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Towards an Insurgent Black Feminine Otherwise

M. Shadee Malaklou

Abstract  This essay argues that objections to nonblack suffering 
in Trump’s America obscure racism’s primary operation as a cut 
that makes human body from racialized flesh. It returns to Frank 
B. Wilderson III’s argument in “Gramsci’s Black Marx: Whither the 
Slave in Civil Society?” (2003) that the civil society that organizes 
our political and social relationality is necessarily exclusionary to 
posit a libidinal critique. It adds to Wilderson’s intervention a par-
adigmatic analysis of social and political constructions of time to 
call not for inclusivity, which Trump betrays as an antiblack prax-
is, but to call for the exclusivity of the black feminine.

Introduction

This essay interrogates sympathetic responses to nonblack suffer-
ing, specifically, to the violences Southwest Asian and North African 
or SWANA persons1 experience in Donald Trump’s America, to reason 
that Trump’s ‘hate’ weaponizes our altogether typical, that is to say, 
our altogether liberal instincts to brutalize people of color—in this case, 
putatively racialized immigrants. Incredulous responses to nonblack 
suffering in Trump’s America obscure the incalculable and intermina-
ble, indeed, the unspeakable and unbreachable abjection typical of the 
black experience, in the U.S and globally, which is to say, structurally. 
Hysterical responses to nonblack suffering obscure racism’s primary 
operation as a historical cut that makes human body from racialized 
flesh—essentially, an antiblack violence that reduces the black body 
to ungendered flesh. I return to the site of humanism’s flesh-mak-
ing (i.e., black-making) cut to contextualize the new and seemingly 
extreme ways SWANA persons experience structural violence. I argue 
that the antiblack violence of humanism’s cut underwrites nonblack 
suffering, too, functioning to position and differentiate the nonblack 
person of color at the same time as it entrenches the singular and 
inanalogous wretchedness of racial blackness. Indeed, the occasional 
and utilitarian violence that reduces nonblack bodies of color to flesh 
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is propelled and anchored by all the ways in which racially black per-
sons are gratuitously—interminably—available as flesh. Specifically, I 
argue that the antiblackness of humanism’s race/ism or cut induces 
the historical-racial or chronopolitical grammar of nonblack suffering. I 
enlist Afro-pessimism to contextualize nonblack suffering because as 
a chronopolitical violence this suffering yokes its grammar from lib-
eral humanism’s antagonistic relationship to racial blackness. Rather 
than concede to a facile reading of Afro-pessimism in which its black/
nonblack color-line cannot think about the particularities of nonblack 
suffering—such a reading reduces Afro-pessimism’s paradigmatic anal-
ysis of antiblack political and libidinal economies to an Oppression 
Olympics—I elaborate all the ways in which Afro-pessimism testifies 
to the plurality of our world as a container (i.e., a particular arrange-
ment of space and time) for holding and knowing (and reproducing, 
and protecting) the human as a white or becoming-white—that is to 
say, as a not-black—figure. Stated another way, I explain how Afro-
pessimism maps our world. Its reading of black feminist texts, not least 
of all, Hortense Spillers’ “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American 
Grammar Book” (1987), pinpoints with devastating precision where 
and how the continuum of history—as History—distinguishes a 
human body from non- or pre-human (i.e., racialized) flesh. Insofar as 
Afro-pessimism’s map recounts the historical-racial making or chro-
nopolitical order of human be(com)ing, it demonstrates how humanism 
engenders Man—in his many variations, or as Frank B. Wilderson III 
writes, as “worker, woman, man, gay, lesbian, and so on,”2 including 
immigrant-subaltern and native-savage—by naming the human’s sin-
gular, black Other as a boogeyman that personifies Man’s prehistorical 
or human-animal self. Afro-pessimism generates a study of the phil-
osophical coordinates of the human and the world, including what 
it will take to radically disarticulate these coordinates. Rather than 
obscure nonblack suffering, its intellectual project maps our episte-
mological totality to reveal that even or especially the episodic, con-
tingent, and conditional suffering putatively racialized immigrants 
experience is sutured by a black/nonblack color-line that is in effect a 
nonhuman/human binary.

Afro-pessimism tells us how humanism makes body from flesh at 
the same time as it yields uncomfortable truths about how we might 
live Otherwise. Wilderson’s diagnosis that “antiblackness is the pre-
requisite for world-making at every scale of abstraction”3 instructs 
nonblack persons of color, especially those who seek to foment or 
abet structural change (i.e., an epistemological catastrophe that will 
undo the world), to submit themselves to black antagonism and to 
commit their resources to black fugitivity. Rather than abandon and/
or demonstrate a callous indifference to nonblack suffering, Afro-
pessimism exhorts us to be strategic about how we mobilize against 
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this suffering, so that our relief from racialized violence—humanism’s 
violence—is not short-lived. Its recommendation to us as nonblack 
persons of color is that we might fare better in the long-term if we 
redistribute the breast-beating of our hysterical responses to nonblack 
suffering in Trump’s America and otherwise to the project of making 
black lives matter against human-centric odds. This task requires not 
martyrdom—it does not call on us to ‘save’ black Others—but the sac-
rifice of a lifetime; it asks us as nonblack persons of color to give up the 
human recognition that might make our own lives matter in the imme-
diate present so that we can live Otherwise—as persons of color—in 
what Fred Moten describes as “elsewhere and elsewhen”4.

To clarify, my approach to Afro-pessimism, which elaborates the 
nonblack suffering prompted and sustained by antiblack political and 
libidinal economies, need not dilute Afro-pessimism’s critique as the 
exclusive study of—the social life of5—black social death. I read for 
the specificity of black social life-in-death to map the contours and to 
better understand the structure or container of humanism as a race/
ism. More specifically, I chart the territory of chattel slave and colonial 
violences, not (just) as coeval levers in the making of Enlightenment 
modernity, but (also, or especially) as tandem antiblack technologies in 
the making of a humanist totality. Following Jared Sexton’s argument 
that “blackness is not the pathogen in Afro-pessimism, the world is. 
Not the earth, but the world, and maybe even the whole possibility of 
and desire for a world,”6 this essay enumerates the im/possibility of a 
space-time in which black lives can and do matter. At the same time, it 
begins to look for the subterraneous possibility of an/Other, non-hu-
man becoming that might take its cue from the black maternal as a site 
of social life-in-death—more to the point, as the site of life-in-stasis and 
non-movement, outside of humanist constructions of time, or in my 
summation, its chronopolitical order or Man.

I intervene in social and political constructions of humanist time 
to locate the black maternal as the site not just of the slave’s but of our 
collective freedom. If the suffering nonblack persons of color endure is 
only possible because of the constitutive exclusion of African-born and 
-descended persons from Euro-American philosophies of rights and 
liberalism, then objections to nonblack suffering must return to this 
primordial site—not as a feat of altruism, but of self-interest. This essay 
interrogates social and political constructions of time that position non-
black persons of color as “junior partners”7 in the white nationalism 
Trump does not induce but emboldens, to elaborate Sexton’s suspicion 
in “Properties of Coalition: Blacks, Asians, and the Politics of Policing” 
(2010)8 that it is precisely because nonblack persons of color enjoy 
‘human’ recognition—even or especially in the hour of Trump, they 
can occupy the nonblack or ‘human’ coordinates of a black/nonblack 
qua nonhuman/human color-line—that they have access to the politi-
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cal deliberation or choice to make themselves the implements of white 
humanism. Their ‘dilemma’ of coalition9 evinces Wilderson’s (2010) 
argument that nonblack minorities are “shuttled”10 between the polar-
ities of the human proper, typified by racial whiteness—while human-
ism expands to include nonblack persons of color in its liberal folds 
of recognition, the prototypical human to emerge from Enlightenment 
Europe is white (and masculine)—and the human’s object or Other, 
typified by racial blackness.11

My argument builds on Sexton’s and Wilderson’s to reason that the 
extremes of violence that nonblack minority populations experience, 
not least of all in Trump’s America, is only episodically analogous to 
the structural violence that overdetermines black existence, especially 
(but not exclusively) in liberal America. The dilemma of coalition that 
nonblack persons of color must reckon with then, not just in (Trump’s) 
America but in an antiblack world, which is to say, on any given day 
and in any given context, is the choice to remain a “junior partner” in 
the political and libidinal economies of antiblackness12—a position that 
demands of the nonblack minority person a pound of her own flesh, 
too: a total defacing of her ethnic particularities as the price of admis-
sion for human community—or to relinquish one’s (contingent and 
unguaranteed) claims to civil society and to human relationality and 
to submit to black antagonism, as a black movement to end the human 
qua racist world.13 That we have a choice in this positioning demands 
of us a vigilance that, I reason, we have to date betrayed. I figure non-
black suffering in Trump’s America as not a new or unique suffering 
but one instance of the black Other’s every day to argue that it is not 
Trump who has betrayed the integrity of the White House or of liberal 
democracy (better yet, of liberal humanism) but we, the immigrants 
and the savages—also, the nonblack women and queers, in short, the 
marginalized and the disenfranchised—emboldened by the knowl-
edge that we who are not fungible are entitled to the protections of a 
social contract with the state (i.e., with civil society) as the guarantor of 
human community, who have misplaced our trust in the office of the 
American president as executor of liberal governmentality. The (bad) 
faith whereby we seek human protections delivered by the liberal state 
obscures, in addition to our own inevitable if punctuated exclusion 
from the social protections of a civil society designed for prototypi-
cal (i.e., Western European-descended and male) human subjects, that 
human recognition qua civil rights evade the being of the black.

