the 

tambourines and oboes seem to disappear into the ocean night” (AP).   

The abrupt transition between the development of the slave trade sonically represented in 

tam-tam drums and iron chains, on the one hand, and the sounds of the increased decadence and 

wealth of European powers, on the other, marks a significant absence in the recording of the 

Gorée spectacle. This moment in the script features a long citation of Haitian poet Jacques 

Roumain’s “Ebony Wood,” which is not included in the recording. We will have to bracket and 

return to the question of the reproduction of live performance. What is crucial to consider here is 

the inscription of loss in Roumain’s poem and how Brierre’s citation re-inscribes that loss as a 

desire for freedom. The section of “Ebony Wood” featured in the text depicts a “staggering 

procession” of captives and their movement across the Atlantic like “scatter grains:”  

 Malinkes, Arades, Bambaras, Ibo 
 Groaning a lament which the iron collars choke  

And when we reached the coast 
 
Malinkes, Bambaras, Ibo  
When we reached the coast 
Bambaras, Ibo, 
A handful of scattered grains 
In the hands of the Sower of Death… (TP) 
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Note how loss materializes in Roumain’s use of repetition. The poem repeats a list of the tribes 

from which captives were abducted as the process moves from inland to an unmarked African 

coast, across the Middle Passage marked on the page by a blank line, and reaches an unmarked 

coast on the other side of the Atlantic. With each iteration another name falls from the list, 

leaving behind blank spaces that mark the loss that haunts the poem. We should also note the 

editorial omission of the parenthesis found in the original version of “Ebony Wood” that bracket 

the passage from one coast to another. In the original version of “Ebony Wood” the parenthesis 

preserves a link between the “lament strangled by iron collars [(]” and the song that appears on 

the other side of the “hands of the sower of death [)],” which reads:  

 this same song taken up again today in the Congo 
 but when then O my people— 
 winter’s winds in flames spreading a storm  
 of flying ashes— 
 will I recognize the rebellion in your hands?78 
 
There is no mention of this connection between the strangled song of African captives and the 

song Roumain hears emanating from the suffering of the colonized in the Congo while he wrote 

this poem from Brussels in 1939. The “official” version of “Ebony Wood” included in the script 

omits this linkage of slavery and colonization as well as Roumain’s address to a “people” that 

comes into view through the figure of a firestorm. There is absolutely no reference to the “song 

of boundless/ affliction” sung by the “negress of the Islands negress of the plantations” found in 

the orginal version of the poem, or the particular “silence” of the twenty-five thousand black 

corpses that are “Ebony Wood/ under the iron rails of the Congo-Océan,” or the presence of that 

silence “in the cypress branches […] where they lynched my brother in Georgia,” or the “iron 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
78 Jacques Roumain, “Ebony Wood” in When the Tom-Tom Beats, trans. Joanne Fungaroli and Ronald 
Sauer (Washington, D.C.: Azul Editions, 1995), 75. 
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mask of silence” that terrorizes a shepherd in Abyssinia.79 Rather, that same stifled song—which 

materializes in the poem as an expression of unity forged through the global experience of racial 

terror—is written into the script as a more palpable “silence” that is relegated to the past. This 

omission of about twenty-five lines from Roumain’s “Ebony Wood” has the effect of fixing the 

“time of slavery” into a region of the past so that the “silence” one hears holds no bearing over 

the present outside of serving as a prophetic call for justice:  

Silence more deafening than a simoon of assegais  
Louder than a cyclone of wild beasts,  
And which shrieks  
Mounts  
Calls  
Vengeance and punishment  
A tidal wave of pus and lava  
On the world’s felony  
Heaven’s ear-drum burst under the fist  
Of justice… 
 
Rather than link slavery to the injustices of colonization, the abridged version of “Ebony 

Wood” featured in the script defers the relation between the past and the present onto an 

unspecified future by framing the historical “silence” that shrouds the experience of slavery as a 

call for a justice to come. What is made unimaginable in the text is the ongoing experience of 

racial terror that finds its expression in Roumain’s “song of boundless/affliction” that links the 

Antilles to Congo to Georgia to Abyssinia. Here the work of the “negress” and her mourning is 

drowned out by a notion of justice that remains an abstract future possibility. I am not trying to 

suggest that the grieving negress is a exemplary model of mourning, however, her presence 

allows us to imagine a space of practice through which lives that have fallen into oblivion acted 

up and made meaning of that devastation. Even more, the absence of the edited version of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
79 The construction of Congo-Océan railway, which linked Brazzaville to the Atlantic ports of current day 
Republic of Congo. 
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“Ebony Wood” from the audio recording of the Gorée spectacle can be seen as a further attempt 

to relegate this boundless grief further outside the restaging of history.  

The following scene depicts a shift in mood as the European Enlightenment introduces an 

“awakening of conscience” as thinkers begin to write treatises condemning “man’s exploitation 

of man” (ibid.). The second narrator interjects but, in this instance, to reaffirm the statement of 

the first and announce the presence of “The real France…humanist France has begun to speak” 

(TP). Joyous cheers can be heard in the background as a new era is introduced: “It is the era of 

the Rights of Man” (ibid.) A recording of a military band’s performance of “Yankee Doodle” 

signals the close of the American Revolutionary War. The patriotic music quickly fades as it is 

announced that “The French Revolution abolishes slavery” (ibid.). This announcement is 

accompanied by a band of West African instruments as the second narrator proclaims: “In 1804, 

former African slaves push Rochambeau into the sea. The island of Haiti wins its independence.” 

Cheers are heard and “A cry of freedom rings out in the world” (ibid.).  

The Enlightenment is followed by the “decline of Gorée” as it is displaced as the 

capital of the region by Saint Louis, Rufus, and, finally, Dakar. Throughout this entire scene the 

sound of a kora plays in the background celebrating the abolition of slavery. This 

accompaniment also marks a moment in the live performance when “the traditional dance of 

Gorée, the Goumbe, is performed on the beach in an atmosphere of popular rejoicing” (AP). The 

role of dance in this scene of rejoicing is significant as the correspondence with the abolition of 

slavery suggests a link between emancipation and bodily movement. Prior to this scene the 

movement of bodies was simply marked by the staggering procession of captives, the clanging of 

iron chains, and the baroque dance style intimated in Lully’s composition. Here the “popular 

rejoicing” conveyed by Goumbe is made to convey a liberal notion of freedom. No longer 
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inhibited by the chains of slavery, the performance of this traditional dance represents the project 

of emancipation as the endowment of rights to individual and collective expression. 

The final three scenes attempt to link the liberal ideals of freedom and human equality 

that were apparently realized in the abolition of slavery in the nineteenth-century to the 

Senegalese independence without impeding the historical propulsion towards freedom that was 

generated by this spectacular mode of narration. The challenge is to somehow narrate the 

progression from slavery to national independence without exposing the contradictions that 

might interrupt history’s forward motion. Both France’s restoration of slavery (which would not 

be abolished until 1848) and colonization that remains unmarked. Rather than narrate the 

progression from emancipation to liberation as a historical struggle against colonization, the last 

three scenes link the 1873 yellow fever epidemic to the World Wars in order to tell a story of 

courage and endurance that culminates with the final scene: “Independence.” It is in these scenes 

that the popular aspirations shift from a local to a more diasporic aesthetic idiom as recordings of 

African-American gospel songs begin to dominate the soundscape. For instance, the description 

of the fifth scene reads: “The terrible epidemic of 1873 is evoked in a realistic manner while 

amid the sounds of the tocsin and the moaning of the dying a very sorrowful ‘gospel song’ is 

heard, one of the oldest spirituals in the repertoire of the Fisk Jubilee Singers” (AP). It can be 

argued that the incorporation of the Fisk Jubilee Singers represents an attempt to expand the 

historical narrative to include a more transnational representation of blackness; however, it is 

difficult to not to recognize the dissonance created by the use of African-American spirituals in 

the historical context of a predominantly Islamic region. Even more, the use of this sorrow song 

has somewhat of a strategic value as it enables the narrative to circumvent colonial relations and 
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lay claim to the universal notion of humanity by illustrating how “[t]he implacable hand of 

sickness falls without prejudice, without distinction of race or colour” (TP).  

The slave trade and World War II are linked by together by a notion of bigotry that 

effaces the entangled legacies of slavery and colonial domination. Rather than attest to the 

experiences of racial terror and colonial violence in Africa and across the African diaspora, what 

gets narrated is a struggle for “world freedom” understood as a respect for human dignity and the 

right to self-expression: “Facing the oncoming tanks, under the steel birds’ machine-gunning, the 

white man and the coloured man, former master and former slave, make a pact in respect of 

human dignity and the right of the people to make their own decisions (TP)”. As the sounds of 

war fade in the background, a recording of the Fisk Jubilee Singers performing “Sinner, Please 

Don’t Let this Harvest Past” comes into the foreground. The song’s crescendo is synched with 

the narrative so that the voice of the choir builds alongside this enthusiastic proclamation of 

human rights. The scene closes with the choir’s soft fade into a quiet repetition of “harvest past,” 

as if to frame the present as the moment to reap what has been sowed.  

The fade marks the final transition into the present as the final scene opens with the bugle 

call of the “Last Post” as a tribute to the dead. The first narrator pays tribute to the heroes of the 

past: “Let the Last Post ring out in honour of Lat Dior, Cheikkhou Omar, El Foutiyou, Soundiata, 

Samory and all the unknown heroes of the past” (TP). It is at this moment that the “shadows of 

the past” appear and salute the Senegalese flag to a recording of a performance of “God is 

Marvelous” by Back Home Choir of the Baptist Church of New York. The performance closes 

with this scene that pays tribute to the heroes from the past—from “Those whom the slave-trade 

murdered” to the “fugitives” in the Caribbean to those who died for “the emancipation of Latin 

America” to John Brown and Abraham Lincoln to Victor Schoelcher, Abbé Raynal, and the 
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other “philosophers of light” (TP). The recording of the Back Home Choir’s song of jubilation 

blasts the soundscape as this scene depicts “the entrance of Senegal in fellowship of free nations” 

(ibid.). The voice of the narrator is heard between iterations of the refrain “God is marvelous” 

proclaiming: “Outrages, denials of justice, trading, nothing has vanquished the Negro, who was 

perhaps the first” (TP). The scene comes to a close with the return of the female voice of the 

rouge narrator:  

Hail blood of Africa! 
You have inspired the art and thought of the world.  

 
In the script, this closing salute to the “blood of Africa” is underwritten by the claim that 

“Senegal has made peace.” The Gorée spectacle closes with this fabricated image of world 

peace. The final serves as a “moving illustration” of a potential opened up by the emergence of 

the Senegalese nation-state. Postcolonial sovereignty, here, is presented not simply as an end 

within itself but, instead, as a vehicle for the realization of a redemptive vision of the future. This 

image of slaves and masters, the colonizer and the colonized being brought together by a shared 

reverence of this symbol of postcolonial sovereignty is the main byproduct of spectacular time. 

In other words, the authority of the Senegalese state is not only legitimated by the “false memory 

of the unmemorable” staged on Gorée but it also finds its authority in the future that the 

spectacle engenders. Within the social-historical context of FESMAN we find social life faced 

with the overbearing spectacle of postcolonial futurity.  

 My interest in the shadow song that haunts the Gorée spectacle is an attempt to grapple 

with what Saidiya Hartman describes as “the time of slavery.” Exploring the contemporary 

phenomenon of “slave route tourism,” Hartman demonstrates how the commemoration of 

slavery sponsored and orchestrated by African states and international bodies such as UNESCO 

and USAID have produced a collective memory of past crimes of injustice that obscure “the 
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constitutive nature of loss in the making of the African diaspora and the role of grief in 

transatlantic identification.”80 Recounting her journey to the La Maison des Esclaves on Gorée, 

Hartman demonstrates how the “event” of slavery and its aftermath is relegated to a remote past 

through the narrative construction of its overcoming. The language of progress allows for the 

acknowledgement of the crimes of slavery only to disavow the enduring effects of the injury and 

loss that has given shape to the African diaspora. Unsettling historical narratives of progress, 

Hartman writes that “[t]he duration of injury and the seemingly intractable character of our 

defeat account for the living presence of slavery.”81 The grief haunts the Gorée spectacle staged 

at FESMAN, and the ways in which the practices that were written out of the historical record 

register a countermemory that is both indignant and black, which exposes the “living presence” 

of slavery and colonization. “In that it enables the aggrieved to recount the history that 

engendered the degradation of slavery and the injurious constitution of blackness, mourning can 

be considered a practice of countermemory that attends to that which has been negated and 

repressed,” Hartman explains.82 The musical idioms of black aesthetics enabled the construction 

of a “popular aspirations” of freedom in the past that culminate in the realization of the 

Senegalese state. 

