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Chapter 1 

Introduction: Violent Care, Insidious Preservation 

“…preventing the slave’s literal death is the beginning of mastery.” 

— Adélékè Adéẹ̀kọ́ 

The dissertation that follows began its life as a series of seemingly disparate images. A 

black automaton. A lynched body. An automaton clock made to mock Toussaint L’Ouverture. 

Nat Turner’s skin turned into a purse. These artifacts of the nineteenth century and beyond draw 

attention to an undeniable aspect of racial domination: To keep blackness from dying has always 

been a white supremacist project. 

This is not to say that Western civilization takes any issue with black death. If we trace a 

line from the 1619 beginning of the transatlantic slave trade through the Zong massacre to the 

killing of Sam Holt, Emmitt Till, Fred Hampton, Tamir Rice, Trayvon Martin, Michael Brown, 

Aiyana Stanley-Jones, Sandra Bland, Eric Garner, John Crawford, Botham Jean, Atatiana 

Jefferson, Breyona Taylor, George Floyd, et al,1 there is increasingly less room to deny that 

white supremacy loves nothing more than a dead black person. Given this, it makes sense that 

much of Black Studies is focused on the murderous aftereffects of white supremacist structures. 

Frank Wilderson III puts the case starkly:  

1 In keeping this list through various rounds of edits, I’m reminded of Claudia Rankine’s Citizen, which contains a 
list of black people murdered by police. As with my list here, kept for a much shorter time, Citizen’s list has grown 
in each edition of the original text, such that the names have eaten pages that were once left blank. (Waldman)  
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From the very beginning, we were meant to be accumulated and die…20 to 60 million 

seeds planted at the bottom of the Atlantic, 5 million seeds planted in Dixie…Today, at 

the end of the twentieth century, we are still not meant to be workers. We are meant to be 

warehoused and die (Wilderson III 238). 

Counterintuitively, I am comfortable with the paradox this creates. I can allow, as 

Wilderson contends, that “death of the black body is (a) foundational to the life of American 

civil society… and (b) foundational to the fantasy space of desires which underwrite the 

industrialist’s hegemony” while also tracking an equally potent desire in the same society to 

deny black people an ending. Zong can be both a slave ship and the Dutch word for care. For 

every historian who can give an account of a racially motivated mass death event, there is a 

scholar who acknowledges whiteness’s need for an abject corollary to itself. This paradoxical 

hate-need emerges in scholarship by Frantz Fanon, Aimé Cesaire, Hortense Spillers, and, in the 

specific case of white American literature, Toni Morrison: 

Race, in fact, now functions as a metaphor so necessary to the construction of 

Americanness that it rivals the old pseudo-scientific and class-informed racisms whose 

dynamics we are more used to deciphering….As a metaphor for transacting the whole 

process of Americanization, while burying its particular racial ingredients, this Africanist 

presence may be something the United States cannot do without (Morrison 47). 

While bare economics will also reveal a capitalist motive for maintaining a black 

population to serve as surplus, this idea of an “Africanist” presence being essential to whiteness 

– and in particular American whiteness – understanding itself cannot be overlooked. In teasing 
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out the distinctions of these dual benefits – the economic and the ideological – historian Greg 

Grandin discusses the hopelessly linked motives of the formation we call racial capitalism2: 

Capitalism is, among other things, a massive process of ego formation….The wealth 

created by slavery generalized these ideals of self-creation, allowing more and more 

people, mostly men, to imagine themselves as autonomous and integral beings, with 

inherent rights and self-interests not subject to the jurisdiction of others…slavery was 

central to capitalist individuation, to the schism between inner and outer, which I believe 

accounts for the endurance of racism in American society, its quicksilver nature, as well 

as for its deniability…a new kind of racism, based not on theological or philosophical 

doctrine but rather on the emotional need to measure one’s absolute freedom in inverse 

relation to another’s absolute slavishness (Grandin). 

In Grandin’s configuration of racial capitalism, the needing of the other is as important to 

the capitalism side of racial capitalism as it is to the racial. These are not, as many class 

essentialists might suggest, separate motivations warring in the eternal leftist infighting of 

chicken-or-the-egg, but linked and inextricable. As Harryette Mullins puts it, colonialism may 

have been built on the “myths of white purity and white superiority” but in reality no purely 

white product exists “without being influenced by over three hundred years of multiracial 

collaborations and conflicts” (Mullins 74). This is equally true of capitalism, which does not 

exist in an ideological vacuum. As adaptive as colonialism ever was, capitalism, like whiteness, 

has always found use for blackness. The same plantations that originated methods of murder, as 

heinous in their creativity as in their ability to endure, were also home to equally aggressive anti-

 
2 The simultaneous alignment of the aims of capitalism and Western civilization brings to light the helpfulness of 
Cedric Robinson’s term “racial capitalism”: a name for the matrix of capitalism and white supremacy that is not 
productively distinguishable.  
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suicide measures. The same society that allows black men to be gunned down in the street 

without accountability implements forced-birth legislation that disproportionately targets black 

and brown people. 

And yet, Wilderson is not wrong. To take the well-known parable of the scorpion asking 

the frog for a trip across the river, only to give in to his instincts and sting the frog, drowning 

them both: sometimes need is not enough to keep murderous impulses in check. One hardly 

needs to look further than a single headline to see account after account of the scorpion stinging 

the frog. I am interested in those moments, which I posit are equally motivated by white 

supremacy, when scorpion does not. 

 

Colonial Preservation 

To claim that preserving black lives is a white supremacist project risks downplaying the 

destructive nature of racism and attributing benevolence to an entity deeply invested in the 

oppression of others. For this reason, I will begin my discussion of these measures by breaking 

the culturally common link – especially prevalent in our age of wildlife crisis and the sixth great 

extinction – between “preservation” and “social good.” 

While the standard definition of preservation is a process that maintains something in its 

original or existing state, I argue that this is not and cannot be true. Preservation is a process of 

conversion, always. Not maintaining some imagined identity or essence of the preserved, but 

converting it for use for others who ordinarily would not be able to access it. Summer fruits 

preserved to be eaten in the winter are not the same fruit after. A temple recreated in the British 

Museum is no longer materially a temple. Sudan, the last male white rhino, stopped living as a 

rhino when humans relocated him, shaved off his horns, and surrounded him with guards to 
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preserve him from poaching. At the time of his death, he was no more living as a white rhino 

than the post-mortem offspring scientists are now hoping to breed in captivity via IVF would be 

(Farrell). 

I will be primarily focusing on what I am singling out as colonial preservation, a 

preservation which has the same conversion connotations as preservation itself, but rather than 

the somewhat mundane act of converting for a different use temporally, it is conversion for the 

process of colonial ego formation. In my configuration, the preservation of black lives falls under 

this category, as does the preservation of artifacts in the museums of colonial entities. James 

Cuno, in the book Who Owns Antiquity? Museums and the Battle over our ancient Heritage, 

characterizes these artifacts as “political symbols first, not archeological artifacts of scientific 

value…they have also been claimed as symbols vitally important to the cultural values of 

modern Britain” (Cuno 10). Whether fueled by threats of looting or disintegration due to the 

passage of time, colonial seizure of indigenous artifacts has long been propped up by the notion 

of preservation as an inherent good. Tiffany Jenkin’s Keeping Their Marbles: How the Treasures 

of the Past Ended up in Museums... and Why They Should Stay There (2016) continues in this 

unfortunate tradition: 

Ancient objects sometimes belong in museums, often far away from their creation and 

discovery, where they can be cared for, studied, and shown to the world. The Rosetta 

Stone, the cuneiform tablets, and the Parthenon Marbles, as well as the many different 

artefacts in museums, all originally adorned different spaces—none of these were 

intended for our eyes. They were not made to be placed on a pedestal inside any museum, 

but this is where they bring the past to life. Collecting necessitates taking artefacts or 

parts of an object from one part of the world, from a particular time and place, and 
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preserving it in a separate sphere. The fact that objects are in a museum in the first place 

by definition entails a disjuncture from one context and the creation of a new one. This 

act of separation removes objects from their original use, but then generally situates them 

in a wider, richer framework of relationships. An icon or a religious painting that was 

once an object of devotion in a church, becomes in a gallery an object of inspiration or 

beauty, or a social text to be read. Next to other artefacts they provoke questions, 

illustrate relationships, and take on an elevated meaning. That is the value of museums. 

(Jenkins 123) 

Here Jenkins almost approaches the point. The fact that the items are in a museum does 

entail “a disjuncture from one context and the creation of a new one.” But what she fails to 

realize is how that undercuts any claim of “preserving it in a separate sphere.” The very first act 

of preservation is destruction, destruction of context – either temporal or geographic – in an 

effort to increase the object’s availability for use. The “value of museums” is not to preserve, but 

to destroy the artifacts of the colonized so that they can be used to create something new for 

colonialism’s cultural capital and allow access for colonizers despite the fact that “none of these 

were intended for our eyes.” 

My argument against the presumed good of preservation gains greater implication when 

considered alongside the efforts of preserving life inside the sixth great extinction. In his 

thoughtfully nuanced examination of bird extinction and the Anthropocene, Flight Ways: Life 

and Loss at the Edge of Extinction (2014) Thom van Dooren troubles the presumption of good 

attached to the human efforts at preservation of species. Van Dooran details the cost of the 

preservation of these birds as being their natural lives, exchanging them for carefully curated 

captivity where “their days do not contain anything like the environmental, social, or behavioral 
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diversity experienced by free living Whooping Cranes: not able to fly or to stride through 

wetlands in search of food, and most of them ultimately never given the opportunity to hatch 

their own eggs or rear their own young” (Van Dooran 113). Understandably, he labels this a 

“sacrificial life” already given. 

 This description highlights what is unspoken about preservation – the creatures being 

kept in spaces of care are no longer the cranes they originally sought to preserve. They have 

already been sacrificed, the “crane” they would have been already lost, and instead a new 

creature, utterly separate from the animal their existence is supposed to signify, is created. While 

this is true in the case of Whooping Cranes transformed into a not-Whooping-Crane-symbol-of-

Whooping-Cranes, this is especially true for the other species who have also been sacrificed to 

achieve the preservation of the Whooping Crane:  

…Sandhill Cranes have tended to bear a large portion of this burden. At Patuxent, ICF, 

and elsewhere, captive colonies of these birds spend their lives incubating Whooping 

Crane eggs….hundreds of these bird spend their lives behind fences for the roughly two 

weeks of skilled incubation that they can provide for each new Whooping Crane egg 

(Van Dooren 114). 

As removed from their origin as Whooping Cranes, the Sandhills have been transformed 

from birds into incubators in the name of a “preservation” that in fact ends natural lives. 

This recourse to preservative language and existence-prolonging measures has 

motivations that are not necessarily bad. In the case of those lost due to a rapidly changing 

climate, reframing “extinction” as “near-extinction” can motivate the population to change the 

behaviors that exacerbate climate change in a way that acknowledging the already-lost would 

not. Similarly, in cases where the creatures no longer exist in the wild, there is comfort in 
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upholding the myth of the animal’s continued existence, instead of inhabiting a reality where yet 

another species has ceased to exist – increasingly due to human actions. To cling to the idea of 

life staves off mourning, but – as evident in everything from Carl Tanzer’s corpse bride to the 

plot of Weekend at Bernie’s – pretending a dead body is living makes avoiding desecration 

impossible. 

In the documentary The Anthropocene: A Human Epoch, directors Jennifer Baichwal, 

Nicholas de Pencier and Edward Burtynsky open a discussion of the ways humans have altered 

the planet with the image of a burning funeral pyre. The opening is a long scene of roaring 

flames that will not be totally contextualized until the end of the documentary, but an attentive 

viewer can see the vague shapes of tusks within the fire. In short, before we are introduced to the 

unburnt tusks, they’ve already been destroyed for us. The acceptance of death here is a lesson. In 

the next scene, Dr. Winnie Kiiru, who came up with idea for the tusk burning ceremony 

(“Anthropocene Project”) stands in front of the massive accumulation of elephant tusks: 

I can confirm that this ivory here is exactly 105 tons. 10,000 or so elephants. I have seen 

estimates of $150 million, the street value, but can you imagine 10,000 elephants?...One 

of the tusks was written, ‘Amboseli Elephant.’ I’ve had the privilege of working in 

Amboseli National Park for a long time. And I thought, “this tusk represents an elephant I 

probably knew.” This tusk will never hit the market. It will never make a trinket. It will 

never become a mantelpiece. I was not able to stop this elephant from dying, but I’m 

certainly able to stop it from being desecrated further. (Baichwal, Jennifer, et al) 

There is a way in which ivory poachers can be called preservationists. To return to the 

quote from Jenkins, the ivory “originally adorned different spaces” and yes the “act of separation 

removes objects from their original use, but then generally situates them in a wider, richer 
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framework of relationships”. If they had not slaughtered the animal to harvest its tusks, people 

who visit that mantelpiece, that trinket shop, that museum would never have been able to see it. 

Transformed into ornaments and souvenirs, the ivory will not deteriorate as it would if it were 

left to die with the elephant naturally and be exposed to the elements. How much longer will the 

tusks last now, and isn’t extension of existence and access for others a worthy goal?  

Obviously, upholding ivory poaching as a social good is ludicrous. But decontextualizing 

to the point of desecration is present in both ivory poachers and museums; the poachers just 

admit they are killing something when they transform it into a commodity. When I say white 

supremacy is invested in the preservation of black lives, I mean it is invested in the same 

conversion from real life to commodity as those poachers. It is invested in this denial of self, and 

this entry into a half-life. We learn from Christina Sharpe that “wakes are processes; through 

them we think about the dead and about our relations to them; they are rituals through which to 

enact grief and memory” (Sharpe 21). By being invested in colonial preservation, this is what 

white supremacy is not invested in: survivance of blackness, the knowing and examination of 

black life that comes with death, and, most devastating to the black community, the mournability 

of blackness. 

 

Whiteness as Master 

Disregarding the idea of preservation as a function of benevolence, we can better 

understand colonial preservation and the preservation of black lives specifically as another 

expression of power in the arsenal of white supremacist domination. In The Slave’s Rebellion: 

Literature, History, Orature, Adéléke Adéẹ̀kọ́’s finds this death prevention to be an essential 

missing piece of Hegel’s dialectic of the master and slave: 
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One could say, therefore, that preventing the slave’s literal death is the beginning of 

mastery…The master is not, as such, defined alone by the will to live, as Hegel’s allegory 

suggests, but also by the will to prevent the defeated from dying, either by suicide or 

through a rebellious mutiny….Slave rebellions, or the fear of them, are constant 

preoccupations in all slave societies because the slave’s wish to literally die conflicts with 

the master’s desires to live and also to prevent the slave from exercising his death wish. 

The condition of being enslaved, I would suggest, is that of struggling to terminate, by 

fomenting either the slave’s or the master’s literal death, the sham “deferral” of death 

which the master believes he has earned the power to give and take when the slave is 

captured (Adéẹ̀kọ́ 18 – 19 ). 

By drawing attention to the master’s exertion of power, not in the spectacular and 

numerous cases of ending life, but in the equally controlling display of preserving it, Adéẹ̀kọ́ 

opens the way for us to consider the nature of this preservation, and the state of these not-safe-

not-killed subjects. While Adéẹ̀kọ́’s convincing Hegelian intervention is deployed in his 

examination of the slave’s spectacular resistance via the slave rebellion, I intend to linger here, in 

the modes both literary and literal, produced by the uncomfortable fact of white supremacy’s 

preservative instinct. 

Adéẹ̀kọ́’s analysis provides another interesting aspect of the dominate that also leads to 

this preservative instinct: whiteness doesn’t know how to die. Here, Adéẹ̀kọ́ connects this failing 

to whiteness’s role as Hegelian master: 

Slavery breeds permanent unrest because the slave is constantly attempting to be free of 

the “normative” circumference instituted when the initiative to die was taken away from 

him, and also because the master, knowing that the slave may not at all be grateful that 
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his life is saved, issues draconian regulations to prevent the slave from fulfilling his 

“death wish.” The master has to devise preoccupations, or instruments of “social death,” 

that would prevent the slave from thinking about restarting the war of captivity…Once 

the master is instituted, I believe, death—his and his slave’s—becomes anathema to him” 

(Adéẹ̀kọ́ 18 – 19). 

While it is intuitive how the slave’s unsanctioned death would represent a limitation of control 

that would be unpalatable to the master, what is more interesting is the idea that it is also the 

master’s own death which he cannot visualize. 

This discomfort manifests clearly in the way death appears in the texts of the nineteenth 

century. As Phillippe Ariès writes about the nineteenth century in Western Attitudes Toward 

Death: From the Middle Ages to the Present (1974), death was depicted as a controlled, tamed 

element, not something which life is controlled by. In a post-Great Awakening America, death 

was still seen as inevitable, but it had transformed from an ending to an evolution, a 

transcendence to glory distanced from the embodied erotics of the prior period: 

Death had become a more important event; more thought had to be given to it. But it had 

become neither frightening nor obsessive. It had remained familiar and tame…Of course, 

at that point it lost its erotic characteristics, or at least they were sublimated and reduced 

to Beauty. Death was no longer desireable, as in the macabre novels, but it was admirable 

in its beauty. This is what would be called the romantic death, found in Lamartine in 

France, the Bronte family in England, and Mark Twain in America (Ariès 58). 

Taking aim at the limitations of this reading, Lucy Frank says in the introduction of 

Representations of Death in Nineteenth-Century US Writing and Culture, “When discussing the 

development of attitudes towards death, particularly since the eighteenth century, Ariès tends to 
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assume that the dead are white, wealthy and male” (Frank 4). While Frank’s mention of gender is 

dubious – the “romantic deaths” in the works Ariès cites are in fact white women – it is true that 

there is an overlooking of the implications of race in Ariès’s analysis. When it came to black 

death, nineteenth century literature certainly had the ability to maintain the “erotic 

characteristics” of the macabre. Black death was characterized, to use a phrase coined by Hannah 

Crafts and adopted by Jeffery Steele, by a “benumbing influence of a present embodied death” 

(Steele 30).3 4 

 Rather than using this as a basis to discard Ariès work, by being upfront about the 

limitations of its scope we can look at his analysis through a corrective lens. While his 

conclusions may not have applied to deaths in American literature as a whole, he is diagnosing – 

without realizing he is diagnosing – how white western culture viewed death as tameable and 

tamed. From Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Little Eva to Louisa May Alcott’s Beth, this was a time 

that produced stories in which the character knows death is upon them and goes into it with calm 

preparedness. The opposite of the spontaneous or senseless violence that would render death the 

empowered agent in the transaction. 

This inability of the master to envision their own death acts as both a privilege and a 

cage. In the writings of James Baldwin, it is a site of fear and, thus, opportunity: 

But white Americans do not believe in death, and this is why the darkness of my skin so 

intimidates them. And this is also why the presence of the Negro in this country can bring 

 
3 This is partially due to the aim of sentimental, anti-slavery writing. As Steele says, “By depicting individuals 
physically brutalized and killed by vicious overseers and masters, as well as the suicides of individuals who chose 
self-destruction over degradation, [Frederick Douglass, William Wells Brown and Harriet Jacobs] shocked readers 
into recognition of the human expense of slavery” (Steele 29) 
4 A good side-by-side comparison of these can be found in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) 
which puts the beautiful, almost disembodied death of white Eva against the death of Tom, whose end is marked 
by both physical and mental violence. 
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about its destruction. It is the responsibility of free men to trust and to celebrate what is 

constant – birth, struggle, and death are constant, and so is love, though we may not 

always think so – and to apprehend the nature of change, to be able and willing to change 

(Baldwin 92). 

It is this possibility of weaponizing not just white supremacy’s fear of death but also its 

preservative instinct, that is my own animating force in this dissertation. By not paying attention 

to this third space of captivity between death and life, we are overlooking an opportunity to study 

the resistances that emerge within it. Also, by limiting conversations about racism’s aims to the 

murderous impulse, we ignore preservation as a tool that is powerful, harmful, and prevalent in 

white supremacy’s arsenal.  

 

The Unkilled  

My claim is that white supremacy desires to keep a black population, but one that is 

rendered obedient, whose death, life, and reproduction are sufficiently under the control of a 

white master. They do not desire black subjects to be freely alive – merely unkilled, a state 

fundamentally different from either “alive” or “dead”. 

An elegant metaphor for the state I am calling “unkilled” is delivered to us in Toni 

Morrison’s posthumous essay collection The Source of Self Regard, where Morrison tells the 

story of children taunting an elderly, visually-impaired woman. The children hold a bird in their 

hands and ask her to tell them whether it is alive or dead. She says, “I don’t know whether the 

bird you are holding is dead or alive, but what I do know is that it is in your hands. It is in your 

hands.” This reply, according to Morrison, has a multiplicity of meanings: “Her answer can be 
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taken to mean: If it is dead, you have either found it that way or you have killed it. If it is alive, 

you can still kill it. Whether it is to stay alive, it is your decision” (Morrison 103). 

 Even in “sparing” some of a marked group from death, white supremacy remains an 

arbiter. Exercising that power – the power to allow, or force, to live – produces this state of 

unkilled. It does not place the spared subject into a place of free life, untouched by the possibility 

of death. The act of not killing is itself an act of conversion, just like every other version of 

preservation, because living at the will of the dominant is to live in the awareness of that killing 

power. It is, to use an example from my third chapter, the difference between living in a house 

and living in the shadow of one. Just because the house is suspended from falling on you, does 

not mean you are not operating in a place of precarity. 

To typify this figure of the unkilled, I turn to Frederick Douglass’s physical encounter 

with slave breaker Edward Covey as reconstructed by Paul Gilroy in The Black Atlantic: 

Modernity and Double Consciousness. Gilroy points to this fight as a marker of change, as does 

Douglass himself: 

The physical struggle is also the occasion on which a liberatory definition of masculinity 

is produced. 

“I was nothing before; I was a man now. It [the fight] recalled to life my crushed 

self-respect and my self confidence, and inspired me with a renewed 

determination to be a free man. A man without force is without the essential 

dignity of humanity.... I was no longer a servile coward, trembling under the 

frown of a brother worm of the dust, but my long-cowed spirit was roused to an 

attitude of manly independence. I had reached a point at which I was not afraid to 

die.” 
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Douglass's tale can be used to reveal a great deal about the difference between the 

male slave's and the master's views of modern civilisation. In Hegel's allegory, which 

correctly places slavery at the natal core of modern sociality, we see that one solipsistic 

combatant in the elemental struggle prefers his conqueror's version of reality to death and 

submits. He becomes the slave while the other achieves mastery. Douglass's version is 

quite different. For him, the slave actively prefers the possibility of death to the 

continuing condition of inhumanity on which plantation slavery depends….Douglass's 

preference for death fits readily with archival material on the practice of slave suicide and 

needs also to be seen alongside other representations of death as agency that can be found 

in early African-American fiction (Gilroy 63). 

Gilroy takes Douglass’s announcement of “I was nothing before; I was a man now” to be his 

moment of both awareness and overcoming of the Hegelian position of slave. Adéẹ̀kọ́, who 

ultimately agrees with Gilroy, reconstructs his conclusion as “…by fighting Edward Covey and 

writing about it later, Gilroy says, Frederick Douglass single-handedly liberates himself into a 

‘self-conscious freedom’” (Adéẹ̀kọ́ 17). 

 I, however, believe we should examine Douglass’s ruminations leading up to the fight. 

For Douglass, entering into Covey’s control was to experience slavery in its most explicit form 

for him up until that point:  

If at any one time of my life more than another, I was made to drink the bitterest dregs of 

slavery, that time was during the first six months of my stay with Mr. Covey… I was 

somewhat unmanageable when I first went there, but a few months of this discipline 

tamed me. Mr. Covey succeeded in breaking me. I was broken in body, soul, and spirit. 

My natural elasticity was crushed, my intellect languished, the disposition to read 
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departed, the cheerful spark that lingered about my eye died; the dark night of slavery 

closed in upon me; and behold a man transformed into a brute! (Douglass Narrative 70). 