An historical detour explains the antiblack violence of liberal gov-
ernmentality in a US context. Saidiya Hartman in Scenes of Subjection: 
Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century America (1997)—
preeminent in the Afro-pessimist canon because Hartman’s study of 
racial terror elaborates the libidinal economy of antiblackness as the 
affective lever (i.e., primary site) of its political economy14—explains 
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that at the dawn of America’s becoming, specifically, at the hour of 
chattel slavery’s formal abolition, the “feeling and sentiment”15 of its 
private institution remained. Antiblack attachments of the heart and 
mind, which reside in the intimate and private spaces of domesticity, 
outside the reach of the law, determine(d) the boundaries of America’s 
new social. The “contours of [this new] social,” distinct for its racial 
pluralism, were (are) typified by “an indifference to black misery,”16 
such that the making-free of the slave functioned to entrench the 
slave’s suffering. If, as Hartman notes, the “thirteenth amendment did 
not confer basic civil rights to the formerly enslaved” because “slavery 
was not a public relation between the slave and the state but a private 
relation between two persons,”17 then the slave’s inclusion in civil soci-
ety abridged (abridges) the rights of the master but brokered (brokers) 
no rights for the freed slave. A libidinal economy thus typifies slav-
ery’s afterlife in liberal America—I reason, on a planetary scale—as 
“the constancy of black subjection…before which the law,” irrespec-
tive of its changing of guards, “is […] powerless.”18

This essay extends Hartman’s argument to account for the meta-
physical exclusion of racial blackness from liberal claims to human 
universality. I elaborate the paradigmatic resonances of the American 
example to demonstrate that the US does more than proscribe black 
Others from nation and belonging, precluding the slave from mem-
bership in a US body politic at the same time as it makes African fili-
ation impossible; the US also executes a metaphysical violence which 
it inherits from Western Europe’s chronopolitical order of Man. If, as 
Hartman writes, “equality of rights” in post-emancipation America 
“[depends] on the transformation of former slaves into responsible 
and reasonable men,”19 then this transformation is necessarily pro-
scribed for black descendants of the African continent by a European 
discourse of rights that assigns “responsibility” and “reason”—the 
rationality of the Cogito—to the Enlightenment human as a being-in-
time who can only ever know himself as what he is not: a black African.

Nonblack suffering in Trump’s America is thus exceptional only if 
we ignore the ontologically primary structural position of anti/black-
ness; that is to say, if we sanitize and rehabilitate the promise of liberal 
America by closing our eyes to the uninterrupted suffering that black 
persons who are ineligible for rights endure. We who feel ourselves 
defenseless in the twilight of America’s becoming—nonblack minori-
ties—might pause to consider how in the narration of our suffering we 
refuse to recognize and thus obscure the privilege whereby our suf-
fering is periodized, documented, tracked, and ultimately, mourned. 
We might further pause to consider how in these narrations we refuse 
to recognize that the contingent suffering of our nonblack persons is 
made entirely possible, not least of all in a US context, by the unend-
ing and senseless suffering of the black as a subject-that-is-not-one.20 
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Catastrophizing the assault on our civil liberties activates a liberal 
hope that inspires us to believe that we will survive Trump21—a hope 
that requires (bad) faith in the state as a vehicle for the actualization 
of our freedom. When we as the multiculturalist multitude, as peo-
ples who enjoy human recognition and are eligible for the discourse 
and protections of civil rights (such that the violation of our persons is 
legible as just that: a violation) do this, we micro-aggress against black 
Others. Or rather, we macro-aggress, at once intensifying and obscur-
ing the constitutive relationship of terror that makes black Others not 
contingently vulnerable to structural violence but essentially so, and 
absolving our own communities (of color) of the antiblack violence 
we reproduce to simulate the “structural adjustment”22 of our “bor-
rowed institutionality.”23 Our hysterical reactions to Trump render 
incommensurate vulnerabilities irrelevant, revealing how shameless-
ly absent we who are not fungible have been from organized efforts24 
to disrupt the gross violation of black flesh that is carried out in our 
names, at the behest of a civil society that can only ever selectively 
and provisionally incorporate us into its folds, as implements of white 
supremacist humanism.

In what follows, I map the violences nonblack people of color 
endure in Trump’s America’s as one articulation of the antiblack vio-
lence that is typical of liberal claims to human universality.25 I lean on 
a discourse of time to reason that Trump’s presidency does not qualify 
as an historical node, that is to say, does not signify the end of times 
or a new time/beginning, but rather, evinces the longue durée of black 
social death. The guiding argument of this essay is that racial black-
ness as a structural antagonism—social death—exceeds the hold of 
the slave ship; it finds its origin story in social and political construc-
tions of time or, in my summation, the chronopolitical order of Man 
generated by Enlightenment philosophy. I suggest that liberalism’s 
political arithmetic, subtended by libidinal antiblackness, refracts to 
activate suffering for nonblack minority populations, too. My inter-
vention contextualizes the suffering nonblack minorities experience in 
Trump’s America as an always already antiblack violence. I close by 
thinking about how time might function Otherwise to induce an irrev-
erently Black valuation of life. I go in search of different constructions 
of time that offer not the human world of being-in-time but the anti-hu-
man (non-)world of being-out-of-time, and find this im/possibility in 
the boundless, gestational time of the black maternal. My final argu-
ment privileges black feminist constructions of time that actualize the 
(Black) social life of (black) social death and serves to underscore the 
black feminism foundational—indispensable—to an Afro-pessimistic 
approach.
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Liberalism in Trump’s America

President-elect Trump has continued to denounce racism of any 
kind and he [was] elected because he will be a leader for every 
American. To think otherwise is a complete misrepresentation of 
the movement that united Americans from all backgrounds.

Bryan Lanza, spokesperson for President Trump26

As a white nationalist, I care for all people. We all deserve a future 
for our children and for our culture. White nationalists aren’t all 
hateful; we just want to preserve what we have.

Peter Cvjetanovic, white nationalist 
popularized in Charlottesville photo27

Donald Trump’s presidency is not the hyperbolic fascism of our mass 
hysterical claims. His administration does not betray the tenets of 
liberalism; rather, his tyranny, authorized by the highest office in the 
land—in all lands—reveals the violence of liberal governmentality as a 
necessarily fascist praxis. One need look no further than the inclusivity 
Trump invokes in his November 9, 2016 victory speech,28 that first lap 
around the presidential block, for evidence that his reign of terror is 
no more than a manifestation or epiphenomena of liberal violence. In 
this speech/act, Trump “pledges” to “bind the wounds of division” 
his campaign activated so that in the hour of his presidency we might 
“come together as one united people,” he adds—gesturing towards 
his chest to signal not an empty invocation of the American dream 
but a personal commitment to count himself as a “president for all 
Americans,” as a president of the people and for the people, elected by 
the people—because national unification is “so important to [him].”29

If the speaker of Trump’s victory speech is not his person or admin-
istration but rather, the American machinery of liberal governmentality, 
then the tyranny of Trump’s America is not Trump’s but America’s. 
In this and the speech/acts to follow since his win, including state-
ments in which he disavows the Alt-Right’s ideological influence over 
his administration,30 Trump does not betray liberalism; he outmaneu-
vers it. Which is to say, his tyranny is a liberal out-doing of liberalism. 
His divisiveness is backed and bonded by a state willed by popular 
demand; Trump’s sexism, homophobia, transphobia, racism, xenopho-
bia, etc. finds its seat in the Oval Office to puppeteer the continuous 
violence of the president as manager of liberal American governmen-
tality. His occasional banal nods towards inclusivity, inserted into the 
political and (as) libidinal arithmetic of American civil society, function 
to simulate rather than obstruct the protocols of liberal democracy. To 
put it plainly, Trump’s deployment of inclusivity to induce exclusivi-
ty—a neoliberal move exemplary of the ‘inclusive excellence’ peddled 
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by the university industrial complex as ‘diversity’ work31—betrays the 
white supremacy always already operational in civil society as that 
hegemonic scaffolding not just of the American polity but, I argue 
next, elaborating Wilderson’s provocation in “Gramsci’s Black Marx: 
Whither the Slave in Civil Society?” (2003), of white-cum-human com-
munity, or what we might describe, following Hartman’s reasoning, 
as the social. Like “all lives matter,” a rejoinder that makes white lives 
matter only or especially, Trump’s (neo)liberalism empties inclusivity 
of its meaning, outing its operation as always already exclusive, more 
to the point, as necessarily antiblack.

