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ABSTRACT

Kashif Jerome Powell: Specters and Spooks: Developing a Hauntology of The Black Body
(Under the direction of Dr. Renee Alexander-Craft)

This dissertation utilizes theories of embodiment and performance to develop a
“hauntology of blackness,” which investigates imaginative sites of death constructed through the
historical, social, and performative facets of institutional slavery in the United States to theorize
notions of blackness and the black body. 1 argue that the relationship between the black body and
death have conjured a death-driven specter that manifest historically, performatively, visually,
and phenomenally as blackness. The rise and continual return of this “specter of blackness”
positions the black body in the United States as a body “haunted” by its own biological and
phenotypical disposition. Placing the theory of Jacques Derrida and Frantz Fanon in conversation
with scholars such as Avery Gordon, Saidiya Hartman, Toni Morrison, and others, I evoke the
language of haunting to consider the profound effect the relationship between the black body and
death has had on ontological, psychoanalytic, and phenomenological understandings of

blackness within post-modernity.
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PROLOGUE:
The end is in the beginning and lies far ahead.

Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man'

The prologue of Ralph Ellison’s classic novel descends deep into the catacombs beneath
1950s Manhattan, into the decrepit, not quite forgotten architectural remains upon which the city
is built. We begin here: in the assumed darkness of the city beneath the City, in the hole-become-
home that Ellison’s fallen protagonist inhabits at the end of his journey through a world
unconscious of his presence. In the settled dust of New York’s sub-terrains, Ellison’s anti-hero
begins the Homeric recital of his journey. Through each episode of the novel, from witnessing
his grandfather’s final words,” to his the misadventure of the Golden Day Saloon, and his
affiliations with the Brotherhood and Ras the Destroyer, Ellison’s protagonist is enlivened,
charged, by the kinesthetic force immanent within the body. Through a delicate scripting of that
force, Ellison’s narrates the experience of blackness as a tumultuous romance; an intimate and
ongoing relationship in which a body marked by blackness circles around the vortex of
nonexistence/non-presence, a recursive motion that dramatizes the ludic possibilities between
presence and absence—a dance that places into crisis the underpinnings of Western metaphysics,
the fetishization of pure presence and its opposite: pure absence. Through the politics and the
poetics of invisibility, Ellison upturns metaphysics to expose myths of ontological realness,
finding that which resonates between absence and presence and tracing that remainder upon the
flesh. The body of Ellison’s Invisible Man carries more than the visual signification of

blackness—the materiality of pigmented flesh—rather his protagonist carries the weight of



blackness, a quality of Being that slips between the metaphysical dichotomies of presence and
absence to call into question the structure of ontology and the arbitration of existence.
Articulating blackness as that which is traced through both existence and nonexistence, Ellison
renegotiates the relationship between time, space, and body to locate divergent possibilities of
black life within the outer realms of visuality and aurality. He articulates blackness as an
uncanny state of Being, one that dances on the edge of visibly and presence, riffing on the
structure of ontology through harmonized yet extemporaneous expression and agency.

Specters and Spooks: Developing a Hauntology of the Black Body is conceived within the
force of Ellison’s riff. Charged by the kinetic tension that surges between the seemingly
dialectical poles of presence and absence, this project investigates the ontology of blackness by
dissecting the unyielding relationship between the black body and the history of death that I
argue constitutes black existence. I engage critical race theory, phenomenology, and performance
theory to address the deeply resonant affective ecologies constructed within historical, social,
and performative facets of institutional slavery in the United States; ecologies that
simultaneously consume and enliven figures of blackness with equal and opposite intensities of
life and death, phenomenality and spectrality, beginnings and endings. Juxtaposing the vitality of
existence—life, presence, beginnings, that which manifest through the performed resistance of
the body’— to the sociohistorical and socioaesthetic negation/absence/death phenomenally
experienced by black bodies, I hope to understand how blackness materializes, through visuality
and performance, as the coalesced trace of existence and nonexistence in a singular form.

As such, blackness can be described in terms of ontology; the conceptual presence of
blackness is materially and corporeally representable, and, through such manifestations and

bodily possessions, is placed in intimate relation to the world. The presence of blackness,



however, its representation and relation to the world, is characterized by the dense absence of
subjectivity lost in the midst of chattel slavery. This absence is continually made present through
thousands of stories that work to reify the borders of the black body. Blackness, then, is
ontological positioned as an incessant and immutable return to abject conditions of loss and
absence. It is incomprehensible, perhaps even nonexistent, beyond its own phenomenon. As
such, blackness cannot be described by ontology alone.

The chapters of Specters and Spooks, therefore, work in concert to develop, what I call, a
“hauntology of blackness,” which follows the trace of blackness beyond limiting ontological
conceptions, into the depths just beneath the surface of black facticity. Using hauntology as a
theoretical guide, I invest in the metaphysics of both presence and absence to articulate blackness
as the ever-evolving relationship between the flesh-and-blood body and slavery’s ecologies of
death, which, once manifested through multiple bodies separated by space and time, is visually,
performatively, and psychically condensed within a single, seemingly autonomous signifier:
blackness. In investigating the phenomenal configurations of blackness, the ways by which the
presence of a body makes manifest the affective ecologies of death, I turn to critical studies in
performance, and its theoretical appetite for understanding and articulating the cyclical
performativities that fashion the relationship between a body and the world. Critical performance
theory questions not only the performative consequences of a body’s relationality to the world,
but delves deeper to question the essential, perhaps ontological, constitutive elements of the
relationship itself. And so, this project is concerned not only with the phenomenal manifestations
of blackness, i.e. the techniques by which blackness is articulated onto bodies and subsequently
performed in relation to the world, but it is concurrently invested in outlining the fundamental

conditions of possibility that haunt those performativities.



I first became aware of the layered meaning that seemed to haunt my body as an
undergraduate at Morehouse College, when six young men from Jena, Louisiana, similar in age
and complexion, were arrested and unjustly charged with first-degree murder after assaulting a
fellow student who referred to them as niggers. I felt immediately connected to those young men,
having experienced the ease with which the utterance of that word, out of the wrong mouth,
incites an unbridled rage within the most even-tempered individual. But as I continued to watch,
that connection moved beyond empathy. The saga of these six young men encouraged me to
unravel my own identity, and in doing so I found similarities in the underlying patterns between
the Jena Six and my self that went beyond our individual personhood. Our mirrored orientations
as black and male marked our bodies as products of the same genealogical arc, uniting our
separate experiences through deep associations between our bodies and affective ecologies of
death.* Emerging from my experience of the Jena Six, Specters and Spooks unpacks the black
body as the haunted confluence of life and death in a singular form by traversing the liminity
between the matter of blackness, that is to say, the factic materiality of a black body, and the
often-absented spatial and temporal conditions under which blackness as an exercise of power
emerges.

The chapters of Specters and Spooks uncoil, in the light of inspirations such as Della
Pollock, Renee Alexander-Craft, and the linage of theorists whose writings perform their
polemic, as an investment in the written word that performatively (de)constructs my experience
of, what I identify as, the deep personal and political hauntings of blackness.” The text follows a
poetic logic; I employ metaphor and tightly compacted imagery and language to emulate, what I
call, the specter of blackness, a brooding figure that lies buried beneath the surface, and through

quiet irruption, seizes possession of the word/flesh to layer it with a meaning that exceeds its



own facticity. This engagement with the performative body, both as written text and as flesh,
seeks to dissect the emergent conditions of blackness within slavery’s ecologies of death to
expose the embryonic possibilities of the haunted state of blackness. This possibility of
phenomenal reconstitution is woven throughout the text of Specters and Spooks; it is the
backward-reaching end that structures the beginning, the impulse that voices the body’s ludic
potentialities—the cadence of Ellison’s song, and the key to which Specters and Spooks is

written.



CHAPTER 1: THE H(A)UNTING OF BLACKNESS, AN AMERICAN TRADITION
Death cut the strings that gave me life,
And handed me to Sorrow,
The only kind of middle wife
My folks could beg or borrow.
Countee Cullen, Saturday’s Child’
Introduction and Primary Argument
A specter is haunting America—the specter of blackness:” Realized through the shared
tragedy of chattel slavery, and carrying the burden of that institution’s socio-political,
socioaesthetic, and imaginative resonance, the ecologies of life and death inherent to this
opening statement structures the premise of Specters and Spooks. But this is not a story of death,
but rather of the overwhelming force of life forged through white-hot cinders of nonexistence. It
is a story of the children of Saturday, subjectivities birthed through tropes of darkness and
abjection; a story buried in the flesh of bodies consumed by the aftermath of that conception—a
ghost story. Investing in haunting not simply as a return of those long dead, the story details the
maturation of affective forces made present through the muted intensity of bodies carrying the
dead’s spectral weight.
Articulating the continuation of the ontological associations between figures of blackness

and death, I argue that blackness operates as the spectral form of the (almost) unknowable and

(nearly) intangible force of violence and death that was enacted against black, enslaved bodies



within what anthropologist Michael Taussig refers to as, “space of death;” a space in which
human subjectivity is formed through a culture of terror and torture—a violence that lingers and
will not go away. ® Outlining its multifaceted tradition, Taussig explains, “The space of death is
crucial to the creation of meaning and consciousness ... these spaces of death blend as a common
pool of key signifiers or caption points binding the culture of the conqueror with that of the
conquered. The space of death is pre-eminently a space of transformation: through the
experience of death, life; through fear, loss of self and conformity to a new reality...”” Creating a
phenotypical exception that existed both within and beyond the category of human—the black
body—slavery necessarily shifted the ontological terrain of humanity. The epistemological and
ontological configurations of the institution of slavery transformed blackness from a
phenotypical signifier to an inescapable marker of death; blackness signified a body politically
and socially devoid of lineage, and lacking the ontological capacity for life.

Frantz Fanon details this ontologization through the analogy of collapse, a giving away of
the body schema to a historized racial epidermal schema. But I use the word specter as derived
from its Derridian roots, as “the tangible intangibility of a proper body without flesh, but still the

10
body of someone as someone other.”

Recognized through its fleeting presence, blackness
flashes up and then recedes at the moment just before its full recognition, leaving a material yet
unspeakable trace of death not only within the space and time between bodies, but within bodies
themselves. It is this re/markable presence of material and historical death/absence that, I argue,
persists in the film and fiber of post-modernity, haunting bodies placed in relation to its specter

as it leaves a corporeal and subliminal trace. The goal of this project is to demonstrate how

bodies are simultaneously inhabited by and exceed the visual, aural, and phenomenal



materializations of death. Within this ontological quarry, these bodies are forced to live without
full knowledge of what it is they are haunted by, the specters of blackness.
Theory and Methods

Specters and Spooks probes historical narratives of death and dismay, visual discourses
of the black body, and theories of haunting and performance to deconstruct the regimes of race
that frame contemporary understandings of the deathly presence we have come to know as
blackness. It mobilizes the phenomenological methods of Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Judith
Butler, the psychoanalytic inquires of Fanon and Julia Kristeva, and contemporary critical race
theory forwarded by Afro-Pessimists and Afro-Optimist, namely Saidiya Hartman and Fred
Moten. I place these thinkers in conversation to theorize the interstitial space between bodies
steeped in histories of chattel slavery, not only as connective tissue, but as flesh epidermalized
into blackness and animated by death: blackness. The lingering affect of this process of
epidemralization, I argue, continues to haunt not only the imaginaries of post-modernity, but also
the bodies phenomenally and pathologically constituted within the material contours of those
imaginaries. This project juxtaposes ontological, phenomenological, and psychoanalytic
questions of embodiment with the aim of, in the lineage of Saidiya Hartman, articulating how the
haunting presence of chattel slavery continues to frame the contours of our bodies, both in life
and in death.