When Douglass speaks of transformation here, it is not tied to an actual change in status. He was 

a slave before Covey’s, the treatment just made his state unignorable. He responded to this new 

awareness, as he responds to so much of his experience in the text, with contemplation. For 

Douglass, this became a contemplation of death, both for him and his master: “I was sometimes 

prompted to take my life, and that of Covey, but was prevented by a combination of hope and 

fear” (Douglass Narrative 71). However, this is also when he makes the realization that enables 

him to fight Covey: that his current state is no better than death. When staring out over the 

Chesapeake Bay, he thinks of freedom without letting death deter him, not because he doesn’t 

believe he will be killed, but because he does not care if he is. He says “Get caught, or get clear, 

I’ll try it. I had as well die with ague as the fever. I have only one life to lose. I had as well be 

killed running as die standing” (Douglass Narrative 71-72). 

 The change that comes over Douglass happens before the fight, and therefore is not the 

product of transcending his place but realizing it. Namely, realizing the nature of his actual state 

as a slave, and understanding that it is not better than death. By understanding the nature of his 

existence and acting accordingly, Douglass displays a disregard for his own life that calls 

Covey’s bluff. He avoids being whipped by advertising this disregard, saying, “I did not hesitate 

to let it be known of me, that the white man who expected to succeed in whipping, must also 

succeed in killing me” (Douglass Narrative 79). 

 In addressing this space Douglass inhabits, Adéẹ̀kọ́ says, “In theory, as Douglass’s 

treatment after his fight with Covey shows, options for resolving the battle of ‘consciousness’ are 

three (life, death, or captivity) and not two (life or death)” (Adéẹ̀kọ́ 18). In positioning this third 
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space “captivity” as categorically separate from “life,” Adéẹ̀kọ́ lays the groundwork for us to 

understand the space inhabited by the preserved, the unkilled. 

While Gilroy positions Douglass’s resistance as “freedom” – which in my configuration 

would be the impossible act of the bird leaving the clutching hand – I believe the essential part of 

the process is when Douglass understands that he is in the hand – a state distinctly different from 

a bird in the sky, a state different from free life – and understands that he might as well fight 

because true life, unshadowed by the spectre of death, was not what he was risking, was in fact 

not possible in his current state. 

Douglass is certainly not the first, and far from the last, to weaponize this awareness. 

Huey P Newton said, about the struggle against white supremacy, “We will settle for nothing 

less, for at this point in history anything less is but a living death” (Newton, To Die 185). 

Newton here is noting that the life he and other black people in America are living is not free 

life, but one already touched by death. Newton perhaps most famously examines this theme in 

his book Revolutionary Suicide, where he cautions those in the fight for black liberation to be 

aware of the possibility of death by pointing to the ways their lives are already bound with death. 

In describing this theory, he says “(t)he concept of revolutionary suicide is not defeatist or 

fatalistic. On the contrary, it conveys an awareness of reality in combination with the possibility 

of hope…Above all, it demands that the revolutionary see his death and his life as one piece” 

(Newton 28 – 29). Like Douglass, this is not a wild or untargeted suicidal ideation, but 

something systemically born and reacted against:   

Revolutionary suicide does not mean that I and my comrades have a death wish; it means 

just the opposite. We have such a strong desire to live with hope and human dignity that 

existence without them is impossible. When reactionary forces crush us, we must move 
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against these forces, even at the risk of death. We will have to be driven out with a stick 

(Newton 26). 

 In addition to revolutionary potential, perhaps the greatest benefit that is gained from 

acknowledging the condition of the preserved is what we see happen in Kenya at the end of the 

earlier mentioned documentary: the possibility of mourning. At the Nairobi National Park, they 

do not keep the tusks. They do not participate in the charade that the 10,000 elephants are 

anything but slaughtered. They take the piles – the largest amount ever accumulated for this 

purpose – and burn them. Kenyan President Uhuru Kenyatta presided over the tusk burning, 

saying during the ceremony, “In destroying the ivory, we reject once and for all those who think 

that our natural heritage can be sold for money. Before you ladies and gentleman, the largest haul 

of ivory ever to be destroyed in this manner…The principle is clear enough: Ivory belongs to our 

elephants” (Baichwal, Jennifer, et al). 

While acknowledging death enables us to resist desecration, it also opens up an important 

avenue of mourning in form of the obituary: an occasion to catalogue and process what was lost. 

Prior to the Kenyan tusk burning, Dr. Kiiru undertook this work. She catalogued and indexed 

each and every tusk (“Anthropocene Project”). In the documentary, she describes this process: 

“We took inventory. Three months to look at every piece of ivory, measure the weight, try and 

pair them. Every day, the smell of death” (Baichwal, Jennifer, et al.). Death provides an 

opportunity to examine and proclaim what a creature was. To acknowledge the totality of a life, 

now that it is closed. A similar tactic is taken by Jeremy Davies in The Birth of the 

Anthropocene. In the chapter “An Obituary for the Holocene,” Davies uses the occasion of the 

Holocene’s “death” as a way to access deep time and gain the “gift of de-familiarization” 

(Davies 145). By marking the end of the Holocene in this way, we are able to understand the 
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relative stability of climate the Holocene provided, and better understand the risks implicit in its 

end: “human civilization has existed only in the Holocene so far, and no one knows what will 

happen to it once that setting is replaced by another” (Davies 145). An ending – if acknowledged 

– provides an occasion for this temporal traversing, for an examination of life with, and without, 

the lost. 

 

Conclusion 

As in Morrison’s metaphor, it is difficult not to fixate on the moment of annihilation, 

when the child crushes the bird. I am interested in exploring the liminal mortality of the bird in 

the hand. My dissertation’s questions arise from the place the bird occupies as neither living nor 

dead, but “unkilled.” At last we return to the images from my opening: black unkillable 

automatons, the preserved bodies of lynching victims. While I intend to trace this preservation in 

white society and media, I find these objects useful as representing the tangible expression of the 

desire to preserve. I intend to interrogate moments in literature and culture that reflect white 

supremacy’s investment in preserving and inscribing, rather than eliminating, black people and 

bodies after death both literally and imaginatively. 

I believe this liminal state is best explored via equally liminal posthuman figures, and no 

figure holds quite as much significance in this arena as the black American automatons of the 

nineteenth century. As Neda Atanasoski and Kalindi Vora demonstrate in Surrogate Humanity: 

Race, Robots, and the Politics of Technological Futures, “technoliberalism is the political alibi 

of present-day racial capitalism” (Atanasoki and Vora 4). Rather than being free of the social 

hierarchies of race and gender, “the racial logics of categorization, differentiation, incorporation, 

and elimination are constitutive of the very concept of technology and technological innovation” 
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(Atanasoki and Vora 5). Using figures such as “Rastus the Mechanical Negro” from the 1930s – 

a robot programmed to bow before its creators – Surrogate Humanity makes a case for the ways 

racial capitalism uses the presumed racelessness of technology to mask the inherent racial 

politics attached to labor. However, moving the scope back in time illuminates the origins of the 

attitudes Atanasoki and Vora study in the twentieth century. Before there was Rastus, there was 

Dederick’s Steam Man. 

Following this logic, I will spend my first chapter demonstrating that the black 

automatons that emerge in the world and in literature just after the Civil War are the end point of 

this desire, and represent the ideal form for the blackness they cannot do without. In my second 

chapter I will examine how denial-of-death tactics – both before death, as suicide prevention, and 

after death as the literal preservation of corpses –is also preservation for the purpose of 

conversion, and also how the black “post death” arises as a mourning of resistance in response to 

white supremacy’s denial of death. In my third chapter I will examine how western civilization’s 

refusal to accept death interacts with the great dying presented by the Anthropocene. In my 

fourth chapter I will turn to a form of preservation of particular interest to both this discourse and 

myself personally. I am calling my final chapter, “Institutional Preservation.” 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

The American Automaton: Racial Capitalism’s Model Minority 

 

The fact is, that civilisation requires slaves.…On mechanical slavery, on 

the slavery of the machine, the future of the world depends. 

Oscar Wilde 

 

If you have been to the Franklin Institute of Philadelphia, read the 2007 book The 

Invention of Hugo Cabret, or seen the 2011 film adaptation Hugo, you will be familiar with the 

image of the beautiful and delicate nineteenth century automaton displayed in all three. Made 

around 1804, Maillardet's Automaton, or The Draughtsman-Writer, was created with the visage 

of a French boy complete with blushing cheeks, groomed eyebrows, combed hair, and the ability 

to write poems in two languages and complete five different drawings. But we are not here to 

talk about Maillardet’s Automaton. We are here because at the same time Henri Maillardet was 

creating that pinnacle of white boyhood, he was propping up whiteness by creating a black 

automaton that possessed the exaggerated features popular in racist depictions of the day (Figure 

1). This creation was named Maillardet’s Toussaint Louverture or The Gilded African, after a 

derogatory nickname from Napoleon about the revolutionary hero. While the exact date of the 

clock’s completion ranges, the earliest date proposed is 1804 (Gates). Meaning Maillardet 

created it after Toussaint Louverture’s death. 
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In the following chapter, I intend to linger with the questions raised by the clock and 

other creations like it in the nineteenth century. Yes, “The Gilded African is a caricature which 

demeans Toussaint and makes him a figure of ridicule” (Gates), however I would like to examine 

this desire to resurrect and immortalize an enemy of the state. Whatever harm Maillardet may 

have intended, he is dead. So is Napoleon. Yet the clock remains. 

Figure 1 Maillardet’s Toussaint or The Gilded African  
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In the arc of human invention, automatons predate paper. In their long history, they have 

been gods, children, novelties, and muses, but in nineteenth century America, a racial alchemy 

takes place that fixes animated beings as productive labor objects. While the Toussaint clock is a 

striking example of using technology for white supremacist messaging, it still fits under the 

category of novelty. The shift that collapses automatons and labor is more closely tied to a 

different black automaton: The steam-powered man, the first automaton patented in America. 

The American automaton is made strictly for labor. It is one of the earliest automatons intended 

for mass-production, and, most tellingly, the American automaton is presented immediately after 

the end of the Civil War. 

Let’s continue with the line of thinking discussed in the introduction, that white 

supremacy is not strictly trying to exterminate blackness, but desires to maintain a black 

population that is obedient, a population whose death, life, and reproduction are utterly under the 

control of a white master. Chattel slavery was, in the mid-nineteenth century, one method of 

realizing this desire. The black automatons that pop up just after the end of the Civil War are 

another. 

The act of immortalizing the black laborer through recreating them in a fictional or 

inorganic depiction is every bit the desire to deny death as the keeping of literal preserved 

trophies of black corpses.  In What Is Cinema? André Bazin addresses the preservative nature 

inherent in the act of depiction: 

Louis XIV did not have himself embalmed. He was content to survive in his portrait by 

Le Brun.…No one believes any longer in the ontological identity of model and image, 

but all are agreed that the image helps us to remember the subject and to preserve him 

from a second spiritual death. Today the making of images no longer shares an 
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anthropocentric, utilitarian purpose. It is no longer a question of survival after death, but 

of a larger concept, the creation of an ideal world in the likeness of the real, with its own 

temporal destiny. "How vain a thing is painting" if underneath our fond admiration for its 

works we do not discern man's primitive need to have the last word in the argument with 

death by means of the form that endures. If the history of the plastic arts is less a matter 

of their aesthetic than of their psychology then it will be seen to be essentially the story of 

resemblance, or, if you will, of realism. (Brazin 10) 

While Brazin relates this depiction as a desire to defy death for the self, the same 

“primitive need to have the last word in the argument with death by means of the form that 

endures” combines with the denial of death impulse of the “master” as discussed in my 

introduction. By rendering these beings as objects in both the physical automatons and the fiction 

of automatons, white supremacy is preserving forever the black laborer in images, just as Louis 

XIV preserved himself. The imagining and drafting of the automaton as a black man is a way of 

entering the subject of these pieces into the realm of “the unkilled,” a state where they can be 

most useful to the dominate, similar to the state Frederick Douglass found himself as discussed 

in the introduction. Additionally, in the case of automatons, imagined as remarkably strong and 

durable, unkillable. 
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The American Automaton 

By the time automatons come to America, they had already outlasted the empires that 

invented them, which makes it all the more significant that a fledgling country was able to 

fundamentally alter the traditions attached to the already two thousand-year-old animated being. 

In 1868 Zodoc Dederick filed the first American patent for a mechanical man. In the 

illustration on the first page of the patent he included the technically essential elements like 

mechanical legs and a top hat to direct steam from the automaton’s operation upward and away 

from a crowd. But he also included inessential aesthetics, most strikingly the nose, mouth, and 

hair of an African American man (Figure 2). The automaton featured in the patent shares features 

with another nineteenth century depiction of a black man: Jim Crow, as he appeared in 1832’s 

Figure 2 Dederick’s automaton, U.S. Patent 75874 



26 
 

Jump Jim Crow sheet music (Figure 3). Dederick’s envisioned automaton and the caricature 

share hair texture and the exaggerated eyes, nose, and lips common in depictions of African 

Americans during the era of minstrelsy. The difference is, while Jim Crow is known for wearing 

“taters and rags and a battered hat,” the steam-powered man is sleek. His hat is perfect and his 

high collar, which serves no discernable function, is pressed. These “improvements” go beyond 

the figures’ wardrobes. Jim Crow was characterized as being “slow-thinking, slow-moving” and 

slothful, spending his time “sleepin’, fishin’, huntin’ ‘possums, or shufflin’ along slower than 

molasses in January, except when stealing chickens or dancing on the levee” (Lemons 102). 

Dederick had replaced that stereotype with an ideal minority form for capitalism – industrious, 

efficient, and perfectly obedient. 

Modeled in the image of someone who would have been a slave when Dederick first 

began work on the invention, but just shy of three years freed by the time the patent is filed, 

Dederick’s steam man sparked a generation of copycats, both real and literary. Months after 

Dederick’s steam man went on display, Edward Ellis published The Huge Hunter or The Steam 

Man of the Prairies (1868). Eight years later the Frank Reade series launches in Boys of New 

York Magazine with “Frank Reade and his Steam Man of the Plains” (1876) (Figure 4). The 

illustrations for the covers of both stories maintain the exaggerated features of Dederick’s 

automaton and double down on the connection to the likeness by placing their creations in St. 

Louis hunting Native Americans – the same time, place, and task given to the Buffalo Soldiers, a 

military regiment made entirely of black men (Barnhill 402). 

These stories present this new, mechanical blackness as superior to the prior, biological 

blackness. The Frank Reade stories feature their own Jim Crow figure – Pomp, who shares a 
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name with the slave who appears in the proto-cyborg story, Edgar Allen Poe’s “The Man who 

Was Used Up” (1839). Like Jim Crow, Frank Reade’s Pomp is an inefficient servant, spending 

his time throughout the series gambling, drinking, fighting, or getting captured: “The Negro 

servitor, Pomp, is an embodied slur: he displays a bullet head, stupidity, slyness, pompous 

illiteracy, superstition, laziness and a razor in his footgear” (Bleiler iii). In “Frank Reade, Jr and 

His New Steam Man,” Pomp is outsmarted by Native Americans who have cut him off from the 

safety of the steam man. His behaviors and reactions are every part the damsel: “The poor darky 

was beside himself with terror and perplexity. ‘Golly sakes alibe!’ he yelled, his wool literally 

standing on end. ‘…I’se a gone coon fo’ suah” (No Name 4). Highlighting Pomp’s features 

alongside his distress renders Pomp’s helplessness and blackness as its dual focus, setting him 

apart from the ever-efficient steam man, whose unique abilities are called upon to rescue him. 

Figure 3  "Jump Jim Crow" Sheet Music Cover, 1832 
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As a former slave, Pomp embodies a white supremacist vision of the emancipated. He is 

depicted as helpless and lazy, given to vice. Conversely the steam man operates as an ideal, with 

an efficiency only possible because he remains under the total control of the white male 

protagonist. Beyond Pomp, both the Frank Reade stories and Ellis’s Huge Hunter include more 

stereotypes than characters, establishing a field of “lesser” people for the American protagonists 

to dominate: 

Sadism and racism abounded. Not only were Indians slain by the hundreds per story,  

but the boys played all sorts of cruel tricks on them, such as enticing them close to the 

steam apparatus and then scalding them with live steam, capturing them and disfiguring 

them, and gleefully destroying villages a la Custer… Racism was also omnipresent, with 

most offensive material about Blacks, Irish, and Jews. One could compile a good 

anthology of racial slurs from the Frank Reade, Jr., stories (Bleiler 106). 
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By employing characters as stereotypes based on their race, religion and nationality, the Frank 

Reade series operates as propaganda that upholds the white male American as the pinnacle of 

humanity, while the steam man operates as a perfect tool, a physical testament to the inventor’s 

right to lead. They act as what Toni Morrison would call the “ego reinforcing presence of an 

Africanist population” (Morrison Playing 45). 

 To understand the Frank Reade stories as being part of a western ego formation project, 

one must understand the genre in which it sits, one heavily defined by this trifecta of technology, 

race representations, and hierarchy: Edisonade. Named for inventor Thomas Alva Edison, 

Edisonade is a genre of pulp science fiction emerging immediately after the Civil War and 

Figure 4 Noname  (1876).The Steam Man of the Plains or The Terror of the West. Wide Awake Library, 1(28). 
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continuing into the early 20th Century. The main characters are “Edison” figures in that they are 

genius inventors of unmatched intelligence and infallible decision-making. Edisonade heroes 

don’t fail. They cannot be outsmarted: 

Simply put, these proto-SF works deal with how Americans perceived themselves, 

particularly in the context of technological interventions in the global order…As 

American authors envision how their protagonists will use or react to these inventions, 

they establish a narrative template for this identity… the prevailing definitions of 

‘American,’ including its well-documented assumptions concerning whiteness and 

Protestantism (Williams 11). 

The genre’s connection to its namesake is especially important, as these stories position Edison-

esque figures – like Benjamin Franklin before him and Henry Ford after – as a phenomena 

unique to western civilization broadly and America specifically. And in this tapestry of 

mythmaking, the presence of a fully obedient subject is key to validating this narrative of 

greatness. 

Whether as literal invention or literary figure, the American automaton converts the 

problematic image of the newly freed black body into an object ideal for the needs of the white 

western world. It coopted the form most closely associated with hard labor in the nineteenth 

century, the black male body, but kept only the parts that served its purpose: the conspicuous 

appearance, the workability. By converting the role of the enslaved into a mechanical man, the 

design leaves out the human elements for which neither racism nor capitalism had use: the ability 

to disobey, speak, read, or procreate autonomously. For the slave-owning class this last was, as it 

remains today, a site of particular anxiety.  
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During slavery, “condition of the mother” laws ensured that a child born of a black 

mother was a profit for the plantation, regardless of the race of the father (Hening 170). Because 

a child born to a slave mother was automatically a slave, there was no improper way for a black 

woman to reproduce. The same was not true for black men. In Incidents in the life of a Slave 

Girl, Harriet Jacobs, writing as Linda Brent, describes in detail the constant assaults on black 

women by plantation owners and their sons. However, when a male slave was assaulted similarly 

by the plantation owner’s daughter – usually “the most brutalized, over whom her authority 

could be exercised with less fear of exposure” – the resulting child was not welcomed as new 

inventory. Rather, Jacobs tells us, “in such cases the infant is smothered, or sent where it is never 

seen by any who know its history. But if the white parent is the father, instead of the mother, the 

offspring are unblushingly reared for the market. If they are girls, I have indicated plainly 

enough what will be their inevitable destiny …” (Jacobs 67). 

In automatons, the materials necessary for procreation are separated from the beings 

themselves. The means of reproduction is entirely the territory of those in power, and the 

decision of when and how much to reproduce is solely in the hands of the owners. The 

foundation of this was already present in the biopolitically-controlled reproduction present on 

plantations where slave owners attempted to exercise total control over how and when the 

enslaved reproduced. However, as in incidences like that referenced by Jacobs, that control was 

not perfect. In dealing with automatons, it would be. 

Unable to die or reproduce, the American automaton represented an ideal labor form for 

capital, but by associating it with blackness it also served a social function to white supremacy. 

Introduced at the dawn of reconstruction, the American automaton provided a new (if quasi-

imaginary) site of control for a society whose firmly set racial hierarchies had lost ground with 
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the end of the Civil War. In Antebellum Posthuman: Race and Materiality in the Mid-Nineteenth 

Century, Cristin Ellis reminds us that posthumanist concerns were always at the center of the 

slavery debate: 

By the 1850s, the center of gravity in the debate over U.S. slavery had noticeably shifted 

from the question of whether it is morally acceptable to enslave a human being toward 

the question of whether Black bodies should be considered fully human in the first place. 

Whereas the former question—is slavery humane?—is a moral one referred to the 

consciences of voting Americans, the latter question— are Black humans really 

human?— was increasingly understood to be an empirical question “upon which science 

alone has the right to pronounce” (Ellis 3). 

By shifting the question of slavery to the realm of science, Civil War-era discourse makes 

taxonomy the focus, rather than morality. If Western Civilization was becoming intolerant of the 

enslavement of other humans, white supremacy would work to have black people excluded from 

the category. One of the primary tools employed to accomplish this exclusion was that best 

suited for the job: the law. As Colin Dayan’s The Law is a White Dog (2011) details thoroughly, 

“Law can make one dead in life, and it can also determine when and if one is to be resurrected” 

(Dayan 49). 

Initially, the legal campaign to divorce blackness and humanity was successful. This is 

exemplified in the 1857 Supreme Court case Dred Scott v Sandford, when a court led by Justice 

Taney decided that, even though Dred Scott had an iron-clad case for freedom via repeatedly 

inhabiting territories where slavery did not exist, only people could bring cases before the 

Supreme Court: “In the opinion of the court, the legislation and histories of the times, and the 

language used in the Declaration of Independence, show, that neither the class of persons who 
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had been imported as slaves, nor their descendants, whether they had become free or not, were 

then acknowledged as a part of the people” (Dred Scott 13). Coming, as it did, from the highest 

court in the land, the decision was meant to be a lasting blow. In the introduction to the decision 

John H. Van Evrie proudly states “the Dred Scott decision has defined the relations, and fixed 

the status of the subordinate race forever” (Dred Scott 1). 

Despite these dreams of “forever,” this monument to white supremacy lasted only a 

decade. Rather than solidifying a racial hierarchy that left blackness in the category of the 

inhuman, the Dred Scott case had the opposite consequence of hastening the end of slavery, 

becoming “a tangible historical moment at which the War became an inevitability…a necessary 

evil on the route to ending the deeply entrenched establishment of slavery in this country” 

(Jackson 377). By 1865 the Civil War ended and in 1868 the Fourteenth Amendment overturned 

the Dred Scott decision, declaring black people not just humans, but citizens. By the time Zodoc 

Dederick is designing his automaton, racial capitalism had lost legal ground in the effort to deny 

black humanity. It is into this recently vacated void of the black nonhuman, that the American 

Automaton is shuffled. 

 

Europe’s Racialized Automatons 

It is only once Black American automatons are introduced that automatons are demoted 

to the laboring force we associate with machines today in America. This is not a side-effect of 

their racialization, as automatons already had a long history of racialization back in Europe. In 

1796, an inventor called Mr. Cressin toured with his Chinese tightrope-walking automaton 

(Exhibitions 1).  Orientalist depictions were so common in these creations in the nineteenth 
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century that a correspondence sent to the Christian Register in 1844 reads, “Query: Why are all 

automata dressed in turbans?” (NY Corres 1). 

Perhaps the most famous raced automaton is the automaton that wasn’t: the chess playing 

Turk. Created in 1769, the Turk was an orientalist theatrical object, displayed “in Turkish attire 

and with a hookah in its mouth” (Reilly and Bryant-Bertail 161). Its commissioner was Hapsburg 

Empress Maria Theresa, whose country had warred with the Ottoman Empire for centuries. This 

history played out in Baron Wolfgang von Kempelen’s design:  

The ideology of salvation from the Muslim infidel can be seen as metaphorically written 

onto the theatrical body of the automaton Turk…[b]y playing the opponent in the form of 

an exoticized Turkish male, the European demonstrates a performance of power, 

rehearses a triumph over the Ottoman Empire, and battles an antagonist that exemplifies a 

desired cultural and racial superiority that remains with us today. (Reilly and Bryant-

Bertail 167). 