White people

Mine is an argument about liberalism first and Donald Trump sec-
ond, as its talking head. The speaker in Trump’s speech/acts is not 
his person or administration but structural antiblackness or liberal-
ism qua antiblackness. Trump’s America, which is the America that 
has always been, that loomed and lurked and minced its words in 
President Barack Obama’s care, is—according to the liberal lore that 
founds it—ideologically capacious. In theory, if only as a matter of 
convenience, liberal America stretches in both directions (presumably, 
in all directions) to welcome into its political and (as) libidinal folds 
Alt-Right persons and perspectives and, because liberal ideology as an 
egalitarian social theory engenders pluralism, those peoples whom the 
Alt-Right would rather see excised from America’s body politic. The 
latter group’s perspectives, their cultures and (as) their differences are 
excluded from this invitation. Non-white others are conditionally and 
selectively incorporated into the folds of liberal America, as guests; 
their corresponding interests are proscribed, as rather than make room 
for them as Other, liberalism invites those redeemable—nonblack—
persons who can assimilate to do so, absorbing them as instruments in 
the project for white nationalism. Hence, liberalism practically stretch-
es in only one direction: the (alt) right’s, making but one kind of people 
legible as subjects of civil society: white people.

It bears pausing to consider, especially in this, our hour of exclaimed 
white supremacy, for whom America as a white nationalist polity is 
inclusive, as invocations of white filiation and fragility are inconsistent. 
Richard Spencer, president of the National Policy Institute and chief 
polemicist for the Alt-Right movement, explains in an interview with 
NewsOne Now’s Roland Martin that his movement for white life counts 
nonblack peoples of color as contributing members of white-cum-hu-
man community.32 Martin objects to Spencer’s reductionist argument 
that white people have historically been the only ones to design and 
build human civilization, specifically, that they are the unique and 
singular visionaries of monuments that testify to human world-mak-
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ing. He names the “genius”33 native to Africa—in his summation, the 
birthplace of Man34—as a counterargument to Spencer’s position that 
Western European-descended white peoples are the proper subject of 
human history. More specifically, Martin cites Egyptians, architects 
of the pyramids, as a case in point. Spencer, who is characteristically 
obstinate, claims the pyramids as Western Europe’s-cum-America’s—
white humanity’s—inheritance, and counters Martin’s argument by 
naming Egyptians qua North Africans as a “white people.”35

	Richard Spencer:	 “Those are white people, by the way.”
	 Roland Martin:	 “Who [are] white people?”
	Richard Spencer:	 “The Egyptians are not African; I’m sorry.”
	 Roland Martin:	 “Do you know where Egypt is?”
	Richard Spencer:	 “Yes, it’s in North Africa.”36

	Richard Spencer:	� “Egypt was an amazing civilization. It was not 
created by black Africans.”

	 Roland Martin:	 “Who created it?”
	Richard Spencer:	 “People who are white.”37

Spencer does not make this designation because Egyptians as a North 
African people are natally, that is to say, indisputably and categori-
cally white; nor does he make this designation because he believes 
that Egyptians as a Middle Eastern and/or Muslim people are white 
(earlier in the same interview, Spencer demonizes Syrian qua Muslim 
refugees as parasitic to the white societies they emigrate to38). Rather, 
Spencer counts Egyptians—like Syrians, a religiously and ethnically 
diverse people reduced in the Orientalist landscape that is Spencer’s 
frame of reference to an indiscriminately Muslim and Arab people—as 
contingent members of white-cum-human community because doing 
so in the context of claims about Africa/ns serves to comment on 
the position of “black Africans” as extra-human. Indeed, it is specif-
ically because Spencer moves to entrench the constitutive exclusion 
of African-born and -descended persons from human community, 
fortifying what Orlando Patterson describes as their social death: a 
non-personhood whereby the black African belongs to no social order 
and in which she is natally and temporally alienated,39 that he removes 
Egyptians qua North Africans from Africa’s body politic.

Spencer’s move resonates with emic accounts of nation and belong-
ing in nonblack communities of color, not least of all in SWANA coun-
tries and their diasporic outposts, where “practical Occidentalisms”40 
mythologize nations as ethnically white. One need look no further than 
Iranian-American white nationalist Jason Reza Jorjani, who claims 
that Arab Muslims committed “white genocide” against Iran’s great-
er “Caucasian civilization,”41 for evidence of the firm grip practical 
Occidentalisms have on SWANA communities. While it is true that 
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white accounts of imagined community rarely effect the extramural 
recognition SWANA persons seek, as antiblack filial myths they are 
powerful self-narratives.42 They induce a psychic-somatic landscape, 
specifically, an “interior intersubjectivity”43 governed by antiblack 
“energies, concerns, points of attention, anxieties, pleasures, appetites, 
revulsions, and phobias.”44 White nationalisms recount blackness as 
pathology to induce a self-reflexivity that instructs nonblack persons 
of color to “hallucinate” whiteness45 by distancing their bodies (of col-
or) from the mark of racialization—that is to say, from the body’s mate-
riality as flesh. Such a move permits them as nonblack persons of color 
to know the body and (as) the self under the sign of the human. Hence, 
whether they intend to or not, nonblack persons of color benefit from a 
parasitic relationship with racial blackness. Antiblackness is the strate-
gy they use to survive a white supremacist world that is also a human-
ist world, in which multiculturalist pluralism—providing cover for 
antiblack humanism—compels nonblack persons of color to know the 
self as not-black (i.e., not-flesh) in order to survive. Sometimes duped 
by the promise of a universal human imago that is actually a specific 
and singular imago—one that elaborates the essence of humanness qua 
whiteness as not-blackness—and sometimes merely benefiting from its 
spoils system, they operationalize what Wilderson describes as “junior 
partnerships” in the project for planetary white supremacy.

Certainly, some junior partnerships are more dangerous than oth-
ers, and reports of antiblack violence in SWANA communities are plen-
tiful.46 Ours is not just a libidinal violence in which we reproduce anti-
black viscera, guts, and instincts to remove our own racialized bodies 
from humanism’s flesh-making project; we also reproduce liberal-
ism’s political-economical violence. The International Organization 
for Migration reports that the slave auction itself survives in some 
SWANA countries—like Libya, where African migrants from Senegal, 
The Gambia, and the Sub-Sahara are kidnapped on their way to Europe 
(Libya is a major exit point for boat travel to Europe) and sold in public 
squares to Arab locals.47 It is the task of this essay to intervene in how 
the junior partnerships Wilderson describes are made—in effect, to 
jam the fallacious logic whereby nonblack persons of color and espe-
cially SWANA persons are incentivized to believe that they share more 
in common with Spencer et al. than with the black Africans they accu-
mulate and kill, if not literally (as in Libya), then in the realm of the 
imagination, as a fantasy that coheres their own claims to humanity. 
Liberalism’s discourse of inclusivity goads nonblack persons of color 
to make “bad faith” claims48 to white personhood (i.e., to the supposed 
universality of a human imago); it sets up antiblack sentimentality as 
the litmus or naturalization test for the “structural adjustment” that 
induces their “borrowed institutionality”. Which is to say, it is liber-
alism’s seemingly pluralistic plentitude that enlists nonblack minority 
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populations as coconspirators in white supremacy. Their junior part-
nerships activate what Sexton describes as a plasticity in which civ-
il society as the guarantor of social life stretches to invite nonblack 
minority populations to the seat of human community by “[expand-
ing] the boundaries of whiteness…whose only conditional limitation 
is the exclusion of racial blackness.”49 The political-economic violence 
of antiblackness, proceeded and structured—Hartman teaches us—by 
antiblack sentimentality or its libidinal economy, is the price of admis-
sion for a human recognition in which nonblack minority populations 
transcend their own racialization, or the body’s designation as flesh. 
As a “political arithmetic” and (as) “racial calculus,”50 racial blackness 
is the constant that allows us to measures Man’s movements, function-
ing to vest nonblack persons of color with the capacity for movement, 
or social life.

I argue that the white supremacy Spencer evinces, in which non-
black persons of color can be contributing members of human commu-
nity, reinforces the constitutive exclusion of racially black persons from 
the Historical frame. The rub is that Spencer is not wrong. Racially 
black persons cannot be-in-time because as pre-human artifacts—
the trace of humanism’s race/ism or cut—they bear the weight of 
Man’s ontological anxieties. The promise of a universal human imago 
implores nonblack persons of color to make room for themselves not in 
a vacuum, but in an Historical world (wound) adhered by racial hier-
archies, such that by activating the plasticity of racial whiteness as a 
human recognition, they entrench the constitutive exclusion of racially 
black minorities from human be(com)ing. To refuse to capitalize on 
this plasticity, to refuse to reproduce the antiblack sentimentality and 
violence of Enlightenment Europe would consent to arriving to the 
table of human civilization too soon—at the dawn of Man, which is 
how Martin characterizes the African continent—and too late, failing 
altogether to qualify for the recognitions and protections reserved 
for human subjects of a civil polity. To be sure, civil rights necessitate 
human recognition because “civil society” is but a placeholder for the 
discursive and material organization of Man (i.e., Man’s racial myths 
and legal categories), and because the political economy of liberal 
humanism is generated within and through libidinal antiblackness.