For me, the recognition of this haunting was most felt in the wake of the 2006 Jena Six
incident. However, it outlines the realities of the 1991 police beating of Rodney King; the
dragging death of James Byrd on June 7, 1998 in Jasper, Texas; Amadou Bailo Diallo, the 23-
year-old Guinean man shot to death by New York police on February 4, 1999; the 23-year-old

Oscar Grant III who was fatally shot in the back by Oakland police at 2:15am on New Year’s



Day in 2009; Millton Hall, the 49-year-old mentally disabled panhandler shot 46 times by police
in Saginaw, Michigan on July 1, 2012; Chavis Carter, the 21-year-old black male in Jonesboro,
Arkansas who was found dead on July 29, 2012 from a fatal gunshot to the head while
handcuffed in the back of a police cruiser. Perhaps the most public call of the specter was voiced
through the body of Trayvon Martin, the 17-year-old victim of Florida’s “Stand Your Ground”
law, killed by George Zimmerman, a self-appointed neighborhood watch coordinator. Martin’s
death and the subsequent “not-guilty” verdict rendered to Zimmerman undoubtedly conjures
memories of the 14 year-old Emmett Till and his acquitted executioners, Roy Bryant and his
half-brother John William Milam.

Inexhaustible in number, the deaths of these figures have afterlives through living bodies
through a process Joseph Roach calls surrogation. The need to fill the unoccupiable space left
open by the loss of Martin, Till, and others is continually encoded and decoded through a range
of representational performative practices. In this way, these figures assume a life-in-death. As
Roach explains, the “...histories of private life, histories of death, or histories of memory itself—
attend especially to those performative practices that maintain (and invent) human continuities,
leaving their traces in diversified media, including the living bodies of the successive generations

! The absence of Martin and Till, as well as

that sustain different social and cultural identities.
the multitude of black bodies subjected to dense ecologies of nonexistence and death, not only
manifest into outward performative expressions, but are (almost) imperceptibly sedimented into
the bodies of those continuing to live within the conscious or unconscious memory of the
unfillable absence that constitutes their presence.

Attempting to understand this confluence of the corporeal and spectral, I catalyze

phenomenology both as a method and as a heuristic analytic of the lived body. I specifically turn



to Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of perception, which engages phenomenology not only as a
methodology, but as the ontological grounding of human reality that is pronounced through an
intimate “belonging-together,” the inescapable co-presence of human subjectivity that orients
knowledge production and consciousness. '> Things and others of the world are marked in
relation to the lived body, with the space and time between them remaining held-open for
(re)imagination, (re)signification, and (re)articulation. According to Merleau-Ponty, a crucial
component to the lived experience of the body, as well as phenomenology as a whole, is
intentionality, or what has been termed meaning-direction. He explains that the things and others
that we encounter are imbued with spatial and temporal lines of flight that direct my experience
of them. However, the meaning-directions of objects and others are highly ambiguous, not in the
sense of vague or indifferent, but rather meaning-directions are open to a multiplicity of
possibilities. Consequently, the lived body is grounded in this same sense of perceptual
ambiguity. Merleau-Ponty defines the body as the fabric interwoven throughout all things. The
body therefore develops an intentional arc, a particular display of the fabric’s pattern as woven
by our everyday existence. In short, the intentionality of one’s body becomes the crux of
consciousness and embodiment.

Not only does the intentional arc thrust the body toward an imaginative ambiguity, it also
imbues the body with affective charges. In 1982 Julia Kristeva, in Powers of Horror: an Essay
on Abjection, highlights the relationship between affect and the body by forwarding the notion of
abjection as seminal to the configuration of the psychoanalytic self. She posits that the subject is
characterized by intense, affective relationships to the objects that it encounters; it is, in fact,
through this object-subject relation that the self is formed. If the body is the fabric woven

through all things, then affect is the thread. In this way, the self/consciousness is oriented by the
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body, which operates within an affective and ambiguous intentionality that allows the world to
constantly appear through multiple and varied expressive possibilities.

Understanding the pathology of the self as constituted through the orientation of the body
brings to the forefront of this project a multitude of questions that bare great significance: If a
body is spatially directed by a shared inhabitance of the world with things and others, what are
the implications of this process of orientation for a body phenomenally perceived through the
visual and aural registers of blackness? More specifically, how does the epistemological and
ontological location of blackness outside the purview of “the human” influence the events of
consciousness-raising for bodies phenomenally marked as black? What “consciousness” is
“produced” in response to the affective charges of a body’s phenomenological orientation within
Taussig’s space of death? And how are these events of consciousness-raising reproduced within
multiple bodies through both the accumulation, as well as the diachronic and synchronic
transferal of those affective charges?

I employ phenomenological theory and methods to address these questions by
understanding how the lived body dwells in space, and is in constant negotiation of how it relates
to the contours of the space it inhabits. Phenomenology suggests that the body operates within a
regime of reciprocity; if objects reach the body through perpetual experience, then the body
reaches back to them by “tending toward” these same objects. As explained by Sarah Ahmed,
“[our bodies] move toward and away from objects depending on how we are moved by them.”"
The affect objects carry direct our bodies to a space that is familiar and allows our body to
become orientated. Space necessitates that the body is orientated by these affective and
perceptual lines of meaning that serve as the link between the object and the self—the thread to

our bodily fabric—thus making the space we inhabit sensational and affective.
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Space is a matter of how objects impress on the body by the presence of what is
perceived, as well as the absence of what is “behind” the object, or what was necessary for the
object’s arrival, but remains unseen or unfelt. Through this relational constitution, the object
makes the self and the self makes the object; we are hailed into subjectivity by the lines of
meaning available to the experience of our body. The intimacy between the body and its
dwelling place positions space not simply as a container for the body, but as a functional
operation of the body itself. As bodies move through space, that movement shapes not only the
intentional arc of the body, but the space itself. Bodies are the spaces they take up; they are the
directions they face, the lines of meaning they follow, the objects they tend toward, and the
affect they carry.'

The lived body, however, is not only spatially oriented, but configured through temporal
orientations as well. Phenomenology expounds upon the ways our bodies are shaped by the
histories of objects, and how those histories are performed on and through the body. Ahmed
refers to such an investigation as an “ethnography of things,” where one considers how an object
is brought forth through particular conditions of emergence, and how the body responds to that
historically-oriented appearance.'” Arguing against Heidegger’s notion of thrownness, Ahmed
urges that objects do not simply appear in the world, but matriculate through time. Offering a
précis of the temporal considerations of the phenomenological method Ahmed explains, “The

1% carrying with it the

object could even be described as a transformation of time into form...
history of its conditioning. The question the “ethnographer” must ask is then “what historical
work goes into the making of an object?” To answer this question, the “ethnographer” must turn

to Marx and Engels who argue that an individual, “...[must] see how the sensuous world around

him [sic] is, not a thing given direct for all eternity, remaining ever the same, but the product of
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industry, and of the state of society...the result of the activity of a whole succession of
generations, each standing on the shoulders of the proceeding one.”"’

Taking the Marxist approach to phenomenology further, Ahmed turns to Marx’s model of
commodity fetishism to explain how the body’s sensuous experience of an object is also
grounded in that object’s history of labor. As Marx explains, a commodity (what we have termed
an “object”) is comprised of two things: matter and labor, where the commodity is brought forth
through the labor of converting matter to form. The labor of changing matter to form imbues the
object with a level of use value, as well as exchange value. A body directed toward a particular
object extends into the space it inhabits, more or less, depending on the use value of that
particular object. The body’s relationship to space, as well as ways in which the body can be
extended through the temporally-constructed value of an object, demonstrates how bodies that
are orientated toward objects of greater value are granted agency to extend further into the space
it inhabits.'® A phenomenological approach to subjectivity apprehends how objects are shaped by
the temporality of what precedes it, and how bodies extend into space by extracting the history of
value contained within the body’s intended/perceived object; a history that is often lost in the
“hereness” of the object’s spatial orientation. As Ahmed, by way of Marx, suggests, an object is
the transformation of time into form, therefore phenomenology accounts for the emergent
conditions of a body through its reciprocal relation to objects.

This relationship produces a bodily knowledge that is often revealed through habit, the
performance of a remembered history that emerges in the “hereness” of the body. The habitual,
however, is not simply understood as the repetition of tending toward an object. Rather habits
“involve the incorporation of that which is ‘tended toward’ into the body. These objects” Ahmed

continues, “extend the body by extending what it can reach. Reachability is hence an effect of the
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habitual, in the sense that what is reachable depends on what bodies ‘take in’ as objects that
extend their bodily motility, becoming like second skin.”"” This “second skin” is the body’s
consumption, and subsequent performance of the historical knowledge(s) of the object. This
consumption allows for a body to articulate the self through those same historical knowledge(s).
In turn, the body becomes a site of living memory, a performative manifestation of uniquely
oriented living archive of the objects it incorporates. Investigating the performative confluence
of memory, history, and the phenomenal body, Roach elucidates how “performances so often
carry within them the memory of otherwise forgotten substitutions—those that were rejected
and, even more invisibly, those that have succeeded.”* The lived body “lives” in the forgotten
memory of history, in the substitutions that have become invisibly sedimented in the body; the
curves of our feet, the etched lines in our hands, the hue of our shoulders all carry significant
historical presence that is performed at every turn.

With this theoretical foundation, Specters and Spooks investigates the lived body as it is
expressed through the phenomenal experience we have come to understand as blackness. As
such, this project is firmly rooted in, what Roach has identified as, a “genealogy of
performance,” which “document—and suspect—the historical transmission and dissemination of
cultural practices through collective representations” that are amassed and sedimented in the
body.*' This project excavates the history that, I argue, has been lost in the “hereness” of the
lived black body, an object manufactured through the process of transforming of time into form.
Providing a detailed definitional offering, Roach explains,

Genealogies of performance attend not only to “the body,” as
Foucault suggests, but also to bodies—to the reciprocal reflections
they make on one another’s surfaces as they foreground their

capacities for interaction. Genealogies of performance also attend
to “counter-memories,” or the disparities between history as it is
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discursively transmitted and memory as it is publicly enacted by
the bodies that bear its consequences.”*

Bodies “blackened” through the transformational process of commodity fetishism most certainly
bear the consequences of the disparities between sociopolitical and socioaesthetic articulations of
black performance and the histories in which those bodies are steeped.

This genealogy of performance takes the presence of the black body as a specter that is
lost in the hereness of the lived body, and attempts to uncover the specter’s conditions of
emergence, investigate the means by which the spectral affect is sedimented unto particular
bodies and continues to persist in the contemporary moment. In locating this specter, I ask: how
have the Tran-Atlantic histories of the American Slave Trade, particularly in the United States,
constructed the notion of blackness through a culture of genealogical, social, and physical death?
Further how did the cultural associations between blackness and death come to “haunt” bodies of
black facticity and establish, what I call, a performative hauntology of death? Finally I question
how performative counter-investments in the lived body can be enacted within the historical
fixity of the black body that disrupts and reconfigures the phenomenal existence of blackness?

Addressing these questions necessitates a return to Ahmed’s discussion of skin second.
As established earlier, the body’s second skin—the relational bodily performance of historical
knowledge—is grounded in the habitual. Ahmed, advancing Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological
methods, by theorizing the interstitial space between a body and its relational object to
demonstrate how the repetition of tending toward an object forms habits that allow particular
bodies to extend into particular spaces. Merleau-Ponty articulates “those actions in which I
habitually engage incorporate their instruments into themselves and make them play a part in the
original structure of my own body”(emphasis mine).”> Merleau-Ponty’s reasoning of the habitual

body as not simply a body that repeats action, but is an active body inextricably bound to/in the
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world and establishing the ontological constitution of the body. If habit, however, surfaces
through our relationship to objects, what habits emerge through a relationship with one’s own
bodies as object? Further, what ontology is constituted through such a relation?

These questions churn at the center of Judith Butler’s project of performativity,
articulating how bodies become objects of historical discourses and are habituated to perform the
historical possibilities therein. Bodies, as social agents, are not the producers/subjects of a social
reality constituted through language, gesture, and symbol, but are rather produced by—the
objects of—language, gesture, and symbol. Butler stresses that the body is the composite of
stylized repetitive acts: habits, gestures, movements, speech and other myriad forms of embodied
possibilities that are cobbled together to represent an idealized unity—the body, an “object of
belief,” where the various acts of the body work to create the idea of the body, and without such
acts the idea of the body vanishes.”* And as we perform our historically situated bodies, we are
compelled to believe the performance and therefore perpetuate this mode of belief.