In Europe, the racialization of the automaton provided a white supremacist display that 

was surreptitious. One could approach the Turk as an equal, but even if the Turk prevailed at 

chess, it was still controlled and created by a white, Christian European. Its victories glorified 

that lineage, because it was always playing at the command of those inventors and for the 

entertainment of that audience. Just as the cultural moment of the Civil War provided fertile 

ground for the introduction of the American Automaton, the Turk sits at another particularly ripe 

moment for western civilization’s ego formation: “For over eighty-five years the Turk is a locus 

upon which the desires, fears, and wishes of the eighteenth century enlightenment were staged” 

(Reilly and Bryant-Bertail 167). Orientalist European automatons like Mr. Cressin’s tightrope 

walker, the Turk, and, later, Psycho and Zoe, provided a theatrical domination of the minority by 
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incarnating them in a form subject to total control. This renders the already disadvantaged 

subject into a pure object. 

Despite being racialized, the steam man’s predecessors were still presented to society as 

wonders. Prior to modernity, the automaton’s most common association was with whatever form 

of divinity was dominate in the culture that created them. Ancient Egypt boasted a colossal statue 

of Pharaoh Amenotep III “said to have gestured and spoke in soft tones resembling those of a 

harp” (Seiden 1). Heron of Alexandria’s automaton of Hercules slaying a dragon and the “robot 

saints” of the Renaissance also speak to the automaton’s alignment with what was considered 

sacred at the time (Swift 52). The first automaton to employ clockwork rather than relying on 

wind, fire, or water was a rooster made for the Strasbourg Cathedral in 1354 (Rossi and Russo 

366). 

Post-enlightenment automatons more commonly strayed from the divine, but they were 

considered no less precious for shifting to reflect praise for their inventors rather than a divine 

being Automatons designed for amusement, like Mr. Cressin’s tightrope walker or the dozens of 

automaton musicians that proliferated the eighteenth century, were treated with a kind of 

deference that one could call respect. One firsthand account reads: 

On entering the saloon, I saw a well-dressed handsome figure of a man, apparently 

between forty and fifty, standing with a violin in his hand, as if contemplating a piece of 

music, which lay on the desk before him – and had I not gone to see an automaton, I 

should have believed the object before me endowed with life and reason, so perfectly 

natural and easy were the attitudes and expressions of countenance of the figure. I had but 

a little time for observation before the orchestra was filled by musicians, and on the 

leader taking his seat, the figure instantly raised itself erect, bowed with much elegance 
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two or three times, and then turned to the leader, nodded, as if to say he was ready, and 

placed his violin to his shoulder…The tones produced were like anything but a violin – 

the expression beyond comprehension. I felt as if lifted from my seat, and burst into tears 

– in which predicament I saw most persons in the room (Automaton). 

Despite being for entertainment, there was no obligation for these creations to be 

especially proficient or successful – it was simply enough for them to be. When further 

describing the automaton’s playing the listener says, “This part of the performance was perfectly 

magical. I have heard the great Italian, I have heard the still greater Norwegian, I have heard the 

best of music, but I have never heard such sounds as then saluted my ear” (Automaton). This 

distinction between “sounds” and “music,” like the earlier claim that the playing sounded “like 

anything but a violin,” indicates the different standards to which the mechanized creations were 

being held. Automatons were never required to replicate the labor of real musicians, just as an 

automaton depicting an Egyptian baker was not meant to actually make bread. They were meant 

to be something new, not the same but also not inferior for their difference. 

This observer’s account also highlights the level of respect given to automatons of the 

time. The observer attributes elegance to the animated being, and perceives the automaton’s nod 

– not as programmed action at the hands of his human inventor – but as an act of agency, the 

automaton telling the human conductor he is ready to begin. This is typical of automaton 

performances of the time. When an automaton violinist played, it was formally announced like 

any other visiting musician, and when it finished performing, it was applauded. The population, 

fully aware that these were inhuman creations, still participated in the charade of their humanity. 

They applauded mechanical entertainers and bowed to mechanical saints. When the American 

automaton enters the scene, that charade is not performed. 
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The journey of the automaton in the nineteenth century is a line with a child figure on one 

side, a slave on the other, and between the two, the Civil War. While Dederick’s steam man was 

the first automaton patented in the United States, it wasn’t the first displayed here. Automatons 

begin the nineteenth century with Henri Maillardet’s automaton child with “the largest memory 

any automaton has ever had: it can draw four drawings and can write three poems, two in French 

and one in English. In this automaton also the memories are represented by a number of cams” 

(Rossi and Russo 376). Though it was meant to usurp the Jacquet-Droz automatons that 

dominated the eighteenth century –  and under whose inventors Henri Maillardet apprenticed – 

Maillardet’s automaton fits neatly in with the tightrope walkers, musicians, and dancers of the 

prior generation. Fashioned as a boy of around eight or nine in traditional French clothes, 

Maillardet’s automaton was a singular creature, meant to be displayed and admired for what it 

could do rather than what it could produce. In that, he is among the last of his kind. Maillardet’s 

automaton suffers from the shift in American interest in the mid-nineteenth century. Exhibited to 

fanfare in Philadelphia and New York in the 1830s, he is eventually forgotten until he is found 

discarded in a box by Philadelphia’s Franklin Institute, which reassembled him in 1920. 

By racializing his automaton as a black man in mid-nineteenth century America, 

Dederick renders his creation to be not a valuable object or novelty, but a tool whose value is 

dependent upon its labor. Instead of being kept and displayed or reverenced like the automatons 

that came before it, Dederick’s steam man was meant to be sold for use as an appliance. In an 

article from the January 8th, 1868 Newark Advertiser, the creators outline their eventual plan to 

mass market the creation: 

The cost of this ‘first man’ is $2,000 , though the makers, Messrs. Deddrick [sp] & Grass, 

expect to manufacture succeeding ones, warranted to run a year without repair, for $300. 
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The same parties expect to construct, on the same principle, horses which will do the duty 

of twelve ordinary animals of the same species. These, it is confidently believed, can be 

used alike before carriages, street cars and plows. The man now constructed can make his 

way without difficulty over any irregular surface whose ruts and stones are not more than 

nine inches below or above the level of the road (Deddrick) 

Public opinion at the time reflects this devaluation as well. Whereas before people paid 

money for the mere experience of witnessing the automatons, now they were judging them on 

the criteria of profitability. Rather than the glowing reviews of before, these op-eds speculated 

about the possible applications of the steam man, and the limits of its practicality. A response in 

one paper states, “We can imagine the rather startling effect that would be produced on his wife 

should any gentleman take home a steam ‘help’ to assist in the house work…then would come 

scrubbing, cooking, and washing dishes, (perhaps it would be a little too rough with the china, 

though)” (Haney’s 24). It does not take long for the writer to turn to the obvious, and eventual, 

application for the steam man: “But perhaps the steam man would be able to render even more 

effective service should his ‘native land’ ever have the misfortune to be plunged into war. He 

would no doubt be prompt to respond to the call of patriotism if the proper amount of steam were 

got up and the right crank turned. A ‘draft’ might be needed, but an occasional shovelful of coal 

would probably be all the ‘bounty’ he would desire” (Haney’s 24).  

The real-world reaction to the steam man was mirrored in fiction. Instead of being 

positioned as wayward or beloved children like E.T.A. Hoffman’s Olympia from “The 

Sandman” (1816) or the monster from Mary Shelly’s Frankenstein (1818), the steam man enters 

fiction as an entirely expendable tool. While in Hoffman, mad inventor Spallanzani fights 
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another man to keep his daughter-styled automaton, when Frank Reade’s steam man is run off a 

cliff it is an occasion for a joke and the opportunity to make a new, better model.  

 

The American Writer and the Automaton 

The automaton may have blossomed in the flash pulps of the mid-to-late nineteenth 

century, but its literary influence was felt far before and beyond the pages of Ellis, Frank Reade, 

or their many imitators. In Innocents Abroad, Mark Twain describes his own enthrallment with 

John Joseph Merlin’s silver swan automaton: 

“I watched a silver swan, which had a living grace about his movements and a living 

intelligence in his eyes—watched him swimming about as comfortably and as 

unconcernedly as if he had been born in a morass instead of a jeweler’s shop—watched 

him seize a silver fish from under the water and hold up his head and go through all the 

customary and elaborate motions of swallowing it…” (Twain Innocents). 

As one writer noted in 1910, “Mark Twain was not the first thoughtful man who got 

stranded on the rocky coast of the Automaton. Among the writers in the nineteenth century 

belonging to the evolutionary school there were many such” (FWB 27). However, it’s important 

to note that the Automaton isn’t the only rocky coast these authors dwell in: These are also 

authors marooned on an island of race. 

Solidly in this camp is the writer Edgar Allen Poe. While Dederick’s steam man did not 

debut until almost two decades after Edgar Allen Poe’s death, the proto-science fiction writer 

was around to see and document another racialized semi-automaton mentioned earlier: the Chess 

Playing Turk. In the essay "Maelzel's Chess Player" Poe writes a detailed analysis of the Turk, 

including exposing the secret that the so-called automaton simply could not be operating 
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autonomously, and was likely instead a puppet with a man concealed within: “There can be no 

doubt, as we have before observed, and as we will presently endeavor to show, that the principle, 

or rather the result, of this solution is the true one. Some person is concealed in the box during 

the whole time of exhibiting the interior” (Poe “Maezel” 322). This suspicion was later proven 

correct: “After the Turk was destroyed by fire in 1854, its final owner confirmed Poe's theory” 

(D’Alto). 

While Mark Twain’s awe keeps the swan as a decontextualized marvel – showing no 

awareness that the swantomaton that so transfixes him is in reality over a hundred years old – 

Poe begins his dissection of the Turk by demonstrating an awareness of other automatons 

operating at the time: “There have been many wonderful automata,” he writes, before describing 

M. Camus’s moving coach which was given as a gift to Louis XIV, Charles Babbage’s 

difference engine, and Jacques de Vaucanson’s digesting duck (Poe “Maezel”). While Poe skips 

over the Jacquet-Droz automatons and Babbage’s actual automaton, the Silver Lady (Clayton 

104-08), he does spare a moment for Droz’s apprentice-turned-competitor, stating that, “The 

magician of M. Maillardet is also worthy of notice” and detailing the workings of that piece (Poe 

“Maezel”). 

Exposing the false Turk, which at this point had beaten both Benjamin Franklin and 

Napoleon Bonaparte in chess, was one of Poe’s early journalistic successes (D’Alto). However, 

his fascination with the animated being doesn’t stop there, nor does it stay in the realm of the 

real. Fourteen years later, Poe publishes “The Man that was Used Up: A tale of the Late 

Bugaboo and Kickapoo Campaign” (1839) which features an early version of the cyborg in 

literature. In this story, the narrator is desperately seeking information about an acquaintance, 

General A.B.C. Smith. However, each person he encounters only offers two mysterious pieces of 
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information. First, that the natives are “great wretches, those Bugaboos— savage and so on” 

followed by the statement “this is a wonderful age for invention” (Poe “Used Up”). The narrator 

is able to surmise that some kind of attack has happened, but that technology has fixed it. 

Eventually, he is led to a room where the man is said to be, but he sees only “a large and 

exceedingly odd-looking bundle of something.” Eventually, that bundle speaks, ordering a slave 

to reassemble him from the bottom up, attaching his legs, chest, shoulders, eyes, and wig. 

"Strange you shouldn't know me though, isn't it? Pompey, bring me that leg!" Here 

Pompey handed the bundle a very capital cork leg, already dressed, which it screwed on 

in a trice…"Pompey, I'll thank you now for that arm…Thomas" [turning to me] "is 

decidedly the best hand at a cork leg; but if you should ever want an arm, my dear fellow, 

you must really let me recommend you to Bishop." Here Pompey screwed on an arm. 

"…Now, you dog, slip on my shoulders and bosom. Pettit makes the best shoulders, but 

for a bosom you will have to go to Ducrow…Pompey, will you never be ready with that 

wig? Scalping is a rough process, after all; but then you can procure such a capital scratch 

at De L'Orme's…my teeth! For a good set of these you had better go to Parmly's at once; 

high prices, but excellent work. I swallowed some very capital articles, though, when the 

big Bugaboo rammed me down with the butt end of his rifle" (Poe “Used Up”). 

In the end, the narrator all but flees, declaring that “Brevet Brigadier General John A. B. C. 

Smith was the man— the man that was used up” (Poe “Used Up”). 

Written halfway between Poe’s brush with the Turk and the appearance of Dederick’s 

steam man, this story shows many of the same racialized themes that mark the later automaton 

tales. First, Poe anticipates the ego-formation project of Edisonade by also constructing – though, 

in his case, literally – the ideal human as a white, American male. Despite the narrator claiming 
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that he can’t “just now remember when or where I first made the acquaintance of that truly fine-

looking fellow,” he does manage to proceed with a description of the general that is thorough 

enough to verge on the homoerotic. He describes hair that “would have done honor to Brutus” 

and “the handsomest whiskers under the sun” encircling “a mouth utterly unequalled” filled with 

“the most entirely even, and the most brilliantly white of all conceivable teeth” (Poe “Used Up”). 

But the narrator really gets into the territory of describing a physical ideal when he moves onto 

his observations of the general’s body: 

The bust of the General was unquestionably the finest bust I ever saw. For your life you 

could not have found a fault with its wonderful proportion. This rare peculiarity set off to 

great advantage a pair of shoulders which would have called up a blush of conscious 

inferiority into the countenance of the marble Apollo. I have a passion for fine shoulders, 

and may say that I never beheld them in perfection before. The arms altogether were 

admirably modelled. Nor were the lower limbs less superb. These were, indeed, the ne 

plus ultra of good legs. Every connoisseur in such matters admitted the legs to be good. 

There was neither too much flesh nor too little,— neither rudeness nor fragility. I could 

not imagine a more graceful curve than that of the os femoris, and there was just that due 

gentle prominence in the rear of the fibula which goes to the conformation of a properly 

proportioned calf. I wish to God my young and talented friend Chiponchipino, the 

sculptor, had but seen the legs of Brevet Brigadier General John A. B. C. Smith (Poe 

“Used Up”) 

As with the later tales by pulp writers, all this glory for the white Adonis is bought by the 

contrasting erasure and subjection of the nonwhite characters. Throughout the general’s long and 

graphic reassembly, when each piece of his glorious body is revealed to be artificial, the general 
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details how his body is the product of other, equally great and presumably white, men. However, 

this speech erases the person actually responsible for putting him together and giving him life: 

the slave Pompey. The sophistication and skill it would take to regularly accomplish this task is 

never addressed. In contrast to the praise of the original craftsman of the general’s body, Pompey 

is referred to by a variety of racial slurs and derogatory names even as he performs this essential 

duty.   

Similarly, in all the talk of the general’s proud, ruthlessness in battle, the same respect is 

not given to the native Americans, who have clearly bested the general repeatedly. While the 

general’s violence is given the repetitive exaltations of “Smith! O yes! great man!— perfect 

desperado— immortal renown— prodigies of valor!”, the natives are referred to over and over as 

wretched, savage, and inhuman for their part in the same battles. Their attacks on the general are 

evidence of their savage treachery; his violence toward them is an admission fee to glory. 

Like the creators who will come after him, Poe envisions this technology as both 

evidence and extension of the power of the white male inventor. In particular, “The Man who 

was Used Up” points to a very clear kinship between nonwhite humans and technology: both 

exist to be dominated by, and prop up, whiteness. This relationship is one that only becomes 

more explicit fifteen years later, when we arrive at Dederick, Ellis, and the racialized American 

automatons. 

In the second half the nineteenth century, the automaton becomes less science fiction icon 

and more philosophical catalyst in the hands of Mark Twain. Of course, the equation with 

racialized people is still present. The description of the automaton swan in Innocents Abroad is 

sandwiched between nonwhite groups Twain treats as an extension of the automaton spectacle: 

first “a party of Arabs” whose “dusky faces and quaint costumes called my attention away at 
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once” until the swan distracts him, followed by his attention to the swan being broken because 

“some tattooed South Sea Islanders approached and I yielded to their attractions” (Twain 

Innocents Abroad). However, the bulk of Twain’s fixation on the automaton is not for the 

purpose of a racial reckoning. For Twain, the automaton is an entryway to existential dread. 

In Innocents Abroad, Twain approaches the connection of the automaton and life’s larger 

questions lightly. After seeing the automaton, he visits a morgue. Seeing the dead – human – 

body there, he pronounces it a “repulsive object” and then equates visiting the morgue with 

going to see other spectacular amusements – arguably hinting at the prior scene’s automated 

spectacle (Twain Innocents). The automaton fully becomes the battleground for philosophical 

debate for Twain in his short story “What is Man?”. The short story, which was first published 

anonymously and then under his own name posthumously, involves a long argument between an 

old man (O.M.) and a young man (Y.M). At the center of their debate is the old man’s claim – 

which remains unimpeachable within the logic of the story – that all humans are merely 

machines: 

O.M. There are gold men, and tin men, and copper men, and leaden men, and steel men, 

and so on—and each has the limitations of his nature, his heredities, his training, and his 

environment. You can build engines out of each of these metals, and they will all 

perform, but you must not require the weak ones to do equal work with the strong ones. 

In each case, to get the best results, you must free the metal from its obstructing 

prejudicial ones by education—smelting, refining, and so forth. 

 

Y.M. You have arrived at man, now? 
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O.M. Yes. Man the machine—man the impersonal engine. Whatsoever a man is, is due to 

his make, and to the influences brought to bear upon it by his heredities, his habitat, his 

associations. He is moved, directed, commanded, by exterior influences—solely. He 

originates nothing, not even a thought. (Twain “Man” ) 

This begins the long metaphor Twain uses to explicate his views on humanity. Man is not 

“man” but “man-machine.” He does not think independently but carries out programming from 

exterior sources. He does not create, merely imitates. Even those considered great in the literary 

cannon do not escape this fate: 

Shakespeare could not create. He was a machine, and machines do not create. 

Y.M. Where was his excellence, then? 

 

O.M. In this. He was not a sewing-machine, like you and me; he was a Gobelin loom. 

The threads and the colors came into him from the outside; outside influences, 

suggestions, experiences (reading, seeing plays, playing plays, borrowing ideas, and so 

on), framed the patterns in his mind and started up his complex and admirable machinery, 

and it automatically turned out that pictured and gorgeous fabric which still compels the 

astonishment of the world. 

While Edgar Allen Poe collapses the distinction between technological aid and black 

servant in the plot of his short story, Mark Twain enacts this literally by using both the 

automaton and blackness as fodder for his own reflections on, (white, male), humanity. While 

above we see Twain using the automaton as a site for the self-exploration of the white subject, in 

his other works that is a place occupied by black people. In The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 

Twain spotlights Huck Finn as an outsider child, who does not fit into traditional white society in 
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any way but one: He knows what to do with a slave. It is his relationship with, and domination 

of, Jim that allows him to grow. In Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination 

Toni Morrison pronounces this relationship as an essential element in this bildungsroman, saying 

“there is no way, given the confines of the novel, for Huck to mature into a moral human 

being in America without Jim” (Morrison Playing 56). She goes on: 

The humiliation that Huck and Tom subject Jim to is baroque, endless, foolish, 

mind-softening-and it comes after we have experienced Jim as an adult, a caring 

father and a sensitive man. If Jim had been a white ex-convict befriended by 

Huck, the ending could not have been imagined or written: because it would not 

have been possible for two children to play so painfully with the life of a white 

man (regardless of his class, education, or fugitiveness) once he had been revealed 

to us as a moral adult. Jim's slave status makes play and deferment possible—but 

it also dramatizes, in style and mode of narration, the connection between slavery 

and the achievement (in actual and imaginary terms) of freedom….It is not what 

Jim seeks that warrants inquiry, but what Mark Twain, Huck, and especially Tom 

need from him that should solicit our attention. In that sense the book may indeed 

be “great'' because in its structure, in the hell it puts its readers through at the end, 

the frontal debate it forces, it simulates and describes the parasitical nature of 

white freedom (Morrison Playing 57). 

This use the characters, and Twain himself, need to extract from Jim in order to clarify 

the identity of the white characters, is related to the ideological role Twain casts the automaton in 

in “What is Man?”; both are sites of exploration for white selfhood, thus collapsing them as 

exchangeable tools in Twain’s work.   
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This use of blackness is by no means limited to Twain, as Morrison discusses the 

“parasitical nature” of blackness to white American literature at large. She says, “Africanism is 

the vehicle by which the American self knows itself as not enslaved, but free; not repulsive, but 

desirable; not helpless, but licensed and powerful; not history-less, but historical; not damned, 

but innocent; not a blind accident of evolution, but a progressive fulfillment of destiny” 

(Morrison Playing 52). Morrison also tells us that writers use “the manipulation of the Africanist 

narrative (that is, the story of a black person, the experience of being bound and/or rejected) as a 

means of meditation – both safe and risky – on one's own humanity” (Morrison 52). 

The use of blackness as ego formation will always be more egregious than the similar use 

of the automaton, because white supremacy’s use of blackness in literature is always tied to, and 

a product of, the violence visited upon blackness in the world. However, it remains clear that this 

kinship between the two exists, as both are used in a similar way by these nineteen century 

American writers. While it may be possible that the similar positionings between blackness and 

the automaton are coincidences, or just both biproducts of the literature of the dominate using all 

it sees as fodder, but when we consider the social changes of the time period, there opens up 

another possibility. I would suggest that this kinship is born from the collapsing distinction of 

blackness and the inhuman as the discourse of race in the nineteenth century becomes 

increasingly taxonomized. Because both Poe and Twain exist in a time when Ellis tells us 

America is fixated on the human-or-inhuman classification of blackness, it makes sense that the 

instinctive use of the black literary figure would be likewise visited upon the automaton. 

This association with blackness does not just buy the automaton entry into the realm of 

whiteness’s literary ego formation. It may, as I explore in my next section, have been an 

important factor in the automaton’s shift from cherished novelty to pure labor object.  
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Racial Capitalism and The Fall of the Automaton 

It cannot be ignored that the devaluation of the automaton in the nineteenth century 

occurs precisely when racial capitalism experiences the loss of an inferior, sub-human class 

formerly provided by the institution of slavery. Dehumanizing blackness fulfilled the needs of 

whiteness on both a social and capitalist level. On the economic side, slavery filled “the need of 

racial capitalism to invalidate terms of relationality—to separate forms of humanity so that they 

may be connected in terms that feed capital,” but it also provided a secondary social effect of 

allowing whiteness to identify itself in relation to others (Melamed 5).  

In the introduction, I highlighted how scholars like Greg Grandin outline the way racial 

capitalism created this social need for the other, then fed it with slavery. Beyond the financial 

concerns of slavery, white American society’s identity now depended on another class occupying 

that space of “absolute slavishness” (Grandin). Their ability to form an identity that is free, that 

is autonomous, that is individual, is dependent upon being contrasted with a group that is not. By 

the logic of American ego creation, the ability to render black people as objects was a 

confirmation of their own humanity. 

One of the primary ways white society attempted to erase black humanity was via the 

construction of the “negro.” This label replaced those associated with geography or tradition, 

removing black people from historical context and instead reducing their identity literally to 

their color: “The ‘Negro’, that is the color black, was both a negation of African and a unity of 

opposition to white. The construct of Negro, unlike the terms ‘African’, ‘Moor’, or ‘Ethiope’ 

suggested no situatedness in time…” (Robinson 81). But this was a willful pretending. Western 

Civilization and Africa had a long history of contact. White Europeans were aware that African 



49 
 

civilization predated their own. Africans had been “a fearful phenomenon to Europeans because 

of their historical associations with civilizations superior, dominant, and/or antagonistic to 

Western societies.” By divorcing that history from the enslaved, a new species was created, one 

that represented “an exploitable source of energy (labor power) both mindless to the 

organizational requirements of production and insensitive to the subhuman conditions of work” 

(Robinson 82). 