The episodic and contingent violence that nonblack persons of col-
or experience (for example, in Trump’s America) is the affective lever 
civil society operates to demand generalized loyalty, obscuring for non-
black minorities the choice whereby they consent to make themselves 
the instruments of white supremacy. The mechanism through which 
that loyalty is elicited is not (just) the state’s demand but liberal—libid-
inal—humanism’s demand for a collective, planetary distancing from 
and rejection of racial blackness. A white qua not-black human ima-
go is at once the subject of Alt-Right claims to exclusivity and liberal 
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humanism’s claims to inclusivity. Ours is a world in which those who 
enjoy what Frantz Fanon describes as “ontological resistance”51 (i.e., 
human qua white recognition) experience, in Trump’s as in Obama’s 
America, the ebb and flow of human community (i.e., social life), while 
the excommunicated, or in Wilderson’s hauntingly apt analogy for 
racially black persons, the “cows”52—as the raw material that makes 
and sustains our human world-making—are indiscriminately and 
senselessly, without stipulation or explanation, “accumulated and, if 
need be, killed,”53 in order to cohere the collective unconscious of our 
human community and to engender its social markers of Man.

Same shit, different day

I have already suggested that Trump’s simulated inclusivity betrays 
the continuity of the office of the American president and that his arriv-
al to the White/Master’s House coheres and testifies to a paradigm 
sutured by unremarkable and interminable antiblack violence, even 
or especially as nonblack minority populations experience new viola-
tions in Trump’s America. The contingent and selective recognition of 
nonblack persons of color as white-cum-human beings absolves—gives 
cover to—the enduring violence whereby the black as a subject-that-
is-not-one is defeated by the protections liberal humanism’s political 
machinery—civil society—erects to safeguard Man in his most vulner-
able iterations (i.e., “worker, woman, […] gay, lesbian, and so on”).

While racialized violence reduces the nonblack body (of color) to 
flesh, nonblack persons of color and racially black persons do not occu-
py comparable space-time coordinates and/or structural positionali-
ties, because humanism’s flesh-making project or race/ism is essential-
ly an antiblack violence. Afro-pessimism teaches us that racially black 
persons occupy a structural position analogous, if at all, to non-human 
animal beings54, which like the slave acquire value in/as death—as 
a meaty carcass consumable/consumed for its parts, including skin, 
hair,55 bones, organs, and (the story of Henrietta Lacks teaches us) cells. 
It is for this reason that Wilderson uses the analogy of a meat-packing 
plant to replace the “negro question” with the “cow question,”56 and 
why Sexton describes the “paradigmatic condition of black existence 
in the modern world” as “a perpetual and involuntary openness”57 to 
the tearing apart and looting of black flesh. Hortense Spillers names 
the hyper-vulnerability of the unsignified/unsignifiable black flesh to 
remain from humanism’s cut as a “hieroglyphics.” She clarifies that 
the “anatomical specifications of rupture” assigned to black flesh 
invite “the objective description of laboratory prose”58—“eyes beaten 
out, arms, backs, skulls branded, a left jaw, a right ankle, punctured; 
teeth missing, as the calculated work of iron, whips, chains, knives…
the bullet.”59 Surely, this is not the representational regime of a body 
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typified by cohesion. Wilderson’s, Sexton’s, and Spillers’ interventions 
are Afro-pessimistic60 insofar as they dissuade the reader from holding 
her breath for a political metamorphosis that might finally recognize 
black humanity. Black fungibility like animal fungibility (perhaps too, 
like earth-matter fungibility61) will abate only after an epistemological 
catastrophe disorganizes our relational capacities and dissolves every 
frame of reference, obliterating the chronopolitical grammar through 
which those who can become Man, that is to say, who can ascend to 
the top of a racial hierarchy that is also or primarily a food chain, do so.

Franco Barchiesi elaborates the Afro-pessimistic position to 
remind us that “the shift from multicultural liberalism to nationalistic 
supremacism” in the hour of Trump “is a change only in the form of 
Black subjugation.”62 Black persons categorically denied human rec-
ognition as a fact and not (just) as an inconvenience of their being “do 
not merely confront [the] violence”63 nonblack minority populations 
like immigrants, indigenous persons, and nonblack gender non-con-
forming persons experience as an event—for example, as a travel ban 
or the dismissal of marriage and bathroom rights. Rather, black Others 
as a people forged, Audre Lorde explains, “in the crucibles of differ-
ence,”64 are “actually constituted by [violence] through processes of 
depredation, coercion, and enslavement.”65 Barchiesi’s incisive read-
ing of Wilderson’s “Gramsci’s Black Marx” (2003) makes it clear that 
Trump’s presidency does not qualify as an historical node, which is to 
say, does not signify the end of times or a new time/beginning, but 
rather, evidences the longue durée of black social death as a world-or-
dering structure, more to the point, as the structure for our be(com)
ing-human. It is precisely “the inhumanity of Blackness [that] allows 
White humans”66 including nonblack persons of color

to build institutions, ideologies of freedom, images of rights, 
and ethical meditations on democracy. Such political and cogni-
tive capacities posit [black] bodies as their inert, “socially dead,” 
Wilderson writes, yet sentient objects, or outlets of white fanta-
sies of coercion, improvement, imagination, violence, and healing. 
The inhumanity of [blackness], or the fundamental antagonism 
between White life and [black] death, is ultimately the condition 
of existence for the political conflicts, moral dilemmas, and social 
emergencies of civil society, as well as its aptitude to experience 
and narrativize history as a succession of events.67

To argue that antiblack violence is paradigmatic—a structure and a 
constant—is to suggest that reforms to civil society will not abate the 
violence black Others necessarily must endure to make civil society, 
more to the point, to make or conceive of a social polity—an “us”—in 
the first place. Wilderson’s intervention, abridged by Barchiesi to clari-
fy our present moment as altogether typical, insists that the reorganiza-
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tion of civil society’s parts will not de-escalate the rates at which black 
persons are indiscriminately maimed and murdered, because black life 
is not contingently fungible but essentially so, and because the meta-
physics and/as metapolitics of black fungibility are not just essential 
for the making of a socially dead black Other. They are principally and 
foremost essential for the making of a non-fungible or white-passing 
“us”.68 The story of that be(com)ing, of a human subject that is “seman-
tically-neurochemically” programmed to enact antiblack “individual 
and collective behaviors,”69 is located in the hearts and minds of those 
eligible for human recognition, as a libidinal economy.

Insofar as Trump and his henchmen (i.e., Spencer) use liberalism’s 
seemingly capacious parachute to trap the rights of nonblack minori-
ty populations, they mobilize not an American nightmare but one 
instance in the “ongoing disaster”70 of “the social” that is mobilized by 
the American Dream. Trump’s hate-mongering is our price of admis-
sion not just for a model of the social organized by/as civil society, but 
for the making of human community (i.e., the “social”), that is to say, 
for epistemology and ontology itself. Recall Hartman’s argument that 
“the very effort to pry apart the Negro question and the social question 
exposes their enduring entanglements”71 as a private relation. Libidinal 
interests, untouchable by the law but which determine the law72, 
“[shape] the emergence of the social in the United States”73 as a racially 
unified site in which the immigrant and savage find the civil rights 
that correspond with human recognition. While nonblack minorities 
in Trump’s America are being made to experience, albeit irregularly 
and provisionally, what Michael Harriot describes as “the America 
black people have always lived in,”74 which denies human recognition 
to revoke civil rights, for the black Other who lives in this nowhere 
or “sunken place,”75 it matters not who steers the American ship. 
Hillary Clinton’s presidency like Barack Obama’s before hers would 
have (at best) activated the elasticity whereby nonblack differences (in 
Obama’s America, gay and trans rights especially) are accommodated 
by entrenching the constitutive antagonism of racial blackness (such 
that the hour of the first black presidency testified to the fact that black 
lives don’t or can’t matter).76

The violent removal of Vietnamese-American doctor and ‘model 
minority’77 David Dao from United Flight 3411 on April 9, 2017 serves 
to illustrate what Damon Young of Very Smart Brothas describes as the 
contingent blackification of nonblack minority populations in Trump’s 
America. Young resolves that Dao “wasn’t quite [black] for a day,” but 
that he “was definitely treated like [he was].”78 The wanton and sense-
less nature of Dao’s physical beating rendered his body (of color) fun-
gible as an event, because this violence defied his treatment otherwise, 
for example, in Obama’s multiculturalist, ‘post-racial’ America. More 
specifically, Dao’s psychological suffering in the video seen ‘round the 
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globe evokes the psychosomatic terror (pace Fanon) typical of human-
ism’s flesh-making project, that is to say, its anti/blackness. The abso-
lute wretchedness whereby Dao cannot articulate his suffering, his 
demonstration of a “pain [he] can’t live inside of and can’t live with-
out,”79 indeed, of a pain which he cannot signify, contain, or cathect 
with recourse to “the brush of discourse, or the reflexes of iconogra-
phy”80 is expressed by the hopelessness with which Dao pleads with 
his captors to “just kill [him].”