 

The Living Presence of the Past 
 
When the time for our concert comes, it is a wonderful success. We get the usual 
diplomatic applause from the diplomatic corps down front, but the cats in the bleachers 
really dig it. You can see them rocking back there while we play. When we are finished, 
they shout approval and dash for backstage, where they hug and embrace us, some of them 
with tears in their eyes. It is acceptance at the highest level, and it gives us an once-in-a-
lifetime feeling of having truly broken through to our brothers.  
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81 Ibid. 766. 
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- Duke Ellington, “Dakar Journal”83 
 
The spectacle of postcolonial futurity produces absence in the historical record. However, inside 

of that absence is a quiet shadow song whose “rhythm” testifies to the activity that unfolds in 

black freedom’s nonarrival. Duke Ellington’s account of FESMAN points us to the space that 

surrounds the spectators of this event, that is, the diplomats and international dignitaries that   the 

“illustration” of blackness is made to address. Ellington points us away from the spectators with 

their “usual diplomatic applause” and towards “the cats in the bleachers” and the “brothers” that 

come an embrace him and his band backstage. This “once-in-a-lifetime feeling” that Ellington 

narrates traces a realm of the past that is relegated outside of the archive of FESMAN. In 

addition to the bleachers and the backstage we can also consider the Medina, the fenced-in 

enclosure that Kgositsile briefly mentions in his report. I turn to Senegalese director Ousmane 

Sembène’s short film as a way of concluding this chapter because it catches a glimpse of the 

forms of black social living that exists alongside the festival and is registered as the shadow song 

that is repressed inside the historical record of FESMAN. It is important to note that both Borom 

Sarret and Sembène’s first feature-length film La Noire de…(1966) were screened at FESMAN, 

with the latter awarded the first prize in film. The fact that this short film was screened as part of 

the festival demonstrates how we might access the haunting refrain of black sociality inside of 

the archive by attending to historical narrative and representations that work against the 

redemptive logics of postcolonial futurity and, instead, focus on the ways black bodies gather 

and mobilize themselves beyond the domain of state power.  

In African Film: New Forms of Aesthetics and Politics, Manthia Diawara offers an 

analysis of Borom Sarret that focuses on Sembène’s “valorizing of African subjectivity and his 

thematization of the point of view of Africans in the modern world.”84 Diawara writes: 
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83 Duke Ellington, Music is My Mistress (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1973), 339.  
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As a skinny horse pulls a squeaky old cart away from a traditionally religious and 
impoverished suburb called Medina to a modernized section of the city, known as the 
Plateau, we hear the voice-over the cart driver that is part interior monologue, part a 
Marxist theoretical analysis of alienation in a neo-colonial African city. The use of 
monologue or free indirect discourse in the voice-over, on the one hand, serves to show 
the cart driver’s state of mind: what he thinks of his passengers and what his religious and 
superstitious beliefs are. The analytic voice-over, on the other, sounds more like the 
typical non-diegetic, documentary-style commentary. Stylistically, since both the free 
indirect discourse and the commentary are read by the same first-person narrator, we are 
unsure about the narrator’s class position: whether he is an intellectual or a peasant. 
Could this Marxist commentary in perfect French have come from the cart driver who is 
part of the underclass, barely literate and superstitious?85 

 
One of Sembène’s early short films, Borom Sarret innovated on the documentary style that 

resonated with the cinéma vérité popularized by French filmmaker Jean Rouch. The similarity 

between these styles comes down to how both attempt to capture ordinary life. However, 

whereas cinéma vérité employed voice-overs as it embraced the objective gaze of the stationery 

camera, Sembene’s Borom Sarret follows a single character, the cart driver, as he traverses the 

landscape of the modern African city of Dakar attempting to make a wage to feed both himself 

and his family. As we follow the squeaky old wagon as it moves through the city, we not only 

hear the “the voice-over the cart driver,” as Diawara points out, but also how changes in the 

soundtrack shift between the music of a traditional West African band and European classical 

music when he moves between the Medina and the Plateau. Diawara suggests that Sembène’s 

film succeeded in producing a documentary that “give[s] analytical clarity to a character in the 

film who would previously be considered outside of history.”86 The valorizing effect comes 

about when we realize how the film subverts the hegemonic portrayal of African characters in 

cinema as incapable of reason and critical thought. In this way, Diawara invites us to consider 
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the film as Marxist critique of neo-colonial alienation that 

resonates with Sembené’s view of negritude as “a kind of 

intellectual intoxication feint used by the rising bourgeoisie 

in Africa.”87 

Let us turn to the final scene of the film. Rather than 

focus on this critique of the neo-colonial African city, let us 

consider the montage sequence that closes the film. In 

Sembène’s use of montage we are able to catch a glimpse of 

a sociality as it unfolds in time. While Diawara’s analysis of 

the film is helpful for thinking about Borom Sarret as a form 

of political commentary, drawing our attention to the 

aesthetic technique that is utilized at the end of the film and 

allowing us to consider the social activity that gets elided by 

the spectacle of postcolonial futurity.  

 The sequence begins as the cart driver makes his 

final journey home. With no money and no cart (which was 

confiscated by the police) the cart driver walks his horse past La Place de l’Obélisque and 

towards his home in the Medina. When he arrives home we see him enter the courtyard where 

his wife is preparing the stove. The film jumps from a medium shot to a close-up of her response 

after he tells her that he had returned with no money or food. After she picks up the pot and 

walks into an indoor area off camera, two young talibés enter the courtyard asking for donations 

of money or food. The cart driver is seen sitting down in the subsequent shot as the wife returns 

into the outdoor area to give him the child that was once on her back. The next shot captures a 
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confused cart driver standing with the baby in his hand and 

looking off screen in the direction of the exit. The final shot 

of the film is behind the cart driver as he watches the two 

talibés and his wife walk out of the courtyard. She promises 

to bring back money for food. The boys turn left. She turns 

right. The film ends with all three disappearing behind the 

fence as the confused cart driver asks himself how his wife 

will make money out in the same world that had just crushed 

him. 

 If the cart driver inhabits the position of the subject 

whose commentary moves the film forward and an African 

version of Marx’s proletariat who embodies a political 

consciousness that undermines the racist epistemologies that 

reign in the world of cinema, what social positions do the other characters in this scene inhabit? 

Are they simply marginal figures? Are they just the material consequences of the exploitative 

conditions of the neo-colonial city? Where do they go after they disappear behind the fence? The 

composition of this final scene destabilizes the subject position of the narrator as the film’s 

protagonist draws out the complex social arrangements that he inhabits on a daily basis.  

Instead of taking what others have seen as to be unspoken implication of sex-work as a 

further critique of postcolonial society, we might think about the “so-called feminization of 

labor” and its role in the expropriation of black social living; more specifically, how the 

postcolonial state in this instance feeds on and benefits from practices of social living: the ways 

Figure 4 Stills from Borom Sarret 



 132 

people care for themselves and others under extreme conditions of neglect. 88 In this way, the 

social activities that fall outside of the redemptive logics of the postcolonial state are not merely 

erased or silenced but, instead, rendered immaterial.  
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Echoes: Tragedy, Elegy, and the Specters of Malcolm X 

 
We have to say “Don’t play jive and start writing poems after Malcolm was shot.” We 
have to move from the point where the man left off and stop writing poems. We have to 
start supporting our movement. If we can spend all that money to send a preacher to a 
Baptist convention in a Cadillac then we can spend money to support our own movement. 

Stokely Carmichael220 
 

But one should never speak of the assassination of a man as a figure, not even as an 
exemplary figure in the logic of an emblem, a rhetoric of the flag or of martyrdom. A 
man’s life, as unique as his death, will always be more than a paradigm and something 
other than a symbol. And this is precisely what a proper name should always name.  
 Jacques Derrida221  
 
We went there to confer 
On the possibility of  
Blackness  
And the inevitability of  
Revolution 
 Nikki Giovanni222 

 

The Post-Malcolm 

 
 Where does the assassination of Malcolm X figure into the history of the present? Does it 

mark a wound, a signature of an irrevocable loss, or is it a point of transition, a historical 

conjuncture between the time of his life and the post-Malcolm period? How do we, living in the 

distant aftermath of this tragic event, come to terms with what was and what could have been at 

the moment of his death? Put differently, what were the visions of future possibilities that 

animated this moment? How do we relate to both the hope and despair that surround this loss 
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from the vantage of a present in which Malcolm X names a life that once was and a series of 

figures—a martyr, an icon, and an ersatz—and an accretion of political ideals?  

I want to think about these questions in relation to the lived experience that is recorded in 

the photograph (fig. 5) of Betty Shabazz and two of her younger daughters attending the Second 

Black Arts Convention in Detroit, Michigan, during the summer of 1967. The photograph forces 

us to grapple with the distinction between the person that was killed on February 21, 1965 and 

the figure that survived and “lived on” after the assassination of Malcolm X. Found in the pages 

of the Negro Digest, this photo is firmly situated within a critical turning point in the sixties. In 

the years that followed, this subset of the Johnson Publishing Company would transform into one 

of the most influential 

public platforms of the 

black power and black arts 

movements and, 

eventually, would drop 

“negro” and take on the 

name Black World. This 

pursuit of a new conception 

of blackness and a form of 

cultural-political solidarity 

is registered in the 

framing of the picture of Betty Shabazz and her twin daughters that finds its way into the pages 

of the magazine two years after Malcolm’s death. Printed at the conclusion of Dudley Randall’s 

“Assembly in Detroit: Report from the Black Arts Convention,” the photograph is framed in 

Figure 5 Betty Shabazz and daughters, Negro Digest 1967 
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such a way to project the image of a broken family.  Building off Marianne Hirsch’s 

theorizations of the role of family photography in the construction of communities and national 

identities, Tina M. Campt explains how “[f]amily photography constitutes […] a hinge point of 

connection that images affiliation between individuals as kin, but that also, and equally 

significant, knits the family into broader community formations.”223 Though this photograph is 

not found in the intimate context of the family album, the image is nevertheless framed as a 

visual representation of kinship. The affectionate gaze that Betty Shabazz directs to her daughter 

standing on what seems to be a chair conveys a maternal bond between mother and child in the 

same way that the other child sitting calmly in her lap evidences a familial intimacy.  The 

linguistic framing that the caption performs in concert with the text of the adjacent report draws a 

connection between the intimate bonds between Betty Shabazz and her daughters and a much 

broader conception of community that animated the ideological pursuit of a black nation during 

the late sixties. In this particular issue of the Negro Digest, the absence of Malcolm X, as both 

husband and father, is put to the service of constructing a vision of cultural-political solidarity. 

Whereas the caption notes this absence in its description of Betty Shabazz as the “widow of 

Malcolm X,” Randall’s report describes a memorial service for this dead husband, father, and 

political leader. After noting Edward Vaughn’s call for the formation of a national liberation 

front, the report describes the service in which the conference participants offered a gift to Betty 

Shabazz as a form of consolation. Randall writes,  

Dudley Randall presented Mrs. Betty Shabazz with a copy of the memorial volume of 
poems for Malcolm X, titled For Malcolm, which was signed by all the poets in the book 
in attendance at the Convention. Joyce Whittsit and Le Graham, included in the book 
read poems.224 
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While it might be seen as a poor replacement for the man who died two years prior, the symbolic 

gesture of offering a book of poems as a form of consolation is suggestive of the possibilities for 

redemption and repair after the assassination Malcolm X. The report’s brief description of the 

ceremony further frames the picture of Betty Shabazz and her daughters within a particular 

construct of the nuclear family. It links this mother’s affectionate bond to her children to the 

figure of the father that emerges in the tribute to Malcolm X. In doing so, the collective body that 

comes together in the ritual act of mourning is presented as a remedy for loss.    

There is an echo inside of this image that we are only able to apprehend once we embrace 

the work of elegy in tragic times. In this chapter, I want to think about both tragedy and elegy 

and how the two might help us come to a different way of thinking about the legacy of Malcolm 

X and the political imagination of black solidarity that emerge in the aftermath of this death.  I 

mobilize tragedy as a dramatic mode of historical narration and elegy as a poetic response to loss 

that reflects on themes of grief and mortality. I do so in an effort to demonstrate how together 

these literary conventions offer useful conceptual frameworks for exploring the dynamic 

interplay of time, history, and black social life. Tragedy is defined by its capacity to portray the 

disjunctions between time and history through the narration of failure, defeat, disenchantment, 

and the unfulfillment of future possibilities. Elegy offers a means of responding to the untimely 

outcomes of tragic events by turning to the deprivation, severed bonds, injuries, and misfortunes 

engendered by tragic experiences as the poetic resources for not only reimagining the past but 

also interrogating categories of life and death. “At its best,” literary scholar Jahan Ramazani 

suggests, “the modern elegy offers not a guide to ‘successful’ mourning but a spur to rethinking 
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the vexed experience of grief in the modern world.”225 There is more to elegy than the 

consolation of grief that is staged through the commemoration of the dead. In relation to my 

broader concerns about the haunting refrain of black social life, I am interested in the ways elegy 

offers as a poetic response to tragedy that reveals what “lives on” or survives in spaces of loss 

and negation that death engenders. Here, I am working off of Fred Moten’s assertion about the 

relationship between tragedy and elegy and how tragedy serves as a prefiguration of the elegiac. 

In his discussion of Amiri Baraka’s so-called “transitional period” from the downtown bohemian 

scene of the Village during sixties to black nationalism, Moten writes:  

Part of what one might say, then, about singularity is that it is tragic and that it always 
points to a kind of despair or inevitability or to an endless dialectical struggle with 
despair and inevitability; to remain within its grasp requires a powerful faith in 
resurrection, ghosts, spirits, specters, a powerful faith in the possibility of some mystical 
and therefore totalizing force rising from the abyss that blocks any notion of continuity, 
fate, destiny, any notion, more specifically, of progress or perfectibility. You must have 
faith, in short, in some animus that allows the continual projection of discontinuity, the 
persistence of a certain structure of life in which final judgment—in which justice—is 
always deferred, to come, up ahead. Thus we can say that totality is elegiac; that in some 
sense elegy is the necessary reaction to the tragic state of affairs that singularity imposes: 
singularity always implies an end, a break, a radical interruption. Elegy is the response to 
that interruption, it is the mechanism by which hopelessly fragile singularity, after the 
fact of the inevitable end it is and brings, is regenerated in the form of a call to the spirit 
of totality that is no longer, that has perhaps never been, one. The elegiac response to the 
end that is of singularity is the invocation of totality’s ghost.226 
 

For Moten, elegy signals an act of faith that invokes “the spirit of totality” in the face of loss. 