Deeply rooted in a temporal orientation, acts of the body are not self-generative. Rather
the body is historically dramatic, it is a performative and dynamic materialization of time into the
multiple possibilities of form. Therefore, bodies are not “merely factic materiality, one is not
simply a body, but...one does one’s body;”* bodies carry a performative meaning that is distinct
from the materiality of the body. In making such a claim, Butler transforms the notion of the
“body as object” to the notion of the “body as matter,” where the materiality of the body is
understood as an “effect of power.”” “At stake in such a reformulation of the materiality of
bodies” Butler attests, “will be...the recasting of the matter of bodies as the effect of a dynamic
of power, such that the matter of bodies will be indissociable from the regulatory norms that

govern their materialization and the signification of those material effects...””” Butler argues that
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the matter of bodies—the dynamic materialization of the body that is perpetuated through the
performance of the body’s phenomenal (spatial and temporal) orientation—is, in fact, distinct
from the materiality or the biological, or in the case of this project, phenotypical disposition of
the body. Butler utilizes the distinction between sex and gender as an analytic to elucidate this
point,

To be female is...a facticity which has no meaning, but to be a

woman is to have become a woman, to compel the body to

conform to an historical idea of “woman,” to induce the body to

become a cultural sign, to materialize oneself in obedience to an

historically delimited possibility, and to do this as a sustained and

repeated corporeal project.”®
I am concerned with the “sustained and repeated corporeal project,” the performatively citational
practices of blackness that produces the effect it names, the black body. Specters and Spooks
invests in understanding the effects produced through the corporeal project of the racialized body
by developing a hauntology that questions how the regulatory norms of blackness, as conjured
by the specters of the sociohistorical and socioaesthetic realities of American slavery, have
become indissociable from bodies that have engaged in the act of “becoming black.”

Deconstructing the spectral trace of slavery, this undertaking of black hauntology asks,

similar to reformulations that recognize the distinction between sex and gender, how can the
ontological construction of the black body be reconfigured to tease out the distinction between
the “fact of blackness” and “bodies of blackness?”*’ Or, as articulated through the language of
hauntology, how can we understand bodies that have become black as the work of the specter(s)
of blackness? Specifically focusing the relationship between blackness, phenomenology, history,
and the body in/as performance, I argue that black bodies are produced through a forced

relationship with a historized imagining of blackness as/in death. It is the invisible presence of

this history of death that precedes, extends, and constrains particular bodies, at times hauntingly
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voicing its presence through those bodies. Put simply, blackness is articulated as “a kind of
being-toward-death but with something that has been understood as a deathly or death-driven
nonbeing” forwarding the ontological state of the black body as a perpetual state of being
haunted by blackness.”
Personal and Social Rationale

I was first aware of the material trace of these specters of blackness in the small town of
Jena, Louisiana, when, in December of 2006, LaSalle Parish police arrested Robert Bailey,
Mychal Bell, Theo Shaw, Bryant Purvis, Carwin Jonesand, and Jesse Ray Beard for attacking
and knocking unconscious a fellow Jena High School student, Justin Barker. The arrests were
made in the aftermath of a lunchtime brawl that erupted after Barker reportedly referred to one of
his would-be assailants using a racial epithet encumbered by the weight of centuries-old
abjection and loathing. Despite Barker’s same-day release from LaSalle General Hospital, the six
black young men, ranging in age from 14-18, were charged with attempted second-degree
murder and conspiracy to commit second-degree murder. The public outcry was swift. Local
Jena officials quickly identified the fight as a symptom of mounting racial tension, instigated in
August when three nooses bearing the school’s insignia of black, gold, and white, were found
dangling from a shade tree near the center of campus. The officials reasoned, since LaSalle
Parish School Superintendent Roy Breithaupt deemed the noose incident an adolescent prank,
and lightly punished the students responsible with a three-day suspension, Bailey, Bell, Shaw,
Purvis, Jonesand, and Beard should receive equal favor. The District Attorney’s rejection of this
proposition would bring the Rev. Al Sharpton, Martin Luther King III, and nearly fifty thousand

supporters of the, now nationally recognized, “Jena Six” to the small town in Louisiana.
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Sharpton and King III crafted a captivating array of legal argument and impassioned
rhetoric that connected the Jena Six to a lingering legacy of violence enacted against black men
in the United States. “This is the beginning of the 21st century’s civil rights movement,”
Sharpton affirmed. “In the 20th century, we had to fight for where we sat on the bus. Now, we’ve
got a fight on how we sit in a courtroom. We’ve gone from plantations to penitentiaries, where
they have tried to create a criminal justice system that particularly targets our young black men.
And now we sit and stand in a city that says it’s a prank to hang a hangman’s noose, but that it is
attempted murder to have a fight. We cannot sit by silently.”' Sharpton’s poetic sketchings
firmly positioned the incidents of Jena, Louisiana within the extensive and violent genealogical
arc of-Taussig’s “space of death.” With each attempt to “bring justice” to the Jena Six came an
overwhelming insistence of their inherited legacy of plantations and penitentiaries, an expression
of the inextricable bond of the culture of the “conqueror” to that of the “conquered” through a
pool of signifiers engulfing the black, male body. The result was the transformation of Robert,
Mychal, Theo, Bryant, Carwin, and Jesse into the “Jena Six,” six black boys articulated through
the dense spectacle of historical, performative, and cultural imaginings of death, terror, and
torture enacted on and through black, male bodies.

With an impatient gaze, I watched the incidents of the Jena Six unfurl from my dormitory
at Morehouse College. I was at once enthralled and unnerved by the death-driven spectacle of
bodies that were consumed by entities of blackness and maleness that seemed to exceed their
individuality. Even through the privilege of my position as a student at one of the nation’s most
recognized Historically Black Colleges and Universities, I sensed the quieted echoes of what
Aimé J. Ellis has aptly theorized as, the “call to die”—the pained voicing of one’s close

proximity to social, imagined, or actual death.** Ellis contends that contemporary black male
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subjectivities are formed by this call, which is articulated through a range of death-summoning
provocations: the threat of death and violence enacted through lynching, state execution, prison,
poverty, mob violence, acts of insurrection. These death-summoning enunciations construct the
psychic world which underprivileged, urban black men learn to inhabit. Citing contemporary
examples such as Christopher Wallace (The Notorious B.I.G.) and Tupac Shakur, Ellis argues
that heeding the call to die produces a “death-bound effect” in which poor urban black male
subjects, or as he puts it “young poor urban U.S. black men who are depicted or see themselves
as ‘niggas’ (i.e. ‘bad niggers,’ gangstas, gangbangers, thugs, as well as social outcasts, high
school dropouts, and prison inmates),” develop a self-affirming consciousness that produces a
keen sense of death-defiance in the face of domination.>
In his monograph If We Must Die, Ellis extends Taussig’s theorizations of the space of

death by exploring the historical and political deployment of “deathly violence” that leads to the
formation of black male identities. ** Ellis argues that “like the slave and lynching epochs that
preceded it, the persistent threat of (social) death vis-a-vis state sanctioned execution, as well as
extralegal policing (such as police brutality and prison guard abuse), marks the contemporary
inheritance and historical continuation of the deployment of social and actual death against black
people in general and black men in particular.”*> Extending Taussig’s articulation of the space of
death within the confines of post-modernity, Ellis, in gruesome detail, documents the reality-
making assaults against black bodies in the 20" and 21*' centuries; he argues,

The spectacular and emblematic episodes of racial terror and state

violence that, for many blacks, both mark and mar twentieth-

/twenty-first century U.S. history, represent a varied array of

events constituting the living legacy of racial terror and state

violence: the Red Summer riots of 1919, the Mississippi floods of

1927, the Tuskegee Syphilis Experiment that ran between 1932

and 1972, Emmett Till’s murder in 1955, assassinations of
Malcolm X in 1965, Martin Luther King Jr. in 1968, and numerous

20



other black political leaders throughout the era of black militancy,
the 1963 Ku Klux Klan bombing of a Birmingham church in which
four black girls were killed, the Watts Uprising of 1965 and those
that followed throughout the late 1960s, the Vietnam War and
Project 100,000 (1966-72), the Los Angeles Rebellion of 1992, the
Cincinnati (2000) and Benton Harbor (2003) Riots, and most
recently Hurricane Katrina (2005). The global AIDS pandemic,
too, which has ravaged Africa, South Asia, the Caribbean, and U.S.
black and gay male communities throughout the 1980s, 1990s, and
early part of the twenty-first century, serves as a reminder that the
insidious effects of racial terror and state violence are neither
unique to black men and women in the United States nor solely
carried out through the overtly visible force of authoritarian
subjection but rather exercised through benign neglect, federal
withdrawal and the increased practice of economic privatization. *°

This thick history of racial terror, which Ellis explicitly defines as * [the] coercive disciplinary
practice of social control in which the violent threat of death is exercised against (but not limited
to) black men through unlawful and extralegal means such as lynching, mob violence, and ‘white
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riots,”” are formational to the ontological and epistemological constitution of blackness.”” The
modern and post-modern conjunctures are forced to grapple with densely layered hauntings of
death conjured in the presence of the America’s specters of blackness. Ellis continues to draw
upon this history to elucidate how these specters also materialize through, what he terms, state
violence, which “works in tandem with practices of racial terror as a ‘legitimated’ form of social
control—state-sanctioned execution, the unregulated use of force by the police and prison
guards, state neglect or inaction, questionable if not dehumanizing social, economic, and health
care policy measures, denial of human and civil rights—that ensures the deliberate and
calculated alienation of oppressed people from the state.”®

Within this powerful, post-modern space of death, the Jena Six are undoubtedly placed;

the force of racial terror echoes in Barker’s hailing of Robert, Mychal, Theo, Bryant, Carwin,

and Jesse as “niggers” and its aura outlined the damp silhouette of the school’s centerpiece, until,
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in response to the overwhelming burden of its signification, the tree was axed in August of 2007.
This terror was only multiplied by the endorsed violence of the state of Louisiana. With each boy
facing charges that carried a prison sentence of up to one hundred years, the state threatened to
condemn the defendants to a life of social death. Though ultimately acquitted, the Jena Six had
been summoned to occupy the space of death through the legacy of racial terror and state
violence, rehearsing the theatre of existing in nonexistence for audiences separated by the fourth
wall of national tabloids and network television.

Despite Barker’s insistence, it is difficult to draw a perfect analogy between the Jena Six
and Ellis’ prototypical definition of “niggas,” but for the six “young poor urban U.S. black” men
facing the looming threat of life-long imprisonment, the call to die voiced by the state of
Louisiana was clear. Its enunciation summoned not only Jena’s six, but drew the national
imaginary to the Taussig’s space of death as well. But it is in that collective summoning that this
call was unlike that expressed by Ellis. It was not a call to die in which a death-bound effect of
defiance is produced, as if it were not always already present. Rather this call could be expressed
more accurately as a “call of death,” in which the affective forces of being, the pervasive
potentialities of life and death, suddenly and fully irrupt a body. This call resembled more the
provocations of literary legend Richard Wright, who admits, through the narrative of his first
short story, Black Boy,

I had never in my life been abused by whites, but I had already
become as conditioned to their existence as though I had been the
victim of a thousand lynchings...The things that influenced my
conduct as a Negro did not have to happen to me directly; I needed
but to hear of them to feel their full effects in the deepest layers of
my consciousness.”™”

As a young, urban, U.S. black male ascending the lower depths of the socioeconomic scale, I had

never known the abuse of racial terror or state violence but nonetheless sensed the cold
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awareness of “a thousand lychings”—the anticipation of nonexistence as a result of the
phenomenal negotiations of my own body in relation to omnipresent imaginings of death. I did
not hear death-summoning provocations in state-sanctioned threats of death or violence, but I
intimately felt them on the register of my black and male body.

My imaginings of a death, a vivid mirage that filled the space of every distant horizon,
materialized into a performance about Jena’s six. The show, Six Black Boys, began as an
investigation into the deep-seated racial tensions that occupied the negative space of the
decimated shade tree. My performative investigation, however, quickly revealed itself for what it
had always been: a need to find myself in the midst of the collective fears, including my own, of
a body that is both black and male. Six Black Boys materialized as a personal discovery of the
lurking presence of death that was voiced through the bodies of the Jena Six. What I had
intended to unearth, however, was not the haunting of Jena’s history, but the haunting of bodies
interpellated by that history, and the social, imagined, or actual death that often spawns from that
relation.