We might pause to ask why the video of Dao’s suffering captivat-
ed audiences as it did. Certainly, had Dao been black, the violation 
of his person would not have registered as a scandal. Videos of black 
suffering have the opposite effect, prompting us to stand not appalled 
and aghast but agape and mesmerized, chomping at the bit for (pace 
Hartman) more “scenes of subjection” that might (impossibly) satis-
fy our unabating human appetite for the flesh of the Other. In addi-
tion, scenes of black subjection function to reassure us that the human 
world will continue to make room for nonblack minority populations 
by discarding with the being of the black. Our absence from fugitive 
demands for black life—our sheer disregard of black fungibility, such 
that some of us can claim in the hour of Trump that “this is the first 
time [we’ve] protested anything”81—further suggests that black and 
nonblack minority populations do not wade through the muck and 
mire of racism together. Even as black persons show up to do our work, 
“[taking] up so many causes not immediately recognized as black,” 
for example, “the rights of Palestinians and Indigenous water protec-
tors,”82 and even as nonblack minorities like Dao are violated in ways 
that testify to the interminability of antiblack political and (as) libidinal 
violence and to the consequences of that violence for nonblack persons 
of color, it is the black who has had to do the wading—the sinking and 
the dying—so that we who are not fungible can do the living.83 What 
is specific about and underwrites the antiblackness of this moment, 
if anything, is that audiences view Trump’s violence as exceptional, 
and in lamenting nonblack suffering in Trump’s America valorize the 
protections of the liberal state, obscuring its structural antiblackness.

Let there be no mistake: Dao’s suffering—periodized, document-
ed, and mourned—differs from black suffering in significant ways. 
Do not confuse my argument with the making-similar of black and 
nonblack positionalities; I aim to clarify the hierarchy of suffering 
whereby black suffering prefigures nonblack suffering, so that non-
black persons of color might begin to understand that their own free-
dom requires black fugitivity first. The pretext of a common struggle, 
indeed, of commensurate differences, such that the violence of chattel 
slavery as an articulation of humanism’s violence—a primary cut to 
the fabric of the flesh—is made analogous to colonial violence and/
or dislocation (and further, to sexism, homophobia, transphobia, and 
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even to ableism, which qualify as secondary cuts) is dangerous. Such a 
pretext goads the black as a subject-that-is-not-one to exercise a will—a 
vote—that can only ever materialize as a performance of the coffle84 
and consent to the violation of her own black person.85 It is precisely 
this ruse that Colin Kaepernick resists in his public decision not to par-
ticipate in the democratic process—in his own words, to “show sup-
port for [a] system” that “isn’t going to allow [him] to vote [his] way 
out of [his] oppression.”86 Black Others have been living in the trenches 
of Trump’s America when it was still liberal or, better yet, ‘post-racial’ 
America, surviving in/as the muck and the mire of an unexceptional 
dereliction. And, they would be living in these same trenches had even 
Bernie Sanders won the American presidency87, hence Kaepernick’s 
refusal to participate in a system which is not going to let him “vote 
his way out.”

Kaepernick understands as Wilderson writes that there is no 
“redemption”88 for the being of the black in a civil society authored 
by humanism’s race/ism. Electoral interests and gains or lack there-
of reveal incommensurate differences between black and nonblack 
minority experiences. Wilderson remarks that while “voting is an 
important performance of dispossession for people of color who are 
not black,” asked at the polls to choose their method of consumption 
and pillage, electoral politics for racially black persons is a performance 
of inhumanity, that is to say, of social death, as “the freedom of all oth-
ers [….] owes its condition of possibility to the unfreedom (lack of con-
sent) and sexualized violence [of the black].”89 I would add, it is not the 
performance but the performativity of whiteness that guarantees non-
black persons of color the choice of “‘which way one wishes to die,’” 
materially and metaphysically, including which way one wishes to kill 
their person of color to make room for a white be(com)ing. Wilderson 
like Kaepernick reminds us that while we can certainly expect a Trump 
administration to eviscerate the rights of those people with a world/
ing to lose—nonblack minorities populations who can locate being-
in-time on a human map—Trump’s management will not change the 
essential precarity of the always already world-less; except, perhaps, 
that the exceptional suffering nonblack minority persons experience in 
the hour of Trump will dislodge media coverage of antiblack violence 
prompted by the Black Lives Matter movement, returning conversa-
tions about structural antiblackness to the custodial hands of the black 
women who built and will sustain its house of resistance.90 But this 
is merely a change in the degree of world-structuring antiblackness. 
We might recall that black lives were sacrificed to the altar of white 
supremacy before the dawn of Trump once every 28 hours,91 to list 
just the known knowns: deaths recorded as extra-judicial homicides, 
as murders that have not been covered up as suicides and/or foul play. 
Their lacerated and containerized bodies, excommunicated from social 
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recognition and necessarily exposed to an unabating libidinal—a con-
stitutively human—appetite for flesh, occupy the front lines of a resis-
tance effort the multiculturalist multitude is belatedly joining.

On the chronopolitics of (the social life of) social death92

Every human problem cries out to be considered on the basis of 
time, the ideal being that the present always serves to build the 
future.

Frantz Fanon93

At this point we leave Africa, not to mention it again. For it is no 
historical part of the World; it has no movement or development 
to exhibit.

Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel94

One need look no further than commentary from newly-elected 
French president Emmanuel Macron, celebrated in the news media as 
a “staunch defender political, social, and economic liberalism”95 and as 
someone who will save liberal democracy for us all (i.e., for the West), 
to know that Richard Spencer’s comments about “black Africans” are 
not the inchoate ramblings of a disgruntled, tyrannical white suprem-
acist—or rather, to know that they are, but only insofar as Spencer’s 
approach to Africa/ns is indistinguishable from liberalism’s. At a press 
conference for the G20 summit in Hamburg, Germany on July 8, 2017, 
Macron, who was asked by a reporter why there is no Marshall Plan 
in place for Africa, described Africa’s underdevelopment not as the 
result of imperialism and/or plunder, but as a “civilizational” problem 
unique to Africa/ns.96

That Trump’s ascent—and with him, the Alt-Right’s—is not the 
end of times or a new/beginning time teaches us something, I mean to 
argue, about social and political constructions of time as the measure or 
yardstick for our human be(com)ing, or the chronopolitics of Man. I rea-
soned in the preceding sections that it is precisely because we imagine 
the integrity of American civil society, cohered by the tenets of liberal 
pluralism, to pivot on a universal humanism to which black persons 
are necessarily proscribed that we as the multiculturalist multitude 
can claim ourselves abandoned by this polity in the hour of Trump’s 
management. I further suggested, following Barchiesi’s incisive read-
ing of Wilderson’s “Gramsci’s Black Marx” (2003), that Trump’s ascent 
is not an event but a “touchstone”97 in the longue durée of chattel slav-
ery, which is itself just one articulation of the paradigmatic violence of 
black social death required to make and sustain human community. 
Central if counterintuitive to this argument is the charge that hysterical 
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responses to nonblack suffering in Trump’s America reproduce a libid-
inal appetite for unsignified/unsignifiable qua black flesh, which the 
multiculturalist multitude consumes as the raw material of its social 
making or body (politic). My reading thus impresses that the color-line 
to emerge from the discursive-material world/ing of humanism’s 
cut—its race/ism—does not pivot on white/nonwhite differences but 
on black/nonblack qua nonhuman/human differences. As Spencer’s 
comments evince, a black/nonblack qua nonhuman/human color-line 
authorizes nonblack minorities to dabble in human recognition, and to 
claim trespass in those instances in which their humanity is revoked.