By creating automatons with black features, Americans made tangible what had 

previously only been a wish. The newly made automatons were as history-less, religion-less, 

and cultureless as slave owners had always only pretended Africans were. Oscar Wilde 

discussed this turn from slaves to automatons in The Soul of Man under Socialism (1891): “The 

fact is, that civilisation requires slaves. The Greeks were quite right there…On mechanical 

slavery, on the slavery of the machine, the future of the world depends” (Wilde 26). However, 

rather than allowing a raceless being to become the form associated with labor, and therefore 

removing blackness from this category of pure labor object in the white imagination, Dederick’s 

automaton and the fictional ones modeled after him demonstrate that blackness remained 

attached to labor, an identity earned by animated beings simply for existing in the category of 

labor object. 

The social identification of the enslaved with technologically created beings was not 

missed by black Americans at the time. Frederick Douglass evoked the automaton repeatedly in 

his writings as analogous to black people under slavery. In his configuration, those who were 

slaves without the desire or attempt at freedom were automatons, and those who had acted to 

get free were constantly struggling against the automaton state to which society would have 

them return. In 1855 when the New York Tribune cautioned freed blacks against being agitators 
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in pursuit of their rights, the Frederick Douglass Paper responded swiftly: “As much as we 

respect the Tribune for its recent fearless advocacy for the sublime interests of freedom, we 

cannot consent to occupy the position of mere automata, to move as we are moved, to act as we 

are acted upon” (Douglass New York Tribune). Douglass repeatedly states that this distinction 

between automaton and man is the distinction between being someone else’s property and being 

free: “…if the condition was property instead of manhood, thereby rendering me a mere 

automaton” (Douglass Away). For Douglass, inaction and passivity were the path to becoming 

an object: “Brethren we as a people, if we would be free must work out our salvation. We must 

be something more than mere automata – We have as a people, depended upon the abolitionists 

to do that for us, which we must do ourselves” (Douglass Legislative Acts). 

In Douglass’s paper we also find evidence that capitalist success relies upon the wish for 

black Americans to remain as much as possible like an inhuman object. In 1848 the North Star 

ran a satirical “self-help” piece titled “The Way to Wealth in the Model Republic” which makes 

explicit how an emphasis on accruing capital is inevitably tied to the dehumanization of a racial 

minority. The piece begins by calling out the reader’s capitalist ambitions. “Reader!” it says, “Do 

you desire to be rich! You see what honor and respect wealth can purchase; what comfort; what 

luxury; what elegant houses and furniture; even a seat in the senate, and perhaps the Presidential 

chair” (Douglass Way). It then segues into a step-by-step guide to achieve financial gain that 

invites the reader to divest themselves of social and legal norms: “Drive out every human 

sympathy, every pure thought, every holy aspiration…Look upon the entire human race as fools, 

with whom you have nothing to do but plunder. Lie, cheat, swindle. Never think of such a vulgar 

and common place thing as a conscience.”  
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This process which begins with capitalist greed and then continues to moral bankruptcy, 

inevitably ends up at the ultimate means of acquiring wealth in 1840s America – owning another 

human and rendering them an automaton: 

With your money buy a Negro – an article of commerce in this land of ‘inalienable 

rights’ which some ‘fanatics’, in the height of their credulity, are so unreasonable as to 

call a Man, with thoughts, and feelings, and affections, like other men…But which you, 

by the time you have gone through the process of money-getting, will be prepared to call 

a brute…Feed and clothe him as cheaply as possible. Make him a sort of living and 

thinking automaton, subject to your every caprice – your every passion. Suffer him not to 

work his own works, or speak his own thoughts…And you will be a slaveholder with the 

heart and feelings of a slaveholder, prepared for greater or worse wickedness (Douglass 

Way). 

The “worse wickedness” alluded to here is later detailed, and includes buying a hundred slaves 

along with chains, whips, and thumbscrews, keeping your slaves from knowledge but hiring a 

Christian minister to tell them disobedience is sinful, attacking your slaves with dogs, and 

breeding female slaves and selling your own children alongside other livestock. Once you’ve 

accomplished all that, “you will be wealthy and perhaps a senator.” 

 What is notable about this savagely satirical piece is that it opens with a desire for wealth. 

One doesn’t simply own another human: first comes greed. The article says that “by the time you 

have gone through the process of money-getting, [you] will be prepared” to participate in the 

dehumanization necessary to be a slaveholder. The implication is that there is something in 

capitalism that acts as a training ground for expressing antiblackness. The system of wealth 

accumulation is undivorceable from the racial inequalities on which it has relied (Melamed 3). 
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One cannot take capitalism as ever being a purely economic concern, just as one cannot pretend 

that racism is a purely social evil without economic effect. 

 It is not only in African American newspapers that we find capitalism’s desire for 

automatons. In an 1887 newspaper article titled “A Safe Track: The Risk of Railroad 

Management is the Man Element” a “railroad magnate of prominence” says, “Metal works are 

easily managed; the great risk in the operation of the railroad is the man element. The nearer the 

man becomes an automaton, or like a machine, the safer he is. The average human being in a 

subordinate or lowly position is prone to do what he is distinctly told not to do and neglect that 

which he is ordered to perform…If we could only get a machine to take man’s place along the 

line…” (Safe Track 1). 

Over time, this anonymous magnate would essentially get his wish. Western Civilization 

had grown used to formulating their ideas of self, freedom, and humanity against a population 

denied each of those things. Losing the ability to classify people as objects left society 

uninterested in pretending objects were people. While this trend began with the racialized steam 

man, over the next seventy years all automatons would fall victim to this shift from novelty to 

labor. 

While Dederick’s steam man was always treated as an appliance, even the once-prized 

automatons of Europe would now have to suffer through the transition he heralds. The 

performances and spectacles fell away, giving rise to an age of faceless automatization that 

would not encroach on humanity. Automatons as a fascination for adults were largely 

abandoned, with some of the existing creations being pieced out to be repurposed for more 

practical endeavors. The magician John Nevil Maskelyne lamented the replacement of aesthetic 

delight by useful inventions in his 1879 work Automata for the Magic Circle Foundation:  
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 The elements of the tumbling puppet were revived in the chronometer, which now 

conducts our navy through the ocean, and the shapeless wheel which directed the hand of 

the drawing automaton has served in the present age to guide the movement of the 

tambouring engine. But these grand ‘possible results’ have seldom been in the minds of 

the makers of the automata. They have generally sought their own advantage in catering 

for the amusement of their kind. This is a fair and laudable purpose, especially if science 

is called to assist the illusion (Maskelyn 27). 

Perhaps no automaton’s fate is as emblematic of the fall of the animated being as the tumbling 

puppet mentioned above: a frivolous, innocent amusement whose elements were converted into 

faceless navigation for warships. Maskelyn’s assessment that harvesting and repurposing 

automatons for more practical, less magical, inventions was at odds with the grand visions of its 

creators comes from experience. Before finding fame as a magician and illusionist in the era of 

Houdini, he was the inventor of the whist-playing automaton, Psycho, and a drawing automaton, 

Zoe. In his Reminisces, Maskelyn hints at a return to glory for his Psycho. In true, father-inventor 

fashion, he says that he’s been nursing the ill automaton and “if the improvement continues, as I 

think it will, Psycho will shortly make his bow to a new generation and, I sincerely hope, to 

many old admirers” (Reminisces 21). Seven years later, Maskelyn had died and Psycho, who 

never had his grand reentry into the public eye, has spent much of his time since at the Museum 

of London in storage (Goulden). 

In the late nineteenth century, Maskelyn’s London-based automatons represented a 

category of animated being that had already disappeared from America. Psycho and Zoe were 

both nonwhite – Psycho was designed as an Indian man, Zoe a young Chinese girl – and both 

presented as singular wonders who existed to be watched, rather than used. Maskelyn’s death 
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may be taken as a symbol of the coming end for these wonders, and “[w]ith the first world war, 

the automata era practically came to end” (Rossi and Russo 378). 

 

Conclusion 

In Darryl A. Smith’s Afrofuturist short story “The Pretended” (2000), Diva Eve and 

Mnemosyne are two black robots in a future where all robots are black and all humans are white. 

In the timeline of Smith’s imaginary world, white America gave into the genocidal impulse after 

the Civil War, killing all black people. But then…some undisclosed longing set in, and they 

remade, or made a facsimile of, blackness in the form of robots. The story opens with the black 

robots on a train, condemned to death. 

In their last hours, Diva Eve attempts to help Mnemosyne make sense of their fate. She 

tells her fellow robot that their crime isn’t malfunctioning, but not being inhuman enough: “You 

pretend you’re black and people at the same time. They tried to make it so you can’t do that. But 

they couldn’t. You always doin both. Cause they the same thing.” Mnemosyne pushes back, not 

sure how their creators can claim black people weren’t people, “when there was black people 

around sure enough?” Diva Eve informs her that once there was a time when they could still 

“pretend” that black people weren’t people, but this pretending eventually ran out: 

People started seein that they was jes pretendin all along about black not being people. 

They start seein that black musta been people and they couldn’t deal wit that…They 

thought robots was a good way to make believe that you was black but not people after 

they couldn’t pretend no more with real black people. 
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Mnemosyne then understands that black robots were built “so to pretend even harder than 

before” (Smith 362).5 

 In this story, and the history that prompts it, lies one answer to the questions we began 

with in regards to Maillardet’s Toussaint Louverture. Why recreate your enemies in a form that 

will outlast you? The answer, when viewed through the lens of the ego formation black 

Americans and automatons provide white society, is clear: Because you don’t know who you are 

without them. 

  

 
5 While a fictional story, the point illustrated by Smith in this text remains true of the past and today: antiblackness 
is so all encompassing, its effects can and have been visited even upon inanimate objects. In 2018 researchers 
from the Mississippi State University attempted to determine if people who hold negative opinions of nonwhite 
people would transfer those opinions onto robots that were also black. They discovered, “[j]ust as humans are 
more likely to have negative stereotypes of humans with darker skin color, we believe that some humans are more 
likely to have negative stereotypes of black robots (as compared to neutral or even yellow robots) as well” (Louine 
642). 
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Chapter 3 

 

Don’t Call Us Dead: The Post-Death as Tool for, and Against, White Supremacy 

 

…if we want to take a critical measure of ourselves and our illusions, it is 

the dead we want to consult, for they no longer have illusions…works like 

Blake give us a chance to meet and listen to the dead speaking to us about 

ourselves in our touching, alienated, never-to-be-unalientated, world 

Jerome McGann 

 

Envisioning an unkillable blackness in the form of the automaton was only one form of 

white supremacist preservation in the nineteenth century. Unfortunately, the preservations visited 

upon non-mechanical black bodies took forms brutal enough to make racist automatons seem 

relatively benign. However, for every door a window, and the same space that white supremacy 

opens up through corrupting the natural death of black people ends up also providing something 

unintentional to the very people white supremacy intended to oppress: Hope. 

The state that I explore is one that takes place after death at the hands of white 

supremacy, but is not a religiously based afterlife, not a zombie, but a form that has been 

historically operationalized against people of color. I call this the “post-death” and it is as much 

evidence of white supremacy’s preservation instinct as the unkillable black automaton. These 

figures are as “unkilled” as those spared by white supremacy in order to be useful, but in this 

configuration the un is functioning not just to describe those who have not yet been killed and 

might be later, but to reverse or ignore the fact of death so that the subject can become of use 
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again. Throughout the course of this chapter, I hope to put the denial of death that white 

supremacy deploys to control living black populations in conversation with black creators from 

Martin R Delany to Danez Smith who use the same space to empower those very populations. 

 

White Supremacist Post Death 

From the moment of its invention the perpetrators of chattel slavery had a problem with a 

particular form of “inventory” loss: suicide. Suicide was both a practical and ideological issue, as 

it not only registered as a financial loss, but also destabilized the myth of whiteness’s total 

dominance over the enslaved (Snyder 9). The physically precarious nature of the enslaved meant 

that there was no easy way to prevent suicide, nor was there any way to punish it. In the absence 

of a material solution, slave owners turned to the immaterial. 

Plantation owners were at an ideological disadvantage here. Slaves who were not yet 

indoctrinated into a belief system involving hell could commit what plantation owners 

considered a cardinal sin. Death itself was a site of rejoicing, a way of returning home to Africa. 

Witnesses who observed funerals at the time, commented on their especially joyous nature, as 

the attendees believed the deceased had attained freedom (Brown 25). If it was a metaphysical 

solution enslavers sought, they would need to commit what Kelly Oliver calls a colonization of 

psychic space: “One of the most effective weapons of colonialism is its attempt to force the 

colonized to internalize a value system in which they are rendered subhuman, incapable of 

rational thought or morality” (Oliver 31). 

Slave owners launched their campaign of dominating the imagination by mutilating the 

bodies of those who had committed suicide and then introducing the concept of a purgatory 

where those who had killed themselves were trapped forever in labor. They let the enslaved 
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believe that – rather than returning to home to Africa – those who committed suicide would be 

confined forever to the plantation, working still in the afterlife. By corrupting the preexisting 

beliefs of the enslaved, plantation owners “did, in fact, assert their right to rule, and they did so 

by trying to terrorize the spiritual imaginations of the enslaved…the intent was to dominate the 

imagination” (Brown 24). 

These rituals involved the removal of heads, eyes, noses, and ears of suicides for the 

purpose of communicating to the community that these ones were now trapped in death as they 

had been in life. Eventually, plantation owners “began to apply the punishments for outright 

rebellion – burning the body down to ash – to suicide as well” (Brown 27). This didn’t just 

desecrate the afterlife for these individuals in the intangible way of denying them peace, but also 

in the real way of tainting their memories for their community. This mutilation and incineration 

“effected the complete physical and metaphysical eradication of the criminal’s presence. 

Preventing decent burials arrested the spirit’s passage into the other world and desecrated the 

memory of the dead by fixing the attention of the living upon the rotting body” (Brown 29). 

It is this desecration of the memory, the corruption of the dead’s place in community, that 

lets us see that these spectacles were preservation on more than one axis. First, the literal 

preservation of a human corpse so that it might be kept as a terror object after death. This is 

unkilled in a figurative sense, the ungraving, unburying, and unkilling of a body in order to 

convert it for use as a display by which to control others. Additionally, there is the metaphysical 

post-death, the legacy of the dead to continue after death. By describing the dead as still 

laboring, and still enslaved, they are anchoring them to a form of life after death that is not 

ascension, but further life. 
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The third, and most insidious form of preservation evidenced here, is that which is being 

visited upon the viewers. By not being killed, but being forced to witness this aspect of the 

dominant’s use of power, they are indoctrinated into a different form of unkilled. They are 

spared, but terrorized for the purpose of deterring their self-destruction, to “preserve” them. It is 

a means of control that exists precisely to save the “lives” of those it is being visited upon. They 

may not be killed, but the very purpose of these displays is to convert them into a state of 

awareness of their demise – a state, as discussed in the introduction, that is distinctly different 

from free life – in order to increase their usefulness in a white supremacist structure. 

In his memoir-theoretical text Afropessimism, Frank Wilderson provides a prime example 

of this form of conversion. In one scene, Wilderson’s father meets with him while he is on the 

run from forces targeting his partner, Stella, for trying to bring a corrupt group to justice. When 

he meets his father, he does not receive comfort or aid, but neither does he receive 

condemnation. His father instead tells him that a special agent from the FBI had cornered him 

after church. That is all he needs to say for Wilderson to understand that just because he himself 

is being targeted, doesn’t mean his father is free from violence. He interprets this incident 

through another memoir, a scene from the film adaptation of 12 Years a Slave: 

I’m reminded of a scene from a time before diners and station wagons, a time when we 

were still chattel slaves. It’s a scene from the �ilm 12 Years a Slave. Solomon Northup, 

the slave who, in 1853, penned his life story from which the �ilm was adapted, 

hangs by his neck from a tree. The tips of his toes touch the ground. It’s the only thing 

that keeps him alive. From the balcony of the big house the overseer wields a shotgun 

and looks down on him. Slave cabin doors start to open as the slaves begin to go about 

their day. No one looks at Solomon. No one asks what the “it” was that got him strung up 

in that tree. They just tend their meager gardens and �ix their meager meals. They know 
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the folly of calling up to the overseer for an explanation. They know it would be suicide 

to cut Solomon down. They know how to go unnoticed. If I’d been asked, at twenty four, 

if it was me or Dad hanging from that tree, I would have said me. But now I know it’s all 

of us: Solomon, Stella, me, Malika, my mother and father, and all the people who came 

out that sultry bayou day and didn’t see a thing; and Special Agent Lindberg was in the 

balcony looking down on us all (Wilderson 138). 

 By not being the one in the tree, the one for whom the punishment is most explicitly felt, 

the onlookers are preserved, and in that preservation converted to be useful. The spectacle makes 

them aware of the possibility of death, of the presence of that crushing hand, which allows white 

supremacist institutions to control their behaviors and render them obedient. 

This control-as-preservation is present alongside even what is arguably the most heinous 

disregard for black life: nineteenth and twentieth-century lynchings. Among the untold instances 

of mutilation and lynching since the end of chattel slavery, perhaps no case better illustrates the 

continuation of this tradition than the lynchings of Sam Holt and Elijah Strickland. Sam Holt – or 

Sam Hose, depending on the source – suffered a fate nearly identical to what was done by those 

attempting to instill terror on plantations a century before. In response to a murder and rape 

charge, the latter being denied by the alleged victim, Sam Holt endured, first, the torture of 

having pieces of his body chopped off and then being burnt alive: “They cut off both ears, 

skinned his face, cut off his fingers, gashed his legs, cut open his stomach and pulled out his 

entrails, then when his contortions broke the iron chain, they pushed his burning body back into 

the fire” (Wells-Barnett 16). Soon after Elijah Strickland, a sixty-seven-year-old black preacher 

whose name had come up during Holt’s torture, was also lynched. Before he was hung, his ears 

and fingers were removed. 



61 
 

The treatment of the bodies of Holt and Strickland conscripted them after death into the 

service of white supremacy. It wasn’t just that during the murder Holt’s body was dismembered, 

but every part of him was taken away from the scene, making any kind of burial impossible: 

“When all the larger bones, together with the flesh, had been carried away by the early comers, 

others scraped in the ashes, and for a great length of time a crowd was about the place scraping 

in the ashes. Not even the stake to which the Negro was tied when burned was left, but it was 

promptly chopped down and carried away as the largest souvenir of the burning” (Wells-Barnett 

10). Holt’s body parts were later displayed in the same way as those on the plantation, and to the 

same terrorizing effect, effectually deploying him after death to remain in the service of white 

supremacy. 

Unlike Holt, Strickland’s use as a terror object post-death does not need to be read 

symbolically through the display of his body parts – though they were displayed – because his 

corpse was literally inscribed with the dual message of white supremacy. After he was mutilated 

and hung, those responsible for the murder pinned a note onto his chest. On one side, a message 

of justification to white Americans: “N. Y. Journal. We must protect our Ladies. 23-99”. On the 

other, a message of threat to black Americans: “Beware, all darkies! You will be treated the same 

way” (Arnold). At the time, Ida B. Wells commented on this, saying, “The real purpose of these 

savage demonstrations is to teach the Negro that in the South he has no rights that the law will 

enforce” (Wells-Barnett Intro). The purpose of these terrors was not merely punishment for the 

dead, but for the continued indoctrination and control of living black people. 

Sam Holt’s body’s occupation as a terror object extended so long, that it’s possible it 

continues even today. In the town where the lynching occurred, residents remember “such items 

in circulation as late as the 1960s and 70s, a mummified ‘n***er toe’ used to frighten black 
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children or a finger pickled in a jar offered for viewing. And it may well be that Sam Hose is still 

literally present in these communities today, that parts of him physically reside in houses whose 

owners might not even know of his residence there” (Arnold). This use of his body renders 

Holt’s post-death as one of threat to his own people. His body has been coopted and brought out 

to frighten other black people, either into leaving the area or behaving in a way that does not 

disrupt white supremacist ideals. 

In neither its destruction nor its preservation was the treatment of Holt’s body 

exceptional. The preserving of the body of the lynched victim, either literally or via photograph, 

was not uncommon. Nat Turner is easily one of the most important – and divisive – figures of 

the American antebellum period: “On the one hand, most US citizens acknowledge slavery was 

wrong and also celebrate the archetype of the revolutionary hero. On the other hand, Turner led 

the largest and bloodiest slave rebellion in US history, and black violent resistance is not 

celebrated in mainstream US culture” (Wanzo 74). However, rather than a disgust that led to 

erasing Turner – and, in doing so, his legacy – Turner’s body was given the same treatment as 

others, preserving him to be kept in the homes of those who hated him most: “His body was 

given over to the surgeons for dissection. He was skinned to supply such souvenirs as purses, his 

flesh made into grease, and his bones divided as trophies to be handed down as heirlooms” 

(Cromwell 218). As with Holt, rather than treating these men and their bodies as objects to be 

annihilated, reviled, and forgotten, they were instead preserved and displayed, a process which 

ensured they would be around in some form even longer than if they had been allowed to live. 

Writing in 1920, some eighty-one years after Turner’s execution, John Cromwell comments, “It 

is said that there still lives a Virginian who has a piece of his skin which was tanned, that another 
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Virginian possesses one of his ears and that the skull graces the collection of a physician in the 

city of Norfolk” (Cromwell 218).6 

The spectacle of a lynching may feel like the most obvious evidence that white 

supremacy is not invested in preserving black lives, but the messaging attached to these 

“lessons” only makes sense for a population the dominate intends to maintain. 

Today, in the absence of literal plantation owners or lynch mobs, the law has become the 

foremost culprit in the desecration of black bodies. Sometimes, these desecrations are literal. 

This was the case for Michael Brown, whose body sat in the street for four hours. This delay of 

processing exposed the reality of the corpse to the local community, but also to the larger world 

with videos uploaded to YouTube baring titles like “Raw Footage Mike Brown Lying Dead in 

Street.” A Ferguson council woman received the same message from Brown’s treatment post-

death that black Americans were meant to receive from Elijah Strickland’s. She said, “It was 

very disrespectful to the community and the people who live there. It also sent the message from 

law enforcement that ‘we can do this to you any day, any time, in broad daylight, and there’s 

nothing you can do about it’” (Bosman). The frequency of police shootings like Brown’s caused 

one artist, aptly named Dred Scott, to update the NAACP’s iconic flag which reads “A man was 

lynched yesterday”. The new flag, that flies as the original did in New York City, reads “A man 

was lynched by police yesterday” (Avins). 

The legal system also perpetuates the historical cycle of unanswered lynchings by 

acquitting those who kill black men and women. George Zimmerman in particular has 

 
6 It should be noted that John Brown, a white man who led an attack similar to Turner’s but was white, did not 
suffer this fate after his execution. In fact, because his body was sent home for burial, whole, it instead became the 
basis for pro-union song “John Brown’s Body” whose lyrics include “John Brown's body lies a-moldering in the 
grave…The stars above in Heaven are looking kindly down / On the grave of old John Brown.” Inhabiting a grave 
here is treated as a cause for mourning, though when compared to the post-deaths of non-white insurrectionists, 
it does seem like a privilege. 
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emblematized this message since he was found not guilty of murdering Trayvon Martin. In 

Zimmerman’s case, it was never a question of whether or not he killed the boy, but whether or 

not he was allowed to do so. Two years after the trial, George Zimmerman tweeted a picture of 

Trayvon Martin’s dead body, participating in the long legacy of rendering the black body as a 

terror object in the post-death. The picture, which had been used as evidence in his trial, became 

a trophy for Zimmerman with an admirer captioning the photo “Z-Man is a one man army” 

(Silverstein). After receiving backlash for posting the photo, Zimmerman reiterated his 

untouchability. "Tell 'Karma' she's worthless,” he tweeted. “God protects me." 

 

The Post-Death in Blake 

One of the very last figures we would expect to have anything in common with plantation 

owners or lynch mobs is Martin R Delany. A staunch abolitionist who is commonly referred to 

as “the father of black nationalism and the epitome of proud blackness” (Painter 149), Delany 

spent his life invested in the liberation of black people both in America and abroad. However it is 

fitting that within his text, we find an alternate legacy of the post-death, one of resistance. 