Against The Black Body as a Universal Signifier: Assumption, Limitations, and
Delimitations

Reliant on autoethnograpy and performance ethnography, Six Black Boys used my own
subjectivity as the embodied nodal point of blackness through which conceptions of masculinity,
class, and educational capital intersect. Specters and Spooks both extends the work of that project
and benefits from my critical reflexivity of the project. In doing so, it seeks to develop a
theorization of blackness as/in haunting with an acute awareness of social and class privilege, as
well as the (near) universality granted by my gendered orientation. This critical reflexivity begins
by understanding that rooting the genealogy of blackness through a deep corporeal knowledge of

haunting exposes an arcane neurosis that, Frantz Fanon suggests, emerges from my position of
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privilege. Arguing that the alienating process of internal intrusion and near possession is the only
means of knowing one’s own black body marks a desire, a plea perhaps, to announce the
separation between my self and my race. In Fanon’s words,

The educated black man, slave of the myth of the spontaneous and

cosmic Negro, feels at some point in time that his race no longer

understands him. Or that he no longer understands his race. He is

only too pleased about this, and by developing further this

difference, this incomprehension and discord, he discovers the

meaning of his true humanity. Less commonly he wants to feel a

part of his people. And with feverish lips and frenzied heart he

plunges into the great black hole. We shall see that this

wonderfully generous attitude rejects the present and future in the

name of a mystical past.*

I read Fanon’s words as a warning that brings to light the epistemic violence my project
is in danger of performing. The Jena Six project, indeed, marked the felt distance between
myself, as a supposed steward of the ivory tower, and the community of racially marked men
who precariously existed somewhere beyond the porcelain veneers that frames so much of my
subjectivity. Aware of my privilege and the distance it necessarily creates, I resist positioning my
body and the knowledges contained therein as the universal signifier of the phenomenal
experience of blackness. Instead, 1 offer Specters and Spooks as a writing from here, my body,
about the somewhere I imagine my body to be. I write in the gap of the phenomenal distance—
the “great black hole”— perceived through the experience of my body. The former project
manifested as an articulation of that distance by investigating the space between my body and
bodies of the same genealogical arc. This project delves deeper into the phenomenal space of
blackness by interrogating not only the space between bodies, but the sociopolitical and
socioaesthetic configurations that precede those spatial orientations. Through this investigation I,

as Fanon suggests, return to the mystical past, but to neither reject the present nor the future.

Rather, I intellectually, creatively, and phenomenally gesture toward “true humanity” at its

24



fullest capacity as it is expressed through the phenomenal experience that have formed the
performative composite of my body, blackness and maleness.

Aware of these experiential biases, I do not claim that my articulation of the ontological
construction of the black body is universal. In fact it is far from it, for the black body and
blackness, this project will demonstrate, is not, nor could ever be, an entity purely comprehended
through the metaphysics of ontology. Blackness is, instead, understood through the dynamic
confluence of affective ecologies of experience and the phenomenal orientation of corporeal
knowledge(s) that work in concert to constitute my body as black. I understand that the
relationships one’s individual body has to these affective ecologies and phenomenal orientations
are distinguished from the next. For me, that distinction comes not only from my position as an
academic, but, is additionally a result of seeing blackness through lens of a masculinized
heteronormativity. I understand blackness through the temporal and spatial orientations that are
inflicted with a dense gender specificity, the inherent “male” lurking as a specter in its own right,
between the black (male) body, conflating race, gender, and sex into the unified form of
blackness. Following Hortense J. Spillers and Saidiya Hartman, I recognize the origins of
masculinity in the corporeal project of the black body. And while my project works to outline the
affective ecologies of gender and sex that work, in conjunction with specters of abjection and
death, to frame contemporary manifestations of blackness, it is intentionally insufficient in its
deconstruction of those ecologies. Nonetheless, the gendered configuration contained within this
genealogy of the black body is important to my study.

My genealogical investigations begin with the Transatlantic Slave Trade and a distinction
drawn between flesh and body. Spillers theorizes flesh as the material facticity of the body, the

biological, and in our case, epidermal, matter. From this Spillers articulates the Transatlantic
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Slave Trade as “crimes against the flesh, as the person of African females and African males
registered the wounding. If we think of ‘flesh’ as a primary narrative, then we mean its seared,
divided, ripped-apartness, riveted to the ship’s hole, fallen, or ‘escaped’ overboard.”*' In
contrast, the body is the social and cultural construction of a symbolic double of the flesh. The
body materializes across time and space and serves as a focus point for the convergence of
“biological, sexual, social, cultural, linguistic, ritualistic, and psychological fortunes.”** The
writing on the flesh of the captive body in the Transatlantic Slave Trade signals ““‘a theft of the
body’—a willful and violent (and unimaginable from this distance) severing of the captive body
from its will, its active desires” (author’s emphasis).*

Spillers provides a teleology, of sorts, that narrates the pivotal move of powerlessness
from the flesh to the body.** The transition occurs with mutilation of the flesh—“eyes beaten out,
arms, backs, skulls branded, a left jaw, a right ankle, punctured: teeth missing, as the calculated

%5 The mutilation that was

work of iron, whips chains, knives, the canine patrol, the bullet.
enacted upon the flesh was transfixed onto the body. Spillers puts it this way: “These
undecipherable markings on the captive body render a kind of hieroglyphics of the flesh whose
severe disjunctures come to be hidden to the cultural seeing by skin color. “This body,” she
continues, “whose flesh carries the female and the male to the frontiers of survival bears in
person the marks of a cultural text whose inside has been turned outside.”*® Through the act of
turning the flesh inside out and dragging the male and female body to and through the “frontier
of survival,” the black body is epistemologically flattened within a regime of powerlessness.
Under the conditions of the “theft of a body,” “we lose at least gender difference in the outcome,

and the female body and the male body become a territory of cultural and political maneuver, not

at all gender-related, gender-specific.”*’ What Spillers marks is not an erasure of gender, rather
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the powerlessness of the body that is marked through visual significations of blackness within
the flesh, yet uniquely materializes through the phenomenal orientations of the body. An
example is provided through the daily economies of slavery, in which female slaves were
subjected to countless atrocities of sexual violence, forced to bear the weight of powerlessness in
the womb and propagate the ecologies of death through the act of birth. Though both male and
female slaves are possessed by the powerlessness inherent to their flesh, that powerlessness
materializes through markedly divergent techniques of brutalization.

It was this very regime of powerlessness, and the suppression of gender distinction, that
former slaves attempted to overcome during American Reconstruction. Such an effort, Hartman
explains, was facilitated through a two-sided attempt to re-fashion the former slave into laboring
citizens.*® Government agencies such as the Freedman’s Bureau and congressional law such as
the Civil Rights Act of 1866 and the 14™ Amendment advocated that rights of equality be
extended to freedmen, but only in the event of the freedmens’ complete transformation into
rational and responsible, that is to say docile and laboring, citizens. The forces behind fashioning
a black citizenry are simultaneously responsible for conflating notions of race and manhood. As
Hartman points out, “The presumed whiteness and maleness of the citizen transposed the
particular into the universal, thus enabling white men to enjoy the privileges of abstraction and a
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noncorporeal universality.”* Former slaves aspiring equality were subject to the whiteness and
maleness already prescribed in citizenship. Their grasps at constitutional and legal equality
manifested into a process of self-making in which they assumed performative strategies
indicative of “rationality” and “responsibility.” This process necessarily involved assuming the

maleness of citizenship, as the whiteness of citizenship was beyond the former slave’s

(epidermal) purview. Simply put, power was represented through whiteness and maleness, while
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contrarily powerlessness was characteristic of blackness and femaleness. Since citizenship stood
in direct opposition to enslaved bondage, this (white) masculinity dug its way into the
reformulation of blackness forcing the recently enslaved to reinscribe its performative script.

In this light, blackness becomes the performative manifestation of Spiller’s theft of the
body, where the will and power of the body is negated, and blackness and manhood are
conflated. In the aftermath of slavery, this negation is not enacted through the literal death of the
body, but by dragging the imaginative and phenomenal body to the frontier of survival. The
result is the constitution of blackness through, what I call, a performative hauntology of death,
which, I argue, continues to structure an ontological position of blackness in the contemporary
moment. Blackness operates within a politics that can not be condensed within identificatory
terms of the body, but rather operates through social relationality of the flesh. Blackness
materializes through the life and death that exists between “subjects normatively defined as
black, the relations among blacks, whites, and others, and the practices that produce racial
difference.”

It is at this darkened crossroad of death and corporeality that I turn to Derrida’s spectral
force of hauntology to investigate the corporeally implications of becoming black. Developing
this hauntology of blackness foregrounds how the discursive formation of the black body fixes
meanings of ontological blackness within specular and spectacular histories of death. A
melancholy drama played out through the epidermal script of the body as “the inescapable prison
house of the flesh.” ' This hauntology of blackness, then, begins by tracing the affective,

anachronistic forces conjured by the spirit of slavery to recuperate the institution’s spectral traces

in the film and fiber of being (black).
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Outline of Chapters

Each chapter herein considers the techniques of brutal corporealization performed by the
specters of blackness, a presence “as powerful as it is unreal.””* Chapter 2, “When the Specter
Spooks: Constructing Blackness Through a Performative Hauntology of Death,” triangulates
Derrida’s theorization of hauntology, Orlando Patterson’s seminal text, Slavery and Social
Death: A Comparative Study, and Hartman’s Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-
Making in Nineteenth Century America to articulate how the forced performative interplay with
death founded the political and social performances of the slave’s body. As such, the slave’s
“phenomenal and carnal form,” that is to say the performative and material manifestations of
slave’s dark body, became the site upon which the affective excesses of loss and death were
conjoined with the agential force of existence. Within these ecologies, a specter of blackness was
conjured as an amalgamated affect of death, which was then delicately reduced into an epidermal
schema and grafted onto the body of the slave. The slave’s body, I argue, mutated into something
that is best described as a becoming-body of a specter. This chapter excavates “the historical
transmission and dissemination” of the death-driven cultural practices of slavery encoded and
decoded through representational and performative practices that are enacted through and within
lived bodies. The chapter attempts to understand how the performative hauntology of death
propels the specter of blackness to become a second-skin that always-already proceeds, and thus
haunts, particular bodies. In this performative relationship, the specter assumes a
phenomenological reality that continues to connect black bodies to this performative hauntology
of death.

Chapter 3, “The Grief of a Negro’s Home: Beloved and the Failed Mourning of

Blackness,” furthers the investigation of black hauntology by articulating the pathological effects
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of the relationship between blackness and death. Guided by Derrida’s first constitutive element
of haunting, mourning, this chapter argues that the ontological becoming act of the black body, a
body inhabited by the invisible force of death conjured through it’s own visual and biological
disposition, is set in motion through the act of failed mourning. Using Fanon and the
psychoanalytic queries of Joan Copjec, this chapter advances the hauntology of blackness by
considering the psychoanalytic consequences of a body subsumed by the dark, affective, and
seemingly autonomous forces of death made present by the specter of blackness.

Chapter 4, “Descend: To Fall into the Specter’s Voice,” interrogates the theorizations of
Fred Moten, Frank B. Wilderson, among others to advance this hauntology by considering
Derrida’s second element of haunting, voice. The chapter questions how the temporal
disjointment announced through the apparition’s aurality leads to an ontological descent. Within
this underworld of blackness, the body and the self are drawn to the borders of becoming, where
it is inhabited from the inside by a specter who hails the subject into a multiplicity of
presents/presence; a law that both precedes and constrains the witness, positioning the subject,
like the specter, on the borders of being and nonbeing, presence and absence, life and death.