In what follows, I reason that Trump’s violence as the violence of 
continuity reveals an ontological distinction between those peoples 
who can exist in time, that is to say, those peoples (plural) who experi-
ence the periodization of time, for whom Trump’s ascent is meaning-
ful as an event—nonblack peoples of color—and those people (singu-
lar) who exist outside of time: racially black people, more specifically, 
black Africans. If, as Zakiyyah Iman Jackson’s reading of Hartman’s 
Scenes of Subjection (1997) demonstrates, “Blackness has been central 
to, rather than excluded from, liberal humanism” insofar as “the black 
body is an essential index for the calculation of degree of humanity 
and the measure of human progress”98—stated another way, if racial 
blackness is the constant against which one’s “degree of humanity” 
and “the measure of human progress” (i.e., the forward-movement of 
History) are assessed—then we must interrogate how human be(com)
ing induces Historical alienation for the being of the black. I study the 
racialization of time to argue that Historical alienation is essential not 
(just) to racial blackness—that designation born in the ship’s hold99—
but to Africanness. The historicism that produces Africanness outside 
of time, in a time before time, is the paradigm that makes race/ism 
out of humanism, scaffolding the structure or integrity of meaning in 
which everyone else’s racial differences and suffering are inserted and 
computed or compounded. This is the case even or especially as the 
suffering of the black is singular and inanalogous, since it is precise-
ly the insurmountability and irredeemability of racial blackness that 
makes human differences between white and nonblack persons of col-
or legible as intramural ethnic squabble (pace Spencer).

The Historical qua chronopolitical framework I charge with making 
racial differences out of human ones was introduced and canonized by 
Enlightenment philosophers like David Hume (1711–1776), Immanuel 
Kant (1724–1804), and especially Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel 
(1770–1831). To them, we owe our intertextual ways of being and (as) 
knowing. Their writings dramatize the saga of Homo Occidentalis as a 
problem for time, engendering the yardstick we have since standard-
ized to measure the inevitable progress of Man.100 It bears noting that 
we can measure Man’s movements, imposing a boundary between the 
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human and his object or Other—his constant—not because Hegel et 
al. define the human as a racially white subject; rather, our measure-
ments are possible because their canonical writings relegate Africa/ns 
as timeless. As Brittney Cooper explains in her TEDWomen 2016 video, 
time does not belong to the being of the black; more to the point, the 
being of the black, for whom “a future was never imagined,”101 cannot 
access time as a moving marker. Her life, “pitted against time”102, is 
experienced as “perpetual urgency”103, regardless of the timely dramas 
of electoral politics and civil society.

In what follows, I query being-in-time using an Afro-pessimistic 
approach to interrogate the nonblack person of color’s oscillating 
temporal positionality in liberalism’s political and (as) libidinal econ-
omies—more specifically, to examine how the nonblack person of 
color’s oscillating positionality essentially pivots on (entrenches) the 
exclusion of the racially black person from human recognition. I draw 
on the grammar of black inhumanity not to fetishize black social death 
(even as I recognize that the invocation of social death cannot but repro-
duce this violence) but to elaborate that social death does not close the 
door to relationality. Instead, it enables a different kind of departure: 
a portal through which we can begin to inch towards an/Other soci-
ality—in Sexton’s (2011) summation, “the social life of social death.”104 
Cooper implores, “If past is prologue, let us seize upon the ways in 
which we’re always out of time anyways to demand with urgency: 
freedom now.”105 Her black feminist demand is for an untimely and 
unanticipated/unanticipatable freedom, or as Fanon (1963) describes 
it, for an “occult”106 freedom. In the next section, I imagine what this 
fugitive demand, which has always been made by black women, 
might look like, even as its articulation would necessarily exceed our 
imaginings and expressions (hence, its designation as “occult”). Here, I 
contextualize how the chronopolitical order of Man annuls black life to 
“[transform black] men and women into dead matter”107 suspended in 
the slow, stalled time of captivity, or what Christina Sharpe describes 
in her theorizations of racial blackness “in the wake” as the time of the 
oceanic.108

A chronopolitical study reveals that the black as a subject-that-is-
not one—as a matter that cannot matter—exists outside of the temporal 
frame that might identify her as a being-in-time. The dismemberment 
and consumption of black flesh typical of chattel slavery and which 
survives in/as (pace Hartman) its “afterlife”109 or (pace Sharpe) its 
“ongoing ruptures”110 finds ideological cover in civilizational-cum-ra-
cial myths that predate and anticipate, that is to say, which authorize 
the violence of a chattel slave economy. Specifically, this violence finds 
cover in the historicism that abstracts Man as a becoming-white fig-
ure. In the evolutionary continuum narrativized by/as History, Man 
slowly stands upright, and in so doing, progressively and diachron-
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ically moves through time. His pre-human or animal self emerges 
from ‘the bush’, from a time before time typified by racial blackness 
qua Africanness, to arrive—over millennia—at a white imago of the 
human subject redeemed from Africanness. The in-between of that 
departure and arrival, characterized by the reaching for and inching 
towards racial whiteness, is the stuff of nonblack racialization. The 
metaphysical algorithm Hegel et al. canonize, instructive of our epis-
temological totality—what Jackson describes as “liberal humanism’s 
hierarchal ordering”111—positions the black African as (pace Fanon) 
“the missing link between the ape and man,”112 as Man’s antecedent 
and Other. Hence, while certainly the “human-animal binarism is…
shaped by the historical development of slavery,”113 this distinction, 
which is the distinction of body from flesh, was engendered by History 
itself, specifically, by a mythology of human be(com)ing that positions 
the black African as Man’s non-social and pre-human—animal—self.

Let us begin with Hegel, that architect of Man’s civilization-
al-cum-racial hierarchy, to interrogate the mythology of Man’s chro-
nopolitical order. The black African of Hegel’s historicism is “pre-
cluded from any possibility of progress.”114 More to the point, Hegel’s 
account of the world and its making proscribes the black African from 
any movement—from an historicity—that might activate the (passing) 
whiteness nonblack persons of color exploit to induce the “borrowed 
institutionality” of their human recognition (to say nothing of the libid-
inal antiblackness nonblack persons of color reproduce to make a case 
for themselves as white-cum-human). Hegel describes Spencer’s “black 
African” as man in a ‘state of nature,’ specifically, as that pre-Cartesian 
artifactualized and ossified Other exemplary of “natural man in his 
completely wild and untamed state”115—essentially, as an unredeem-
able human-animal, more animal, in fact, than human (which is to say, 
not human at all). Hegel thus postulates in Lectures on the Philosophy of 
History, which he delivered at the University of Berlin between 1822 
and 1830:

The peculiarly African character is difficult to comprehend, for 
the very reason that in reference to it, we must quite give up the 
principle [that] naturally accompanies all our ideas—the cate-
gory of Universality. In Negro life the characteristic point is the 
fact that consciousness has not yet attained to the realization of 
any substantial objective existence—as for example, God, or 
Law—in which the interest of man’s volition is involved and in 
which he realizes his own being. This distinction between him-
self as an individual and the universality of his essential being, 
the African in the uniform, undeveloped oneness of his existence 
has not yet attained; so that the Knowledge of an absolute Being, 
an Other and a Higher than his individual self, is entirely want-
ing. The Negro, as already observed, exhibits the natural man 
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in his completely wild and untamed state. We must lay aside all 
thought of reverence and morality—all that we call feeling—if we 
would rightly comprehend him; there is nothing harmonious with 
humanity to be found in this type of character. The copious and 
circumstantial accounts of Missionaries completely confirm this, 
and Mahommedanism appears to be the only thing [that] in any way 
brings the Negroes within the range of culture.116

Hegel continues, elaborating African persons and cultures as inconse-
quential to the human world’s teleological developmental:

What we properly understand by Africa, is the Unhistorical, 
Undeveloped Spirit, still involved in the conditions of mere 
nature, and which had to be presented here only as on the thresh-
old of the World’s History.117

The Enlightenment thinking Hegel’s writings exemplify figures 
any characteristic that gestures towards African humanity as extra-
black. Only by participating, for example, in the Arab-Islamic or 
“Mahommedan” cultures—in Spencer’s formulation, North African 
cultures—that colonize Africa and in forsaking Africa/ns, Hegel sus-
pects (prescribes), can the black African access time as a moving mark-
er to curate socio-political life. It is in this way, insofar as our ways of 
being and (as) knowing inherit their political and (as) libidinal logics 
from Enlightenment humanism, that Islam today functions not just 
as a terrain for criminalization (as in the Muslim Ban118) but also as a 
civilizational resource for human recognition, especially for the “black 
African”.