Rather that repair the breach created by death, elegy is a response to death’s interruption that 

allows for a “continual projection of discontinuity.” Elegy might fail to put the pieces back 

together or resurrect the dead as they were in their living state; however, according to Moten, the 

consolatory drive of the elegiac generates a spiritual wholeness or “totality’s ghost.” Along these 
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lines, we should also consider how this poetic remembrance also put pressure on the limits of the 

life and death. Put differently, the elegiac holds the capacity for revealing the epistemological 

frames through which certain lives are ascribed with social value and, therefore, capable to be 

grieved.227 Elegy accomplishes a moral critique of the distribution of social worth through the 

affective relations that is draws between the living and the dead. Through the act of mourning the 

dead, elegy addresses the life that it once was as a life worth remembering. Elegy generates 

range of moral claims about the status of life and death through its poetic striving for consolation 

and invocation of ghosts.  

We live in tragic times. However, my decision to turn to the elegiac is not an attempt to 

retrieve whatever lost hopes remain buried in the past. Rather, I want to think through the 

imaginative possibilities that elegy might afford us in the tragic aftermaths of black and 

anticolonial revolution that define our political present. Elegy enacts an epistemological work. 

The poetic act of remembering the dead engenders a temporal confusion that then troubles the 

linear trajectory of historical time and blurs the parameters that distinguish the living from other 

lifeless beings. However, I am most interested in the ways in which elegy troubles the opposition 

of past and present, life and death, in such a way that might allow us to think differently about 

the historical dispossession and racial violence that have given shape to the African diaspora and 

is constitutive of the meaning and value of blackness in the modern world. The modern black 

subject is a political form of life that has been fashioned within an unending experience of 

abjection and racial terror. This paradoxical conception of black subjectivity as a form of life 

defined through its close proximity to death—symbolic and otherwise—has recently led 

numerous scholars within the field of black studies to turn to questions of ontology in order to 

demonstrate how blackness marks realms of symbolic negation where people, things, and 
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relations inhabit, as it were, “the position of the unthought.”228 The black subject is unthinkable 

within the political categories of agency and free will that have been constructed in opposition to 

histories of slavery and colonization. Blackness, in this regard, refers to the meanings and values 

generated from the articulation of a complex set of social relations “structured in dominance.”229 

Certainly, the symbolic negation of the social meaning and value of black bodies exposes the 

limitations of traditional categories of political life such as the subject, agency, and the human. 

However, my interest in elegy is motivated by an understanding of the ways in which 

philosophical notions of life’s ontology are produced in relation to social and political 

organization as well as institutional knowledge. I turn to elegy in order to attend to claims of 

sociality that persist under the specter of racial terror, brutalization, and premature death that 

engulfs the lives of black subjects. Particularly in relation to the recent political past, elegy offers 

a conceptual framework for exploring the interplay of how life and death structures experiences 

of racial subjugation, abjection, and defeat.  

Traditionally, elegy refers to poems about loss and mourning that commemorate the dead. 

However, numerous scholars have pointed out how the poetic genre has transformed alongside 

historical transformations of conceptions of death and cultural practices of mourning. In a recent 

study of the ethical dimensions of modern elegy, literary theorist Diana Fuss invites us to 

consider the “consolatory fictions” articulated in the genre’s forms of utterance and modes of 

address. While Fuss is interested in categorizing different types of elegies, she still asserts more 

generally that each “fictitious utterance struggles to offer ethical compensation for the deep 
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wound and shocking banalities of modern death.”230 Fuss points to instances when elegies, for 

example, produce speaking corpses as a way of demonstrating how the genre opens up ethical 

questions about the status of life and death in the modern world. To this end, we might consider 

elegy more broadly as a mode of remembrance that generates imaginings of compensation and 

redress. And while these “fictions” may be incapable of actually repairing the loss of a loved 

one, the performance of recovery and restoration renders intelligible certain forms of utterances 

and modes of address that trouble the opposition of life and death and destabilize categories such 

as agency, freedom, and autonomy that define the subject as a political form of life. Turning to 

elegy in tragic times offers a way of imaginatively remembering the history of domination, 

devastation, and defeat that has created the African diaspora. This poetic mode of reimagining 

the past holds the possibility of revealing social significations of the practices and relations, 

bonds and attachments, desires and investments, hopes and dreams found on the threshold of life 

and death.  

The book that is handed to Betty Shabazz at the 1967 Black Arts Convention in Detroit is 

at once animated with a symbolic power of consolation and populated with fictitious utterances 

that reveal counter-narratives of the political past. I am interested in the book of poetry and the 

photograph of Betty Shabazz and her young twin girls because of the meanings they make out of 

death. Both the photo and the collection participate in a process of community formation. 

Whereas the photo displays the affectionate bonds between Shabazz and her daughters within the 

broader sense of black solidarity that the conference sought to embody and represent, the book of 

poetry assembled the creative works of writers from different generations, political leanings, and 

geographical locations around the memory of Malcolm X. Titled For Malcolm: Poems on the 

Life and Death of Malcolm X, the collection offered a particular vision of a community organized 
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around the life and death of this political leader. The symbolic gesture of handing the book to 

Betty Shabazz rendered a particular vision of cultural-political solidarity into a surrogate for the 

father and husband that this family had lost. In a way, this representation of loss and the 

possibility of repair is illustrative of a redemptive logic of the political-aesthetic movement that 

would emerge in the wake of the assassination of Malcolm X. Both the black power and black 

arts movements that took shape in the United States in the latter half of the sixties laid claim to 

Malcolm’s legacy and mobilized various aspects of his political philosophy such as the 

principles of self-determination, self-respect, and self-protection. The emergence of black 

nationalism it the sixties was not only a response to the limitations of the civil rights movement, 

as it usually considered, but also marked a rise of a new mode of social organization. The 

coming of the black nation marked both Malcolm’s legacy and a potential cultural-political form 

that would fill the absence left behind after his death.  

My generation has inherited conceptions of black freedom and political futurity from a 

past that is not ours to remember. Similarly, we have inherited heroes that we can never know 

outside of the memories that have been transmitted from earlier generations.  Malcolm X, in 

particular, has transformed into a signifier of past longing for black and anticolonial revolution.  

 

 

Echo: Traces of Black Sociality 

 
If we turn back to the photograph of Betty Shabazz and her two daughters, we might be able to 

perceive the distant voice that is inscribed in the image. We can barely make out the expression 

of Betty Shabazz’s face as she looks away from the camera. As the two girls look elsewhere, the 

camera is able to capture a faint smile at the corner of their mother’s mouth. The production 
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quality of the image makes it difficult to read much from this facial expression. However, the 

softness and warmth that we are able to sense in her affectionate gaze resembles what would be 

described two years later in Ebony magazine as the “smile of a women who has learned to 

control her grief for her children’s sake.”231 Written in a caption to a photograph published 

alongside Betty Shabazz’s 1969 feature article, “The Legacy of My Husband, Malcolm X,” this 

description of the repression of grief as a mode of public self-presentation is reiterated when 

Shabazz writes about the newfound parental duty that she must perform for her six daughters 

after her husband’s death: “I always try to present to [the children] a picture of positiveness, not 

ever letting them see me depressed or hysterical.”232 Shabazz rationalizes this public 

performance and the necessity to project a “picture of positiveness” as her responsibility to her 

children and her husband’s legacy. This disavowal of grief, somewhat paradoxically, is portrayed 

as a way of honoring Malcolm even in his death. In a way, the 1967 photograph anticipates 

Betty’s description of both Malcolm’s legacy and her maternal duty not to fall into despair. The 

photograph, in this way, is haunted by Malcolm X as a figure of patriarchal authority. Though 

absent from the frame, this “positive” representation of his family living on after his death 

conveys a sense of continuity. Here, photography participates not only in the construction and 

display of familial bounds but also helps to map a sense of patrimony as well as a 

(hetero)normative logic of reproductive futurity onto a broader conception of black cultural-

political solidarity. Wahneema Lubiano has detailed the regulatory effects of the reproductive 

logic and the masculinist imaginaries that it produces, which, in turn, have operated as the 

“common sense” of black nationalism in the United States well after the sixties. Lubiano writes, 

“[b]lack heterosexual masculinity and desire are represented in black nationalist accounts as the 
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foundation of ‘the black people’ via the establishment of strong black families with strong (and 

responsible) black patriarchs who will be the means by which the family is saved.”233 The visual 

representation of Malcolm’s family in the wake of his death reproduces a masculinist imaginary 

of black radicalism in which he remains the subject of political struggle that authorizes himself 

through his capacity to protect and police over his family and community (even in his absence).   

The echo inscribed inside of the image strains against the patrimony of black nationalism. 

The twins who have been given no name outside the name of the father open up a dimension of 

the photograph that troubles the familial arrangements that invoke the haunting figure of the 

patriarch. Looking away from their mother, the twins turn their heads in the direction of an 

elsewhere as if a presence that lies outside of the frame has grabbed their attention. Their 

inquisitive stares signify a presence that is not visible inside of the photograph but is nonetheless 

still there. While both children serve as the object of Betty Shabazz’s maternal affection, their 

look elsewhere visually registers a relation that is not organized within the family unit. This 

social signification of a presence that exists outside of the visual image opens up the relational 

dimensions of this photograph and photography more generally. As visual anthropologist 

Elizabeth Edwards argues, to the extent that the practice of photography is a social practice that 

is always embedded within a cultural-historical context, photographs are in and of themselves 

fundamentally “relational objects.” “[I]n the engagement with history,” Edwards contends, 

“photographs are tactile, sensory things that exist in time and space, and thus in embodied 

cultural experience.”234 The materiality of the image is crucial to consider here as it reveals the 

social nature of photography and the “indexical traces” of relations and practices that 
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photographs carry as impressions of their social being.235 Edwards goes further to argue that the 

set of social relationships that are inscribed in photography are not primarily visually 

apprehended. She contends that “the material manifestations of photographs are central to the 

relational, for the affective tone of photographs cannot be reduced solely to the power of the 

image, but the performance of that image as a material object.”236 Photographs assume a form of 

agency as they operate as the material configurations of bodily relations across both space and 

time. The image, in this way, functions as a site of encounter between the photographed subject, 

the photographer, and the spectator that the image addresses and interpolates into the social 

scene. This emphasis of the socially enmeshed nature of photography helps to shift our attention 

from the individuals represented in a given photograph to its indexical quality. Photographs carry 

indexical traces of embodied relations and social encounters that get registered on multiple levels 

of the material image.  Apprehending these traces of relationality, however, demands that we 

consider the dimensions of social interaction that are irreducible to the sense of sight and how 

photographs carry social significations that find their expression in sonic, tactile, and other 

sensory registers. In this way, what we encounter when see the twins’ look elsewhere is the 

indexical trace of relations that exceed the visual field of the image and, as a result, open up 

dimensions of the photograph that otherwise go unseen. There is an echo inscribed in this image 

that interrupts the scene of healing and familial. Although the presence that draws the attention 

of these two young girls cannot be seen, what does get registered inside of the image is a trace of 

sociality that fails to assimilate into the patriarchal order that frames the photograph as a symbol 

of black solidarity.  
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My understanding of echo is animated by a concern about sound as well as an ethical 

concern about the logics of racial subjection that inform the writing of history and, in turn, render 

certain existences “culturally intelligible” while relegating others to the realm of subjectivity.237  

In this instance, an echo designates a sound as well as an enigmatic trace of a social signification. 

It is the residue of an unverifiable social encounter that fails to register as such within historical 

archives. It allows us to apprehend how practices and relations of social life are insufficiently 

inscribed within the various narratives and cultural products that make up the historical record. 

This insufficiency is, as Gayatri Chakravortry Spivak teaches us, “an insufficiency that is the 

name not of the limits of self-knowledge but of the possibility of deconstruction.”238 As close an 

imperfect imitation or repetition of a given sound or idea, an echo is the inscription of difference 

that blurs the distinctions between subject and object. It is a repetition uncoupled from both 

intentionality of the speaking subject and that material status of the object of its address. In a 

way, it is a mode of utterance that undoes the equivalence of voice and subjectivity. What we 

hear in an echo is not a speaking voice but, rather, a deferment of voice as a sound that renders 

the subject unknowable and a repetition that enacts an undoing of the self as an object of 

knowledge. We are never sure whom or what an echo. It is a sounding of a trace, a call from the 

unknown, a refracted and reverberated utterance that cannot be traced back to its source. As 

such, attending the echoes in history allows us to imaginatively embrace the practices and 
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relations of social life that strain against the epistemological frames through which past 

existences become recognizable in the present. Reverberating out of the aftermath of Malcolm 

X’s assassination, this notion of echo offers glimpses into regions of the past that are otherwise 

obscured by the iconic status of this black martyr. 

What echoes inside of the image of Betty Shabazz and her daughters also resonates in 

this chapter’s epigraph from Nikki Giovanni’s “Detroit Conference of Unity and Art (For HRB)” 

and especially in the mode of practice that gets designated through Giovanni’s use of the verb 

“confer.” Giovanni’s poem is far from being described as elegiac but its depiction of the Second 

Black Arts Convention, the same conference that Betty Shabazz and her daughters attended in 

1967, offers an imagining of solidarity that is distinct from the order that is envisioned through 

the patriarchal authority of Malcolm X. Giovanni’s use of the verb “confer” in the opening line 

of the poem highlights a notion of practice that is already inscribed in the conference. 