Delany’s Blake; or The Huts of America (1859) depicts the title character’s struggle to 

organize a large-scale revolution against a white supremacist society. While Blake himself is an 

exemplary hero – determined, honorable, and intelligent – his efforts are initially thwarted when 

he can find little support in his immediate community of the enslaved. Repeatedly, they use 

religion as an excuse not to engage in action, telling Blake to trust in the lord. He rejects this, 

saying, “Religion!...that’s always the cry with black people. Tell me nothing about religion when 

the very man who hands you the bread at communion, has sold your daughter away from you!” 
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(Delany 22). When pushed, he does not back down, saying “…I am not only ‘losing,’ but I have 

altogether lost my faith in the religion of my oppressors” (Delany 23).  

This leaves Blake in a uniquely hopeless place. His wife has been sold, his community 

has insisted on merely “standing and seeing” what God would do, and he has run away from his 

plantation. When he finds himself amongst a congregation of allegators during a bout of feeling 

unworthy, “[h]is first impulse was to surrender himself to his fate and be devoured” (Delany 71). 

Instead, he flees to Cuba. With tangible community lacking, and divine assistance unsatisfying to 

Blake on its own, the door opens for a different kind of aid when he arrives in Cuba. 

Enter Placido. The Cuban poet and revolutionary, born Diego Gabriel de la Concepción 

Valdés, becomes a staunch ally in Blake’s battle against white supremacist land owners. His 

appearance marks a period of comradery and conspiracy, hastening the plot toward the eventual 

revolution. Placido’s presence is a key factor both in the text, as he plays an active role in the 

uprising that Blake is planning, and in the metanarrative, as Delany’s use of him signals to the 

reader the kind of alternative history that he is constructing. 

In a book littered with real events from Delany’s life, it is not surprising that a 

nonfictional figure might appear and act in the plot. What makes Placido’s inclusion significant 

is the very thing that moves the book from the realm of mere speculative fiction to alternate 

history: by the time Blake began its serialization, Placido had already been dead for over a 

decade, executed for his alleged part in supporting a slave revolt in Cuba. 

 By placing the dead as continuing on, Delany is able to deploy Placido in the same way 

plantation owners did, but instead of filling this imaginative space with the terror of working 

forever for their oppressors, Blake fills the imaginative space with hope, and the promise of 

forever working against oppression. Specifically, in positioning Placido to play a role in a slave 
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revolt – the same scenario that had led to his death over a decade earlier – Delaney allows for 

Placido’s death to be unmade, for victory to reign where before there had been defeat. 

 Rather than having Placido appear as a warning ghost or encouraging angel, Placido is 

flesh and blood. He is even given a job in the coming insurrection, as Blake names him Director 

of Civil Government (Delany 258). In his introduction, Jerome McGann discusses how, even in a 

novel filled with repetitions, this replaying of Placido’s revolt is exceptional: 

Among those repetitions, Placido and La Escalera [as the Cuban slave rebellion came to 

be called] occupy a privileged place. They show how Delany approached the question of 

a history that might appear to be an appalling record of subjection, cruelty, and murder on 

one hand, and of failed rebellions on the other. When Delany replays La Escalera, 

however, he executes a countermove against that entire dreadful inheritance. (McGann 

xxiv). 

 By addressing the “dreadful inheritance,” Delany makes it possible to create an alternate 

world. In this “countermove” Delany does not reduce Placido to the realm of the metaphysical, 

as something sacred and inspiring, but not tangible or capable of having direct effect. He 

becomes an important part of the rebellion through his work as a poet and his expertise as an 

organizer. This same continuation of the labor in life that slave owners used to project a terror of 

eternal slavery, is remade into a life of resistance against white supremacy that continues on. 

What was initially used as a white supremacist threat of “you do not get to move on when we kill 

you” becomes a black radical threat of “if we can never move on, we will never stop fighting.” In 

this way, Delany reclaims black post-death for the revolution. 

 Perhaps one of the most effective versions of this reclamation of the post-death appears in 

the case of Emmett Till, and the photographic and literal display of his body after death. 
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Historically, the choice to display the bodies of the lynched belonged to white supremacy, and so 

did the effect those displays were meant to have. When Marnie Bradley made the decision to 

open her son’s casket, she co-opted the aftermath of a white supremacist death in a way 

previously done by whiteness, but now with whiteness as its target. It is this power which leads 

Fred Moten to include the photograph in his lineage of the “shriek” – named after the shrieks of 

Aunt Hester in the work and life of Frederick Douglass – a form of black resistance: “Passionate 

utterance and response together take the form of an encounter, the mutual, negative positioning 

of master and slave” (Moten 21). 

 In the same way that Delany is giving life to Placido in a way of extending community, 

not killing it, Bradley’s display also comes from a place of reaching out: “The shout… that 

resingularizes and reconstructs his broken body, emerges from love, from a love of the world, 

with a specific political intention” (Moten 208 – 209). 

 Emmett Till’s photograph and Delaney’s use of Placido in Blake both represent unkilled 

figures, figures who have suffered mortal death in reality at the hands of white supremacy, but 

who are being ungraved for the purpose of calling that power into question. This is a legacy that 

continues today. 

 

Reclamation of the Post-Death in Contemporary Media 

In the music video for Flying Lotus’s “Never Catch Me” (2014), director Hiro Murai 

depicts the funeral of two black children. The camera opens on a casket, then pans to pulpit and 

pews that are eventually populated with the grieving black congregation. We see the dead first as 

pictures, a smiling boy and girl, then as reposed figures in twin caskets. The images are familiar 
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in a media landscape littered with depictions of black mourning: large church hats with veils, a 

passionate choir, aunties fanning themselves while stoically nodding. 

But then, the turn.   

The children open their eyes. They dance their way down the aisle in a sequence that is 

half modern jazz and half school yard. This is not a reprieve until they accept their fate, nor is it 

the journey to heaven of Bone Thungs n Harmony’s “Crossroads” music video or the celestial 

stairs of the film Cabin in the Sky – both depictions in black media that show the afterlife as an 

ascension to another plain, above the turmoil of the earth. This is something different. It is a 

demand for more life, more play. They do not go to heaven; they play hopscotch. 

 This image of a particular post-death looms in other contemporary black stories, 

particularly those featuring black boys. Kwanza Osajyefo’s graphic novel Black (2017) first 

shows the young protagonist in the unfortunately common position of fitting the description of 

an armed robber. We see him shot, watch him fall, but then he wakes with superpowers. Later, 

white supremacists attempt to burn alive a black man in a lynching reminiscent of Sam Holt, but 

after he is burnt he is reborn to seek justice.  

Similarly, in Danez Smith’s poem “summer, somewhere” (2017) Emmett Till acts as a 

guide to a world where black boys are killed, but do not die. Boys who were hung are picked 

from the trees alive and growing like ripened, unstrange fruit. Boys who were shot and buried are 

dug from their caskets in the ground to begin their new, limitless lives in this special, safe 

wonderland for black boys. 

These narratives each frontload that the characters are victims of white supremacist 

institutions. In Black, Kareem Jenkins is murdered by police. Each chapter of the graphic novel 

is inscribed with an illustration depicting the role of law in racialized oppression. Most of these 
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connections between law and antiblackness are obvious in the images – in one the hoodied hero 

stands with his hands up surrounded by police, in another he is raising his fist to patrolling 

helicopters, while another depicts a black man with “stay woke” tattooed on his knuckles trapped 

behind prison bars made of the American flag. However, some of these images address the 

connection more complexly, reaching out of the immediate scene and into the historical 

connection between white supremacy and law. The introduction for the third chapter shows four 

black men from different historical periods standing in front of a police lineup wall (Figure 1).  

The men hold labels tracing a linage of American perception of blackness that passes 

through “slave”, “negro”, “colored”, to the fourth and most recent, “thug”. These labels being 

inscribed in the carceral setting of a police lineup, with its implication of suspects and suspicion, 

communicates that these ways of interpreting blackness in American culture are linked with idea 

proscribed by law. 
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The illustration for Black’s fourth chapter (Figure 2) recreates the classic Donkey Kong 

game, where Mario must jump over barrels and other obstacles to reach Donkey Kong and the 

captured princess. In Black, the character of Mario has been replaced with a young black man in 

a hoodie, and the obstacles with images of societal threats. On the first level is a uniformed 

police officer shooting, on the second a robed Klansman armed with fiery crosses, and on the 

third is a judge wielding gavels as if they are ninja throwing stars. In place of the gorilla – a 

figure often used as a racial stereo type – is the image of former President Donald Trump. 

 

Figure 1 Chapter Three Illustration from Black 
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This illustration in Black continues the graphic novel’s pattern of equating racism in 

society – like that represented by the Klansman – with the judicial system –  like the police 

officer and judge on either side of him. The law is not only the same as racist individuals who 

enact hate crimes, it enables those individuals to operate. In tying white supremacist killings to 

institutions, the comic book prevents the reader from pinning the crime on an individual racist in 

the present moment, and instead allows the condemnation to move out beyond one person but 

also back, beyond one time. This reaching through history is also present in the name that the 

“unkilled” heroes call their base: the Dred Scott. 

Figure 2 Chapter Four Illustration from Black 
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The case of Dred Scott represents a moment in American history when the law became 

unquestionably a tool for the protection and continuance of white supremacy. The enslaved Scott 

had sued for his freedom on solid grounds by citing the commonly used model of freedom-by-

residence. He’d several times crossed borders into territories where slavery wasn’t legal, and had 

been free. However, Missouri responded to Scott’s initial petition by reversing its position and 

invalidating freedom-by-residence, leaving the Supreme Court as the only avenue for Scott 

(Vandervelde). For a slave to bring a case against his master to the Supreme Court was unheard 

of: “The Court decided other slavery cases, but those cases took place between free persons, 

suing over the heads of the slaves. The fate of slaves in those cases was derived without their 

participation. Dred Scott is the only case to reach the Supreme Court that pits a slave directly 

against his master” (Vandervelde).  

By flying the banner of Dred Scott, the characters in Black are both acknowledging that 

which they cannot change, and reshaping that which is still theirs alone. They cannot make the 

law just any more than they can keep those police officers from shooting Kareem, but they can 

reclaim what happens next. White supremacy has the power to inscribe the past on the present, 

and these characters demonstrate no desire to go back in time and correct the deaths. They 

instead move forward beyond the deaths, and use the imagination to grant those killed a larger 

and more fantastical life. 

 In “summer, somewhere,” Danez Smith condemns legalized white supremacy by 

crafting a wonderland for once-dead black boys that eliminates the law and its history of white 

supremacy. When introducing the world, the poem reads: 

history is what it is. it knows what it did 

bad dog. bad day to be a boy 



73 
 

 

color of a July well spent. but here, not earth 

not heaven, we can’t recall our white shirts 

 

turned ruby gowns. here there’s no language for officer or law, no color to call white 

if snow fell, it’d fall black (Smith 3, sic).  

 Smith then populates this world with the real victims of racialized violence. In addition to 

the narrator being Emmett Till – “I whistled/ now I am the god of whistling” (Smith 21) – the 

poem includes references to Trayvon Martin – “we go out for sweets & come back…that boy 

was Trayvon, now called Rain King” (Smith 3, 4) – Willie Edwards, Jr – “sometimes a boy is 

born / right out the sky, dropped from / a bridge between starshine & clay” (Smith 5) –  and 

James Byrd – “one boy showed up pulled behind / a truck, a parade for himself / & his wet 

train…” (Smith 5). 

This not-heaven is a deliberately lawless place, because “that world of laws rendered us 

into dark/matter” (Smith 20), but the poem goes beyond erasing the reality of law, it also erases 

whiteness to ensure that there can be no white supremacy. The cares of the other world, police 

officers and loved ones left behind, are contained literally in the poem by being consigned only 

to interludes. These sections are separated by page breaks and demarcated by italics, ensuring 

that our world – where the law still exists and racialized violence is still possible – never comes 

into contact with the Neverland full of boys who’ve already suffered enough. These interludes 

give a glimpse into what the poem is working to subvert, the post-deaths that would be the whole 

story if not for this alternate narrative. In one section, an earthbound mourner says of a boy gone 

to wonderland, “they buried you all business, no ceremony/cameras, t-shirts, essays, protests” 
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(Smith 6). The afterlife of the victim being an unsatisfactory transition from real person to fodder 

for protests is continued throughout these sections: “they’ve made you a boy/i don’t 

know/replaced my friend/with a hashtag/wish i could tell you/his hands are draped around my 

neck, but his/shield is shaped like/a badge. i leave revenge/hopelessly to God” (Smith 11). 

The mourners back home suffer the post-death that law would make the only story. It is a 

post-death of injustice, because the murderer is protected by a badge. This is in line with the 

historical lynchings they are invoking. For instance, whendescribing the crowd that hunted Holt, 

a member remarked, “There are no mobs chasing Hose. The parties in pursuit are composed of 

the best people in this section of the state. Lawyers, doctors, merchants, farmers, and every class 

and creed of men have joined together with but one purpose in view--the avenging of the crime” 

(Arnold). The inclusion of lawyers in the mob punishing this “crime” colors the vigilantism with 

shades of a court-sanctioned action. 

The invocation of these far-reaching systems makes the necessity for a new post death, 

rather than an undoing of the murder, clear: even if the characters in these stories were interested 

in reaching back into their old lives, the results would likely be the same. They would be killed 

again, because the world hasn’t changed and their post-deaths would still be used by white 

supremacy because white supremacy is enduring. However, these characters are uninterested in 

this doomed project of retaliation. They reach forward to something they’ve lost: community. 

 

 

Unmournability and Return to Community 

Smith, Osajyefo, and Murai have crafted afterlives that undo, not the fact of the death, 

but the effects. The children have still died when they dance out of their own funeral. Their 
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families must still mourn. No one prevents Kareem from being shot, just as the boys in Smith’s 

utopia must die before they can enter. These deaths are interpreted as Emmanuel Levinas 

interprets the death of Socrates: “In his execution Socrates is free. He has a fine death…It is an 

unjust death, but a fine death…He keeps his friends, who do not deny him” (Levinas 16). In their 

executions, these boys are also free. In death, they are removed from the fear of being killed. As 

Danez Smith puts it, “don’t fret…they can’t kill/the boy on your shirt again” and “who knew my 

haven / would be my coffin? / dead is the safest I’ve ever been / I’ve never been so alive” (Smith 

12, 16). Black illustrates this point as well with the white male antagonist saying that, even if 

Kareem escapes from jail, he’ll always be trapped: “We decide where you can walk, what you 

eat, where you work, what you wear, where you live, what you think – and what others think of 

your kind!” (Osajyefo). Undoing the death would position these characters back in a world that is 

unsafe, a world where their possibilities are stifled by white supremacy. 

By allowing the deaths, these characters are transported into worlds, not just where they 

are safe, but where they are allowed to be fantastic. In Black, a black young man being burnt 

alive by racists is remade as one who can control fire. Kareem awakens after his shooting full of 

superpowers. In “summer, somewhere” boys become mountains, they grow wings, they speak to 

the earth. In Murai’s music video, the newly dead children likewise have no boundaries. They 

dance out of church unstoppable, play with their friends while the mourning adults are frozen in 

time, and then drive off in the hearse they will never be old enough – or tall enough – to drive.  

Like Socrates, at the time of their murder they keep their “friends, who do not deny” 

them. Denying is what white supremacy intends to coerce the black community to do in post-

death. That denial must be undone by offering an alternative. Sam Holt’s lynching typifies this 

removal from community both in the impossibility of ritually mourning a body which has been 
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dismembered and stolen, and in the body’s new use as a way to terrorize his own people. By 

mummifying pieces of Holt and brandishing them at other black people, the association with his 

body and self is no longer a member of the community, no longer a son, but a weapon. In the 

same way corpses of the enslaved on the plantation were displayed after their deaths to serve as a 

controlling mechanism for the rest of the enslaved, Michael Brown’s body and Trayvon Martin’s 

corpse photos were displayed by those who’d killed them. This cooptation makes true mourning 

impossible. 

Judith Butler discusses this impossibility of mourning in the preface to Precarious Life: 

“I argue that national melancholia, understood as a disavowed mourning, follows upon 

the erasure from public representations of the names, images, and narratives of those the 

US has killed…Some lives are grievable, and others are not; the differential allocation of 

grievability that decides what kind of subject is and must be grieved, and what kind of 

subject must not, operates to produce and maintain certain exclusionary conceptions of 

who is normatively human: what counts as a livable life and a grievable death?” (Butler 

XV). 

The ungrievability of victims of legally sanctioned racialized violence renders them as something 

other than “normatively human.” They become warnings, objects of fear, cautionary tales, and, 

even in scenarios with the best intentions, a hashtag. 

Important here too is Butler’s mentioning of the role erasure of narrative plays in this 

process of rendering someone unmournable. Yes, this operates when the physical body is 

mutilated and displayed in a way that removes the individual from community, but this is also 

accomplished through intangible desecrations of character. Often, this alteration of narrative 

takes the form of transforming victims of state sanctioned racialized violence into criminals. 
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Black addresses this forcefully, when we see Kareem go from innocent boy shot by police who 

mistook him for a different armed man, to a possible member of ISIS after the police have 

attempted to justify the shooting. Like so many others whose narratives of victimhood are tainted 

with accusations of criminality, Kareem’s new status as “terrorist” changes his relationship to 

community, and shifts him toward the realm of Butler’s ungrievable. 

When Delany resurrects Placido in Blake, it isn’t solely to use him as a weapon in the war 

against oppression; he also uses the space of the imaginary to allow Placido to have a space in 

community. Delany through Blake expresses to Placido how much his work means to him. After 

Placido recites a poem, Blake tells the man that if it was divine provenance that he had made it to 

Cuba, it was so that he could hear Placido’s work: 

“If Heaven decreed my advent here— and I believe it did—it was to have my spirits 

renewed and soul inspired by that stimulating appeal, such as before never reached the 

ear of a poor, weary, faltering bondman, Placido. I thank God that it has been my lot to 

hear it, culled fresh from your fertile brain. Were there but a smouldering spark nearly 

extinguished in the smothered embers of my doubts and fears, it is now kindled into a 

flame, which can only be quenched by the regenerating waters of unconditional 

emancipation…You, Placido, are the man for the times!” 

 

“Don’t flatter, Henry; I’m not.” 

 

“You are, and it’s no flattery to say so. The expression of an honest conviction is not 

flattery. When the spirits of the Christian begin to droop, to hear the word of life is 

refreshing to the soul. That is precisely my case at present” (Delany 198 – 199). 
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 While un-graving Placido allows Delany to undo the injustice of his death, it also gives 

space to undo the injustice of Placido never getting to know how his revolt would later inspire 

others. The text opens a dialogue between Placido and future revolutionaries, a dialogue his 

murder was meant to make impossible. Delany even invents a blood relation between Placido 

and his main character, naming them cousins. Because of Blake, Placido’s last appearance isn’t 

as a corpse, a cautionary tale to dissuade other would-be revolutionaries, but as a cousin, friend 

and source of inspiration for others who would fight the same fight. 

As in Blake, contemporary post-death stories also ensure that those who would be taken 

from their community are given a new community with which they belong – the community of 

the slaughtered. In Black, Kareem’s shooting gains him entrance into a collective of other black 

people targeted by a white supremacist government. Later, he is able to greet and welcome in a 

new member, targeted for execution by racists. In “summer, somewhere” death isn’t just the 

incidental event that creates the informal community; it is the price for entry. In the final section 

Emmitt Till says, “you are not welcome here. trust/ the trip will kill you. go home./ we earned 

this paradise/ by a death we didn’t deserve” (Smith 22). The return to community is a ritual in 

the poem. It is a communal activity to “unfuneral” boys killed. This is not a resurrection, nor is it 

entrance to heaven. It is a new birth, corporeal but limitless: 

this is how we are born; come morning 

 after we cyber/feast/hoop, we dig 

 

a new one from the ground, take 

him out his treebox, shake worms 
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from his braids.  . . . 

 

we say congratulations, you’re a boy again! 

we give him a durag, a bowl, a second chance. 

 

we send him off to wander for a day 

or ever, let him pick his new name…. (Smith 4).  

The most important connection of these contemporary post-deaths is not the resistance of 

white supremacy, but the reintegration into community. A white supremacist post-death, either 

the spiritual terrors of the plantation or the contemporary disfigurements by the criminal justice 

system, severs the victim from community. The deceased’s body is used as a warning to terrorize 

people who look just like him, and therefore becomes more tool of the law than loved one. In 

these stories, the dead are given back. The boys in Danez Smith’s paradise dance together just 

like the children in Murai’s afterlife dance with other children. Osajyefo’s Kareem lives out a 

boyish fantasy of being a hero beside a team of heroes who share his background. 

 

Conclusion 

To the collective frustration of most 19th Century Americanists, Blake; or The Huts of 

America is unfinished. The novel accelerates toward a reckoning or rebellion that we do not get 

to see on the page. While my curiosity mourns this loss, it also allows for the text to be a perfect 

expression of an anti-racist version of the post-death state. If plantation owners sold the threat of 

a post-death where the enslaved would be forced to toil forever in their fields, Blake turns that 

threat into a promise of a struggle against white supremacy that will similarly not cease. On the 
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page, the abolitionists are forever planning, forever working even past their own deaths to make 

a better world for their people. The slave revolt never fails. Placido never dies. They are arrested 

in this moment of heightened momentum that never diminishes, a permanent reservoir of 

revolutionary spirit crystallized in that goldilocks space of possibility, after organizing and 

before execution. This allows Blake to transcend “both his intention and his limited historical 

purview,” giving the novel “a sobering perspective that calls out to later readers of Blake, not 

least of all ourselves and our children” (McGann xvii). 

Despite being fantastic, the images of the worlds Delany, Smith, Osajyefo, and Murai 

create are not whimsical, not the kind of chaos of Alice’s Wonderland or Dorthy’s Oz. They are 

antidotes to specific poison, a fiction tailored to alter reality though it has no more weight than a 

wish…or a prayer. That, ultimately, is what these stories are – answers to the prayers of those 

left behind. Delany’s Placido serves the community eternally as a fighter after his literal death. 

The peaceful eternity of Smith’s characters provides a healing remedy to their fates, less violent 

than Placido’s post-death, but no less vital. Smith highlights this role in the final lines of the 

poem: “someone prayed we’d rest in peace / & here we are / in peace     whole     all summer” 

(Smith 22). 
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Chapter 4 

 

We Have Always Lived in the Shadow of the House: Black Death in the Anthropocene 

 

I don’t know what the water wanted. It wanted to show you no one 

would come 

Claudia Rankin 

 

We are all certainly going to die, but we are not dead yet. And so 

since we are not dead yet, have you ever considered the sunset? 

Hanif Abdurraqib 

 

Steve McQueen’s experimental short film, Deadpan (1997), opens on the artist standing, 

unmoved, as the façade of a house falls down on him. McQueen escapes death by standing in the 

exact location of the house’s single window frame, so that the front of the house crashes around, 

but not on him. The slow, multi-shot short is a recreation of a stunt performed by Buster Keaton 

for the film Steamboat Bill, Jr. (1928). Both figures are posed in positions of precarity – standing 

in the shadow of a falling house. Both figures survive because they are framed by the window of 

the façade. But the differences between the two are significant and telling. Buster Keaton is 

placed in this dangerous situation by a hurricane, and he does not move to avoid it because he 

does not have time. The figure in McQueen’s installation is not standing in the middle of a storm, 

not in the wrong place at the wrong time. In fact, the cyclical nature of the installation – the 

house façade constantly falling and resetting – gives the impression that he is standing where he 
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has always stood. That he has always been in the shadow of a falling house that, no matter where 

he stands, the house will arrive eventually. After Keaton’s character survives the gag, he tumbles 

away from the danger. For McQueen’s figure, the house resets, and the stunt is part of an endless 

loop. He was there before the house fell, he will be there when the house falls again. While 

Buster Keaton’s character is placed in the shadow of collapse by a storm, McQueen’s 

vulnerability to catastrophe comes from nothing more than his own blackness. 