Beneath the aches and moans of disjointment, beyond the sound of spooks and specters,
there exists possibility. The concluding fifth chapter of Specters and Spooks, “Haimatja: Home,”
deconstructs Derrida’s final element of haunting, work. It understands the work of the specter of
blackness as it phenomenally manifests through the factic materiality of the body. Attempting to
deconstruct the citational link between the specter and bodies of blackness, Chapter 5 forwards a
politics of performance that seeks to interrupt the cycle of haunting and enliven new

relationships between the history of the black body and the phenomenal experience of blackness.
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Conjuring the presence of spirits, Specters and Spooks questions how the deathly call of
blackness, emerging on the haunting grounds of the American planation, makes a body not only
knowable to itself, but to those who stand to witness as well. The project evokes the language of
haunting and its embodied relationship to death to investigate the phenomenal and
psychoanalytic construction of the black body, as the sociohistorical, socioaesthetic, and
performative manifestations of the specter of blackness, that which haunts the imaginary and
sociality of post-modernity. However, this project does not narrate the story of slavery, though it
is dredged through the force of its existence. It is, instead, a story about bodies performing the
prosaic choreographies of possibility; bodies that burn with the sensations of absence and

memory, life and death, learning the nature of haunting by being, themselves, haunted.
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CHAPTER 2: WHEN THE SPECTER SPOOKS: CONSTRUCTING BLACKNESS
THROUGH A PERFORMATIVE HAUNTOLOGY OF DEATH

“Ghosts are the signals of atrocities, marking sites of an untold violence, a traumatic past whose

traces remain to attest to the fact of a lack of testimony. A haunting does not initiate a story; it is

the sign of a blockage of story, a hurt that has been not honored by a memorializing narrative.””

Roger Luckhurst
Specters: Haunting and the Metaphysics of Presence
“A specter is haunting Europe—the specter of communism;” a pronouncement

that begins both the prelude to Marx’s most influential work, and Derrida’s intervention to
expose the spectral affect inherent to notions of ontology.>* In questioning the fundamental
assumptions of “what it is to Be” Derrida holds, “learning to live—{if it] remains to be done, it
can only happen between life and death. Neither in life nor in death alone.””” As such, Derrida
explains “to be” is to “live with ghosts, in the upkeep, the conversation, the company, or the
companionship...of ghost...And this being-with specters would also be, not only but also, a

% Derrida, therefore, forwards the notion

politics of memory, of inheritance, and of generations.
of hauntology as a synonymic surrogate of ontology, offering a more extensive articulation of
being that accounts for the spectral affect of both presence and absence.

My investigation builds upon this restructuring of ontology to expose the incomplete
rendering of blackness as an entity made ontologically stable through a metaphysics of presence.

Instead it gives close attention to the forces of absence that work in equal force to constitute the

black subject. This chapter delves into the corporeal implications of the hauntologizing of
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blackness, dealing with/in ghosts to understand blackness as the confluence of a politics of
history (memory), justice (inheritance), and temporality (generations). Asking, what are the
implications for bodies thrust into the process of becoming black by those very same dimensions
of memory, inheritance, and generation, this chapter invests in Derrida’s nuanced theorization of
being as “hantise,” translated within the text to mean, “haunting.”

Rummaging the etymology of the term reveals its emergence from the early 12™ century

99 ¢

Old French term “hanter” meaning “to frequent,” “to resort to,” or “to inhabit.” Not far off is its
13™ century Middle English cousin, “haunten” meaning, “to reside or inhabit.” Derrida takes up
the connation of inhabitation to offer a logic of haunting, which marks a presence that is
“inhabited in its inside, that is, haunted by a foreign guest.””” He offers haunting as a “sense of

»>% Finally, Derrida pulls from the

obsession, a constant fear, a fixed idea, or a nagging memory.
term’s Germanic origins a verb that speaks of home,“haimatja,” meaning “to lead home.”
Through these etymological traces Derrida begins to consider the ontology of “haunting,” a
notion reinforced through a classic Shakespearian texts, as the term was first recorded in “A
Midsummer Night’s Dream” around 1590.” Simultaneously marking Marx’s obsession with the
playwright, Derrida uses Shakespeare as an analytic to further elaborate his theorizations.

“As in Hamlet, the Prince of a rotten State ” Derrida narrates, “everything begins by the
apparition of a specter.”® On the peripheries of Elsinore Castle, a phantom of the former king
thrice appears as the supernatural vessel of the spirit of King Hamlet. And Horatio’s witnessing
of the former King’s mid-night appearance, indeed, inaugurates the story of lustful sin and
maddening revenge founded upon the buried spirits of a rotten State. “What manifests itself in
the first place,” Derrida describes, “is a specter, this first paternal character, as powerful as it is

unreal, a hallucination or simulacrum that is virtually more actual that what is so blithely called a
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%! The specter manifests not only on the outlying threshold of the Elsinore

living presence.
estate, but on the liminal borders between being and nonbeing as well, appearing as an entity
with a phenomenal and tangible body that is “inhabited from the inside” by the affective and
invisible force of a spirit. “[ W]hat distinguishes the specter...from the spirit” Derrida explains,
“is the furtive and ungraspable visibility of the invisible...the tangible intangibility of a proper
body without flesh, but still the body of someone as someone other. (his emphasis)®® The specter
is the bodily, and therefore phenomenal, successor of the spirit. It is that which follows the
spirit, but not as the matter of time, for, according to Derrida, haunting is situated out of time; it
is historical, but not dated.> Rather, the spirit precedes the specter in sentience, as the spirit is
the specter without body. Derrida reads the specter as “a paradoxical incorporation, the
becoming-body, a certain phenomenal and carnal form of the spirit. It becomes, rather, some
‘thing’ that remains difficult to name: neither soul nor body, and both one and the other.”** The
apparition of King Hamlet’s ghost appears in this liminal space of spectrality, where his body
becomes something other than its factic materiality; it becomes a phenomenal manifestation of
absence, invisibility, and intangibility.

As an entity caught between the continual return of absence through presence, the specter
positions the logics of haunting within spaces of becoming. For it is not until the specter spooks,
not until the invisible and absent become and are beheld in their becoming, that the full drama of
being is thrust into action. As we witness the witnessing of Horatio, and ultimately Hamlet, we
come to understand the specter of King Hamlet as the becoming-body of the invisible affective
forces of Denmark, as the State’s existence rots in the hands of a spoiled king. Through this, the
specter is understood not only a manifestation of the affective forces that exist, no less unseen, in

the spaces between the body itself and the resonances of its remains, but, in appearing, makes
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manifest the unseen forces that operate in the grounds of its haunting as well.®” For Derrida,
haunting occurs in the play between spirit and specter. “The specter is of the spirit,” Derrida
begins, “it participates in the latter and stems from it even as it follows it as its ghostly double.”®
The spirit is conceived as an ecology of invisible, affective force. The specter, then, is the
materialization of a body that appears autonomous, but is in fact, “inhabited from the inside,”
that is, consumed by the affective force of the spirit.

The spirit is a figure that is extended from a body, but, through trickery, has assumed
autonomy from the body of its origin. The “conjuring trick” of the spirit is its ability to masks its
genesis, to hide from its originary source.’” The trick occurs when, in fleeing from its origin, the
spirit “inhabits from the inside” another form; a second body. “...there is never any becoming-
specter of the spirit without at least an appearance of flesh, in a space of invisible visibility...For
there to be ghost, there must be a return to the body, but to a body that is more abstract than
ever...”® Continuing Derrida explains that it is “Not by returning to the living body from which
ideas and thoughts have been torn loose, but by incarnating the latter in another artifactual body,

%% The spirit animates this second body, causing the

a prosthetic body, a ghost of spirits...
citational link between itself and the body of its origin to disappear by provoking a hallucination

of the appearance of its own autonomy; becoming through disappearance.’® This second body, to

9971
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which Derrida refers to as “a body without nature,” “a technical body or an institutional body,
artifactual and prosthetic, becomes a hyper-phenomenal body that dwells on the borders of
phenomenal presence and spiritual absence, between sentience and non-sentience, between the
visible presence and the invisible absence of the body’s citationality. This is the specter that
haunts, the dead that dwells amongst the living. And as Derrida, following Marx and

Shakespeare, articulates, the act of the specter’s becoming manifests through the confluence of
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three constitutive elements: mourning, voice, and work.

The second scene of Shakespeare’s inspired tale voices the layered tragedy of Denmark’s
first son, as Hamlet publicly mourns his lost father during the celebratory announcement of his
mother’s new king. It is no accident that this scene, fuelled by both Hamlet’s and Horatio’s
prolonged mourning, is couched between apparitions of the ghostly father. The act of mourning
vigorously seeks to draw the presence of the lost and dead near. Mourning, Derrida writes,
“consists always in attempting to ontologize remains, to make them present, in the first place by
identifying the bodily remains and by localizing the dead.””* The work of mourning requires one
to know “who is buried where,” however, Derrida urges, “it is necessary (to know—to make
certain) that, in what remains of him, /e remain there. Let him stay there and move no more!”
(his emphasis)73

Within this act of mourning, however, is a reciprocal gaze that negates this command.
The work of mourning, in which both Hamlet and Horatio are engaged, leads each to the exterior
limits of Elsinore Castle, where they bear witness to the ethereal presence of the dead. An
encounter that provokes Horatio to confess, “By my God, I might not this believe/Without the
sensible and true avouch/ Of mine own eyes.” "* Caught in the interpellative gaze, each man
identifies the ghost through the stark resemblance of the shadowy figure to the king’s former
self. Horatio remarks, “Such was the very armour he had on/When he the ambitious Norway
combated;/So frown'd he once, when, in an angry parle, /He smote the sledded Polacks on the

ice./Tis’ strange.””

The interpellative act of mourning, and the ontologizing and localizing of
remains that necessarily follow, provides the grounds for the dead’s already-emergent status as
specter. Drawn from the undercroft, the dead conjoins the affective excesses of loss with the

agential force of existence to become specter—"the tangible intangibility of a proper body
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without flesh, but still the body of someone as someone other.”

A constitutive element of the spirit’s becoming, however, is its ability to be ontologized
and /ocalized through mourning while eluding identification, an act achieved by taking residence
in the liminal space of spectrality. In this space of becoming, the spirit capitalizes upon the
interpellative gaze of mourning by performing the conjuring trick of disappearance, which
allows the spirit to provoke the hallucination of autonomy while concealing its origin in the
artifactual and prosthetic body of the specter. In this hyper-phenomenal state, the spirit
inhabiting the body of the specter is able to move in the realm of the living without being seen.
As Shakespeare narrates, the spirit that haunts Hamlet returns (to the living) not only in the
spectral body, but the armor, of the lost king, which works to further mask the spirit’s presence.
This armory negates the reciprocity of the gaze of mourning by establishing an asymmetrical
relationship between the specter and witness. This, what Derrida describes as the visor and
helmet effects, grants the specter the ability, perhaps power, to see without being seen, enhanced
only by a power yielded by the apparition’s helmet to speak in order to be heard. And this ability
to see and speak without being identified allows the spectral illusionist to maintain his
hallucinations, to hide the rabbit of time inside the hats of visuality and aurality, manipulating all
as needed. The specter conceals the spirit’s origin, and the armor camouflages the specter’s
presence by granting it an enhanced phenomenality.

The camouflage of the specter plays a particularly important role; through it the witness
is interpellated as the recipient of the spectral gaze before any act of recognition occurs. As
Derrida puts it, “this spectral someone other looks at us, we feel ourselves being looked at by it,
outside of any synchrony, even before and beyond any look on our part, according to an absolute
anteriority....” (his emphasis)’® As such the witness becomes the subject of, is constituted
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through, the furtive gaze that can never be returned. “[T]his thing that looks at us, that concerns
us,” Derrida writes “comes to defy semantics as much as ontology, psychoanalysis as much as
philosophy.””” Through this act of furtive looking, temporality and ontology are collapsed
onto/into the body of the witness; s/he becomes the body in the present that has yet to look, the
future body that will look, and the past body that has been looked at. This collapse of time and
ontology throws those whom the specter haunts into a disjointed temporality that begins to
constitute the ontological positioning of the witness—“Here anachrony makes the law”’*—
ushering those who witness it to the liminal space of becoming.