Understood as a social activity of gathering, parleying, or consulting with others, the word 

“confer” also suggests an act of bestowal or affirmation similar to the granting of a title or an 

award. When Giovanni describes the experience of the convention by first writing “We went 

there to confer,” she opens her poem with a claim of sociality that transforms unity from a fixed 

structure and political ideal into a provisional process that unfolds in space and time. The event 

is portrayed as a series of social encounters as well as a process of affirmation in which 

blackness designates the condition of possibility that is articulated through the act of coming 

together, as she writes, “On the possibility of/Blackness/ And the inevitability of/Revolution.” 

Giovanni finally displaces political form with affective experience when she writes: “No doubt 

many important/ Resolutions/ Were passed/ As we climbed Malcolm’s ladder/ But the most/ 

Valid of them/ All was that/ Rap chose me.” Here, the echo of black social life opens up 



 147 

affective registers through which we might reconsider the political past. When Giovanni writes, 

“Rap chose me,” she not only underlines the significance of meeting H. Rap Brown but also 

highlights a link between black performance and black sociality. To be chosen by “Rap,” to be 

selected by a creative force that is not of your own making, is to become the object of black 

performance and to have oneself fashioned by others and how others fashion themselves. Such is 

the dispossessive force of black sociality and what it means to find oneself, to use another one of 

Giovanni’s formulation, at the conjunction of black feeling/black talk. The echo inside the image 

offers a glimpse into a more complex and contingent articulation of unity forged through desires, 

affects, utterances, gestures, and other expressions of sociality. The echo that I want us to attend 

to inside of this photograph is nothing more than a trace of black sociality: a social signification 

that opens up a hidden dimension of past experiences: a murmur from the space of oblivion 

where the forgotten ones reside.  

It has become common to frame the death of Malcolm X as a romantic story about 

political resilience and the process of radicalization as the overcoming of political despair. His 

assassination was a devastating loss to a movement that was on the rise immediately after 

Malcolm has defected from the Nation of Islam and returned from his hajj. Political historian 

William W. Seales writes that the Organization of Afro-American Unity (OAAU) introduced a 

new paradigm for black political struggle in a moment when the Civil Rights movement was 

caught in a period of crisis. Founded in coalition with major black scholars and activists such as 

John Henrik Clarke, Jesse Gray, Julius Hobson, John Oliver Killens, and Gloria Richardson, the 

creation of OAAU marked Malcolm X’s departure of the Nation of Islam and his dedication 

towards mobilizing a grassroots movement animated by a global vision of black liberation. 

“Formulated as a united front structure to allow for both middle- and working-class Black people 
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to cooperate organizationally within a newly defined human rights movement without gender 

discrimination,” Sales argues, “the OAAU attracted the fear and hostility of the ruling elite.”239 

Sales’s somewhat utopian description of the OAAU demonstrates how historical narrations of 

Malcolm’s death tend to highlight the political possibilities that were cut short with his 

assassination. According to Sales, the OAAU attracted fear from the ruling elite because it 

represented an alternative model of political organization in a united front that transgressed 

existing hierarchies of class and gender. We are given a romantic notion of what OAAU could 

have been if Malcolm was not killed and the organization did not fold in the absence of its 

charismatic leader. As Sales continues to described the effects of the assassination, we notice 

how the loss of Malcolm X provides an occasion to narrate a possible future, one that could have 

witnessed the rise of a new form of black internationalism that would have been grounded in the 

struggles of the black masses:  

The loss of Malcolm X’s charismatic leadership was a blow to the developing human 
rights movement in the Black community. The loss of the OAAU was salient, because at 
the time it represented the only significant organizational form of Pan-African links, a 
working-class constituency, and a united front human rights agenda, explicitly 
scrutinizing all options including self-defense and revolution. The OAAU was centrally 
located in Harlem and in the base of operations of the United Nations, New York City. Its 
demise created a temporary vacuum in a strategic location of the Black Liberation 
struggle.240 

 
Sales seems to only attend to the loss of this charismatic leader and his radical organization in 

order to articulate a set of political ideals that he presents through his narration of what could 

have been. There is a certain kind of idealism that forces him only to point to that loss as 

evidence of radical potential of Malcolm X and the OAAU. His investments in the political 

ideals that both Malcolm X and his organization embodied make it impossible for Sales to 
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descend into what he describes as a “temporary vacuum.” In an effort to avoid falling into the 

space of loss, Sales latches on to the legacy of this fallen leader: “Repression of Malcolm X and 

the OAAU, however, did not destroy the movement nor the legacy which Malcolm X bequeathed 

to it.”241 Sales’s redemptive narration of Malcolm X’s legacy draws a connection between the 

black nationalist leader and the radical social movements that would emerge towards the end of 

the decade. Linking Malcolm X to the Black Panthers, the radicalization of the Student 

Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), and the rise of black cultural nationalism, Sales is 

able to trace the continuity of his political ideas and conceptualizations of black revolution. 

However, as a result, the immediate aftermath of this assassination is rendered into a negative 

space, a “temporary vacuum,” that we have to pass over in order to follow Sales over the bridge 

he constructs between Malcolm X and the black radicals who would soon fashion themselves in 

his image.  

In New Day in Babylon: The Black Power Movement and American Culture, 1965-1975, 

William L. Van Deburg narrates a similar story of continuity and revolutionary potential. In this 

instance, Malcolm is rendered into an embodiment of a set of political ideals and is transformed 

into an archetype:  

Following his death, Malcolm’s influence expanded in a dramatic, almost logarithmic, 
fashion. He came to be far more than a martyr for the militant, separatist faith. He 
became a Black Power paradigm—the archetype, reference point, and spiritual advisor in 
absentia for a generation of Afro-American activists. Although diverse in manner and 
mode of expression, it was the collective thrust of these activists toward racial pride, 
strength, and self-determination that came to be called the Black Power movement.242 
 

Van Deburg goes on to insist that the death of Malcolm X should not be remembered as a tragic 

event. Instead of framing this historical event within a tragic mode of narration, he argues that 
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the assassination should be seen as signaling a new beginning and a transition to a new phase of 

black radical politics:  “A scenario drawn from Malcolm’s last days need not be cast in a tragic 

mode,” Van Deburg writes, “In a sense, his demise signaled a new beginning rather than an 

irredeemably bleak ending. More accurately, Malcolm X was a transitional figure in the 

continuum of Afro-American activism.”243 My concern lies with the discursive effect of 

rendering Malcolm X into a “transitional figure” and, more precisely, how this mode of narrating 

revolutionary promise from the experience of loss elides the more complicated dynamics of time, 

history, and black social life. Rendered as the “archetype, reference point, and spiritual advisor” 

of younger generations, Malcolm X has been somewhat of a fetish object through which certain 

political fantasies and investments are realized and projected across time and space. Even after 

his death, he continued to exist as an iconic figure, one that is emblematic of shifting conceptions 

of black radicalism, selfhood, and political agency. In his death, Malcolm X was transformed 

into something larger than life. He is the signifier for an accretion of political ideals and desires 

that have been bequeathed onto younger generations in the form of a legacy. 

What is at stake in the memories of Malcolm X that the historical present has inherited 

from the political past are what meanings they make intelligible about this dead leader and the 

social world he inhabited. However, as we see with both Sales and Van Deburg, the inclination 

to frame the life and death of Malcolm X within narratives of redemption tend to elide realms of 

lived experience that fall under the signs of grief and despair. The refusal of the tragic aspects of 

this historical event has had the effect of eclipsing the severed social relations, the belated 

temporality, unfinished resistances, and sense of finitude that were engendered by Malcolm’s 

untimely death. Instead of a wound or an abyss or any other formulation of loss, Malcolm X is 

rendered into the embodiment of a set of political ideals. Surely, I am not arguing that it is at all 
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wrong to construct the legacy of Malcolm X out of his revolutionary ideas of self-determination, 

self-defense, and self-respect. For many of those that lived through his death, memorializing this 

revolutionary helped to preserve and reformulate important conceptions of black freedom. 

However, these earlier generations have a deep sense of the contours of the past by virtue of 

living through a time that my generation can never know. All we know is his image. The iconic 

figure of Malcolm X, the prophetic leader who has, to use Sales’s language, bequeathed his 

legacy onto us. This way of seeing Malcolm X is the source of the patrimony that still governs 

the cultural and political discourse of black radicalism. As an archetype and an embodiment of 

revolutionary ideals, younger generations have been called upon to lay claim to the legacy of 

Malcolm X as the rightful heirs to the prophet of black revolution.  

My consideration of the work of elegy as a poetic mode of remembrance as well as a 

conceptual framework attempts to destabilize the temporal sequence that structures this 

masculinist imaginary of black radicalism. Rather than lay claim to Malcolm X as an archetype 

of black political subjectivity, I want to linger within the irreparable loss of this political leader 

in an effort to attend to the echo of other worlds that resonate from his death.  As such, his 

patriarchal figure functions as a vehicle for imaginative engagement with the past and retrieving 

traces of black insurgent feelings that are disregarded in the history of the present. The elegies in 

For Malcolm help us to embrace these echoes as neither the repetitions nor reproductions of past 

agencies but, rather, as a social signification, a muddled sound, a refracted utterance, a distant 

voice both independent of and in opposition to the subject. Such an understanding of echo strains 

against martyrdom and the romantic idealizations of political forms of life. It is precisely what 

Sonia Sanchez decides to attend to and embrace in her elegy when she writes:  

Do not speak to me of martyrdom  
of men who die to be remembered  
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on some parish day.  
I don’t believe in dying  
though I too shall die  
and violets like castanets  
will echo me.244   

 

 

Tragedy: The Prefigurative Scene  

       The first glory that sprang from 
       A ghetto’s sore, he was cut down. 
        - Sylvia Wynter, “Malcolm X”245 
 

Tragedy sets stage for elegy. It is the prefigurative scene that prepares for the entrance of what 

“lives on” and survives the tragic outcome of a loss. In order to understand the relationship 

between elegy and echo, and how both can be put to work in the service of revealing the 

haunting refrain of black sociality, we have to think about tragedy and what this dramatic mode 

of emplotment allows to enter into the scene.  

In his seminal work, Conscripts of Modernity: The Tragedy of Colonial Enlightenment, 

David Scott distills what he sees as an overreliance within postcolonial criticism on redemptive 

narratives of liberation that organize the relationship of the past, present, and future into a story 

of overcoming. To be sure, this story of past oppression and liberatory future, of bondage and 

freedom, and confinement and escape, can be seen throughout the history of the African 

diaspora. Scott’s argument is that the persistence of these romantic modes of narrativization have 

obscured the discontinuities between the experience and expectation. In his reading of C.L.R. 

James’s revolutionary epic The Black Jacobins that tells the story of the Haitian Revolution, 
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Scott demonstrates how we must not read the stories that we inherit as if the futures they imagine 

were our own. Scott writes,  

…not only does [The Black Jacobins] embody a story about the past, but we cannot read 
it today as though we inhabit the same relation between the “space of experience” and the 
“horizon of expectation” as James inhabited when he researched, wrote, and published it 
in the 1930s. The Black Jacobins is an anticolonial history (perhaps in many ways a 
paradigmatic one) written out of and in response to a particular colonial present and 
projected toward a particular postcolonial future…That future which constituted James’s 
horizon of expectation […] and which The Black Jacobins anticipated, we live today as 
the bleak ruins of our postcolonial present.246  
 

The discursive terrain that we inhabit in our historical present is not the same as the one James 

wrote from within. Rather, we are living in, as it were, its tragic aftermaths. In this regard, the 

projected future of The Black Jacobins is not our future to imagine but, instead, a “past future.” 

Drawing this distinction between the “space of experience” and the “horizon of expectation” 

allows the figure of the tragic hero to come into view, less as a representation of outright political 

failure but, instead, as the embodiment of the irreconcilable forces that converge on this 

particular historical conjuncture. Reading The Black Jacobins as a tragedy of enlightenment, 

Scott convincingly asserts, enables us to reconsider key assumptions about freedom, community, 

justice, and political agency that have organized the emancipatory discourses of anticolonialism 

and black revolution.   