 

 

Figure 2 Buster Keaton - Steamboat Bill, Jr. (1928) / Steve McQueen - Deadpan (1997) compiled by 

www.estherhunziker.net 

 

Whether we are discussing a starting date at the beginning of the seventeenth century, the 

end of the nineteenth century, or the middle of the twentieth century, some scientists argue that 

humanity has left the geologic age called the Holocene for the newer, and more dire, 

Anthropocene. The Anthropocene is the term used “for the current geological epoch to 

emphasize the central role of humankind in geology and ecology” (Steffen, Crutzen, McNeil 
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615). The effects of climate change and predicted uninhabitablity – for humans – of much of the 

planet, have positioned all of humanity, regardless of race, in the shadow of the falling house7.  

This species-wide vulnerability forces an inevitable reckoning between Baldwin’s claim 

that “white Americans do not believe in death,” as explored in my introduction, and the reality of 

death brought about by the dual threat of climate-related disasters and the pandemics of the 

2020s. This is a moment when even the most death-averse culture would have to accept its 

possibility…or so one would think. In his book On Extinction: Beginning Again at the End, Ben 

Ware tackles the remarkable resistance to the idea of death as witnessed during the height of the 

Covid 19 epidemic. After an examination of death in T.S. Eliot’s The Wasteland, Ware says: 

I was reminded of Eliot’s words during the first Covid lockdown of 2020, amid the still-

unfolding nightmare of distancing, disease, and death. Who, at such a moment, could 

prevent their thoughts from turning – and anxiously returning – to ideas of transience, 

finitude, and, ultimately, extinction?...Surely things can’t simply revert back to the old 

ways after all this? Surely new things will grow out of the wasteland? (Ware x) 

Inevitably Ware discovered, as we all did, that the false promise of change motivated by 

viewing this extinction never appeared: 

While millions lost their lives, the system did not budge an inch….Indeed, what the so-

called “corona apocalypse” ultimately unveiled was not a big spectacular ending, but 

precisely the opposite: the end as one long emergency without end; the end as an undying 

present that remains forever sick (Ware x). 

 
7 I am speaking here about the long-term endgame of the climate-related end of the world, while being aware that 
in the short term those with extreme privilege will deploy that privilege to mitigate their experience of this 
inevitability until the last possible moment. 
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Throughout the text Ware uses examples from Silicon Valley’s attempt to “disrupt death” 

to 19th Century Russian philosopher Nikolai Fyodorov’s focus on death as the “true evil” to 

catalogue society’s inability to face an end. However, while this is presented as a universal 

attitude, it is clearly informed by a cultural specificity that goes unmentioned. When Ware states 

that these “de-extinction” measures reveal “nothing other than biocapitalism’s perverse 

ideological core” which places “scientific knowledge in the position of Master,” it opens up the 

opportunity to examine responses to the Anthropocene for cultural groups that have a very 

different relation to science, nature, death, capital, and “Master” as a whole (Ware 97).  Ware 

ends his book with a call to greet the end with laughter. The notes section of On Extinction is an 

impressively extensive who’s-who of philosophy, but perhaps if it contained a single black 

person Ware might have known that his 2024 book is actually late to the party. 

Ware is not unique in his desire to approach the end of the world as a universal 

experience. Whether it is Donna Haraway’s raceless “Plantationocene” or Jean-Luc Nancy’s all-

encompassing “civilization” in his model of collapse, these discussions tend toward a flattening 

of the distinctions of community and culture. While there is value in solidarity, I believe we can 

hold prior models in our heads while also imagining alternatives that brought about by attending 

to difference. Because, after all, Buster Keaton is not Steven McQueen, and imagining alternate 

approaches to our current moment of crisis opens up the potential for other kinds of engagement. 

Yes, the world is ending, but, as Kathryn Yusoff says, in A Billion Black Anthropocenes or None 

(2018), “the end of this world has already happened for some subjects” (12).  

 

Black Anthropocene 
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To imagine a response to the end of times that is different from the cultural monolith 

presented in many interpretations of the Anthropocene, I would like to follow two strands. The 

first is a relationship with death that varies from the dominant. The second, is a historically 

different response to nature – both ephemeral and terrestrial, both as climate and earth. 

The discussion of Revolutionary Suicide in the introduction positioned acceptance of 

death in black radical circles as a stance that could be weaponized in the struggle against white 

supremacy. However, it must also be noted that a particular Black response to death has also 

been one of joy. In the context of slavery, death accomplished both a move toward freedom, and 

stealing something of value from the slave owners. Vincent Brown details a testimony of a 

lieutenant who claimed to see “a Guinea woman in England who wished much to be sent back to 

her own country; and it is very common for Negroes when they are sick to say, they are going 

back to their own country…. they express always a great deal of pleasure when they think they 

are going to die, and say that they are going to leave this Buccra country” (Brown 26). C.L.R 

James also tracked this mentality: “Suicide was a common habit, and such was their disregard for 

life that they often killed themselves, not for personal reasons, but in order to spite their owner” 

(James 15-16). 

 In the Anthropocene, this preexisting relationship to death meets with a culturally and 

historically informed relationship with weather.  Christina Sharpe opens up the chapter 

“Weather” in In the Wake: On Blackness and Being with a condemnation of climate as white 

supremacist ally, or, at least, not an obstacle: “In all kinds of weather, ships came and went” 

(Sharpe 102). Like coming storms, it is wind that brings the slave ships in, and wind that fails to 

sink them. Hurricanes arrived at port in much the same way as colonizers, giving the insurgence 

of white supremacy the same markings as a natural disaster. Speaking of the slave ship the 
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Antelope and its invocations in Toni Morrison’s Beloved, Sharpe says, “The Antelope and those 

other ships and what occurred before them, on them, and in their wake repeat in Morrison’s text 

and they are Weather…the weather is the totality of our environments; the weather is the total 

climate; and that climate is antiblack” (Sharpe 103-104).  

 This notion of weather becoming a site of antiblackness has only become more acute with 

climate change. In the new millennium, this intersection of weather and antiblackness is typified 

by Hurricane Katrina and its aftermath: 

Fifty years after the body of Emmet Till was plucked out of the mud-filled waters of the 

Tallahatchie River, another set of troubling visual representations has emerged that both 

shocked and shamed the nation. In the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, grotesque images 

of bloated corpses floating in the rotting waters that flooded the streets of New Orleans 

circulated throughout the mainstream media. …Dead people, mostly poor African 

Americans, left uncollected in the streets, on porches, hospitals, nursing homes, in 

electric wheelchairs, and in collapsed houses…(Giroux 172- 173). 

 The image of black and spectacular death echoes examples from my prior chapter, where 

the culprits were human actors. Katrina was a hurricane, but it became a race-based event, 

spotlighting the lack of prioritization of African American citizens both before and after the 

storm. The failure of levees that had not been properly maintained prior to the storm contributed 

significantly to the death toll. Insufficient aid granted to the, at the time, sixty percent Black city 

ensured that rescue and recovery were slow (U.S. Census). 

Hurricane Katrina is by no means the only site at which weather effects are 

disproportionally felt along racial lines. Another entry in the dark history of the long river that 

connects Emmett Till with Katrina’s victims is the Mississippi Flood of 1927. Since Katrina, 
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natural disasters in Haiti and Puerto Rico have followed the same pattern of black and brown 

death. During 2012’s Hurricane Sandy, Glenda Moore was denied aid during the storm because 

the white man at the door of the shelter perceived her as “a BIG Black man.” This led to the 

drowning deaths of both of her sons, Connor and Brendan, two and four years old respectively 

(Sharpe 79-80). 

It set in swiftly after the Flood of 1927: 

Shortly after the April 21 break, “tragedy” began to turn into “scandal” as the nation’s 

leading African American weekly, the Chicago Defender, started to publish dispatches 

about the “race hate” its reporters were witnessing in the Red Cross camps. In Vicksburg 

on May 1, an evacuee was shot by a National Guardsman. A story in which nature had 

been the protagonist, and the antagonist, was turning ineluctably into a story about 

humans (Parrish 1) 

And also with an eerie similarity after Hurricane Katrina seventy-eight years later: 

What first appeared to be a natural catastrophe soon degenerated into a social debacle as 

further images revealed, days after Katrina had passed over the Gulf Coast, hundreds of 

thousands of poor people, mostly blacks, some Latinos, many elderly, and a few white 

people, packed into the New Orleans Superdome and the city’s convention center, 

stranded on rooftops, or isolated on patches of dry highway without any food, water or 

any place to wash, urinate, or find relief from the scorching sun (Giroux 172). 

These events take place in different centuries, but it is the same river, and it is the same attitudes 

that target the most precariously placed. 

This is one place where complicating universal readings offered by some scholars can 

produce useful ways of seeing. Initially, the mind might balk at the idea of a racially motivated 
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weather event. But if we make use of the ideas proposed in Jean-Luc Nancy’s After Fukushima: 

The Equivalence of Catastrophe, we have a framework for understanding that manmade disasters 

and natural disasters are not separate entities: 

“That is what makes Fukushima exemplary: An earthquake and the tsunami it caused 

become a technological catastrophe, which itself becomes a social, economic, political, 

and finally philosophical earthquake, at the same time as this series intersects or 

intertwines with the series of financial catastrophes, of their effects on Europe in 

particular and of the repercussions of these effects on all global relationships. 

There are no more natural catastrophes: There is only a civilizational catastrophe that 

expands every time. This can be demonstrated with each so-called natural catastrophe—

earthquake, flood, or volcanic eruption—to say nothing of the upheavals produced in 

nature by our technologies. We have, in fact, transformed nature, and we can no longer 

speak of it. (Nancy 34) 

 Using the singularly interconnected example of Fukushima – an earthquake that became a 

tsunami, that became a nuclear disaster that became a social disaster – Nancy eliminates the 

possibility that natural phenomenon can ever be separate from humanity, and in doing so draws 

attention to catastrophe as a concept – not of an acute disaster, but of a constant, unbreakable, 

interconnectedness that forms a continual atmosphere of catastrophe. 

While, to Nancy’s point, it’s clear that the delineations between civilization, nature, and 

technology have collapsed, what Nancy does not attend to is the nature of the “civilization” that 

is now merged in nature. Like Ware, this presumption of a monoculture erases an opportunity for 

greater specificity when it comes to what cultural background is involved in this powerful shift. 

White and able-bodied, it is a particular form of Western Civilization that now authors disaster. 
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Returning to Deadpan, if we conceptualize climate as that which makes the house fall – 

climate as a storm for Keaton, antiblack weather for McQueen – we can also account for the 

second form nature takes in the short, which, I would argue, keeps McQueen grounded in place 

despite the obvious danger of the continually falling house.  

In the one shot the audience is given from behind McQueen, we are able to see what he 

sees, what he would be running into if he chose to flee forward from the threat at his back: a 

dense line of trees and a river that might as well be the Mississippi. McQueen is a black man, 

alone, dressed in the white shirt, jeans and absent shoelaces of Angola’s prisoners, in what – if 

we take into account the artist’s deliberate recreation of Keaton’s original – is likely meant to be 

the American south. In this context, a line of trees is hardly less threatening than the falling 

house. When read metaphorically, the message is clear – to be black is to tread between threats. 

The decision is not whether or not you live in danger, but under which kind of danger you choose 

to live. The question is not whether nature comes for you, but what form it takes when it does. 

 This tension between blackness and nature, both as climate and terrain, can be traced in 

black poetry. The editor of the poetry anthology Black Nature: Four Centuries of African 

American Nature Poetry (2009) reflects on the grouping of “Black” and “Nature” as one would 

reflect on any oxymoron: 

History and culture almost immediately present complicating factors when we try to talk 

about Black poets in America. Almost immediately, words about our relationship to the 

wildness of the world are influenced by race…Given the history of race-related violence, 

geographic displacement, and de-humanization in this country, is it any wonder Black 

American poets’ treatments of the natural world are often colored by skepticism and 
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anxiety? In so much of our work there is no place for a peaceful walk through the woods 

(Dungy, 760). 

Indeed much – though not all, as Dunghy’s collection seeks to demonstrate – of Black 

poetry about nature is less the meditative celebrations of the transcendentalists and more an 

analysis of ever-present threat. In her American lyric Citizen, Claudia Rankin revisits the river in 

section six, which begins “August 29th, 2005 / Hurricane Katrina.” Using clips collected from 

CNN, the poet turns disparate quotes into a collage poem of the hurricane and of a nature in 

which black bodies can be confused for tree branches, for they are downed, they are plentiful, 

and they are a consistent part of the landscape: 

…standing there, maybe wading, maybe waving, standing where the deep waters of 

everything backed up, one said, climbing over bodies, one said, stranded on a roof, one 

said, trapped in a building…Then each house was a mumbling structure, all that water, 

buildings peeling apart… And someone said, where were the buses? And simultaneously 

someone else said, FEMA said it wasn’t safe to be there…We are drowning here…He 

said, I don’t know what the water wanted. It wanted to show you no one would come. 

He said, I don’t know what the water wanted. As if then and now were not the same 

moment. (Rankine 83 – 86) 

Events like the deaths during Hurricane Katrina serve as a terror spectacle, not unlike the 

display of corpses used to control the behavior of slaves. This linkage of a natural disaster with 

white supremacist aims – the water “wants” to show that no one will come – is emblematic of a 

history of viewing nature as the white supremacist’s accomplice. 

 In an untitled poem from her book Mercy, Lucille Clifton attends to the impossibility of 

expressing a nature that does not view nature’s role as an agent of oppression: 
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 surely I am able to write poems 

celebrating grass… 

but whenever i begin 

“the trees wave their knotted branches 

and . . .” why 

is there under that poem always 

an other poem? (Clifton) 

The same theme carries through Glenis Redmond’s “Nature Poem”, which despite – or maybe 

because of – its title, is explicitly a poem about lynching: 

 1947. 

At age eleven 

my mama learned 

how a rope turns 

into more than a rope 

looped around a branch 

where a tree becomes 

more than a tree 

[...] 

mama sees how memory hangs 

on 

each 

and 

every 
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tree (Redmond) 

The original title of the following, unpublished, poem by Langston Hughes, was simply “Tree”: 

 I’m afraid 

 Of that tree 

 In the dark 

 Against the sky. 

  

 I want to cry. (Kutzinski) 

In the most recent revision, Hughes had retitled the above poem “Lynching Tree,” possibly to 

make the meaning explicit to the wider audience to whom he was writing. In the same way the 

river functions as place where antiblackness is revealed, each and every tree is implicated in 

antiblack nature. 

 In a piece specifically about the end of the world and nature, Danez Smith writes of 

another reason for the historic distance between blackness and nature – legislated inaccessibility: 

Back home in my native soil, where I’ve dug my hands in actual soil without traveling to 

a wealthier part of town.…I’m thinking about the formerly redlined neighborhoods all 

over the U.S. that are often treeless, locked out of green, hotter and more vulnerable to 

climate change than the other side of town they were othered from. Who does this 

country believe deserves beauty? Who is allowed nature?... My city is so green and of 

course when they planted the trees and built the parks, there was a list of people 

lawmakers decided did not deserve such wealth…. When money comes to the 

neighborhood, when the Black and Brown blocks are bombarded by whiteness, here 

comes beauty, here comes nature. Money doesn’t grow on trees. Money grows trees in 
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the places where the people were once left impoverished and nature-poor. (Smith My 

End) 

This passage is rich with examples of Nancy’s erasure between the human and the 

natural, as well as an excellent argument for including racial difference in Nancy’s framework. 

With phrases like “who is allowed nature?” we are divorced from any notion of “nature” as an 

ever-present everywhere, and instead are presented with it as an extension of the will of money. 

This is “nature” not as a free or spiritual entity as it has sometimes existed in our cultural 

consciousness, but nature as what the enclosing of the commons, invention of trespassing laws, 

and redlining maps have made it: something white supremacy can distribute or deny. “Money 

grows trees” in this outlook, not sunshine or water. As in Nancy’s configuration, the nature-

human-capitalism hybrid is present in Smith’s version of the history leading to our current 

climate crises, which carries echoes of Sharpe’s ships that came in all weather: “When the first 

ships crashed the shores carrying Christianity and capitalism, God began to claim the land as the 

money—slowly, then rapidly, like a deadly river—began to drain it” (Smith My End). Actual 

human colonizers are not mentioned here. They are the Christianity and capitalism carried on the 

ships, they are the very ideology that converts land to money, analogous to a deadly river. No 

different from the amorphous concept of nature, no less omnipresent than God. 

Christina Sharpe says, “The only certainties are the river” and “that weather 

(antiblackness as total climate).” But from these inescapable certainties arise avenues of 

resistance: “…In the wake, the river, the weather, and the drowning are death, disaster, and 

possibility” (Sharpe 105 emphasis mine). Never has the avenue of possibility been greater than 

with the spectre of death brought about by the Anthropocene. In everything from colonization, 

Manifest Destiny to golf courses in the Mojave Desert, Western Civilization has participated in 
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the belief of its own dominion over nature. But for Blackness, the cocktail of impending death 

and deadly nature arrives like a well-known enemy. However, this animosity becomes 

complicated in these singular times. I conceptualize this relationship of enemies along the lines 

of the map Native poet Joy Harjo provides in “This Morning I Pray for my Enemies”: “…An 

enemy must be worthy of engagement…An enemy that gets in, risks the danger becoming a 

friend” (Harjo). Located outside of Western Civilization’s many campaigns to dominate nature, 

Blackness – like indigeneity – does not have to learn the lesson that nature can become an actor 

in human lives. To use the common parlance, “We been knew.” 

 

Black Poetic Response to the Anthropocene 

The fact that this antagonism between nature and blackness is also an intimacy may be 

the reason for the black poetic response to the Anthropocene. Three black poetics tackling the 

subject of the end of the world in 2019 have eschewed panic or sorrow in favor of boredom or 

joy. 

In an unpublished version poem “Alive at the End of the World” Saeed Jones comments 

on the very unremarkable nature of the end of the world for Black America: “The end of the 

world was mistaken / for just another mid-day massacre / in America” (Jones). Here the news of 

the apocalypse is mistaken for one of the prior apocalypses by a culture used to such undoings. 

In the published version, which appeared in the New Yorker three years later on the other side of 

the global pandemic, the poem reads: “The End of the World was a nightclub…The End of the 

World leaked music / like radiation, and we loved the neon echo, even / though it taunted us or 

maybe because it taunted us….” (Jones New Yorker). 
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Loving the “taunt” of the end of the world feels historically close to viewing death as an 

ally and nature as a trickster. The nightclub as a metaphor invokes a mundane chaos: bright 

lights, loud sounds, tumultuous encounters, but all contained in a place where those things are 

expected to be, in a place where those things come every night. Likewise the end of the world 

might be mass death and violent nature, but in the world of the poem they are expected. There is 

no room for surprise, or denial, when endings are so culturally familiar. 

As one of the contemporary black poets most associated with death, one would expect 

Danez Smith to take part in mourning the end of the world. But the writer of one of the core 

elegies of the Black Lives Matter era eschews mourning for joy in the shadow of the 

Anthropocene. At the 2019 Southern Festival of Books, the poet repeatedly addresses the end of 

the world. “I love my friends. They’re beautiful. Climate change is going to eat us all alive. Let’s 

have a fucking party,” Smith said, then later, “The world is ending yesterday. We must dance 

while we still have bodies.” Far from being a denial of the end of the world, this is a joy that is 

rooted in it. Smith is quick to say that they are “done with hope” but they advocate for the joys of 

dancing and parties. Like Sharpe, they don’t deny that the world is ending, but focus on its 

beauty and possibility: “Summertime at the end of the world, and it’s so beautiful. My world is 

loudly green and blooming with what feels possible” (Smith My End). 

This is a form of hopelessness, but a joyful one. 

Even Ross Gay, whose Book of Delights and Litany of Unabashed Gratitude have earned 

him descriptions in reviews as both an expert on finding delight (Timpane) and a demonstrator 

and tender of joy (Collins, Tippet) partakes in this joyful hopelessness. In a 2019 interview he 

said, “And to me, joy has nothing to do with ease. And joy has everything to do with the fact that 

we’re all going to die” (Tippett).  
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The black community’s long association with both looming death and murderous nature 

foregoes the panicked respond that would be expected in a time generally considered to be 

without analogue. The news of the earth becoming increasingly uninhabitable to humans does 

not provoke the reaction of “Oh no, what now?” but, “Oh, you? Again?”. If the earthly killing of 

humanity produces the same stages of grief attributed to interpersonal loss, the black community 

is – and has always been forced to be – at acceptance, while much of Western Civilization 

struggles with denial. 

 

The Plantationocene 

Ware and Nancy’s flattening of civilization when discussing the problem of the 

Anthropocene is not a unique phenomenon. Posthumanism as a whole seems to demonstrate an 

inability to maintain racial distinctions while theorizing about the impending climate apocalypse. 

This is a failure that overlooks sites of philosophical possibility. 

In a 2019 interview Reflections on the Plantationocene: A Conversation with Donna 

Haraway and Anna Tsing, Donna Haraway was asked to explain her addition of the term 

“Plantationocene” to supplement “Anthropocene” and “Capitalocene,” in the braided cord 

Haraway refers to as the “Chthulucene.” She begins by invoking a vison of the plantation which 

is as notable for what it does emphasize, as what it does not: 

We had this range of concerns, including a sense of needing to think about the plants, to 

actually care about the plants and their companions, human and not.  

 

There is a way in which the Plantationocene forces attention to the growing of food and 

the plantation as a system of multispecies forced labor…It is a system that depends on 
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forced human labor of some kind because if labor can escape, it will escape the 

plantation. The plantation system requires either genocide or removal or some mode of 

captivity and replacement of a local labor force by coerced labor from outside, either 

through various forms of indenture, unequal contract, or out-and-out slavery. The 

plantation really depends on very intense forms of labor slavery, including also machine 

labor slavery, a building of machines for exploitation and extraction of earthlings. I think 

it is also important to include the forced labor of nonhumans—plants, animals, and 

microbes—in our thinking. 

 

So, when I think about the question, what is a plantation, some combination of these 

things seems to me to be pretty much always present across a 500-year period: radical 

simplification; substitution of peoples, crops, microbes, and life forms; forced labor; and, 

crucially, the disordering of times of generation across species, including human beings. 

(Haraway and Tsing 5) 

I would like to begin this journey through Haraway’s plantation logics here, 

systematically detailing the ways this seemingly simple statement displays a mode of un- and 

mis-seeing when it comes to race that is not new to Haraway specially or the field of 

posthumanism broadly. First and foremost, the initial problem with Haraway’s formulation is the 

erasure of black feminist scholars who have taken this topic up earlier and more completely than 

she has. Those scholars are addressed and restored in Mythri Jegathesan’s “Black Feminist Plots 

before the Plantationocene and Anthropology’s ‘Regional Closets’,” which offers a Sedgwickian 

repairing of Haraway’s omissions by tracing a history of the thought that preceded this 

reintroduction of the Plantationocene issue.  
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For this chapter, however, my interest lies in an analysis of Haraway’s specific view of 

the plantation as she has presented it here. Haraway begins this explanation by saying the 

concept of the plantation invokes first, in fact “forces attention” on, agriculture. This she 

presumes to be universally true. It is perhaps simple to state, but still it must be stated, that for 

many of us – especially, but not exclusively, those of us with bloodlines going back to non-

theoretical plantations – the crops grown are hardly the dominating trait in the narrative of the 

plantation. She mentions forced human labor “of some kind” but only to segue into the labor 

slavery of machines and forced labor of nonhumans. I bring this into focus not to dismiss the 

highly productive inquiry offered by thinking of the condition of the non-human on plantations, 

but that in her eagerness to flatten distinctions between humans, animals, and plants she also 

erases a violent history of which she is part. A word search for “black” in this twenty-two page 

interview produces zero results. “African” pertaining to people is mentioned only once, by Tsing, 

Haraway’s co-interviewee. 

Understandably, Haraway is interested in de-situating the concept of “plantation” from a 

black or Western historical specificity in order to produce a broader enveloping of subjects into 

this configuration. By not forefronting the specificity of race, the plantation being invoked could 

be a contemporary palm oil harvest or an antebellum cotton field. Additionally, she may be 

operating on the assumption that racial education is neither her field nor her obligation or that 

everyone will know and substitute for themselves the obvious racial dynamics she is passing 

over. 