The haunted subject, however, is not solely constituted through the visual (inter)play of
the spirit and specter, but through the specter’s tricks of aurality as well. The ontological
liminality of the witness is not fully materialized until it is articulated through the second
constitutive element of the specter’s haunting, voice. As Derrida explains, “Since we do not see
the one who sees us, and who makes the law, who delivers the injunction we must fall back on its
voice. The one who says ‘I am thy Fathers Spirit’ can only be taken at his word.” (author’s
emphasis)’’ The spirit again manipulates aurality and visuality by exploiting the reciprocity
inherent in its interpellative call to submit the witness to “an essentially blind submission to [the
spirit’s] secret, to the secret of his origin: this is a first obedience to the injunction. It will

condition all the others.”®°

The voice of the specter performs the act of becoming through this
blind submission, forging another carnal existence of the spirit by phenomenally extending to
and through Hamlet’s body to inhabit the state of Denmark. The voice of King Hamlet’s specter
is heard in the thrice-performed speech act of the swear, which obligates Hamlet, Horatio, and
Marcellus to preserve the secret of the apparition’s presence. The secret of the specter grants

»81

Hamlet the ability to, in the words of the ghost, “Revenge his foul and most unnatural murder.
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The interpellative calls of the specter signifies not only the ails of the rotten State, but, as
Hamlet’s provocative fall into a death-driven madness demonstrates, hails the unsuspecting
witness into a ghosted constitution. This ontological and temporal descent is the driving force of
Shakespeare’s plot, beginning with the apparition’s coxing of young Prince Hamlet into a
frenzied ontological obsession, feigned or not, which crescendos in his most notable soliloquy.

Explaining this (inter)play between the spirit, specter, and witness, Derrida articulates
the last constitutive element of the specter as work. “Finally, the thing works, whether it
transforms or transforms itself, poses or decomposes itself: the spirit, the ‘spirit of the spirit’ is
work” (his emphasis).* Through tricks of aurality and visuality, the spirit is invested with the
“certain power of transformation,” poses and decomposes itself within the bodies of both the
specter and the specter’s interpellated witness. The affective work of the specter manifests in the
body of the witness, as the witness is transformed through the specter’s hailing to become the
phenomenal vessel of the spirit; the “spirit of the spirit,” an “artifactual” body of phenomenal
realness/presence/existence, but also a body of spectral simulacrum.® Through an internal
habitation the witness is compelled to become the shadow of the spirit, which is conjured and
subsequently camouflaged through manipulative conjuring tricks of visuality, aurality, and
temporality.

The body of the witness becomes, what Derrida refers to as, the revenant, a body whose
essence is structured upon a spirit of clandestine origin. Situated in this second body, between
presence and absence, the spirit becomes a trickster of temporality, as the defining characteristic

of the revenant is “coming back for the first time.”"*

The spirit will return for the first time to
inhabit the realm of phenomenality through the being of “someone other.”® Although the

inhabitation of the second body is for the first time, it is a simultaneous return of the spirit that
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escaped its originary body, as we see in the king’s inspirited or inspired body that returns home
to Denmark. In the animation of the second body, the spirit inside becomes the animating force
of the revenant, the hyper-phenomenal, living-dead. For, as Derrida explains, “it is flesh and
phenomenality that give to the spirit its spectral apparition, but which disappear right away in the

86 The witness is both

apparition, in the very coming of the revenant or the return of the specter.
the haunted and the haunting, hailed by the deathly call of the specter to be possessed, that is
inhabited from the inside by the spirit, which condemns the body to carry the spectral weight of
the spirit’s presence.

This triangulated spectral affect between the spirit, specter, and witness is the crux of
Derrida’s notion of haunting, in which the absent presence of the spirit’s being is conjured
through the body of the witness, throwing time out of joint. Performing the trick of presence in
absence, the witness, as the revenant, is ontologically oriented within a multiplicity of
temporalities: “le temps, the temporality of time,” or the things time makes possible; “/histoire, ”
the way things are at a certain point, the time in which we are living; and “monde,” or “the world
as it turns, our world today, our today, currentness itself.”®’ Oriented by these three modalities,
the revenant signifies (again, for the first time) the dislocation of time within ontology. The body
of the revenant signifies a being out of time, for it is not the matter of time, that is, it exists
outside of /e temps, but nonetheless is situated within / histoire and monde. Within this dislodged
temporality, the revenant’s body performs the affective work of the specter, visually and aurally
announcing the spirit’s interpellative cry that demands the blind submission of its witness.
Within the voiced presence of the revenant, time—Ie temps, [ histoire, monde—or in Hamlet’s
case, the state of Denmark, is consumed by the affective, anachronistic law of the spirit.

Following Marx’s investigation of the affective forces of communism that famously
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consumed ninetieth century Europe, Derrida traces the ontology of postmodernity through the
spectral excess of Marx’s frightened and frightening quasi-paternal phantom. Tempering the
contingency of scholars overwrought with jubilee at the fall of the Soviet Union, Derrida
positions the U.S.S.R. as a revenant structured upon the secret genesis of the spirit of
communism. This spirit, particularly as it is ontologized and localized in the settled dust of the
Berlin Wall, will continue to engineer an improper habitation of post-modernity by situating the
conjuncture within communism’s ecology of affective forces. The haunting of post-modernity is
the felt in the spectral forces that, since Marx, consciously or unconsciously submit the socio-
political, economic, and ontological axioms of the time to the injunctions of the spirit. “[T]here
has been this appeal beginning with a word the resounds before us,” Derrida recites, the ‘since’
marks a place and time that doubtless precedes us, but so as to be as much in front of us as before
us...‘since Marx’ continues to designate the place of assignation from which we are pledged”
(his emphasis).*® Post-modernity is bound to, pledged to, the corporeal absence contained within
Marx’s, and therefore communism’s, spectral presence.

Speaking back to the specter and spirit to which the ontological foundations of post-
modernity are sworn, Derrida develops a hauntology of post-modernity that interrogates the
ontologization and localization of Marx as the becoming-body of the specter of communism. The
logic of the ghost locates the question of ontology between the contingent forces of absence and
presence, visibility and invisibility, the being and nonbeing. Arguing that “the logic of haunting
would not be merely larger and more powerful than ontology or a thinking of Being...It would
harbor within itself, but like circumscribed places and particular effects, eschatology and
teleology themselves,” Derrida forwards hauntology to consider the affective work of the specter
in the production of knowledge within an episteme, sketching imperceptible constellations of
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memory, inheritance, and generation, which interpellates the episteme into the ghostly presence
of the invisible.

The ghosts, spirits, and specters this project attempts to exorcise are those whose
presence makes visible the affective ecologies of American slavery, and draws near the liminal
space of becoming that constitute the ontology of the bodies who “stand as witness” to the
atrocities of that institution. Furthering Derrida’s recognition of the attenuation of ontology
through the metaphysics of presence, I develop a hauntology of blackness to articulate the
haunting of the specter that functions as the generative force of black ontology in the Americas,
an apparition that has journeyed centuries to inspire the here and now of the contemporary
moment with its ghostly charisma.

Spooks: The Ecologies of Nonexistence in a Performative Hauntology of Death

“Haunting is a constituent element of modern social life,” sociologist Avery F. Gordon
claims, it articulates the “lingering inheritance of racial slavery...the compulsions and forces that
all of us inevitably experience in the face of slavery’s having even once existed in our nation.”8°
This project interrogates the work of the specter of blackness by recognizing slavery as the
designated “place of assignation from which we are pledged...” or, the place that is “as much in

front of us as before us.”?° This inquiry into the language of haunting proceeds by developing a
black hauntology to question how the affective work of the dead forges the ontological frame of
those who stand to witness the conjuring of blackness; a presence that, even in its absence, is
always there.

Speaking back to the ghosts and spirits of American slavery, Specters and Spooks
interrogates the ontological foundations to which the black body is sworn, tracing the spectral
means by which the experience of blackness is articulated onto bodies, enacted, and performed
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through space and in time. The spectral trace of chattel slavery reveals the temporal dislocation
produced in the presence of its “lingering inheritance.” The institution of slavery was constituted
through an ecology of anachronistic forces that grant specters, which were conjured on the
haunting grounds of the American plantation, the faculty to exist both within and beyond the
modalities of time, mattering in time without being matter of time, a point further elaborated
through Gordon’s exposition. “Slavery has ended,” she explains, “but something of it continues
to live on, in the social geography of where peoples reside, in the authority of collective wisdom
and shared benightedness, in the veins of the contradictory formations we call New World
modernity...”"" Gordon alludes to the dislodged temporality in which the specter(s) of blackness
are positioned, sketching the specters’ armored silhouette—the “something” of slavery that
persists in the visual and aural registers of the specters’ trace. Mobilizing the phenomenological
method advanced by Merleau-Ponty, which forwards the body as the primary site of human
subjectivity, this investigation argues that the residual “something” of slavery is the continual act
of becoming achieved by the specter(s) of blackness. The result of this haunting is the
phenomenal consumption of bodies moving through social geographies, of the imaginaries
structured upon the collective wisdom of those bodies, and of the foundations of modernity by
which those bodies are governed.

The first chapter began by articulating this presence as a specter, but the confluence of
spectral forces within a racially marked body is perhaps more accurately articulated as a spook.
“[TThe word spook,” writes David Marriott, “reveals a connection between race and terror, magic
and surveillance, idolatry and power: as a verb it makes visible the impenetrable unseen that our
self-deceptions bid us master and so keep at a remove.”?? Introduced into the American
vernacular as a derogatory racial slur in the 1940s, the term conjures images of dark faces made
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darker with layers of burnt cork, as minstrelsy performatively reiterates Spillers’ articulate of the
theft of the body. This project broadens the connotation of the term to include the historicized
amalgam of visual and aural representations of bodies hailed by the specter of blackness and
thrust into the drama of becoming (black).?3 The visuality and phenomenality of the enslaved,
African descended body made manifest the affective registers of death summoned by the
institution of slavery. This hauntology, then, is founded upon the historical politics of blackness
in the Americas, a politics articulated through the Transatlantic histories of slavery’s affective
ecologies of nonexistence, which structured the phenomenal, imaginative, and performative
conditions of possibility for the slave’s body.

The very question of being (black) is written upon the ancestral flesh of the captive, and
articulated through an overlapping matrix of agential subjection, coerced liberation, and the
confluence of pained nonbeing within the empathetic existence of speaking bodies. The affective
ecologies of nonexistence are articulated in Orlando Patterson’s seminal text, Slavery and Social
Death: A Comparative Study. Patterson maintains that the regulation of the American slave
population through the institution’s thrice-folded exertion of power—1) the invisible-yet-felt
force of death enacted through social relations, 2) the psychological influence that follows, and
3) the sustained control of the cultural modes of production—constituted the captive within a
culture of living-death.®* The inability to possess social and political life sought to produce a
docile subject intimately bonded to the institution’s affective ecologies of death and
nonexistence.’> No longer only conditioned through genealogical, social, and physical death, the
slave’s body was ontologically flattened within phenomenal, imaginative, and performative
contours of nonexistence as well. Patterson’s study is a vivid articulation of the construction of

African captivity in America at the intersection  of power relations, knowledge, and the body.
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The remainder of this chapter explores the first facet of the power exerted upon the body through
slavery, the affective force of death.

Patterson’s theorizations of the invisible-yet-felt force of death are in intimate
conversation with Foucault’s Discipline and Punish, in which he explains how apparatuses of the
state such as prisons, clinics, and hospitals produce a knowledge of the body that exceeds the
body itself. Foucault writes “...there may be a ‘knowledge’ of the body that is not exactly the
science of its functioning, and a mastery of its forces that is more than the ability to conquer
them; this knowledge and this mastery constitute what might be called the political technology of
the body.” 96 These technologies restrict the body from extending into its co-inhabited space by,
quite literally, removing the body from that space. The force of these technologies, what I refer
to as, affective ecologies, exert a powerful control over the performance of a body, both in the
sense of the tasks the body fulfills and in how the body is performatively expressed in the world.
Extending Patterson’s claims, I argue that the forced performative interplay between the slave’s
body and enactments of death performed on the American planation produced a knowledge that
exceeded the body itself; the slave’s body was saturated with affective ecologies of nonexistence,
which became the foundation of black ontology in the Americas. Slavery’s culture of death
structured the understanding of what blackness was, and what blackness could be, mutating the
phenotype of the body into an inescapable, signifier of pained death.