Scott’s reading of The Black Jacobins is helpful for our exploration of the ideas of the 

future that we have inherited from the past through the iconic figure of Malcolm X. In particular, 

Scott’s interpretation of the revisions in the 1963 edition of The Black Jacobins have been 

central to my concerns around the poetic responses to the death of Malcolm X and the ways in 

which he offers another example of tragic heroism. Scott argues that in the second edition James 

retells the story of the Haitian Revolution as a tragic tale of the great leader of the Haitian 
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Revolution Toussaint Louverture. James’s aesthetic decision to embrace tragedy, Scott suggests, 

posits it as a cognitive framework that carries implications to how we imagine the past, present, 

and future. Scott writes, “Tragedy questions, for example, the view of human history as moving 

teleologically and transparently toward a determinate end, or as governed by a sovereign and 

omnisciently rational agent.”247 Reading Toussaint as a tragic hero exposes how the same 

enlightenment principles of liberty and self-mastery that once revealed the injustices of slavery 

and animated his visions of emancipation were the same ideals that would eventually disable him 

as a political leader. He embodies the paradoxical dilemma of the colonial enlightenment to the 

extent that the knowledge of freedom that he had inherited from revolutionary France had at 

once illuminated an emancipatory horizon and obscured other possible futures. Toussaint’s 

actions and thoughts were conditioned by his place in the world; he embodied, as it were, the 

collision of two orders: “on the one hand, the old order of slave plantation San Domingo and, on 

the other, the new order represented by the Enlightenment ideals of revolutionary France.”248 

Through his story we learn to question the passionate certainty that drives the narratives of 

liberation that have been passed down to our present from earlier generations. In a way, in 

viewing Toussaint as a tragic hero, we are able to reformulate our relations to the revolutionary 

vision of the future that he and the Haitian Revolution have come to represent. Rather than re-

inscribe conceptions of anticolonial sovereignty and independence from this historical instance 

of revolt, rather than attempt to reenact the same dramatic overcoming of tyranny, Toussaint’s 

tragic heroism allows us to attend to the limits of knowledges and sensibilities that organize the 

overlapping discourses of anticolonial and black radical politics.  
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Let us look at one of the passages that Scott cites from the 1963 edition of The Black 

Jacobins as it speaks directly to the work of tragedy and Toussaint’s tragic heroism in order to 

draw a connection between the issue of temporality, on the one hand, and the social ontology of 

the subject of black radical politics. My concern is that while Scott encourages us to examine the 

relationship between the lived experience and the expectation of a future horizon, his 

interpretation of Toussaint’s tragic dilemma obscures the fundamentally social character of “the 

space of experience.” With that, I want to suggest that the figure of the tragic hero also allows us 

to interrogate the relations of social life that are constitutive of the subject of black radical 

politics. Not only does Toussaint embody a collision of historical forces and the fundamental 

contingency of political action, he also reveals the generative tensions between agency and 

structure, singularity and totality, the iconic hero and the nameless masses.  

One crucial aspect of tragic heroism that needs to be factored into this account of 

Toussaint is the forms of black social life that conditioned the thoughts, actions, and decision-

making of this exceptional individual.  We have to consider what is, perhaps, the key element to 

the genre of tragedy: the chorus. In order to get after the role of the chorus within the historical 

drama of the Haitian Revolution staged in James’s The Black Jacobins, let us turn to the critical 

passage that he inserted in the 1963 edition of the text, “The War of Independence”: 

The hamartia, the tragic flaw, which we have reconstructed from Aristotle, was in 
Toussaint not a moral weakness. It was a specific error, a total miscalculation of the 
constituent events. Yet what is lost by the imaginative freedom and creative logic of great 
dramatists is to some degree atoned for by the historical actuality of his dilemma. It 
would be a mistake to see him merely as a political figure in a remote West Indian island. 
If his story does not approach the greater dramatic creations, in its social significance and 
human appeal it far exceeds the last days at St Helena and that apotheosis of 
accumulation and degradation, the suicide in the Wilhelmstrasse. The Greek tragedians 
could always go to their gods for a dramatic embodiment of fate, the dike which rules 
over a world neither they nor we ever made. But not Shakespeare himself could have 
found such a dramatic embodiment of fate as Toussaint struggled against, Bonaparte 
himself; nor could the furthest imagination have envisaged the entry of the chorus, of the 
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ex-slaves themselves, as the arbiters of their own fate. Toussaint’s certainty of this as the 
ultimate and irresistible resolution of the problem to which he refused to limit himself, 
that explains his mistakes and atones for them.249  
 

Citing this passage, Scott situates it against the ideological backdrop of James writings in the 

1950s on Greek tragedy. Referring particularly to American Civilization, Scott suggests that 

James was impressed by “the relation between the rise of Athenian democracy and the origins of 

tragedy, by the ‘commonness’ of the Dionysian scene of Athenian tragic drama, and most 

important of all tragedy’s dramatic ability to contain and represent ambiguous moments of 

historical transformations, moments when possible futures seem less certain than they once 

did.”250 According to Scott, the most distinctive aspect of tragedy for James is its ability to 

represent moments of historical transformation through a heroic personality that embodies the 

collision of the old and the new. In this regard, James’s tragic hero Toussaint Louverture 

functions as a “dramatic embodiment of fate.” The source of his tragic flaw had very little to do 

with his moral character. Rather, this hamartia is a reflection of the social and historical forces 

that conditioned his existence and delimited the choices that he made. Scott reads the passage 

that James inserted in the later edition of The Black Jacobins as expressive of the constraints that 

informed Toussaint’s dilemma and defined his fate: “Toussaint’s error, in short, derived from the 

fact that he inhabited a cognitive universe he could neither simply claim as his own nor 

completely disavow. It was the error of a conscript.”251 James’s tragic depiction of Toussaint 

Louverture in the later edition of The Black Jacobins offers a more complex and contingent 

model of political subjectivity. However, as part of this dilemma, it can be said that Toussaint’s 

investments in the principles that he had inherited from Revolutionary France blinded him to 

historical force that enters the scene in the form of the collective action of the ex-slaves.  
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The tragic flaw of James’s Toussaint was that he inhabited a cognitive universe, to 

borrow Scott’s phrasing, in which it was impossible to imagine “ex-slaves […] as the arbiters of 

their own fate.” Rather than return to James’s earlier writings on Greek tragedy, let’s turn to a 

lecture he gives in 1971 for the Institute of the Black World on The Black Jacobins, recently 

republished in 2000 in Small Axe. Here, James revises the passage that he had inserted in the 

1963 edition of The Black Jacobins and inserts a brief commentary: 

Because whom was Toussaint struggling against? Bonaparte, one of the most tremendous 
figures of the modern age, and the final clash of Toussaint against Bonaparte shows the 
kind of person Toussaint was. Nor could the furthest imagination have envisaged the 
entry of the chorus. I say there was a play there, there was a Greek drama there, the 
tremendous clash between Toussaint and Bonaparte, a tremendous clash, but what was 
the chorus that entered into it (because in the Greek tragedy the chorus was often 
decisive in the solution to the problem)? The chorus was the ex-slaves. They formed the 
chorus.”252  
 

James underlines the entry of the chorus that interrupted this collision between Toussaint and the 

French leader Bonaparte. We have to think about the relation between the spontaneous activity 

of the chorus, the disruptive force of ex-slaves collectively experimenting with freedom, and 

Toussaint’s tragic dilemma. Toussaint’s demise is not only a reflection of the constraints that 

conditioned his actions but also allows us to rethink the narrative construction of a political 

“self” that this tragic hero enables. James appears to suggest that as in the case of the Greek 

tragedy the chorus constituted by the collective action of the ex-slaves played a decisive role in 

resolving the tragic dilemma that Toussaint faced as Bonaparte sought to reclaim San Domingo. 

If elegy is the poetic response to tragedy, there is somewhat of an elegiac quality to the collective 

activity that forms itself as it enters the scene. As we will see, what the elegies of Malcolm X 

seems to suggest is that the experience of loss is generative of utopian striving.  However, if 

tragedy can be seen as a prefiguration of elegy, as that which runs alongside elegy and sets the 
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stage for its enactment of desires of reparation, Scott and James push us to ask about the social 

forms that these strivings take after the tragic demise of the political subject.  

 

Elegy: Poems of Life and Death 

 

Following his assassination at the Audubon Ballroom in the winter of 1965, Malcolm X became 

a martyr of the struggle for black freedom. A younger generation of black radicals in the 1960s 

responded to his death by laying claim to his revolutionary vision of the future as their own 

rightful inheritance. Even in his death, Malcolm X inspired a longing for black revolution and 

became an archetype of the black radical subject. Historian Komozi Woodard explains: 

As the fire prophet of Black Revolution, Malcolm X set the pace not only for the younger 
generation of black activists, but for a generation of intellectuals and artists as well. 
Malcolm X represents the path of the grass roots to self-transformation and ethical 
reconstruction through the power of black consciousness. For a generation of black 
American artists and writers, Malcolm X’s example inspired its faith in the potential of 
the black masses to make their own history—that they would become the self-conscious 
agents of their own liberation. It was a confidence in the power of black consciousness to 
transform black people into world historical actors, in tandem with the revolutionary 
upsurges in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. In other words, Malcolm X had an indelible 
impact on the younger generation of leadership with his emphasis on the logic of self-
determination, self-defense, and self-respect.253 
 

If Malcolm X was seen by a younger generation of black radicals as the “fire prophet,” then it 

was through the appropriation of his political philosophy and ideals that they were able to 

fashion themselves in the image and lay claim to the future possibilities of black revolution that 

he had once embodied. In this way, grief and despair were seen as an obstacle to the process of 

radicalization.  
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In Larry Neal’s account of the assassination and its effects, the grief fails to serve as a 

generative resource and, instead, appears as something to overcome.  He writes, “Malcolm’s 

death was an awesome psychological setback to the nationalists and civil rights radicals […] 

Some of us did not survive the assassination. Strain set in. Radical black organizations came 

under more and more official scrutiny, as the saying goes.”254 According to Neal, the despair that 

set in after Malcolm’s death debilitated many of the political organization and activists that were 

involved in the struggle for black liberation. However, soon a “new breed” of black radicals 

appeared on the political scene with the emergence of black power and the black arts movement. 

Neal continues:  

After Malcolm’s death, thousands of heretofore unorganized black students and activists 
became more radically politicized. The Black Arts Movement started in Harlem with the 
opening of the Black Arts Repertory Theater School under the direction of Imamu Amiri 
Baraka (LeRoi Jones). The Black Arts school attempted to effect a union between art and 
politics. Never before had such a union been attempted with such intensity. Never before 
had black artists entered into such a conscious spiritual union and goal and purpose. For 
the first time in history there existed a ‘new’ constellation of symbols and images around 
which to develop a group ethos. What was happening in Harlem was being repeated all 
over the United States. Black people were shaping a new concept of themselves both in 
the national and international sense. Where we were going, we did not know. But one 
thing was certain, we knew that, as James Brown says, we were a “New Breed.” 255 

 
Neal narrates the emergence of the black arts movement as a collective response to the 

assassination of Malcolm X.  In this way, Malcolm’s death is framed as the catalyst for 

radicalization and, in turn, the ideological formation of a black solidarity figured as a surrogate 

for political loss. This emergence of a “New Breed” of black radicals, to be sure, was not a 

simply process of imitation. Rather, what we witness in the late sixties is the irruption of a 

movement that was animated by the political-aesthetics of black nationalism. Moving away from 
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the principles and philosophies of the civil rights movement, a younger generation of black 

radicals turned to Malcolm X in order to construct “a ‘new’ constellation of symbols and images 

around which to develop a group ethos.” In this way, elegy provided as an aesthetic mode for 

imagining a form of solidarity organized around the ideals that this political leader embodied.  

How might elegy, as a poetic mode of remembrance, shed some light on the social 

experience of Malcolm X’s assassination? What are the implications of using elegy both as a 

poetic form and a cognitive framework for reimagining inheritance? How does the poetic act of 

mourning preserve notions of political futurity?  How does the poetry of mourning reconfigure 

the experience of loss into the articulation of a utopian aspiration?   

  The poetic response to the assassination of Malcolm X led to the 1967 publication of For 

Malcolm: Poems of the Life and Death of Malcolm X—the first publication of Broadside Press, 

which would become a major institutional hub of the black arts movement. Edited and compiled 

by Dudley Randall and Margaret Burroughs, For Malcolm featured poems by accomplished 

poets such as Margaret Walker, Robert Hayden, and Gwendolyn Brooks and a younger 

generation of including the likes of Amiri Baraka, Sonia Sanchez, and Larry Neal. Despite the 

fact that the text is severely understudied, literary historian James Smethurst asserts that “[f]ar 

more than Amiri Baraka and Larry Neal’s Black Fire (1968), an anthology that some scholars 

have taken to be a précis of early Black Arts, For Malcolm attempts to bridge the generations 

and eras of political activism while maintaining a militant, nationalist stance.”256 In a more recent 

and less favorable reading of the collection, literary critic Derik Smith takes issue with the 

idolization of Malcolm’s charismatic mystique evidenced in the sexualized language of 

Gwendolyn Brooks’s opening poem to the collection:  
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He had the hawk-man’s eyes. 
We gasped. We saw the maleness257 

To this the critic responds: “Although clever in its suggestiveness, Brooks’s poem is less 

concerned with Malcolm the man than with the effect of his maleness. Her piece, along with 

almost all the others in the collection, is a celebration of Malcolm that draws its energy from his 

iconicity.”258 Positioning “Malcolm the man” against iconic representations of Malcolm X 

enables this critic to single out the universal humanism of Robert Hayden’s poem in the 

collection, “ El-Hajj Malik El-Shabazz.” Rather than approach the collection as a representation 

of the black arts movement as a whole or measure individual works against the other, I want to 

think about the ways elegy works as a cognitive framework for responding to the tragic loss of 

this exceptional leader.  