However, by not frontloading an awareness of the human cost of the plantation, Haraway 

inadvertently accomplishes the opposite of her goal – creating a void so distracting it makes any 

talk of non-human subjugation difficult to engage with. I analyze this theory from Haraway not 
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to shadow box with the defenseless strawman of one of our most influential and longest serving 

posthumanist scholars, but for two reasons. First and foremost, I say this because Haraway is 

right. Haraway is right and her offering of the Plantationocene is productive, valuable, and 

intriguing – just as Nancy’s configuration of nature and the human and Ben Ware’s findings on 

extinction are essential; however for it to be legible to those of us who are operating out of a 

historical western context, we must attend to the vicious gaps in the foundation. It is not 

discrediting of her concept that interests me, but translation of it in a way that remedies the 

violence (re)enacted by this glossing over. The second reason I reimage Haraway’s 

Plantationocene is I believe situating Haraway’s concept in its own racial and historical context 

will actually increase its viability as a posthumanist framework, meeting better the goals 

Haraway herself lays out. 

I model my engagement with Donna Haraway on the example of Fred Moten engaging 

with Hannah Arendt in the chapter “Refuge, Refuse, Refrain” of The Universal Machine. In 

speaking about the opportunity to read Arendt through and with her racism, Moten calls the 

occasion “both a scandal and a chance” (Moten 67). Though the gap between Haraway and me is 

far less than that between one of black studies’ foremost scholars and a scholar who believed the 

very existence of black studies would poison the academy, I appreciate this approach of engaging 

with and moving alongside and through disagreement, rather than simply against. In Moten’s 

interaction with Hannah Arendt, the latter’s racism is not dismissed or excused; however it is the 

start of the conversation and not the end. Arendt’s beliefs become a controlling mechanism 

which the potential of her work is brought through to its and our own benefit. The awareness of 

the racial blindspot in Arendt acts as condemnation but also as primer and cypher, showing us 

how to read the text most productively. 
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The first benefit of making the “plantation” in “Planationocene” legible in all its racial 

implications is that it would prevent the misunderstanding of the plantation as easily defeated. 

We see this in Haraway’s description of the plantation as escapable: “if labor can escape, it will 

escape the plantation.” This imagining of escape is no doubt one of the things that attracts 

Haraway to the plantation as metaphor, given her prior complaints in 2015’s Staying with the 

Trouble that the wording of the Anthropocene invites “a position that the game is over, it’s too 

late, there’s no sense trying to make anything any better, or at least no sense having any active 

trust in each other in working and playing for a resurgent world” (Haraway 3). This is a 

dissatisfaction she revisits in this interview as well: “The power of a term like Anthropocene, its 

importance, has a very problematic quality… This strengthens the illusion that turning all that is 

Earth into resource for humanity is inevitable, if tragic” (Haraway and Tsing 5). 

If futility is an issue with a prior phrase, it’s fair to assume she chooses her additive 

phrase to be without that fatal flaw. Unfortunately, this is based on a flawed understanding of the 

plantation that can only exist without situating it in reality. In her mind the plantation is a foe 

defeatable and escapable, a site of greater potential for hope than the Anthropocene or capitalism. 

Centering the racial dynamics of the historical plantation would have put this concept inevitably 

in conversation with Saidiya Hartman and Michelle Alexander and countless other scholars who 

have done the work to document that if plantations do anything, they endure. Both Hartman’s 

Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century America and 

Alexander’s The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness illustrate that 

the walls of slavery falling didn’t so much end plantation logics as allow them to spread. One is 

not guaranteed to escape so much as the means of confinement are guaranteed to evolve. An 

awareness of this tendency of structures to remake and reassemble would draw attention to the 
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many “green measures” such as “green growth” that are just as world-destroying as the systems 

they claim to correct (Monbiot). 

Another way in which situating her plantation in a chattel slavery context would enrich 

Haraway’s model is that it contextualizes the theory as originating in a specific and literal 

history, rather than an amorphous always and everywhere. This would provide the “situated 

historical” setting that she found lacking in the term Anthropocene: 

“There’s a way in which the Anthropocene is considered a species act as opposed to an 

historical, situated set of conjunctures that are absolutely not a species act…it’s a situated 

historical set of conjunctures, and I think to this day the term Anthropocene makes it 

harder, not easier, for people to understand that” (Haraway and Tsing). 

 If Haraway is truly seeking a contextualized, historical concept to ground the cluster of 

effects captured by the Anthropocene, moving toward specificity can only aid in this goal. 

 Perhaps most important, making explicit the connection to antebellum plantations would 

better accomplish Haraway’s – and posthumanism’s –goal of interrogating the differences 

between man, machine, and animal, all while allowing those categories to be more productively 

explored. As Cristin Ellis points out in Antebellum Posthuman : Race and Materiality in the Mid-

Nineteenth Century: Race and Materiality in the Mid-Nineteenth Century, while racism is not 

new, the justification for racism resting on the taxonomizing of man became increasingly 

scientific during this time. Issues like slavery and the right to vote became so tied to the “what is 

man?” question, that abolitionists like Frederick Douglass by necessity began to explore and 

weaken the divide between the human and the animal. 

 When it comes to Haraway’s interest in non-biological, mechanical “kin,” the period of 

time in which chattel slavery prepared the ground for factory settings is a fertile symbol of the 
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weakening of the man-machine divide. As discussed in my first chapter, it is in 19th Century 

slavery that the first American automaton is patented with the features of a black man. It is in the 

19th century that the racialized mechanical being is produced, concretizing the slippage between 

man and machine through the figure of the black body.  

In her hesitation to characterize the dooming shifts of the sixth great extinction as a literal 

chattel slavery plantation, Haraway is being cautious not careless. In the interview she 

understandably resists equating anything contemporary with the horrors of chattel slavery. When 

asked about the Liberian rubber plantations, Haraway quickly contextualizes, “I would not for a 

minute equate hereditary human slavery and wage labor. I think there is a tremendous, obvious 

violence in any such equation” (Haraway and Tsing). This is a care with language that I can 

appreciate, even while I hold that the work of Hartman and Alexander have made it clear that an 

investment in a neat division between slavery and not-slavery is a fool’s errand. If anything, if 

she fore-fronted the ways in which our present system mimics the plantation along the same 

racial lines – the evolution of slave patrol to sheriff, plantations like Angola which didn’t even 

bother to change their name when they became prisons – she would have even more claim to 

naming this current moment after that system. 

In addition to providing more fertile ground for understanding the nature of the problem 

as a historical moment and drawing upon the site of the plantation as having always been the 

space of posthumanist discourse, I will end now with what I feel is the most beneficial aspect of 

keeping the racial contexts of the plantation within this metaphor: the necessity of action. 

In the introduction to Staying with the Trouble, Haraway laments the paralysis that arises 

because of the naming of the Anthropocene. She says that the nature of this climate catastrophe 

gives people the impression that some miraculous intervention – either divine or technological – 
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will deliver humanity from the problem. True, positioning a cluster of events as a geological 

epoch does have the effect of making the issue feel outside the realm of human obligation or 

ability to correct. By naming the Plantationocene, Haraway moves toward an idea that inspires 

awareness of both the complicity of human inaction, and possibility of human intervention. How 

much more so, then, would this be accomplished if she didn’t shy away from the literal 

plantation correlation. Alongside the important efforts to combat a narrative of false progress, 

historians like Sean Wilentz remind us that the plantation model didn’t slide away easily and we 

should be careful not to confuse the absence of radical racial change with the absence of 

incredible, noteworthy effort. The overturning of chattel slavery was marked by consistent action 

across multiple fields, and “(n)othing about it was inevitable” (Wilentz). 

 

Conclusion 

If there is any possibility of slowing down the course of our current extinction, or, at the 

very least, achieving the kind of radical coming together Haraway envisions making for a more 

tolerable end, it will require exactly the type of effort and action that could be represented if we 

fully evoked the plantation as something beyond a vague metaphor. If Haraway does desire a 

radical coming together, how better to begin this invitation than by including at the forefront 

those who have long been aware of the possibilities of nature as something beyond their control, 

the people who are most precarious, and therefore best poised to see climate change, and act 

accordingly. As Danez Smith says: 

The world is ending, and who knows it? Who has to know it? Who has the water already 

left rain-hungry, thirsty? Whose aquifers have been sold to a richer someone’s need? Who 
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has the heat already sweated out of an illusion of normalcy? I’m running along the 

Mississippi again (Smith My End) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



105 
 

Chapter 5 

 

Conclusion: Institutional Preservations 

 
Moten: See, the trouble—see, the reason why there’s no such thing as a 
good white person is because there’s no such thing as a good person.  
 
Harney: Yeah. Like, everything in graduate school is premised on 
convincing you you could actually be one. 
 
Moten: Oh yeah.  
 
Harney: And that of course makes you schizophrenic because to be a 
person is to be a white person, so if you ain’t white.…It’s just like two 
impossibilities banging their heads against each other. 

A conversation between Fred Moten and Stefano Harney 

 

I used to get embarrassed about the fact that I always thought about the 
university and the plantation in the same thought, and then the older I get, 
the more I read, the more I realize I need to stop being embarrassed about 
that. 

Fred Moten 

 

You dont petition the plantation, you burn it down (sic) 

Twitter account, Afropessimism Apologist during the 2024 
Columbia Protests 

 

For the last one hundred-odd pages, I have presented the spectacular preservation of 

corpses, the technological preservation of automatons, and the impossible preservation as we all 

face extinction. And in doing so, I have consistently hidden from the very obvious: if colonial 

preservation is the selecting of elements of nonwhiteness to contribute to the ego formation of 

western civilization, the university is not exempt from being preserver and I am not exempt from 

being preserved. 
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What do we do with preservations that seem good natured? This type of violent inclusion, 

a colonialism that smiles, is harder to identify than the explicit version. Unlike the ravaged 

bodies that have littered the previous pages of this dissertation, this is a conquering that looks 

like collection, a dominance that manifests not as force, but as hunger.  

In her study of diversity in the institution, Sara Ahmed makes this poignant observation 

about a white supremacist institution’s paradoxical position of both hostility and craving: 

Diversity as a ‘‘feel good’’ politics is clearly evident in the cultural enrichment discourse 

of diversity, which one practitioner described as ‘‘the Thai food stall’’ model. Diversity 

can be celebrated, consumed, and eaten—as that which can be taken into the body of the 

university, as well as the bodies of individuals. Indeed, diversity might even be a way of 

‘‘eating the other’’ to borrow bell hooks’s (1992) evocative description. Diversity evokes 

the pleasures of consumption. The bodies of others, by adding spice and color, ‘‘liven up 

the dull dish that is mainstream white culture’’ (hooks 1992: 21) (Ahmed 69).  

Rather than an all-out racist expulsion, by taking a few “talented” members of a 

marginalized population, the institution can educate them in the behaviors and norms expected of 

them in order to continue being included. In this way, inclusion becomes conversion. 

This model of oppression linked with desire is not unique to the university. While the 

plantation was a social and private expression of white supremacy, the model described above is 

also present in how the state operates in connection with blackness. With police shootings and 

genocidal lootings of countries with desired resources, it is difficult to see the state as a force that 

desires anything from black people or culture. In order to clarify my argument, I would like to 

spend some time examining one figure whose life and art shines an explicit light on institutions 

and their gathering of blackness as artifact: Amiri Baraka.  
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Amiri Baraka and Institutions 

In addition to being one of the most prominent poets of the Black Arts era, Amiri Baraka 

was also a connoisseur of white supremacist institutions. The university, the United States 

Military, publicly funded arts councils – Amiri Baraka at one time belonged to, and was rejected 

by, them all. He was even a Boy Scout (Fox). Perhaps no better figure exists to see institutions 

than Amiri Baraka, and perhaps no better piece of art encapsulates the desire a racist institution 

can have for its black captive than his play Dutchman (1964). Set entirely on a moving subway 

car, the play follows the journey of Clay, a young intellectual black man, and Lula, a white 

bohemian slightly Clay’s senior. Setting her eyes on him early, the majority of the plot centers 

around Lula’s various attempts to befriend, seduce, or chastise Clay. Eventually Clay explodes in 

an impassioned monologue rebuffing her. It is a moment of defiance that leads immediately to 

his murder as Lula stabs him.  

This play allegorizes one of Baraka’s earliest experiences from within an institution, the 

United States military. However, to fully extract the value from this text, I ask that you view it in 

a slightly different way from how previous scholars have presented it. That Dutchman is an 

allegorical play has been the position of critics since its opening. The theater section of Vogue 

that summer declared, “…Jones has found the experimental technique that his rage requires, and 

so he does not pretend he is writing a realistic drama. Dutchman is the encounter, not of two 

conventional characters, but of two archetypes – the respectable negro square (wearing his 

uniform, three button suit), and the white bohemian (a seductive Eve who enters eating an 

apple)” (Popkin 32). Another reviewer foreclosed the option of anything but an allegorical 

reading saying it was obvious “the play is preposterous on the literal level” before shifting to the 
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question they think is being asked: “Does the white society woo the Negro with a mixture of 

promises and rebuffs only to destroy him utterly when he shows his just resentment?” (Simon 

424). In the decades since, scholars have continued the trend of reading the main characters in 

Dutchman as anything but real people, often doubling down on the early interpretations of the 

play as a meeting of black middleclass-ness and a “white Bohemia which, if not the Black man's 

ally, at least purports to be his friend” (Levesque 34). 

The draw of an allegorical reading is undeniable, particularly in the case of Lula. With 

her erratic behavior, nonsensical questions, and semi-omnipotence, Lula almost must be 

considered as allegory for her portrayal to be satisfying. Otherwise, her lack of background and 

cloudy motivation leaves her as a figure with no future and no past. Like critics of the time, I 

read Dutchman as an allegorical play, but if we step away from viewing Lula as symbolizing the 

white feminine in general or the bohemian seductress specifically, and read her as the United 

States government it opens new possibilities. Through this reading, Clay’s path from comfort and 

even desire to adamant rejection of Lula then becomes the path traced by nascent Black Power 

movements in their shift away from governmental reliance just after John F Kennedy’s 

assassination.8  

My reading of Clay as being representative of a budding black rights activist on the cusp 

of a radical awakening falls so in line with the text and its prior readings it risks being called 

obvious. This particular group – poised in the late 1950s and early 1960s as between the Civil 

 
8 With this reading in mind, I would advocate for Dutchman’s inclusion in the canon of other Black Arts-era antifiles 
like Sam Greenlee’s The Spook Who Sat by the Door (1969) and John A. Williams’s The Man Who Cried I Am (1967). 
William J. Maxwell describes the “antifile” as, “my coinage for a type of novelized counterinvestigation that 
represents and recodes known forms of state surveillance” (Maxwell 258) and includes texts written by FBI-
targeted artists that attempt to fictionalize but also represent the spectre of the government’s state surveillance. I 
feel Dutchman qualifies, particularly in Maxwell’s characterization of the form as “exposing unsightly facts about 
government spying while recycling them into imaginative fictions” (Maxwell 15).  
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Rights Movement and a more potent Black Nationalism – is evident in the main character’s 

references and affect. Amiri Baraka even describes himself at that stage as “trying to become an 

intellectual…I was being drawn, had been drawn, into a world Howard had prepared me for on 

one level – elitism…Yet my reading was, in the main, white people. Europeans, Anglo 

Americans. So that my ascent toward some ideal intellectual pose was at the same time a trip 

toward a white-out I couldn’t even understand” (Baraka Autobiography 174). We see this 

patterning in Clay, who Baraka admits was always a composite character of “at least two people, 

and myself” (Visionpoint Media Group). He is slightly more textured than the readings that paint 

him as standard black middleclass. He is marked as an intellectual in that he would rather be 

Charles Baudelaire than millionaire politician William Averell Harriman – a hint of capitalist 

critique that comes back when he ironically says his god is a “corporate godhead” (Baraka 

Dutchman 24). His occupying a train between one station to another is indicative of the coming 

shift in position, as is his name: Clay, still malleable, not-yet-fired pottery. Like Baraka and other 

founding figures of the Black Arts movement, Clay ends his journey on the side of Black 

Nationalism, speaking about violence in a way that feels necessary in the context of the play – 

and the 1960s – but also in a way that he would not have spoken if he’d remained where he was 

at the beginning of his journey. 

It is in Lula, the character who acts most devastatingly, who knows more than Clay from 

the start, and whose arrival is the impetus for the plot, that allegorical readings stumble. To read 

her as a figure whose body is more or less indicative of a “type” ignores her disembodiedness. 

These readings do acknowledge the unreal atmosphere of the play, describing Lula alternately as 

a character from a fairytale or the bible, but they still believe her as a female from a particular 

class of bohemian whiteness. She says, “I lie a lot…it helps me control the world” and later “I 
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told you I always lie. I’m nothing, honey, and don’t you forget it”, but critics, like Clay, are slow 

to take her at her word (Baraka Dutchman 19). These readings are still trapped in Lula’s very 

first lie, that of her physical body as presented by the actress on the stage. While reading the two 

as literal characters risks missing the obvious – as evidenced by Phillip Roth, who didn’t 

understand why Lula would kill when she was motivated by “mere bitchery” – allegorical 

readings that take for truth the identity that Lula presents likewise fail in not going far enough 

(Levesque). Lula doesn’t say “I’m nobody.”  She says, “I’m nothing.” In order to understand her, 

we must ignore the image of Lula and look at what the text is telling us about her. 

Baraka takes every opportunity to destabilize Lula as an embodied being. The opening 

stage directions detail an encounter that is a not a meeting of a man and a woman, but of a man 

and something else: 

The man looks idly up, until he sees a woman’s face staring at him through the window; 

when it realizes that the man has noticed the face, it begins very premeditatedly to smile. 

The man smiles too, for a moment, without a trace of self-consciousness. Almost an 

instinctive though undesirable response…he brings back his eyes to where the face was, 

but by now the train is moving again, and the face would seem to be left behind by the 

way the man turns his head to look back through the other windows at the slowly fading 

platform (Baraka Dutchman 4 italics mine). 

In this scene Clay does not see a woman, he sees “a woman’s face” that is then attached 

to an “it” pronoun: “She” doesn’t smile, “it” does, and it does so “premeditatedly.” We now 

know that this is the face of a woman, that is not a woman, and that it is acting in a mode of 

premeditation. We know it is manipulative before we know anything else. The opening of the 

next scene shows Lula entering the car despite being left behind, which tells us something 
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equally important: despite what Clay sees, Lula was not on the train platform. Or, rather, she is 

not only on the train platform. She was always already also on the train. This here-not-here, 

woman-face-ungendered-form paints the figure as less an actual woman, and more a larger 

organism using the face of a woman like the bioluminescent dangler of an angler fish. 

Even in a textual space like the cast of characters, where the bare physicality of Lula is 

unavoidably reckoned with, Baraka destabilizes her embodiment. She’s described 

straightforwardly as “thirty-year-old white woman” (Baraka Dutchman). To this we can add, 

from the stage directions, thin, beautiful, and redheaded. Almost immediately these notions of 

her physicality are destabilized. First, in the stage directions she is described as “slender” and 

dainty. But when she initially sits next to Clay, she says “Oooof! Too much weight” (Baraka 

Dutchman 6). When Clay says it doesn’t look like much to him, she says “It’s so anyway.” This 

introductory interaction is detailing a disconnection between what it “looks like” – her thinness – 

and what “is so” – her excess of weight. Rather than treating this as delusion or dysmorphia, the 

play sides with Lula’s version of reality. In a scene where she grabs Clay’s wrist roughly, she is 

able to keep him from eating the apple in his hand despite her smaller size. She then shakes him 

harder and harder. Eventually, he says “Wow, you’re pretty strong, you know? Whatta you, a 

lady wrestler or something?” (Baraka Dutchman 12). Later, when Clay slaps her hard enough to 

put her head back into the seat, she raises it immediately. Even after he slaps her a second time, 

we are given no indication of her crying out, or being injured. She doesn’t cradle her head, or 

enact dizziness or concussion. Despite the medium, it is a singularly undramatic injury. Her next 

line isn’t one of hurt, but of indignation: “Fool!” When Clay is able to seemingly overpower her, 

he is leading her back to her seat and she yells “Let me go! You black son of a bitch!...Let me go! 

Help!” (Baraka Dutchman 32-33). This appeal to the crowd on the subway – but also, and really, 
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to an early 1960s theater-going audience – makes this one physical defeat feel performative 

rather than genuine. 

Her beauty gets the same destabilized treatment as her small size. She is described as 

beautiful, and Clay reacts as if this is true, but when asked for her name, she describes herself as 

“Lena the Hyena”, a (distressingly anti-Semitic) comic character meant to be the ugliest woman 

in the world (Baraka Dutchman 14). Lula’s awareness of this discrepancy between her 

appearance and Clay’s perception of her appearance becomes obvious after she asks him if he 

would like to get “involved.” He says, “Why not? A beautiful woman like you. Huh, I’d be a fool 

not to” and she replies, “And I bet you’re sure you know what you’re talking about” which 

sounds, of course, like he does not (Baraka Dutchman 11). Somehow, in calling her a beautiful 

woman, in believing a beautiful woman is hitting on him, he has gotten something wrong.  

The last and most interesting aspect of Lula’s physicality to be erected only to be 

knocked down, is her age. We are told she’s thirty, exactly ten years older than Clay. This age fits 

well for readings of her as a bohemian woman of the time period waiting to welcome a young 

pre-Black Arts poet into the preexisting space carved out by the beat poets of the 1950s. But as 

with her size and beauty, just because she is thirty doesn’t mean she is thirty. As a character, she 

continually tracks older. Hair we know to be red, she describes as gray, prompting Clay to ask 

“Why do you want to sound so old?” (Baraka Dutchman 13). And she does sound old, not like a 

young woman trying to sound more mature, but like a creature out of time responding in a form 

that does not fit its true nature. She says, “Your grandfather was a slave” but the play takes place 

in 1964, so roughly a hundred years after the end of slavery. At exactly twenty years old, it 

would be unlikely, though not impossible, for Clay’s grandfather to have been a slave. He points 

this out, saying his grandfather was a night watchman (Baraka Dutchman 18). 
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What could simply be an error of math is revealed as a consistent issue of organizing 

time. She makes the mistake again, but this time accusing Clay himself of being an escaped 

slave, and then confusing concentration camps for plantations (Baraka Dutchman 29). Either 

Lula and Clay are not dealing with the same awareness of time, or they are not operating off of 

the same definition of “slave.” The play being called Dutchman, harkening to both slave ships 

and the mythological harbinger of death, while being set in a twentieth century train car further 

confuses this distance between slavery and their present moment. 

There is little in the text of the play that corroborates the fact of Lula’s being a human 

body. In addition to her age, size, and attractiveness each bodily function she possesses feels 

performative. When she moves her hand up Clay’s thigh, he warns her, “Watch it now. You’re 

gonna excite me for real.” Lula responds to the news of Clay’s arousal with despondence, despite 

the fact that her actions would have us believe it was her goal. She takes her hand away, says, “I 

bet,” and then “slumps in the seat and is heavily silent” (Baraka Dutchman 17). She goes through 

the motions of sexual aggression, but even when she’s narrating a fantasy of their having sex, she 

describes her body as being “dry as ashes,” a metaphor that, if associated with the human body, 

is associated with death or lifelessness, and if associated with female sexuality in particular, 

suggests an entirely different kind of lifelessness. These invocations of death are just one more 

way she denies her – apparently – living body. She says her own bedroom is a lifeless, dark 

space, or at least that Clay would perceive them as such: “And you’ll call my rooms black as the 

grave, you’ll say, ‘This place is like Juliet’s tomb’” (Baraka Dutchman 25). She treats death as 

part of her, an inevitability. She tells Clay he will lie about loving her because he thinks it will 

keep her alive. He reacts sincerely, in surprise, but she treats death nonchalantly. First, she 

laughs, then she says, “…It’s the path I take, that’s all” (Baraka Dutchman 27).  
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Perhaps the only undisrupted marker of her physicality is her consistent consumption of 

apples. This has led her to being read as both Eve and Snow White (Levesque, Simon), but these 

images should not also overlook the association of apples with Americanness. Maybe not 

woman, maybe not thin, maybe not beautiful, and maybe not young, Lula is most definitely 

American.  