Hegel’s reasoning that Africa “[has] no historical part [in] the 
World,” in other words, that it “has no movement or development to 
exhibit”—because, he explains, “[historical movements] belong to the 
Asiatic or European World”119—anticipates Spencer’s argument in a 
speech he delivers almost three hundred years later. In his polemical 
address at the National Policy Institute’s conference in Washington, 
D.C on November 19, 2016, captured in another video seen ‘round 
the globe—spectacularized in the media because during this speech 
Spencer asks participants to salute Trump as they would “heil” 
Hitler—a resolute Spencer bemoans,

To be white is to be a striver, a crusader, an explorer, and a con-
queror. We build. We produce. We go upward. And, we recognize 
the central lie of American race relations: We don’t exploit other 
groups; we don’t gain anything from their presence. They need 
us and not the other way around. …We are not meant to live in 
shame and weakness and disgrace. We were not meant to beg for 
moral validation from some of the most despicable creatures to 
ever populate the planet. We were meant to overcome.120
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As Spencer (and Hegel) would have it, to be white is to seamlessly 
move through time, to ascend the ladder of time without resistance, 
and ultimately, to be positioned at its zenith, as the telos of everyone 
else’s arrival. More to the point—the point of Spencer’s contention—to 
be white is to be the agent of History that trucks in and models every-
one else’s becoming-human. In the container or space-time for human 
be(com)ing Hegel and Spencer evince, framed by the twin poles of 
white supremacy and black irrelevance, racial blackness typified by 
the African continent is the timeless constant against which the subject 
of History, in shades of white, comes to know and instantiate himself as 
a transcendental being—in the case of the nonblack person of color, as 
a being that can signify whiteness-cum-humanness in spite of material 
and/or phenotypical obstacles to passing-white recognition. With no 
past and no future, indeed, without access to time as a moving marker, 
black persons qua Africans are always already untimely; Africa as the 
site of Man’s genesis, as the threshold for Historical knowing, arrives 
too soon to the table of human civilization and too late, which is to 
say—as Fanon does121—not at all.

To be sure, the assumption that black persons of African descent 
are relics or artifacts of and not agents with the power to affect History 
was already in circulation by the time Hegel ossified Africans as an 
undeveloped people. In “Of National Characters” (1753), Hume writes 
the following in a footnote almost eighty years before Hegel historiciz-
es Man’s racial hierarchy:

I am apt to suspect the Negroes and in general all other species of 
men (for there are four or five different kinds) to be naturally infe-
rior to the whites. There never was a civilized nation of any other 
complexion than white, nor even any individual eminent either 
in action or speculation. No ingenious manufactures amongst 
them, no arts, no sciences. …Not to mention our colonies, there 
are [Negro] slaves dispersed all over Europe, of which none ever 
discovered any symptoms of ingenuity; […] low people, without 
education…like a parrot, who speaks a few words plainly.122

Hume’s designation of black persons first (principally) and nonblack 
persons of color second (subsequently, presumably, because they 
approach and approximate racial blackness) as inferior beings—while 
the black qua African is undeveloped, the nonblack person of color is 
underdeveloped—suggests that the contingent racialization nonblack 
persons of color experience is and has always been the blackification 
Damon Young elaborates in his analysis of David Dao’s assault. Kant, 
responding to Hume, makes a similar observation about black Africa/
ns in Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime (1764), 
wherein he writes,
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The Negroes of Africa have by nature no feeling that rises about 
the trifling. Mr. Hume challenges anyone to cite a single example 
in which a Negro has shown talents, and asserts that among the 
hundreds of thousands of black who are transported elsewhere 
from their countries, although many of them have even been set 
free, still not a single one was every found who presented any-
thing great in art or science or any other praiseworthy quality, 
even though among the whites some continually rise aloft from 
the lowest rabble, and through superior gifts earn respect in the 
world. So fundamental is the difference between these two races 
of man, and it appears to be as great in regard to mental capacities 
as in color.123

The chronopolitical order introduced by Hume and Kant and canon-
ized by Hegel thus abstracts racial differences as species types to orga-
nize national fiefdoms—an archipelago of differences across space and 
time that gives cover to the lie of a universal human imago—under 
the general heading of a human world. This world is structured by 
a spatialization of time in which Europe is the subject of teleological 
development (i.e., History) and Africa/ns as the constitutive Other 
of this evolutionary-cum-developmental narrative is/are proscribed 
from human be(com)ing. Black persons can only access socio-political 
life in a human world by associating with nonblack persons (of color) 
like Arab-Islamic or “Mahommedan” people whose racial qua national 
station, suspended between the absolute dereliction of racial blackness 
and the absolute transcendence of racial whiteness, outranks Africa’s. 
An “unflinching paradigmatic analysis”124 of Man’s chronopolitical 
order consequently reveals that it is precisely because humanism—a 
cut in the fabric of the human-animal flesh—is a race/ism that in the 
hour of Trump nonblack peoples of color anxiously occupy the lacuna 
of a black/nonblack qua nonhuman/human colorline, as demonstrat-
ed by Dao’s assault. The violence we experience in the hour of Trump 
is fundamentally antiblack, enlisted in this particular moment as an 
event to annul our civil rights (perhaps too, our human recognition). 
It belongs to the White/Master’s House, where it will remain after 
Trump’s reign, when the rest of us can reclaim our place in a liberal 
pecking order. Which is to say, while black fungibility is paradigmatic, 
our suffering is incidental and symptomatic. Hence, rather than think 
about our immediate losses (in a Trump administration) and gains (in 
the ever-after of liberal multiculturalism), we might commit ourselves 
instead to black insurgency, or as I argue in the next section, to the 
black feminine.
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The revolution will be feminized

If Black women were free, it would mean that everyone else would 
have to be free, since our freedom would necessitate the destruc-
tion of all systems of oppression.

Combahee River Collective125

Black mothers are dangerous.
Alexis Pauline Gumbs126

If the inclusivity of liberal humanism-cum-civil society has failed to 
make good on its promise of universalism, revealing itself as always 
already exclusive, or at least antiblack, then an Afro-pessimistic 
approach, which cedes to the black’s positionality as a subject-
that-is-not-one—in Hartman’s formulation, as “the position of the 
unthought”127—emboldens us to call for exclusivity outright. More 
specifically, Afro-pessimism compels us to call for a political orienta-
tion that privileges what a close reading of its (not oeuvre but) pas-
tiche reveals is the metaphysical particularity of the black feminine. In 
“Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book” (1987)—
a foundational if not the ur-text of Afro-pessimism—Spillers describes 
the black feminine figure as the “zero degree of social conceptualiza-
tion.”128 In Spillers’ reading, the black feminine occupies not the “zero 
degree” of social relationality but as a feminized or penetrable, which is 
to say, hyper-vulnerable Other, she stands outside of and disrupts the 
very concept of the social itself. Spillers thus writes in “Interstices: A 
Small Drama of Words” (1984), anticipating the argument she would 
later develop in “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe”—that “under […] con-
ditions [of captivity], we lose at least gender difference in the outcome”129:

the structure of un-reality that the black woman must confront 
originates in the historical moment when language ceases to 
speak, the historical moment at which hierarchies of power (even 
the ones to which some women belong) simply run out of terms 
because the empowered meets in the black female the veritable 
nemesis of degree and difference. Having encountered what they 
understand as chaos, the empowered need not name further, since 
chaos is sufficient naming within itself. I am not addressing the 
black female in her historical apprenticeship as inferior subject, 
but, rather, the paradox of non-being. Under the sign of this par-
ticular historical order, black female and black male are absolutely 
equal.130

Spillers suggests in this passage that the flesh-making violence typical 
of chattel slavery predates the political-economic violence of captivi-
ty. Specifically, she incriminates History as the arbiter of humanism’s 
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flesh-making—black-making—cut. The black’s position as “female 
flesh ungendered”131 clarifies our human wor(l)d as one in which racial 
differences as Historical positionalities supersede and underwrite iden-
tity categories. In Spillers’ account, what matters is that the black (fem-
inine) is proscribed from identity categories because her coordinates 
exist outside of the Historical frame, in the “chaos” characteristic of “the 
historical moment when language ceases to speak,” significant of the 
time before time—Africa, or ‘the bush’—Hegel describes as “the thresh-
old of the World’s History,” exemplary of Man in a ‘state of nature’.

Spillers’ observation that human taxonomies—secondary cuts 
like gender—are reserved for proper subjects of “this historical order” 
elaborates the constitutive relationship between liberal claims to 
human universality and History that I have described as Man’s chro-
nopolitical order. Liberalism provides cover for humanism’s race/ism 
or cut at the same time as History arranges where and how the piec-
es made from humanism’s cut sediment, or—for nonblack persons of 
color—don’t sediment. That is to say, History determines (manages) 
where and how the new materialities cast from humanism’s cut are 
spatialized as structural positionalities-cum-racial categories. It calls 
on liberalism to make humanism plastic and capacious, so that its 
folds expand (i.e., to include nonblack persons of color as contributing 
members of human community) primarily to contract (i.e., to entrench 
the exclusion of racial blackness from human community). In other 
words, liberalism reinforces a chronopolitical order in which instan-
tiations and evocations of the human body, including ones unrelated 
to race—for example, gender—are prefigured by one’s Historical-cum-
racial positionality. Following Spillers, we might argue that claims to 
gender are governed by the edict—to borrow from Lewis Gordon’s 
phrasing—“above all, don’t be black,”132 which means: be human or 
white, or as Richard Spencer and before him, Hegel insisted, model 
Historical arrival, as secondary cuts like gender won’t cohere other-
wise.