Here, it is useful to turn to literary critic Kimberly Benston’s analysis of the poetic 

response to the death of John Coltrane in 1967 as he offers a sense of the way black poets 

mobilized elegy towards the end of the sixties in pursuit of “a restorative poiesis that 

reestablishe[d] culture as possibility.”259 Benston writes: 

To the Afro-American elegist, the death of Coltrane is not experienced as an event; it is a 
recession of Coltrane from the minds of the living. It is an enforced deprivation, a radical 
discontinuity, the chill of absence—and hence, it is both an instigator of Afro-American 
alienation and a provoker of the black poet’s crisis of expression. […] The mourner’s 
questioning of vacancy and death, becomes, inevitably, the poet’s meditation on chaos 
and silence, the antithesis of language. How, each asks, can the paralyzing pain of loss be 
transformed into collective progress and productive speech?260 
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In his analysis of the poems dedicated to Coltrane after his death, Benston comes to define elegy 

as a poetic mode that is both personal and procedural and touches on thematic interests of love, 

prophecy, landscapes, death, and the status of poetry itself.261 In his description of the “Coltrane 

poems” written by black poets such as A. B. Spellman, Jayne Cortez, and Haki Madhubuti, 

Benston argues that elegies confront loss and deprivation in a simultaneously mournful and 

defiant gesture. Elegies appear to seek deliverance and salvation from death as an experience of 

negation: “The dead must be transformed into an instrument of the living imagination whereby 

the poet and his people can assess their mission in a new way.”262 Cortez’s “How Long Has 

Trane Been Gone,” for instance, gets taken up as figuratively “re-membering” the dead. He 

writes, “[w]hat we witness is the metamorphosis of Coltrane into ‘Trane,’ of a man into 

archetype. The death of Coltrane becomes, in modern black poetry, a central topos of renewal 

and is accepted ultimately as beginning—as a question: How long has that Trane been gone?”263 

In another instance, Spellman’s elegy performs the “re-collection” of Coltrane on the page to the 

extent that “[h]is death is seen as a kind of primordial violence, a splitting from original 

wholeness which the opening stanza images in its unfragmented state.”264 Whereas Cortez’s 

elegy transforms Coltrane into an ideal, Spellman’s poem seeks to recover the “salvific spiritual 

totality” of Coltrane musical performance. Benston argues: “The identification with Trane is 

transformed into a liberating, self-dispersing participation in music, just as the poem itself is 

about to dissolve structure into a futile death-wish for identity.”265 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
261 For Benston’s expanded discussion of elegy see Performing Blackness: Enactments of African-
American Modernism (New York: Routledge, 2000), 145-186.  
262 Benston, Performing Blackness, 146. 
263 Benston, 177.  
264 Ibid., 182. 
265 Ibid., 180.  



 163 

Similar to the Coltrane poems, several elegies dedicate to Malcolm X sought to similarly 

construct an ideal and recover some sense of wholeness and totality in the wake of his death. 

Yet, what is fascinating about For Malcolm is how the book enacts a similar mode of imaginary 

recovery through processes of remembrance and recollection. A quick look at the paratexts that 

frame the poetry collection might help us understand how elegy functioned as a cognitive 

framework. In addition to the poems featured in the collection, For Malcolm features a 

photograph of Malcolm X as its frontispiece printed next to a dedication Malcolm’s widow, 

Betty Shabazz. The opening sections of the book include a short biography entitled “The Life of 

Malcolm X,” an introduction written by the editors, and Ossie Davis’s “Why I Eulogized 

Malcolm X” reprinted as the book’s preface. In the back of the book we find photographs and 

detailed biographical notes of the contributing authors, an extensive bibliography of publications 

written by and on Malcolm X, and Ossie Davis’s “Eulogy for Malcolm X” as the book’s 

appendix. However, the opening sections most effectively frame the collection within an elegiac 

mode. The short biography of Malcolm X tells the story of his life struggle against racial 

injustice that finds its origins in the untimely death his father, who we learn was a minister and 

organizer for Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement Association and possibly killed 

for his activism and attempts to protect his family. The biography ends with Malcolm’s 

assassination at a rally for his newly founded Afro-American Unity Organization at the Audubon 

Ballroom. Where the biography tells the story of Malcolm’s life as an extension of a black 

nationalist tradition, the introduction by Randall and Burroughs frames the creation of the 

publication as a collective process of mourning. As the editors note in the introduction, the idea 

for the anthology was inspired by Margaret Walker’s reading of her poem “For Malcolm” at the 
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1966 Fisk University Writer’s Conference and the poems collected in the anthology organically 

organized themselves.  

As the poems came in we noticed that they grouped themselves by certain themes. We 
have arranged them in the same pattern in the book. The poems were divided into four 
sections: The Life, The Death, The Rage, and The Aftermath.266  
 

The editors then end with a recurring theme that runs through the collection—“that Malcolm was 

a man, in spite of white America’s effort to emasculate the Blackman.”267 This theme is further 

articulated by Davis’s preface and the eulogy in the back of the collection that features the 

following memorable lines:   

However much we differed with him—or with each other about him and his value as a 
man, let his going from us serve only to bring us together, now. Cosigning these mortal 
remains to earth, the common mother of all, secure in the knowledge that what we place 
in the ground is no more now a man—but a seed—which, after the winter of discontent—
will come forth again to meet us. And we shall know him then for what he was and is—a 
Prince—our own black shining Prince!—who didn’t hesitate to die, because he loved us 
so.268  
 

Davis’s imagining of a black community, one that will grow after Malcolm the seed is consigned 

to the common mother of earth, is one of the predominate fictions that frame the collection. We 

can see here how black nationalism becomes reimagined in the framing of this collection. This 

idea of black solidarity is precisely what was passed down to Malcolm X from both his father 

and Marcus Garvey and is the same vision he had left for those to follow in his wake. In a way, 

the idea of solidarity acts as a “consolatory fiction.”269 Even more, when Dudley Randall 

presents Betty Shabazz with a copy of For Malcolm—with signatures from its contributors—at 

the Second Black Arts Convention, that gesture can be seen as an attempt to enact that fiction 
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and offer the anthology as a form of consolation. We should not overlook the normative logic 

that undergirds this notion of black solidarity. Black nationalism here is an inheritance passed 

down through figures of patriarchal authority, between one generation and the next, Malcolm 

and sons.  

Malcolm’s Ghost  

 
Then the rush that Malcolm’s murder pulled the trigger on. What Malcolm was saying, 
what he was for me, was a trigger, a maximum weapon of legitimate resistance to the 
whole bullshit of the place from its whole-ass America to its corny EVillage streets.  

      - Amiri Baraka270  

Amiri Baraka’s “A Poem for Black Hearts” is perhaps the most popular poem in the collection 

and possibly one of the poems that resonates the most with the masculinist imaginary of black 

radicalism that frames the collection. In his 1965 essay “The Legacy of Malcolm X, and the 

Coming of the Black Nation,” Baraka describes Malcolm X as the paradigmatic figure of a black 

nationalist consciousness. He argues that Malcolm X attempted to actualize “the will of the 

Black Nation” and give it a practical form. He writes:  

Malcolm […] wanted to give the National Consciousness its political embodiment, and 
send it out to influence the newly forming third world, in which this consciousness was to 
be included. The concept of Blackness, the concept of the National Consciousness, the 
proposal of a political (and diplomatic) form for this aggregate of Black spirit, these are 
the things given to us by Garvey, through Elijah Muhammad and finally given motion 
into still another area of Black response by Malcolm X.271  
 

Here, again, we are led to think about black nationalism as a patrimonial inheritance. However, 

rather than define it simply as a political ideology, Baraka describes the concept of black national 

consciousness as an “aggregate of Black spirit.” He goes on to suggest that “Malcolm’s legacy to 

Black People is what he moved toward, as the accretion of his own spiritual learning and the 
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movement of Black People in general […] We are all the products of national spirit and 

worldview. We are drawn by the vibrations of the entire nation.”272 Unlike the idea of black 

solidarity that Davis articulates in his eulogy, Baraka’s elegy “Poem for Black Hearts” imagines 

a black nation through Malcolm X as the “accretion” of the movement of Black People in 

general. Rather than see Malcolm as a univocal expression of black nationalism, Baraka sees this 

fallen leader as an aggregate or collection of a historical movement.  

What is immediately apparent upon first reading of Baraka’s poem is his use of anaphora.  

In particular, the repetition of the capitalized “For” modifies the preposition—which is so deeply 

connected to elegy that it is embedded in the collection’s title. However, whereas “For Malcolm” 

might express a form of dedication in which the living speak on behalf of the dead, Baraka’s use 

of anaphora destabilizes this relation with a poetic act of mourning that continuously defers its 

object of dedication. What begins as a poem addressed to Malcolm X, ends by addressing a 

living collective of “black hearts.” Baraka writes: 

For Malcolm’s eyes, when they broke 
The face of some dumb white man. For  
Malcolm’s hands raised to bless us  
all black and strong in his image  
of ourselves, for Malcolm’s words  
fire darts, the victor’s tireless  
thrusts, words hung above the world  
change as it may, he said, and 
for this he was killed, for saying,  
and feeling, and being/ change, all 
collected hot in his heart, for Malcolm’s  
heart, raising us above our filthy cities,  
for his stride, and his beat, and his address 
to the grey monsters of the world, For Malcolm’s  
pleas for dignity, black man, for your life,  
black men, for the filling of your minds 
with righteousness, For all of him dead and  
gone and vanished from us, and all of him which  
clings to our speech black god of our time.  
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For all of him, and all of yourself, look up, 
black man, quit stuttering and shuffling, look up, 
black man, quit whining and stooping, for all of him, 
For Great Malcolm a prince of the earth, let nothing in us rest 
until we avenge ourselves for his death, stupid animals 
that killed him, let us never breathe a pure breath if 
we fail, and white men call us faggots till the end of 
the earth.273 
 

We will have to return to the threat of being called faggots by white men. For now I want to 

illustrate how Baraka’s use of anaphora deconstructs the figure of Malcolm as a political martyr 

into an embodiment of a black nation. Instead of listing qualities to be held up in adoration, the 

poem draws out a complex set of associations “all/collected hot in [Malcolm’s] heart”. Notice 

how the majority of the poem makes up one sentence broken up by a succession of commas. 

Following one after another, the poem’s successive iterations of “For” do less to memorialize 

Malcolm X and, instead, create somewhat of a montage effect in which the clauses function as 

units whose interrelation constitutes a larger whole. The poem opens up with what initially 

appears as a conventionally elegiac mode of address that remembers Malcolm at the precise 

moment of his death: “For Malcolm’s eyes, when they broke.” Baraka seems to distill the sudden 

breach of death that harkens back to the iconic scene of Malcolm’s assassination where his 

bullet-riddled body is sprawled across the stage of the Audubon Ballroom. However, it is 

important to note that the word “broke” falls on an enjambment that modifies it from an 

intransitive verb, that reflects back on the instance when his eyes broke to a transitive one in 

which the following line opens up an altogether different scene where Malcolm’s piercing gaze 

“broke/The face of some dumb white man.” There are two competing notions of embodiment 

that converge in this enjambment: One that sees his body as a lifeless corpse that symbolizes his 
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violent death and another way of seeing his body as the material artifact or recording of his 

living.  

The ideas concerning process and musical performance that Baraka develops in his 

critical works during this period shed some light on how he renders Malcolm X into an 

embodiment of the black nation. To be sure, numerous scholars have pointed out how Baraka’s 

exaltation of process, especially as it relates to black music, informs his aesthetic during the so-

called black nationalist phase of his career. In his 1964 essay, “Hunting Is Not Heads On The 

Wall,” Baraka draws out his critique of the primacy afforded to objects and artifacts by the 

“Western mind” over and against processes of making, doing, and becoming. In contrast to a 

“western sensibility” in which the art object comes to embody a singular quality or idea, Baraka 

valorizes process as possibility: “I speak of the verb process, the doing, the coming into being, 

the at-the-time-of. Which is why we think there is particular value in live music, contemplating 

the artifact as it arrives, listening to it emerge. There it is. And There.”274 The artifact is merely 

the byproduct of the process of creation, one that emerges after the fact like the recording of a 

live musical performance. In this way, Baraka’s treats Malcolm’s body as the record of an 

ongoing performance of blackness in which these interconnected vignettes of Malcolm’s 

political self-fashioning serves as a model for a collectivism to come in his wake.  

Baraka uses anaphora and the preposition “For” to exploit elegy’s dedicatory mode of 

addressing the dead as a way of moving away from the idealization of Malcolm as an individual. 

Shifting the attention from Malcolm to “black hearts,” Baraka works against a tendency toward 

individualism that he had already identified as “the ascendency towards the soloist” in his 

sociological history of black music entitled Blues People: Negro Music in White America. Here 
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he writes: “Primitive jazz, like most Afro-American music that preceded it, was a communal, 

collective music. The famous primitive ensemble styles of earlier jazz allowed only of ‘breaks,’ 

or small solo-like statements by individual players, but the form and intent of these breaks were 

still dominated by the form and intent of the ensemble.”275 While Baraka sees the ascendency of 

the soloist in a modern jazz as a deviation from the communal, collective music of the black 

musical tradition, it would be in the work of an emergent generation of musicians in the 1950s 

and 1960s including Ornette Coleman, Cecil Taylor, and Archie Shepp that he identified a 

resurgence of collective improvisation and a return to ensemble. We can see Baraka’s vision of a 

black nation as deeply informed by his idea of ensemble. In “Poem for Black Hearts,” Baraka 

addresses Malcolm not as the singular representation of black nationalism but as an accretion of 

its movement. His was a “small solo-like statements” found, as it were, in the break, of the 

collective improvisation that is the spirit of black nationalism.  To this end, he writes: 

For all of him dead and 
gone and vanished from us, and all of him which 
clings to our speech black god of our time.276 
 

God is change for Baraka, and, in this instance, the “black god of our time” is the one that has set 

the pace for a collective movement. But, we cannot forget the threat of “faggotry” that closes the 

poem. Baraka’s renunciation of homosexuality is as much “phobic” as it is a disavowal of the 

homosocial relations that constitute the jazz ensemble. We see here an anxiousness surrounding 

the categories of brothers and lovers in the late 60s at a time when the predominance of tropes of 

emasculation informed a more the widespread disavowal of the gift of being gendered non-

normative that is the gift of blackness. We can say that the renunciation of “faggotry” draws the 

limits of the black nationalist sensibility that animates Baraka’s poem and marks the specter of a 
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queer temporality that haunts “our time,” the time of the black nation which already excludes 

women except when it comes issues of reproductive futurity and making more great princes.   