The ontological conditions of death are unfurled in Hartman’s investigation of the
nuanced configuration of black subjectivity. She argues that the ontological existence of black
bodies, hinged upon the body of the captive, is rooted in the “spectacular character of black
suffering” and a “denial of black sentience.”®” Slavery, and the captives it claimed, is
ontologically flattened within the embodiment of pain expressed through the spectacular
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representation of those bodies. The body of the captive was formed—made (non)human—
through the spectacular and embodied expression of prolonged death. Hartman articulates that
black subjectivity is bound to spectacular scenes of subjection and objection. She draws upon the
autobiography of Frederick Douglas as he recounts the scene of his Aunt Hester’s beating.
Douglass’s witnessing of the spectacle of pain enacted against his aunt was, according to him,
“an original generative act equivalent to the statement ‘I was born.””®

This example demonstrates the foundational structuring of blackness as a signifier for,
what Foucault calls, “the art of maintaining life in pain,” which constitutes not only the subject
upon which the pain is inflicted, but the witness as well.?? Foucault’s work elucidates how the
spectacle juxtaposes “truth” and pain within a political field of reciprocal power relations of
dominion and objection enacted through the body. The pain legislated through the spectacle
confirmed the truth of, that is gave birth to, the objective ontological status of the captive body.
“The scars left on the body [and] the spectacle that accompanies it,” Foucault explains, signifies
the ontological objectivity of the subject.'”” The marriage of pain to truth inextricably bound the
ontological state of the captive body, as well as imaginations of black subjectivity, to a perpetual
state of prolonged death represented through a life in pain.

In this light, the spectacle is only not an embodied event; it is not the actual beating of
Aunt Hester, or even the cries of her submission. Rather, in the words of Diana Taylor, the
spectacle “...is that which we do not see, the invisible that ‘appears’ only through mediation.”101
According to Guy Debord the spectacle is “not a collection of images, but a social relation

among people, mediated by images.”'*

The mediated images of the “terrible spectacle” are not
only the images of the captive’s body, but the bodies of the spectator, as they stand to witness the

spectacle in all its various forms; the spectacle interpellates all. The social relations animated by
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the spectacle quiets black subjectivity, becoming visible by the spectacle’s dance with “scopic,
political, [and] economic repertories”193 of the institution of North American slavery. Even as
the spectacle comes to a natural end—in the exhausted arms of the slave-owner giving way to the
back of the captive, in the final breathes of spectacle’s victim, in the complete (corporeal and/or
psychic) dismemberment of the captive—the dance continues, as the trace of the spectacle is
sketched within the bodies of all involved. Through this tracing, the spectacle does not, as
Derrida announces, “stay in [its] place,” instead functioning as a conjuring trick to establish the
autonomy of a white subjectivity.1%* Through the act of witnessing, blackness is articulated
through the gaze of white subjectivity. This spirit beholds, gazes upon, and ultimately possesses
the body at the center of the spectacle and resurrects a specter in its own image; the captive’s
body becomes an “abstract and empty vessel,” a floating signifier, an artifactual repository, that
is inhabited from the inside by blackness and the spectral character of objectivity and suffering
which always already accompanies it because of its origin in spectacular suffering.

This performative hauntology, one in which the bodies at the center of the spectacle are
forced to enact the qualities of suffering and death, is elucidated through Hartman’s discussion of
John Rankin and his attempts to deter his brother’s involvement in the North American trading
of captive bodies. Rankin uses his body, through the human capacities inherent in the language
of pain, to extend his humanity to the bodies of the enslaved. Despite the best of intentions, such
a move, Hartman highlights, does serious damage to the ontological field of the captive’s
body.105 In attempting to empathetically understand the pain/humanity of the enslaved, the
spectator’s body moves from passive witness to, at the very least, an imaginative spectator. In
this way, a phenomenal move, or a phenomenal slippage of sorts, is made where the space of the
captive’s body is occupied by the experiential sensorium of the spectator. This phenomenal move
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does two things: first, through his empathetic appeal to “make their suffering our own” Rankin
functionally obliterates the other by denying the sentience of the captive body.'°® Rankin
replaces the captive’s sensory experience of pain with his own thereby rendering invisible the
autonomy of the slave’s pained humanity. Extending from this, the second effect of this
phenomenal slippage of white humanity to the captive’s body is the reinforcement of the
“thingly” quality of the enslaved, positioning “it” as a fungible commodity. The slave body
becomes “an abstract and empty vessel vulnerable to the projection of others’ feelings, ideas,
desires, and values...”107 As an extension of this same point, the slave body as property becomes
a simulation of the master’s desires; “the dispossessed body of the enslaved is the surrogate for
the master’s body since it guarantees his disembodied universality and acts as the sign of his

power and domination.”'*®

The spectacle’s ontologization through the slave’s body constructs
blackness as a multi-faceted specter that corporealizes the affective ecologies of nonexistence,
slow death, and external power and domination, hollowing the lived body and replacing the core
of its ontology within these ecologies.

Through this dis/possession of the lived body, the ecologies of nonexistence birthed the
institution of slavery and, propagated by the institution’s spectacular enactments of pain are
granted a phenomenal existence as they are resurrected in the racialized body of someone other.
Localized within the body of the captive, the affective ecologies of prolonged death, pain, and
powerlessness move from the spectacular to the quotidian. In this second phenomenal move, the
specter begins to fashion the ontological status of the captive. Hartman marks the ontological
shift of the captive body through, what she calls, “innocent amusements:” the dissipation of the
terrors of slavery through quotidian performances of song, pleasure, and good cheer.19° Hartman

understands the ontological position of the enslaved to be flattened not only by the pain of
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spectacles of suffering, but also by the affective ecologies of prolonged death, pain, and external
domination that manifest through the “dissimilation of suffering through spectacle[s]” of song,
dance, “stepping it up lively,” or other forms of coerced pleasure.''® Through coerced
performances of joviality, the scene of subjection moved from the auction block or whipping
post, where the spectacle was an external force/event, to the body itself. Now inhabited from the
inside by the aforementioned affective ecologies, the body of the captive became a visual
signifier of the prolonged death enacted through the slavery’s spectacles of the pained body.

The phenomenal experience of pain and the spectacular performance of the quotidian
coalesced to establish a corporal language of blackness as an object ontologically bound to death
and subjugation. Blackness is structured upon a performative hauntology of death, in which the
captive’s body became a performative marker of not only the material, often spectacular,
conditions of genealogical, social, and physical prolonged death, but the pained, immaterial
conditions of phenomenal, imaginative, and performative non-existence as well. Nestled within
these performances of the pleasure was an assumption of agency that assumes such performances
are of the volition of the enslaved. As assumed authors of their own performative scripts, captive
bodies read through the innocent amusements of slavery, became weapons against themselves,
hiding the origin of the spirits of nonexistence. If the body contains performative capabilities of
doing and undoing the self, then the spectacle acts as that which grounds blackness in the
presence of its performance, as a docile and death-derived object—a spook—stripping away the
agency of bodies of black facticity through the deeply felt, yet invisibly rendered, experiences of
death and negation. Performative expression within the spectacle inscribes a social hierarchy
through an illusion of direct testimony which stages the agency of the black body as a form of
willed self-immolation, a “consented” state of the subjected self. It is the spectacle that spatially
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and temporally orients the black body, and allows the specter of blackness to replace bodies of
black facticity. This understanding of the production of the subject through seemingly self-
inflicted experiences of death is further explored by placing Hartman’s insights and the
production of black subjectivity within a politics of morbidity as offered by Patrick Anderson’s
and Foucault’s theorizations of subjectivation.

Anderson theorizes a politics of morbidity to highlight the constitutive power of self-
starvation in the (de)formation of a subject. What I am interested in is his narration, through
Foucault, of the “event of subjectivation: the production of political subjectivity in the context of
subordination to larger institutional and ideological domains.”11? Here, Anderson articulates
how, in the (inter)play between life and death, in “staging and sustaining the ultimate loss of the
subject occasioned by death,” a body is infused with an agency that thwarts the political power
exercised by regimes of domination.''> I argue that the black subject is formed through a politics
of morbidity, what I call a performative hauntology of death, that rest within Hartman’s
discussion of the performance of blackness as a tactic of resistance. Anderson’s articulation of a
politics of morbidity demonstrates how physical erasure or disappearance induced by the
spectacle can be embraced as an agent of performative becoming, thereby highlighting the
dialectical relationship between visibility and invisibility. He begins with an understanding of
morbidity as the “consciousness of the profoundly affective significance of one’s own

mortality.”'"

From this he outlines a politics of morbidity as “the embodied, interventional
embrace of mortality and disappearance not as destructive, but as radically productive stagings of
subject formations in which subjectivity and objecthood, presence and absence, life and death
intertwine” (author’s emphasis).114 This more than articulates the condition of captivity, as the

slave subject was continually faced with the “profoundly affective significance of one’s own
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mortality,” or the constant presence of death Patterson spells out.

The omnipresence of death produced a particular subjectivity through ecologies of
nonexistence, the black subject. However, through the embrace of objecthood, the subject
became an agent in its event of subjectivation. This becoming materialized performatively and
visually as blackness, an embrace of the precarious ontological positioning between life/death,
absence/presence, subjectivity/objecthood—an embrace of death and negation. Blackness arose
within ecologies of nonexistence and was subsequently appropriated as a tactic of resistance that
voiced the pain(s) of the slave’s morbidity. Where Anderson considers the literal disappearance
of the body, the eating away of one’s own flesh in the progression of emaciation, I consider the
way in which captive bodies embraced their own disappearance caused by the specter of
blackness, which, as Derrida reminds, conjures its own autonomy, but does so only by
concealing our own. This is not a disappearance of the body, but a disappearance that occurs
through the body’s socioaesthetic, political, and phenotypical orientation—a disappearance into
the body.

The spectacle’s move to the quotidian, however, ultimately allowed the enslaved to enact
his/her agency through tactics of practice. The centrality of practice described as the “small-scale
and everyday forms of resistance [that] interrupted, reelaborated, and defied the constraints of
everyday life under slavery and exploited openings in the system for the use of the enslaved,”
that allowed for a performative counter-investment in the body as a site of possibility.11> To
highlight this, Hartman cites the narrative of John McAdams and his commentary on the
“Saturday night dances” mandated by his master: “We made good use of these nights as that was
all the time the slaves had to dance, talk, and have a good time among their own color.”''® This
citation articulates the need to make “good use” of the artifice of the “pain-less” dance
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atmosphere. This is but one demonstration of how this spectral and spectacular character of pain
is infused within the epidermis of the slave. We see the ever-evolving dynamics of the slave’s
pained flesh in McAdams’ pursuit of refuge from the barbarism of slavery in the time spent with
“[his] own color.” For McAdams, the blanket of skin color was enough to shelter him from the
daily atrocities of slavery. In this we see McAdams’, perhaps intentional, refusal to recognize the
artifice of the dance by, perhaps intentionally, accepting the artifice of his own body. The
performance of blackness, as a tactic of resistance and limited agency, plays a vital role in
redressing the black body. McAdams’ simultaneous refusals are demonstrative of how the pained
body is redressed in the collective enunciation of that pain, a performative gesticulation that
transforms pleasurable domination into a politics that utilizes pleasure as an understandably
insufficient form of redress. The performance of blackness became one such pleasurable
performative gesticulation; it is through the insufficient forms of redress that blackness is
embodied.

The following chapter explores the inefficiencies of the corporal knowledge of blackness,
articulating how the specters of nonexistence, which allowed the captive’s humanity to be
consumed by a disembodied white universality, have continued to linger long after emancipation.
Using Fanon’s psychoanalytic and phenomenal investigations in conjunction with Derrida
theorizations of haunting, the chapter articulates blackness through the Foucauldian move from
disciplinary technologies, characterized by the right to take life, toward expressions of
biopolitical effects of power constituted by the disallowance of life to the point of death.117
Where the spectacle once sought to organize black bodies within the confines of the plantation,
upon emancipation the spectacle of pained humanity continued to limit the spatial orientation of
black bodies as a means of societal protection. The spectacle achieves the protection of society
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by performatively refiguring selthood as a fetishized commodity, and denying the potential for
re-signification. The biopolitical operation of the spectacle produces a black body that is
disposable, in so far, as the value of the body is entangled in its ability to reproduce blackness—
to become a specter.