Spillers’ insight that the historicity of humanism’s cut engenders 
black (feminine) flesh is especially influential to Wilderson’s study 
of US civil society. In “Gramsci’s Black Marx” (2003), Wilderson cites 
Spillers to interrogate the historical categories that position racial 
blackness outside of the temporal frame. While it is true that Wilderson 
names chattel slavery as “the great leveller [sic] of the black subject’s 
positionality,”133 his observation that “[racial blackness] does not gen-
erate historical categories,”134 in other words, is metaphysically and 
metapolitically “off the record”135 indicates a much broader interven-
tion. Wilderson invokes Spillers’ black feminism to read the grammar 
of History and the grammar of humanism together, as the structure 
of race/ism, specifically, of a black/nonblack qua nonhuman/human 
color-line:
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To the data generating demands of the historical axis we present 
a virtual blank. … The work of Hortense Spillers on black female 
sexuality corroborates these findings. Spillers’ conclusions regard-
ing the black female subject and the discourse of sexuality are in 
tandem with ours regarding the black ungendered subject and the 
question of hegemony and, in addition, unveil the ontological ele-
ments which black women and men share.136

Returning Afro-pessimism to its bedrock investments in black femi-
nism thus clarifies the significance of its intervention for thinking 
about—so that we can throw into “chaos”—the “political arithme-
tic” and (as) “racial calculus” of humanism’s race/ism, not just in the 
American example but paradigmatically. Wilderson’s attention to the 
historicism that makes ungendered black (feminine) flesh clarifies 
Afro-pessimism’s critique as a chronopolitical study. As a chronop-
olitical map of the wor(l)d’s making—and, its radical unmaking—
Afro-pessimism’s scale is broad. While X marks the spot of absolute 
dereliction as black social death, Afro-pessimism also maps the routes 
humanism takes to traffic nonblack persons of color between the sedi-
mented poles of ungendered (black, feminine) flesh—Historical irrele-
vance—and a coherent body significant of Historical arrival. Here’s the 
rub: it demonstrates to those who read its map that all routes lead back to 
X, essentially reproducing a human appetite for the flesh of the Other 
typified by racial blackness. Regardless, we cannot say that its study of 
humanism’s flesh-making—black-making—project obscures nonblack 
suffering. As a chronopolitical study, Afro-pessimism contextualizes 
the suffering nonblack persons of color episodically and contingently 
endure in the moments their bodies are reduced to ungendered flesh, 
too—which is to say, as Damon Young does, in the moments their per-
sons are made black. What Afro-pessimism asks is that we never con-
fuse the utilitarianism of this violence with the necessity of antiblack 
violence, which is the “zero degree” of the human wor(l)d’s ontologi-
cal and epistemological making.

If Afro-pessimism is necessarily a black feminism—Wilderson 
explains, “Afro-pessimism is made possible by the critical labors of 
a particular strand of Black feminism, a la [Saidiya] Hartman and 
[Hortense] Spillers”137—then its critique, which elaborates “the world, 
and maybe even the whole possibility of and desire for a world” as 
the “master’s tools” of Audre Lorde’s intervention,138 arms the black 
feminist argument with ammunition to forge a cosmology typified 
not by plentitude but by lack. This cosmology is grounded not by 
phallic signification but by a “perpetual and involuntary openness,” 
which—Sexton teaches us—is “the “paradigmatic condition of black 
existence in the modern world.”139 The notable difference between an 
Afro-pessimistic approach and a black feminist one, if any, is that Afro-
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pessimism accepts and leans into the paradigmatic structure of black 
antagonism, accepting the Historical alienation that typifies social 
death, it bears clarifying, not as a closed door to social life but as a 
portal into an/Other sociality—off the record. Without a name or refer-
ent, the “elsewhere and elsewhen” of black social life, which “sprouts 
out of the wet places in [our] eyes…the waiting places in [our] palms, 
[and] the tremble holding in [our mouths],”140 finds refuge in black 
femininity because (pace Spillers) the immateriality of gender in the 
black instance does not default the metaphysics of racial blackness to 
phallic masculinity but to invaginated femininity. Speaking to a dif-
ferent audience, Lewis Gordon explains that the racially black man as 
(pace Spillers) the personification “female flesh ungendered” is always 
already feminine. He writes,

The black man is caught. He cannot reject his femininity without 
simultaneously rejecting his blackness, for his femininity stands as 
a consequence of his blackness and vice versa. Standing in front of 
a white [human] wall, he appears as a hole, as a gaping, feminine 
symbol to be filled, closed up, by the being who has being.141

Doubly penetrable as hole—as the invaginated Other of Freud’s phal-
locentrism and the human-animal Other Fanon describes—the black 
(feminine) is a figure that awaits signification interminably. Powerless 
to “escape concealment under the brush of discourse, or the reflexes 
of iconography,”142 the black (feminine) conjures Other ways of being 
and knowing that “can be felt and perceived even though—or espe-
cially if—[they] remain unrecognizable or unintelligible to our cur-
rent common senses.”143 Excommunicated from the historical frame, 
the black (feminine) gives sanctuary to our freedom dreams. Hers is 
the safe harbor that guards black life from humanism’s thieving reach. 
And, as “the historical evocation of chaos”144—as (pace Fanon) an im/
possibility for time—the black (feminine) rages against the machine to 
disarticulate the “historical categories” that engender human be(com)
ing in the first place.

In an exchange with Wilderson, Hartman summons the life and 
writings of Harriet A. Jacobs to claim the non-negotiable centrality 
of the black feminine as “the space of death, where negation is the 
captive’s central possibility for action.”145 Black femininity as a “con-
tent [that] exceeds […] expression”146—recall that the black (feminine) 
“[presents as] a virtual blank” and has no shape or meaning—mod-
els the social life of social death and is the harbinger of an occult 
Otherwise. That is to say, the black (feminine) is pregnant/impregna-
ble with possibilities for a non-Historical becoming. She disarticulates 
the spatialization of time qua the racialization of time to “[interrupt] 
the habitual formation of bodies;”147 her #blackgirlmagic indexes an/
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Other time—a gestational time—to induce “chaos” for the record and 
the record-keeper alike. Following Annie Menzel’s reading of mater-
nal generativity, the black feminine as the site of maternity—the black 
womb—invokes “unspeakable violence with insurgent horizon.”148 
Not just void, the black feminine-cum-maternal engenders another 
space for living, not in-time but divested from time as the marker of 
forward-movement and teleological development. Hers is not the time 
of History (i.e., Man’s chronopolitical order), which Walter Benjamin 
describes as a “homogenous, empty time”149 that dialectically (re)pro-
duces “the ‘time of the now’”150 in/as the time of tomorrow—of futu-
rity, or humanism. Rather, hers is an embryonic and gestational time, 
which like the slow and stalled time of captivity qua the oceanic is the 
insurgent and occult time of waiting/wading and wanting.151 While 
the birth canal, in Christina Sharpe’s pointed rendering, is a “domestic 
middle passage” that “[disfigures] black maternity, [turning] the womb 
into a factory (producing blackness as abjection much like the slave 
ship’s hold and the prison)” and demanding from the black mother the 
reproductive labor of chattel slavery—Sharpe explains that the birth 
canal “[ushers children] into her condition; her non-status, her non-be-
ing-ness”152—the black womb, as a container for gestation and not the 
vehicle for entry, specifically, as embryonic space-time suspends black 
life to nurture its emergent but not-yet-emerging Otherwise.

Taking inspiration from Spillers’ exhortation in “Mama’s Baby, 
Papa’s Maybe” (1987) to “make a place for” the black (feminine) as a 
“[non-Historical] social subject,” not to make room for her in “the ranks 
of gendered femaleness”—in humanism’s liberal folds—but to claim 
her “insurgent ground,”153 which Menzel describes as Spillers’ call for a 
“maternal temporality of continuous upheaval,”154 I submit, in closing, 
that the black feminine qua maternal, as Rizvana Bradley describes her, 
a “(w)holeness”155 that, as Toni Morrison memorably insists, “consis-
tently [defies] classification,”156 is at once void (i.e., socially dead) and 
pregnant (i.e., with social life). She summons the revolution that we—
all of us, black and nonblack persons (of color) alike—seek, not (just) 
as a salve for Trump’s violence but as the escape hatch we can use to 
flee the White/Master’s house, the violence of liberal humanism as 
the architect of chattel slavery and colonialism, and the container for 
human be(com)ing—History—that constrains our movements gen-
erally. To live in the space-time of the black womb’s oceanic is to be 
swallowed up by the infinite expanse of racial blackness. As the site of 
an/Other social, this embryonic space-time disarticulates Man’s chro-
nopolitical order and is the “elsewhere and elsewhen” that we have 
been looking for, to date, in the wrong place—in the letter of the law 
of a civil society that operationalizes humanism’s race/ism. We might 
find our freedom instead in the black mother, who uses the resources 
she does not have to hold and to carry, indeed, to make life-generat-



Malaklou | ‘Dilemmas’ of Coalition and the Chronopolitics of Man  243

ing black poetry from the grammar of this wor(l)d’s insatiably violent 
antiblack prose.
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