Los Olvidados  

 
Malcolm […] knew what it is to be faceless in America and to be sick and tired of that 
feeling. And he knew the pride of black, that négritude which was bigger than Malcolm 
himself. There’ll be other Malcolms. 

Archie Shepp 277 
 

I want to close with a reading of a poem that imagines a somewhat different form of consolation 

than the masculinist imaginary of black radicalism we find in Baraka’s text. I do so, not to offer a 

corrective to Baraka’s vision of a black nation but, instead, as a means of revealing the echoes of 

other worlds that we have forgotten to remember.  

Margaret Walker’s “For Malcolm ” is similar to Baraka’s elegy to the extent that it closes 

with the question of the future. She writes:  

When and Where will another come to take your holy place? 
 Old man mumbling in his dotage, crying child, unborn?278 

Note how the second question locates Malcolm’s messianic return in a radical elsewhere 

embodied in figures that lie on the threshold of life and death. Each figure—the mumbling old 

man, the crying child, and a life yet born—appears beyond the limits of language. Walker posits 

the second coming of Malcolm X not so much as a revolutionary promise but, instead, as an 

ethical dilemma. Moving against the teleological conception of black freedom, the future is 

represented as a problem of recognition in Walker’s elegy. If another will come to take 

Malcolm’s “holy place,” it will not arrive in a recognizable form. It represents a future 

possibility that exists, as it were, outside of language and inhabits the realm of the unsayable. 
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Through the act of memorializing Malcolm X, Walker’s poem exploits the messianism attributed 

to his name. However, the future “to-come” is neither a promise nor guarantee of better world. 

Rather, the future represents a radical alterity that undoes ordinary conceptions of time, historical 

progress, and, most significantly, life. If the second coming of Malcolm X lives outside 

language, if the possibility of black revolution is embodied in a form of life that is 

unrecognizable as such, then his legacy represents a radical potential that troubles the category of 

life itself. In other words, rather than commemorate Malcolm X as the archetypical subject of 

black politics, Walker’s commemoration of this fallen leader locates his legacy in a zone that 

exists beyond the political domains and institutional realms that ascribe lives with meaning and 

value. For Walker, the legacy of Malcolm X is a knowledge of freedom that emerges from the 

experience of the dispossessed. Her poem opens by addressing lives that are not recognizable as 

the political forms of life:  

All you violated ones with gentle hearts; 
You violent dreamers whose cries shout heartbreak; 
Whose voices echo clamors of our cool capers, 
And whose black faces have hollowed pits for eyes. 
All you gambling sons and hooked children and bowery bums 
Hating white devils and black bourgeoisie, 
Thumbing your noses at your burning red suns, 
Gather round this coffin and mourn your dying swan. 

 
The poem calls upon all of the “violated one with gentle hearts” to join in the act of mourning. 

These figures remain anonymous. They are given no names. We only know them by the 

degeneracy that they seem to project. Opening her poem with this call, Walker frames the elegiac 

address of the dead as a social practice. The collectivity that takes shape in the first stanza is 

what constitutes the poetic voice that eventually addresses Malcolm’s dead body in the second 

half of the poem: “Snow-white moslem head-dress around a dead black face!/ Beautiful were 
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your sand-papering words against our skins!”279 It is within this scene of a black multitude 

surrounding Malcolm’s lifeless body that the poem poses its question about the future and 

Malcolm’s legacy. However, once we realize the collectivity that surrounds the dead leader, the 

idea of a revolutionary potential that resides in a radical elsewhere appears less far-fetched. If 

anything, the poem points to that radical elsewhere that will bring on the second coming of 

Malcolm as a way of inviting us to listen to those “Whose voices echo clamors of our cool 

capers.” 

What perhaps makes Walker’s elegy so remarkable is its subtle reference to Alfred Lord 

Tennyson’s poem “Dying Swan” as it amplifies the echo referenced in the opening stanza. The 

citation renders visible a form of social life takes shape within the space of loss left created by 

Malcolm’s death. Again, note how Walker’s poem opens with a call to the “violated ones” to 

gather and mourn their “dying swan.” Walker’s reference to Tennyson’s poem equates Malcolm 

to the figure of the “dying swan” in order to imagine a form of sociality that is constituted within 

the symbolic negation represented in the assassination of Malcolm X. Tennyson’s poem captures 

a musicality that resonates from the scene of dying. He writes:  

With an inner voice the river ran, 
Adown it floated a dying swan, 
And loudly did lament.280 
 

By the poem’s end we realize how the river’s “inner voice” is articulated in relation to the other 

sounds of the surrounding landscape, which are drawn together as the accompaniment to the 

sorrowful creature’s last breath. Tennyson’s use of anaphora assembles the nature sounds into a 

song. With each repetition of “And,” a new sonic element is drawn into the mix until “The wild 

swan’s death-hymn took the soul/ Of that waste place with joy”: 
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And the creeping mosses and clambering weeds, 
And the willow-branches hoar and dank, 
And the wavy swell of the soughing reeds, 
And the wave-worn horns of the echoing bank, 
And the silvery marish-flowers that throng 
The desolate creeks and pools among, 
Were flooded over with eddying song. 
 

Turning back to Walker’s “For Malcolm,” the anonymous figures addressed by the poem seem 

to signal the possibility of joy emerging from a similar “waste place.” Rather than appealing to 

the hearts of men, the poem addresses the somewhat recalcitrant figures. The revolutionary 

potential that Walker locates in Malcolm X’s death is embodied by those who “hate white devils 

and black bourgeoisie” and even deride the young communists and other vanguards that walk 

around like “red suns.” However, what echoes in their voices bears a trace of sociality. What 

comes from the mouths of these nameless figures sound like “clamors of our cool capers,” 

utterances that are linguistically unintelligible and yet seem to reflect a collective unruliness. 

Those that Walker refers to are not the “folk” but rather those that experiment with freedom and 

bask in the quotidian outrages of black social life. The poem’s call to the dispossessed to gather 

and mourn their “dying swan” conveys the potential emergence of a collectivism (what we might 

even call a kind of improvisation) that remains incomprehensible from the vantage of the 

political. It begs us to listen to a death-hymn similar to the one we hear in Tennyson’s poem: 

“Hidden in sorrow: at first to the ear/The warble was low, and full and clear.” Such sound 

resonates with the black performance that fills the space of Malcolm’s absence and comes to us 

as a haunting refrain.  

 Similar to Walker’s poem, K. William Kgositsile’s elegy, titled “Brother Malcolm’s 

Echo,” attempts to move beyond the commemoration of the political ideals that he represents. 
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The poem opens with a comment on transcription and the possibility of rendering linguistic 

meaning from affective experience:  

Translated furies ring 
on the page not thoughts  
about life  
but what should be  
real people and things  
loving love  
this is real281  

 
With this description of the poem as a translation of “furies” ringing on the page, Kgositsile 

draws out the limits of writing and its ability to represent lived experience. What “rings on the 

page” is a radical potentiality that Kgositsile identifies in “real people and things/ loving love.” 

Kgositsile’s poem shifts away from a concern about Malcolm’s legacy and turns to the ways he 

echoes within intimate realms of experience. In a way, this investment in intimate relations and 

practices of “loving love” resonates with Kgositsile’s “Malcolm X and Black Revolution: The 

Tragedy of a Dream Deferred” where he describes Malcolm X as the embodiment of a collective 

striving:  

Brother Malcolm was our dream, our promise, our hope, a concrete vector of our desire 
and possibility, the actual embodiment of what we strive to be, intrepid, righteous, 
dedicated to the destruction of evil, dedicated to the rebuilding of man and our 
possibilities as only the lover can be, constantly moving. To know you love, to know you 
are loved; this is supreme. This was, and will always be, the godly power in Malcolm, his 
energy, spiritual.282 
 

The “godly power” of Malcolm X that Kgositsile writes about in this context illuminates his 

investments in affective practice exhibited in his poem. Through his allusion to John Coltrane’s 

famous album, Kgositsile renders Malcolm X into an embodiment of a love supreme, a ritual 
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ascension organized by what it means “[t]o know you love, to know you are loved.”283 He refers 

to a similar kind of knowledge when “what should be” is described in his poem as “real people 

and things/ loving love/this is real.” With the second iteration of the line “what should be” this 

“loving love” is rendered into “grinning molotov cocktails/replenishing the fire.” It is not simply 

love that Kgositsile is interested in here or is it that Malcolm is a representation of a particular 

idea of love. Rather, in his poem and later reflection on Malcolm X’s legacy, Kgositsile refers to 

love in order to describe forms of relation and modes of address that emerge between people and 

things. Malcolm X embodies, for Kgositsile, an investment in black social life and a passionate 

attachment to the possibility of loving a life constituted through its pre-exposure to death.  The 

“grinning molotov cocktails” can be seen as a practice of “loving love” and a replenishing of a 

passion for black social life. Kgositsile’s poem concludes by revealing that “fire” and threat of a 

radical upheaval in an everyday greeting and salutation:   

WATTS happening  
SHARPEVILLE burning 
much too dam talking  
is not  
what’s happening 

 
The echo between “WATTS happening” and “what’s happening” locates a radical potentiality in 

the everyday as the banality of “what’s happening” reiterates the possible “happening” of the 

1967 Watts riots with social encounter. Here, the riot is not a discrete event but rather a radical 

potentiality that is always in the process of unfolding. The resonance between riots and the 

everyday also gets mapped out across temporal and geographical boundaries as Kgositsile links 

Watts with the city of Sharpeville in South African that was the scene of a gruesome massacre of 

1960 after black demonstrators burnt their pass books in protest of Apartheid. In this regard, we 
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have to think about the echo that Malcolm X in the scenes of black resistance across space and 

time.  

The echo that appears in the respective elegies written by Walker and Kgositsile also 

appears in the photograph (fig. 6) of Malcolm X that opens the collection. Unlike the usual 

images of Malcolm X with his vibrant smile, erect posture, and confrontational gestures, here, 

we find a more pensive and somber Malcolm X seemingly shrouded in the knowledge of his 

impending death. However, the caption below the photograph secures the status of the icon 

within the image: 

 

 
 “Malcolm X, February, 1965” printed alongside the address of James D. Wilson’s studio fixes 

this image within a specific historical location and suggests that the photograph was taken during 

    Figure 6 Frontispiece from For Malcolm: Poems on the Life and Death of Malcolm X 
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Malcolm’s infamous speech on February 14 at the Ford Auditorium in Detroit on the same night 

his house had been firebombed in New York. The caption functions as the linguistic frame that 

renders the photograph into an iconic image of a Malcolm X soon to die for his people. 

However, there is a way in which that the haunting refrain that finds its expression in Walker’s 

poem also registers in the photograph and, in doing so, troubles the framing logic that the caption 

imposes onto the image. In this way, we have to think about the inner voice of the image 

articulated in relation to that which exceeds its frame. What exceeds the frame throws the status 

of the icon into question as the faint outlines of the microphone in front of a somewhat haggard 

Malcolm X conveys a mode of address that strains against the caption’s enclosure. Visual studies 

scholars, including the likes of Nicole Fleetwood and Tina Campt, have demonstrated how the 

visual sphere is at once a performative field in which the act of seeing is neither transparent nor 

wholly objective but rather is a social practice, a doing, a way of seeing.284 The microphone, in 

this way, conveys a mode of address embedded in the image that opens up an alternative way of 

seeing the photograph beyond the framing logics of its caption. Rather than fix the photographic 

image to its supposed referent, the iconic figure of Malcolm X, the presence of the microphone 

registers the disappearance of a scene of black social life that is activated precisely by what 

exceeds the frame. Here, the haunting refrain is the response to the address staged in the image. 

The question is what form does it take? As a way of getting after this question, we can consider 

what unfolds in the wake of this address in places like Detroit, Harlem, Newark, and Watts. 

However, we have to think about how the riots that unfolded in the late 60s constitute the 

image’s haunting refrain whose “death-hymn took the soul/ Of that waste place.” Note my 

decision to say “riots” versus “rebellions” as the latter attempts to politically rationalize what is 
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seen in the former as chaos and pathology. Rather, what comes into view by way of the address 

staged in the image of this fallen leader, through this memento mori, is a partially intelligible 

signification of black social life that might be only thing left to inherit from the past. To equate 

riots with black social life, however, is not an attempt to reclaim a form of collective agency 

from the past; rather, it provides way of thinking about the intimacy and affective relations that 

are projected through this scene of destruction.  It is also a way to come back to the image at the 

open of this chapter and to think about what echoes inside of the photograph of Betty Shabazz 

and her twin daughters from the front page (fig. 3) of the issue of Negro Digest that it appears 

within. The haunting refrain, the trace of an ensemble 

embedded inside of this photographic image, is the 

radical potentiality that unfolds in the wake of the 

death of Malcolm X. Where does goes? What form 

does it take? These are questions that we need to asks 

as we think about what would it means for us to lay 

claim to this trace of black social life as our 

inheritance from the past. Perhaps the main question 

is whether we are willing and able to linger a bit with 

what we might not know and possibly embrace in the 

creative force of that which is already there and 

always available. 