The desire to reproduce blackness is recognized in Fanon’s declaration that precedes the
often-quoted “Look! A Negro!” scene; Fanon declares, “I thought I was being asked to construct
a physiological self, to balance space and localize sensations, when all the time they were
clamoring for more.”118 Fanon’s acknowledgement demonstrates how the spectacle is housed
within a biopolitical framework of maintaining a distance that keeps blackness near-enough to
preserve difference. The sustained maintenance of difference, the ideology foundations of Jim
Crow and lynching spectacles of the American South, are other iterations of the ecologies of
slow death and domination that characterizes the specter of blackness. This biopolitical
allowance of death signals the processes of signification that reifies blackness through continual
confrontation with abjection. Chapter 3, then, interrogates the insufficiencies of blackness by
articulating the inability of re-signification and the psychological consequences of the process of

subjectivation through the affective ecologies of death.
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CHAPTER 3: THE GRIEF OF A NEGRO’S HOME: THE FAILED MOUNRING OF
BLACKNESS

“Anything dead coming back to life hurts.” A truth for all times...
Amy Denver, Beloved'"”’
Toni Morrison’s 1987 post-modern ghost story chronicles the untold memorialization of
the hurt of resurrection. Beloved narrates the full weight of Amy Denver’s truth through an
inspirited re-telling of the story of escaped-slave Margaret Garner. Forced to submit to the
realities of life in death, in 1856, Garner slaughtered her eldest daughter instead of seeing her
child “returned” to the institution of slavery under the provisions of the 1850 Fugitive Slave Act.
Set in the fictive landscape of Cincinnati, Ohio in 1873, in the midst of American
Reconstruction, Morrison re-imagines the aftershock of Garner’s infanticide through the

120 Nearly twenty years after the killing of her

experience of Beloved’s protagonist, Sethe.
unnamed child, Sethe and her only living daughter, Denver, continue to reside in not only in the
memory of her nameless child, but in the space of the child’s execution as well. Articulating
Patterson’s claim of the psychological control exerted upon the black body in excruciating detail,
Morrison’s novel narrates not only the story of a home built upon the haunted solace of the past,
but articulates the pains of life resurrected out of death—a testament affirmed in the words of
Sethe’s mother-in-law, “Not a house in the country ain’t packed to its rafters with some dead
Negro’s grief.”!*!

Morrison’s novel, however, verbalizes more than just the story of Margaret Garner, or the

experience of former slaves during American Reconstruction. “The book was not about the

institution—Slavery with a capital S. It was about these anonymous people called slaves...”
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Morrison explains. “When I say Beloved is not about slavery, [ mean that the story is not slavery.
The story is these people—these people who don’t know they’re in an era of historical interest.

122 : :
”' Beloved becomes an articulation of

They just know they have to get through the day.
quotidian bodies roaming the liminal space between a life-in-death and a death-in-life, a life
rooted in the knowledge that “anything dead coming back to life hurts.” Yet, nestled within this
“truth for all times™ are smaller truths that come to light through Morrison’s text, and ultimately
become the driving force behind her post-modern slave narrative. Morrison’s novel locates the
realms of life and death only to journey the porous line between the two. In doing so, she
juxtaposes the narratives of life-in-death, as felt through the tremors of vengeful spirits, as well
as narratives of death-in-life, experienced through the flesh of Sethe. These narratives collide
with the introduction of a young woman with a history as opalescent as the waters in which she
was conjured. Assuming the name Beloved, the single word placed on the tombstone of Sethe’s
nameless child, this woman is eventually recognized as the physical manifestation of an invisible
spirit; the dead resurrected into flesh.

Morrison’s text documents how, in the aftermath of American slavery, the story of
blackness is rooted in a simultaneous desire and necessity to learn to live in a home that is
haunted with “some dead Negro’s grief.” Such a story, however, is not ignited until this deathly
shadow is resurrected into flesh. The novel is a testament to how the ontological foundation of
being requires the acute awareness of remembered presence as it coalesces with lived absence,
constructing what Morrison calls, “rememory,” the experience of the circularity of time, space,
and body, as past places and things are erected through the presence of one’s body/mind. Or, as
put by Morrison’s protagonist,

I was talking about time. It’s so hard for me to believe in
it. Some things go. Pass on. Some things just stay. I used to
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think it was my rememory. You know. Some things you

forget. Other things you never do. But it’s not. Places,

places are still there. If a house burns down, it’s gone,

but the place—the picture of it—stays, and not just in my

rememory, but out there, in the world. What I remember is

a picture floating around out there outside my head. I mean,

even if [ don’t think it, even if [ die, the picture of what I

did, or knew, or saw is still out there. Right in the

place where it happened.'*
Twenty-five years after the publication of Beloved, and nearly 150 years after the end of the
American Civil War and start of the American Reconstruction Era, this chapter theorizes a
notion of blackness in/as haunting—a rememory of nonexistence and death that is continually
(re)articulated through the presence of the black body. The chapter delves into the ontological
positioning of black life as threaded through ecologies of nonexistence, as well as the
pathological consequences of that phenomenal experience.

Fanon’s poetic ruminations of the post-colonial black subject provide further insight into
the corporeal/phenomenal implications of the hauntological constitution of blackness, as well as
the neurosis that necessarily results. Fanon’s writings forward the notion of transcendental
consciousness, a realm beyond ontological understandings of not only blackness, but the
category of human.'** As such, Fanon makes an important distinction between ontology and
existence, which he articulates in “The Lived Experience of the Black Man,” the translated title
of his most cited work in Black Skin, White Masks. Fanon’s work is founded upon the premise:
“Ontology does not allow us to understand the being of the black man, since its ignores the lived

. 125
experience...”

Just as Morrison text, Fanon’s work calls for the development of a hauntology
of blackness to attest to the metaphysics of both presence and absence, accounting for notions of

existence born from the affective excesses of loss, absence, and pained, prolonged death. An

alternative to Richard Philcox’s translation perhaps conveys Fanon’s hauntological questioning
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of blackness more clearly: “Ontology—once it is finally admitted as leaving existence by the

wayside—does not permit us to understand the being of the black man.”'*

Read through either
translation, Fanon’s offers an understanding of black subjectivity as lacking “ontological
resistance,” a psychoanalytic condition that produces the (black) self through mourning, or more
accurately, the inability to mourn.'*’

In Morrison’s text, this inability to mourn is translated into perversions of love, which is
announced in the opening pages of the text when Denver, acknowledging the abandoned rage of
the home’s spirit, remarks, “For a baby she throws a powerful spell,” to which Sethe adds, “No

more powerful than the way I loved her...”"*®

In her explication of the stifling torment that clings
to the space shared by the living and the deceased, Morrison makes clear that the baby’s
unbridled wrath is birthed from the sacrifices of her mother’s love. “Counting on the stillness of
her own soul,” Morrison writes, “she had forgotten the other one: the soul of her baby girl. Who
would have thought that a little old baby could harbor so much rage? Rutting among the stones
under the eyes of the engraver’s son was not enough. Not only did she have to live out her years
in a house palsied by the baby’s fury at having its throat cut, but those ten minutes she spent
pressed up against dawn-colored stone studded with star chips, her knees wide open as the grave,
were longer than life, more alive, more pulsating than the baby blood that soaked her fingers like
0il.”"*" As the novel pushes forward, the manifestations of Sethe’s love is further dredged
through her inability to mourn, causing her would-be lover, Paul D, to announce its
overburdened mass; “Your love is too thick,” he affirms. To this, Sethe replies, “Love is or it

1.3 What Morrison’s text demonstrates is how the multifarious,

ain’t. Thin love ain’t love at al
psychoanalytic translations of this failed mourning necessitates a return to the phenomenal

negotiations of the black body as constituted within the chasm between the (black) self and the
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world. This chapter proceeds by engaging the psychological translations of this inability to
mourn as it manifests through the lived body.
Blackness in/as Failed Mourning

In her essay, provocatively mirroring the title of a Charles Mingus riff, “All the Things
You Could Be Now, If Sigmund Freud’s Wife Was Your Mother,” Hortense J. Spillers explains
that race, and blackness in particular, “is the perfect affliction, if by that we mean an undeniable
setup that not only shapes one’s view of things but also demands an endless response.”""
Conjoining Morrison’s imaginative inquiry with Fanon’s psychoanalytically-driven
investigations, this chapter argues that the infliction of blackness manifests as a failed mourning,
in which the ecologies of abjection and lack of ontological resistance that constitute the core of
black subjectivity are endlessly announced through a politics of history that is inhered by bodies
across a range of temporalities—an enunciation that demands response, but it is one that we are
incapable of providing. My discussion of the subjectivizing process of blackness instigated
through, what I theorize as a, failed mourning begins by: first, considering the constitution of the
(black) self, then applying that discussion to Fanon’s work in Black skin/White Masks. In
addressing the theoretical intercessions on the intersubjective constitution of race, this chapter
articulates the process by which the black body is fashioned as both haunted and a haunting,
returned always to itself “spread-eagle, disjointed, redone, [and] draped in mourning.”"**

During the University of Michigan’s “Tanner Lectures on Human Values” in 1988, less
than a year after the publication of Beloved, Morrison delivered a lecture identifying the
relationship between abjection and mourning, haunting, and blackness beyond the realm of

fiction. In it Morrison pinpoints “the unspeakable things unspoken,” the invisible yet

unmistakable presence of Afro-Americans in American literature, what she calls “a search for the
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ghost in the machine.”'*

Morrison explains the impulse of mid-seventeenth century American
authors who, at the height of abolitionist protests, incongruously produced texts almost
exclusively within the genre of romance. Articulating this absence as a Derridain inflected
haunting or nagging memory, she professed, “We can agree, I think, that invisible things are not
necessarily ‘not-there’; that a void may be empty but not be a vacuum...certain absences are so
stressed, so ornate, so planned, they call attention to themselves; arrest us with intentionality, and
purpose...”"** Morrison’s lecture exorcises the ghosts that haunt the machine of American
Literature, speaking into existence the overwhelming absences in the work of Hawthorne,
Thoreau, Whitman and the litany of other “canonic” novelists of the time. Through Beloved,
Morrison announces the unspeakable void at the core of the American Renaissance Period,
asking “What intellectual feats had to be performed by the author or his critic to erase me from a

society seething with my presence...?”'>

Through an imaginative placing of her body within the
societal framework of the American Renaissance, Morrison anticipates her nonexistence,
subsequently structuring the psychoanalytic constitution of her (black) self through the
anticipation of that affective absence. Extending from Morrison’s literary and imaginative
theorizations of (black) nonexistence, I argue that the phenomenal construction of the black body
leads to the psychological anticipation of nonexistence. As such, blackness operates as an object
to be radically excluded from the body, even before its inclusion, thereby constantly hailing the
self into subjectivity that precedes it. Specifically for racially marked bodies, this act of
becoming originates in the absent presence of abjection at the core of one’s subjectivity, which
manifests through an inconsolable mourning. Freud’s 1917 account of the pathological

consequences of loss and/or death provides substantial insight into understanding blackness as a

site of failed mourning.
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Freud articulates mourning as the pained realities of loss, as the libido slowly withdraws
from the absent object. Once “the ego succeed[s] in freeing its libido from the lost object” the
work of mourning is accomplished.'*® Successful mourning is contingent upon: 1) the
recognition of loss, and 2) the passing of time necessary to restore one’s ego.">’ Melancholia,
contrarily, refuses both these stipulations, as it signifies the unconscious condition of the
subject’s reality of loss. Freud clarifies, “The complex of melancholia behaves like an open
wound, drawing to itself cathectic energies...from all directions, and emptying the ego until it is
totally impoverished.” Conditioned by melancholic inhibitions, Freud continues,

...the patient is aware of the loss which has given rise to his
melancholia, but only in the sense that he knows whom he has lost
but not what he has lost in him. This would suggest that
melancholia is in some way related to an object-loss which is
withdra