  

 
 

 
 

Figure 7 Front Page, Negro Digest, November 1967 
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The Disappearance of Negroes 

 

 

In lieu of a conclusion—as it is unclear if hauntings ever come to an end—I want to linger on 

one of the most significant chapters in Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth entitled “On 

National Culture.” It is easily forgotten that the revolutionary aesthetic Fanon develops in this 

chapter and, at times, refers to as a “combat literature,” is situated within a particular discursive 

terrain. When reading the chapter in relation to the present that it inhabits, it becomes clear that 

Fanon is at once elaborating on the role of culture in the anticolonial struggle for liberation and 

staging somewhat of a counter-argument to the aesthetic theory of his predecessors. To be sure, 

Fanon presented a significant portion of this chapter at the 1959 Second Congress of Black 

Writers and Artists in Rome in a paper titled “The Reciprocal Basis of National Culture and the 

Struggles for Liberation.”285 What is noticeable about the revisions of this paper is how the 

version that appears in the pages of The Wretched of the Earth stages a direct attack against the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
285 Frantz Fanon, “The Reciprocal Basis of National Culture and the Struggles for Liberation,” Présence 
Africaine, no. 24-25 (1959): 89-97. 

Figure 8 Still from Jeannette Ehlers, “Black Bullets” (2012) digital video. 
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concept of a “Negro-African” culture that was touted by the likes of Alioune Diop, Léopold 

Sédar Senghor, and other members of the negritude movement. Fanon writes: 

There can be no such thing as rigorously identical cultures. To believe one can create a 
black culture is to forget oddly enough that ‘Negroes’ are in the process of disappearing, 
since those who created them are witnessing the demise of their economic and cultural 
supremacy. There will be no such thing as black culture because no politician imagines 
he has the vocation to create a black republic. The problem is knowing what role of these 
men have in store for their people, the type of social relations they will establish and their 
idea of the future of humanity. That is what matters. All else is hot air and 
mystification.286  
 

As if it is unclear who he was talking about, Fanon makes sure to insert a footnote in the version 

of the paper published in The Wretched of the Earth whichs details Senghor’s decision as the 

president of Senegal to incorporate negritude into the school curriculum. Of course, Fanon’s 

opinions about Senghor are generally well documented. However, what I want to draw out here 

is this trope of disappearing negroes that Fanon puts forth to undermine the idea of a totalizing 

“Negro-African” culture. We encounter this trope in his footnote about Senghor’s negritude 

curriculum in which he states, “If this decision is an exercise in cultural history, it can only be 

approved. But if it a matter of shaping black conciseness it is simply turning one’s back on 

history which has already noted that fact that most ‘Negroes’ have ceased to exist.”287 The 

disappearance of the “Negro” is meant to serve as a configuration of historical progress. For 

Fanon, the problem with the idea of black culture promoted by Senghor and other members of 

the negritude movement lied in its preoccupation with an African past. That aesthetic was meant 

to do a restorative work, it was meant to revitalize the cultures that had been obliterated by 

colonialism.  
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 If we quickly turn to the 1959 special issue of Présence Africaine in which the papers of 

the congress were published we see this restorative logic at work. In the preface to the issue 

entitled “The Policy of Our Culture” we read:  

Among the capital sins of colonialism, one of the most pernicious, because it was for a 
long time accepted by the West without discussion, was the concept of peoples without 
culture.  
 It had a corollary, which consisted in passing off the culture of the colonized 
peoples, and especially of the Africans, in the occasional instances were recognition was 
granted to it, as a dead thing. The conqueror, faced with a corpse, could find nothing 
better to do than simply impose his own culture, which for its part of could not fail to be 
an expression of life. (3)  
 

The goal of the congress was to construct a new cultural identity, one attuned to the Eurocentric 

conception of humanity that had been imposed upon the life of the colonized and rendered it into 

an obscured form of existence. Fanon was not concerned with recuperating the life of the “dead 

thing” that colonialism had created. Instead, he argued that “[t]he liberation struggle does not 

restore to national culture its former values and configurations. This struggle, which aims at a 

fundamental redistribution of relations between men, cannot leave intact either the form or 

substance of the people’s culture. After the struggle is over, there is not only the demise of 

colonialism, but also the demise of the colonized.”288 We can think about the disappearance of 

negroes as a trope that articulates the teleological structure of Fanon’s narrative of liberation. 

That is to suggest that the demise of negroes was an necessary byproduct of the anticolonial 

struggle. According to Fanon, the work of art, if it is revolutionary, is not to restore past value 

but, instead, take part in the “fundamental redistribution of relations between men.” 

 I do not share the enthusiasm that some have recently rediscovered in Fanon’s call for a 

new humanism; especially, since that new humanity is unresponsive to the disappearance of 

negroes despite how the reciprocal demise of “those that created them” that Fanon had promised 
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has yet to be fulfilled. Nonetheless, I do find it fascinating how this trope of demise lays the 

groundwork for the theory of a revolutionary aesthetic that frames “On National Culture.” When 

Fanon’s earlier paper is published in this chapter it is placed after of a much longer text that 

attempts to shift away from the aesthetic framework that is organized around the project of 

cultural restoration and, instead, present a model that is oriented around the struggle for 

liberation:  

It is not enough to reunite with the people in a past where they no longer exist. We must 
rather reunite with them in their recent counter move which will suddenly call everything 
into question; we must focus on that zone of hidden fluctuation where the people can be 
found, for there be no mistake, it is here that their souls are crystalized and their 
perception and respiration transfigured.289 
 

It should not come as much of a surprise that after Fanon defines what he calls the “first duty of 

the colonized poet” that he would turn Keita Fodeba’s performance-poem “African Dawn” as a 

work that exemplifies his vision of the political-aesthetic of anticolonial revolution. Fodeba, 

founder of Ballets Africains and the first minister of internal affairs for the Republic of Guinea 

within Sékou Touré’s administration, is not renowned for his poetic works. However, what 

Fanon finds in Fodeba’s poem is “a constant obsession with identifying the exact historical 

moment of the struggle, with defining the place of action and the ideas around which the will of 

the people will crystalize.”290  

What makes this work significant for Fanon is how it dramatizes the redemptive schema 

to the new humanism that he has proposed. Inspired by the massacre that unfolded at Camp 

Thiaroye in 1944, when French troops opened fire against tirailleurs (West African conscripts) 

demanding their remunerations, “African Dawn” can be described as just another story about a 

dead negro. Written as a series of episodic stanzas that are broken up by a variety of musical 
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interludes, “African Dawn” tells the story of a peasant farmer named Naman from unnamed 

African village. Naman is chosen by the village elders to represent the race and “prove to the 

white man the courage we Mandingos have always been known for.”291 After Naman is sent off, 

the poem stays with the village that awaits the news of their young hero. After months and years 

past with only a few correspondences from Naman, the head of the village receives word that 

Naman, who was taken as a prisoner by the Germans, was in Dakar and would return to the 

village soon. The excitement in the village is quickly interrupted when Naman’s wife, Kadia, 

receives news that he had been killed in Tiaroye-sur-Mer during a confrontation with French 

soldiers. The poem draws to a close with the image of a gigantic vulture hovering over Naman’s 

dead body: “It seemed to say to him: ‘Naman! You have not danced the dance that bears my 

name. Others will dance it’ (Kora music)” (166).  

Fanon explains that he had chosen to include this long poem in the chapter because of its 

“pedagogical value.” “Here things are clear. It is a meticulous account that develops 

progressively. Understanding the poem is not only an intellectual act, but also a political one.”292 

He goes on to argue that: 

There is not one colonized subject who will not understand the message in this poem. 
Naman, hero of the battlefields of Europe, Naman who vouched for the power and the 
continuity of the metropolis, Naman mowed down by the police at the very moment he 
returns home, this is Sétif in 1945, Fort-de-France, Saigon, Dakar, and Lagos. All the 
“niggers” and all the “filthy Arabs” who fought to defend France’s liberty or British 
civilization will recognize themselves in this poem by Keita Fodeba.293 
 

The poem’s educational value seems to be both a product of its meticulous progression and how 

it allows for an identification with a dead body that, according to Fanon, is not Naman’s alone. 
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That corpse could be the body of any one of those “niggers” or “filthy Arabs” in Sétif, Fort-de-

France, Saigon, Dakar, Lagos, Watts, Kingston, Brooklyn, Harlem, etc.  

 For Fanon, the beauty of this poem rests not so much in the lesson it has to teach but how 

it transforms our perception. Without speaking to it directly, Fanon picks up on Fodeba’s use of 

the poetic device of anaphora when he discusses the poem’s meticulous progression. The 

repetition of the phrase “It was dawn” in the opening stanzas of the poem establishes a 

chronological sequence. Each dawn follows the next in “the combat between day and night” 

(163). It is when a man in a uniform arrives in the village and Naman is summoned by the village 

elders that the anaphoric device falls away, as if this incursion from the outside world had 

radically transformed whatever sense of ordinary life there once was in the village. From then 

on, the time of the poem becomes radically condensed as weeks, months, and even years pass 

between stanzas. It is at this part of the poem that we find Kadia anxiously waiting for news from 

Naman. In his first letter she learns he is in North Africa, the second, which arrives months later, 

she learns that “[a]fter Corsica and Italy Naman was now in German and was proud of having 

been decorate,” and finally, she receives a card stating that he had been taken prisoner (166). 

Through their correspondence we discover a new set of spatial arrangements in which this 

anonymous African village finds itself situated within an expansive gird of geopolitical activity.  

Finally, when the anaphora returns it comes by of the tragic letter Kadia receives from one of 

Naman’s friends: “It was dawn. We were at Tiaroye-sur-Mer. In the course of a major dispute 

between us and our white chiefs in Dakar, a bullet struck Naman. He lies in Senegalese soil” 

(168).  Through Fodeba’s use of repetition, it is at this moment when the ordinary rhythms of 

everyday life seem to be reestablished we realize the quotidian nature of colonial violence. It was 

dawn. And there is another “Naman” somewhere in the world laying lifelessly on the ground. 
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Here, we can see what made Fanon see “African Dawn” as an exemplification of a revolutionary 

aesthetic.  

 There is no way to bring Naman back to life. For Fanon, his dead body illustrates a 

grievance for which there is no possibility for redress outside of the struggle for liberation. What 

is fascinating is how little Fanon listens to this poem or even acknowledges its performative 

qualities. He exhibits a kind of deafness elsewhere in The Wretched of the Earth when he talks 

about bebop:  

It is the colonists who become the defenders of indigenous style. A memorable example, 
and one that take on particular significance because it does not quite involve a colonial 
reality, was the reaction of the white jazz fans when after the Second World War  new 
slew such as bebop established themselves. For them jazz could only be the broken, 
desperate yearning of an old “Negro,” for whiskeys under his belt, bemoaning his own 
misfortune and the racism of the whites. As soon as he understands himself and 
apprehends the world differently, as soon as he elicits a glimmer of hope and force the 
racist world to retreat, it is obvious he will blow his horn to his heart’s content and his 
husky voice will ring out loud and clear.294 
 

Fanon has no taste for bemoaning. As a result, however, there is no idiom for grief within his 

political aesthetic. In the colonial situation, affectivity of the colonized subject “is kept on edge 

like a running sore flinching from a caustic agent.” The experience of colonial violence causes 

the psyche to retract manifest in “muscular spasms” that toe the line between psychopathology 

and revolutionary practice.295 Grief has no aesthetic value. It remains as a misplaced psychic 

energy. Therefore, he turns a deaf ear to the broken and desperate yearnings of the old “Negro” 

in order to enjoy the husky self-actualization of the revolutionary subject emerging in its wake.  

 Like the played out sounds of the old negro, the “muffled sobs” in Fodeba’s poem seem 

to fall outside of the framework of Fanon’s political-aesthetic: 

Naman, whose imposing build and muscular frame were the subject of nightly songs by 
the young girls of the village, was chosen unanimously. Gentle Kadia, his young wife, 
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distraught by the news, suddenly stopped her pounding, placed the mortar under the 
granary, and without saying a word, shut herself up in her hut to weep in muffled sobs 
over her misfortune. Since death had taken her first husband, she could not believe that 
the whites would take Naman in whom she placed all her hopes. (165) 

 
Kadia weeps without saying a word. Perhaps that wordlessness is what makes Fanon ignore her 

cry. Appreciating the musicality of her muffled sobs would require a more open mind to both 

mourning and moaning; however, both of those are attributes of that old negro that is fading 

away. Rather than listen to Kadia, Fanon relegates her outside of his reading of the poem. He 

pays no attention to the seriality of her grief, how Naman’s death was a repetition of a previous 

loss. Nor does he address the times she visits a fetish-priest when she heard nothing new from 

Naman. Fanon has an aversion to all of these things: mourning, moaning, and magical-thinking. 

And since Kadia embodies each of these pathological responses to loss, it is quite easy for him to 

pass over her in his reading. But she remains. She is easy to overlook because she appears in the 

margins, almost outside of the text that is “On National Culture,” with a wordless song that longs 

for what is lacking in Fanon’s political aesthetic. 

 

Made by the Afro-Danish artist Jeannette Ehlers, “Black Bullets” (fig. 8) is a video installation 

that replays the trope of the disappearance of negroes as a “tribute to the act of revolt.”296 Filmed 

at La Citadelle in Haiti, Ehlers’s video commemorates the Haitian Revolution with the special 

effects that render a procession of school children into “black bullets” as they move across the 

screen. The video resonates with Fanon’s revolutionary aesthetic. It depicts the transformation of 

the black body within the context of liberatory struggle. And yet it is with this image that I end 

and ask us to locate the haunting refrain of those that remain and a left to grieve those that 

continue to disappear.   
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