In 2011 Baraka spoke about the context of the play before a performance at the Multi-Use 

Community Cultural Center in Rochester, New York: 

The play becomes clearer if you focus on the time it was written. 1963 produced in 1964. 

Remember in 58 – actually I should say the late fifties, Emmett Till, Montgomery Bus 

Boycott – in 58 they blew up Dr. King’s house. The black people came and said “What 

should we do Dr. King? What should we do?” and he said, “If any blood be shed let it be 

ours.” I was a young man then and I said “It ain’t happening that way.” If there’s gonna 

be some bled shed, it’s gonna be like communal bloodshed, you know. That’s when 

Malcom X appeared, and said “You treat people like they treat you. They treat you with 

respect, you treat them with respect. They put their hands on you, you send ‘em to the 

cemetery.” And that’s when my generation came in…This play represented 1962, the 

opening of that kind of expression in a broad way, that we were no longer willing to be 

put in that situation…The next year Kennedy was killed. Year after that Malcom X was 

murdered. In that short time between 1965 and 1968 – Kennedy, King, Malcom X, 

Kennedy – every voice for change in American was murdered. (VisionPoint Media) 

Dutchman takes place at this intersection of what Amiri Baraka describes as being 

between Martin Luther King, Jr and Malcom X. This move was also typified by black rights 
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activists moving away from the idea of government as ally. The play uses Lula and Clay to both 

illustrate that move, and also imagine its consequences. 

Disregarding Lula’s identity markers allows a reading based on the character’s behavior, 

making it possible to see her as representative of the government being left behind in this time of 

shift toward the Black Power and Black Arts movements. Her dominant characteristic is her not-

quite-omniscience – this extensive, but imperfect, knowledge of Clay’s life. She has inexplicable 

knowledge of present, surface-level information. She knows where Clay lives, what he’s been 

reading, what his friend looks like – but not what he is called – and how his parents vote. 

However, when she tries to guess anything, she falters. When she describes Clay’s school as a 

place where “everyone thought they Averrell Harriman” he corrects her. He thought he was 

Baudelaire (Baraka Dutchman 19). This applies to more significant claims as well. “You’re a 

murderer Clay, and you know it,” she says, “You know goddamn well what I mean.” But from 

his response we know that he doesn’t (Baraka Dutchman 21). His being a murderer is as much a 

part of her American imagination as him still being a slave and him being afraid of white people, 

which she also says and he later disproves. 

If we see her as a stand in for the United States government specifically, her abundance 

of knowledge that doesn’t penetrate the surface becomes easily read as surveillance. This idea 

comes up on page 12, when Clay says, “Hey, you still haven’t told me how you know so much 

about me” and Lula responds that she only knows the “type” of him and his friends. He replies, 

“Anonymously?” When she pretends not to understand, he clarifies, “Without knowing us 

specifically?” she changes the subject. 

As noted above, Amiri Baraka mentions 1958 as being generative of the play in the 

context of coming in the aftermath of Emmett Till’s murder and the bombing of Dr. King’s 
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house, but there is one more event that happened in 1958 that may have also contributed to the 

tapestry of Dutchman: Amiri Baraka’s first government interrogation. 

Released through the Freedom of Information Act, the record of this interaction reads 

very much like a Lula conversation. The interrogators know more than they are telling Baraka, 

but not as much as they would like to. They know what he’s reading, but they don’t know why 

he’s reading it or how he found it. When the interrogator says, “You apparently have made quite 

the study of politics, communism and democracy” (“Amiri Baraka” 12), we can hear a note of 

the same disbelief-derision combination at Baraka’s educated presentation as when Lula sneers, 

“A black Baudelaire” at Clay (Baraka Dutchman 19). 

In the play, Lula has difficulty pinning down Clay’s real name, despite having access to 

the names of his friends: 

LULA: I bet your name is…something like…uh, Gerald or Walter. Huh? 

CLAY: God, no. 

LULA: Lloyd, Norman? One of those hopeless colored names creeping out of New  

Jersey. Leonard? Gag… 

CLAY: Like Warren? 

LULA: Definitely. Just exactly like Warren. Or Everett. 

CLAY: Gag… 

LULA: Well, for sure, it’s not Willie  

CLAY: It’s Clay. 

LULA: Clay? Really? Clay what? 

(Baraka Dutchman 15) 
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Amiri Baraka’s FBI file begins with much the same confusion. Because of his aliases, the 

Bureau is forced to include every name he has ever used. The headings on the first two pages of 

his file contain Everett Le Roy Jones, E. Leroi Jones, Leroi Everett Jones, Leroi E. Jones, 

Professor Everett Leroi Jones, and 2nd Lt. Leroi Jones as aliases, alongside a note stating that 

there is difficulty establishing whether there were any previous entries in the Bureau’s indexes, 

as only two of his names had been checked (“Amiri Baraka” 1-2). Eventually even this list 

would need to be amended to include Imamu Amiri Baraka and then, finally, Amiri Baraka. 

Lula possesses knowledge of Clay’s associates – “Is Warren Enright a tall, skinny black 

boy with a phony English accent?” – and is interested in a party he has been invited to: 

LULA: Hey, why don’t you take me to that party you’re going to? 

CLAY: You must be a friend of Warren’s to know about the party. 

LULA: Wouldn’t you like to take me to the party?...Oh, come on, ask me to your 

party…Have you asked me yet?  

(Baraka Dutchman 13-14) 

In the 1958 interrogation of Amiri Baraka, the FBI is similarly interested in associates… 

and parties. When asking about Baraka’s involvement with the Communist Party affiliated Civil 

Rights Congress, “Were the individuals that introduced you to this organization students at 

Howard University?” followed by “Do you recall, at this time, the names of any of the 

individuals?” which Baraka refuses to answer (“Amiri Baraka” 17). 

Like Lula in 1964, the government in 1958 wants to know if Baraka is attending the 

party. With the declassification of COINTELPRO documents we now know that, also like Lula, 

the FBI wanted to attend the party too. And they did. Baraka comments in his opening to Black 

Fire on two – clearly not very successful – undercover FBI agents that attended the Black Arts 
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Repertory Theater School (BARTS). He describes the end of BARTS as being both “self-(and 

FBI) destructed” (Baraka and Neal xviii). 

Dutchman feels like an encounter of government and young black radical in which the 

characters and set pieces are only slightly changed. This is especially true if we put it beside the 

transcript of Baraka’s own interrogation. On the one side, a young black rights activist at a 

crossroads that will eventually turn him toward the radical. On the other a demanding, 

inquisitive, but deceptively knowing whiteness. The space is confined, an interrogation room that 

may was well be a moving subway car in terms of the possibility of premature exit.  Both stories 

conclude with the white party making the same conclusion about the black rights activist: 

“UNDESIREABLE!” (Baraka Autobiography 176). Baraka describes the time leading up to his 

meeting with the authorities as “I was going down a road. Positive in the overall, but just now I 

was taking a twist and I’d answer for it, you bet” (Baraka Autobiography 175). For Baraka, this 

“answering” meant discharge and expulsion from the military. For Clay, Lula’s “I’ve heard 

enough” signals death and disposal. In either case, something of the men had been revealed in 

the interaction that was so intolerable to a whiteness that they could not be allowed to continue in 

the world they’d previously inhabited. 

The final events of the play are perhaps when the characters are most themselves. Clay 

makes his decision, transitioning before the audience’s eyes from the haughty, intellectual 

“nonself creation” Baraka described as being his whitewashed identity before the interrogation, 

into a more radical figure that declares murder as the sanest black American response to 

whiteness. He ultimately rejects Lula with an impassioned monologue: 

Now shut up and let me talk…Shit, you don’t have any sense, Lula, nor feelings either. I 

could murder you now. Such a tiny ugly throat. I could squeeze it flat, and watch you turn 
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blue, on a humble. For dull kicks. You telling me what I ought to do. Well, don’t! Don’t 

you tell me anything! If I’m a fake middle class white man…let me be. And let me be in 

the way that I want. I’ll rip your lousy breasts off! Let me be who I feel like being. Uncle 

Tom. Thomas. Whoever. It’s none of your business. You don’t know anything except 

what’s there for you to see. An act. Lies. Device. Not the pure heart, the pumping black 

heart. You don’t ever know that. And I sit here, in this buttoned-up suit, to keep myself 

from cutting all your throats. (Baraka Dutchman 33-34) 

No longer malleable, no longer clay, Clay experiences what Stanley Cavell would 

describe as an aria, a moment in a character’s arc which announces: “Now I exist because now I 

speak for myself; and in particular because I speak in hatred and to you, who have always 

pretended to understand me, and pretended not to understand me, and who I now know will 

alone understand my every word and gesture” (Cavell 48). 

Lula, too, is most revealed to be herself in this scene. Or, rather, most revealed to be not 

an isolated self, but an orchestrator. This is obvious in the actions of the side characters in this 

moment. These other train passengers have entered insidiously, at least, from Clay’s perspective: 

“Hey, I didn’t even notice when all those people got on” (Baraka 25). This almost supernatural 

appearing, rather than a noticed boarding, positions them with Lula, who does the same, in a way 

that subtly hints at their later alignment with her. This reoccurs when the crowd begins to press 

in, drawing Clay’s attention once again: 

CLAY: Wow. All these people, so suddenly. They must all come from the same place. 

LULA: Right. That they do. 

CLAY: Oh? You know about them too? 

LULA: Oh yeah. About them more than I know about you. Do they frighten you? 
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CLAY: Frighten me? Why should they frighten me? 

She says he should be afraid because he is a runaway slave. If these people should 

frighten Clay because he is an escaped slave, what she is actually telling him is that they are 

slave patrols, the group that is the “forerunner to the police” (Reichel 52). Clay ignores this, 

because he believes he is not an escaped slave. But acting as the United States Government, Lula 

has never been able to see him as anything else. Also, if we accept Lula as the United States and 

deeply involved in surveillance, it makes sense that these figures, reminiscent of local law 

enforcement, would be her associates. It also makes sense that she would still see them as slave 

patrols, just one more collapsing of time from a character perpetually confused as to what 

century it is. She is not seeing them as something they are not, but seeing them as they once were 

in a way that highlights what they always will be. 

After Clay’s monologue, Lula makes a decision. The stage directions right after Clay is 

finished speaking read that Lula’s “voice takes on a different, more business like quality.” “I’ve 

heard enough,” she says, now seeming every bit the agent of the government, we soon get the 

feeling that she was not speaking to Clay, but the others on the train car. Clay reiterates his 

rejection of her, saying, “Sorry, Baby, I don’t think we could make it” and in doing so, seals his 

fate: 

CLAY:…I guess I better collect my stuff and get off this train. Looks like we won’t be 

acting out that little pageant you outlined before. 

LULA: No. We Won’t. You’re right about that at least. 

[she turns quickly to look around the rest of the car] 

All right! 

[the others respond] (Baraka Dutchman 37) 
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While the directions don’t specify what kind of response the crowd gives, we can assume it is an 

acknowledgement of the signal, given and received in the same way undercover officers 

communicate. In the next moment, we see what she was prepping them for. Lula stabs Clay in 

the chest and turns to the waiting passengers, now revealed to be her associates: 

LULA:…Get this man off of me! Hurry, now! 

[The others come and drag CLAY’s body down the aisle] 

Open the door and throw his body out. 

[They throw him off] 

And all of you get off at the next stop. 

[LULA busies herself straightening her things. Getting everything in order. She takes out 

a notebook and makes a quick scribbling note. Drops it in her bag. The train apparently 

stops and all the others get off, leaving her alone in the coach] (Baraka Dutchman 37) 

Here it is almost impossible to read Lula as anything but an agent of the government. She 

kills with impunity, and orders those beneath her to clean it up, but what separates her from a 

power-mad monarch is her last act: recording what has taken place by writing it down in a 

notebook. This isn’t just violence; this was an official act. This was data collection.  

Lula’s disembodied description frees this encounter from being trapped in a reading of a 

black, middle class man “needing to be redeemed by the true love of a white girl” and moves it 

into an ideological conflict worthy of Clay’s grand ending monologue (Simon 424). A rejection 

of potential love interest – or even a social rejection of a class of potential love interests – 

doesn’t call for the level of rhetoric employed by Clay before his murder nor Lula’s reaction 

after. But both behaviors are appropriate when we understand we are looking at a condemned 

man and the state who ultimately decides to execute him. 
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Lula ultimately resorting to violence should not overshadow her prior seduction. In inter-

personal relationships, the lover-to-murderer pipeline is easy to believe. In the actions of an 

institution, it can seem like an unbelievable turn. But it is important to acknowledge that the FBI 

of the 60s that Baraka is addressing here didn’t just operate as an oppressive force; it consumed 

black art with all of the vigor of a humanities department. 

 In the same way Lula is shown as deeply literate – she enters carrying books, reads in 

moments with no action, makes and understands references couched in the literary – the FBI 

during this period of surveillance became obsessed with consuming black literature. Not only 

reading, but also writing responses: “The collected files of the entire set of authors comprise 

13,892 pages, or the rough equivalent of forty-six 300-page PhD theses…it should be noted that 

the average length of the forty-five files with page numbers we can count is a healthy 309 pages. 

FBI ghost readers genuinely rivaled the productivity of their academic counterparts” (Maxwell 

9).  

 This consumption did not occur in a vacuum. Black writers of the time were aware of the 

surveillance, and reacted to them with the creation of the Hoover Poem. Baraka himself provided 

“one of the initial recipes for the Hoover Poem” in “Three Movements and a Coda” (1963), a 

poem that gleefully presides over the end of Hoover specifically and the FBI by implication, 

employing what William J. Maxwell identifies as the “anti-elegy”, a primary characteristic of the 

Hoover Poem. Maxwell describes The Hoover Poem as, “a string of anti-elegies – several by the 

same poets who mourned Malcom and Coltrane – that unmourn Hoover and employ his FBI as a 

vehicle to ridicule Black Power’s most ruthless enemies” (Maxwell 265). This led to a feedback 

loop of political commentary about the FBI’s reading then being read by the FBI whose reading 

of it created more: 
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…FBI harassment of black political leaders was habitually tied to an excited fear of black 

writing…Hoover’s hard-line police and intelligence service also qualified as an informed 

consumer of African American prose, poetry, and theater. Poring over novels, stories, 

essays, poems, and plays as well as political commentary and intercepted 

correspondence, the FBI acted as a kind of half-buried readers’ bureau with aboveground 

effects in the making of black art (Maxwell 5) 

When discussing this desire-expulsion when it comes to the state, Harney and Moten say, 

“The state can’t live with us and it can’t live without us. Its violence is a re-action to that 

condition….The state is at war against its own (re)sources” (Harney and Moten Incomplete 46). 

The state, and the university 9, being at war with its own resources, with the very people that 

constitute it, is clearly demonstrated. But it is the next portion of the quote that gives me pause: 

“a machine for regulating and capitalizing upon our innovations in/for survival.” The idea of the 

oppressive machine capitalizing upon the innovations of those it oppresses, makes the most 

 
9 The above description about the state seems poignant alongside the commentary about the university during the 
current protests. One user on Bluesky wrote: “columbia university achieving the daring dream of a no-student, no-
faculty all administration university” (@0alexander.bsky.social sic) Similarly, Gary Smith, the Fletcher Jones 
professor of economics at Pomona College, wrote a twist on Jonathon Swift’s “A Modest Proposal” for Washington 
Post, called “How to fix college finances? Eliminate faculty, then students”: 

“And just like that, the college would be rid of two nuisances at once. Administrators could do what 
administrators do — hold meetings, codify rules, debate policy, give and attend workshops, and organize 
social events — without having to deal with whiny students and grumpy professors….The college could 
continue to be called a college, since the Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines ‘college’ as ‘an institution 
offering instruction usually in a professional, vocational, or technical field.’ There would just be a shift in 
focus from young students looking to delay entering the job market to administrators looking to build 
their résumés as they move up the administrator ladder” (Smith, Gary) 

Alex Clark similarly points to this in the most recent of his series of satirical university administration letters, “We 
Are not a ‘School’ — We are a Hospital System with a Football Team”: “At our core, we are devoted to learning. 
Specifically, we want to learn how to extract as much value as possible from everyone and everything we interact 
with”  (Clark). Those of us affiliated with Vanderbilt University as they continue their project of accumulating area 
hospitals may also appreciate this quote from Clark’s piece: “Universities are about community. If we grow large 
enough, if our star shines bright enough, we will be the only hospital serving this community. That’s how we can 
give back: through an absolute, unquestioned monopoly. We like to think of our patients the same way we think of 
our students. If they can’t pay, they’re worthless.” 
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unsettling part of this dynamic explicit: Institutions may exist in a desire-hate relationship with 

the non-dominate…but whether we mean it or not, that relationship is reciprocal. 

 

The Resistance of the Collected 

In an informal conversation with Stephano Harney, Fred Moten renewed his conviction 

that the university is akin to the plantation: “I used to get embarrassed about the fact that I 

always thought about the university and the plantation in the same thought, and then the older I 

get, the more I read, the more I realize I need to stop being embarrassed about that” (Harney and 

Moten Prepositions). As an afropessimism-adjacent scholar, this association for Moten isn’t 

surprising. In the question of black (non)ontology and black possibility, the plantation looms 

large as a great categorizer of black humanity. However, the more I interrogate the notions of 

preservation and the role of conversion while in the university setting, the more convinced I am 

that there is room for improvement in this comparison.  

As discussed in an earlier chapter, Robinson teaches us that the creation of the “Negro” 

was an erasure of black history. This move revealed the plantation as staunchly invested in 

blotting out the cultural identity of those they’d abducted and their subsequent generations. 

Conversely, the university has its uses for cultural diversity: to be collected and studied and 

taxonomized – not in a way that honors or continues these histories, but in a way that removes 

them from their original context by converting them into materials that prop up the university 

and by extension western civilization.  

No, not a plantation. The university is a museum.  

In the wake of the push for diversity and inclusion after the 2020 antiracism protests, 

Fred Moten and Stefano Harney’s short piece “The University: Last Words” confronted the 
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reality behind the rhetoric: “Unfortunately, as has become clear over the past few weeks in 

predictable, because they have been oft repeated, ways, this or that rhetorico-political stance on 

decoloniality or expression of solidarity with suffocated black lives breathes reformist air into a 

dying machine” (Harney and Moten Last Words). Not only do they accuse institutions of being 

disingenuous, but the very act of pretending is actually reform that keeps the machine going. 

Previously, I have been comforted by the idea that small resistances add up, destabilizing the 

machine. But what if those moves are precisely what allows the machine to continue and remain 

relevant and vital? 

To return, once more, to Dutchman: 

LULA:…You'll say to me very close to my face, many many times, you'll say, even 

whisper, that you love me.  

CLAY Maybe I will.  

LULA And you'll be lying.  

CLAY I wouldn't lie about something like that.  

LULA Hah. It's the only kind of thing you will lie about. Especially if you think it'll keep 

me alive. (Baraka Dutchman 27) 

Reframing this exchange as a relationship to an institution is sobering for someone who 

considers themselves on the side of radical change within the academy. The idea of lying about 

loving something, but that lie itself keeping the machine alive forces attention onto the ways 

even our rebellion can become part of the aggrandizement of the machine.  

Here, right here, is where my cognitive dissonance runs out.  

I am a black student writing this analysis of the university’s accumulation and 

preservation of black work in a document more beholden to university standards than any I have 
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written before. I am thinking about the antifiles of the 60s, of the oddness of writing a work that 

discusses the surveillance of black art knowing that very surveillance means it will be read by its 

subject.  

The dual-edged sword of the revolutionary academic is that by being within the system, 

however rebellious you imagine that “being” to be, you strengthen it. By, for example, 

publishing something truly critical of the university that receives a wide uptake, you’ve also 

added to the cultural cache of those very institutions. 

To find a way out of this impossible loop, I turn to the voices that got me into this mess in 

the first place: Moten, Harney, and Amiri Baraka. 

In “The General Antagonism,” the interview that follows Moten and Harney’s 

institutionally critical The Undercommons, Moten says the text was “a way for us to understand 

who we were, and what was going on where we were – and to try to take more fully into account 

the necessity of understanding what your own conditions are…the academic labor writings 

represented attempts at location and locating, mapping some sort of terrain that you were within” 

(Harney and Moten The Undercommons 148). 

There is value in these texts and these acts as they allow us to locate ourselves. By 

writing and thinking frankly about the university, we have an opportunity to reorient and 

refamiliarize ourselves in relation to power, mapping the terrain. Even if these works “join the 

conquest denial by improving that space” (Harney and Moten 41) that does not undo the 

dialogue these works call upon us to have with ourselves. 

The power of understanding one’s position cannot be overstated. To come full circle to 

my introduction, the power of locating oneself by understanding your position in the university is 

the same power Frederick Douglass called upon when he recognized his position as being 
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effectively dead. By understanding that we are collected, that we are artifacts not equals, we are 

able to act accordingly. If understanding a dead thing is dead is the way to avoid desecration, 

understanding a collected thing is collected is a way to avoid self-betrayal. 

Which brings us back to Baraka. William J. Maxwell asks, “When seen through the 

spyglass of FBI ghostreading, do Afro-modernist authors reappear as professional victims, 

objects of (white/police/government) domination whose only proper subjects are evasion or 

surrender?” (Maxwell 15). At the outset, the play seems to answer this question in a hopeless 

affirmative, as it seems a defeatist work that signals only future defeat. Clay is killed by the 

government. BARTS’s closing was hastened by FBI involvement. But to read it in this way risks 

misreading the definition of victory in the time of Baraka. 

As I’ve mentioned, Amiri Baraka was not a separatist. If anything, he was a joiner. He 

joined the military, he belonged to and founded organizations, he took faculty positions at 

universities. Going by his actions, Baraka’s way of reconciling the necessity of being part of 

organizations that upheld a white supremacist system was to behave in a way entirely 

“undesirable,” to use the wording of his military discharge. Amiri Baraka begins his career 

joining the military, openly reading and writing anticapitalist theory, and being kicked out. He 

then was a university professor who went on trial for his behavior at riots during his tenure. As 

he says, “I got thrown out of college. I joined the air force; I got thrown out of the air force” 

(Fox). Finally, he ends his career by accepting the post of Poet Laureate of New Jersey, reading a 

poem titled “Somebody Blew Up America” less than a year after the September 11th terrorist 

attacks, and not just being removed but having the post dissolved as a result. One could count 

this as a loss. He did lose his post. He was fired. But he also took to signing his name “Amiri 

Baraka, The Last Poet Laureate of New Jersey”.   
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In his poem “An Agony. As Now” Baraka opens up with “I am inside someone / who 

hates me. I look / out from his eyes…”. An academic and radical, someone living in America 

who is also fighting antiblackness, will always be operating inside the mouth of a figure they 

hate. But Amiri Baraka lived in such a way as to make that man hate him back, being grit in the 

machine that may only slow it, may only irritate it, but must be noticed by it to be worthy of 

hatred. In this way Clay’s introduction, aria, and death may seem like an undisturbed loop that 

leaves the world just as it was, but something happened. There is victory, not in Clay being 

murdered, but in Clay being worthy of murder. Worthy of not being unkilled. Because Clay 

becomes an element so uncontrollable it must be excised, or discharged from duty, the machine 

is exposed. In the ejection of Clay, just as in the various ejections of Baraka, a category of 

“unfitness” is created that makes the dominant ideology visible, if for just a glimpse between 

stations. 

 

Conclusion 

In discussing a university poster covered in gummy bears with the words “Enjoy 

Diversity” written in the center, Sara Ahmed analyzes the dominant’s view of diversity as a 

buffet: 

Diversity is imagined here as an arrangement of colorful sweets. Does diversity involve 

not only the aestheticization of color but the demand that those of color be sweet? As 

Sirma Bilge has pointed out, one of the slogans used in this campaign was ‘‘Racists 

neither have courage nor taste.’’ The enjoyment of diversity is narrated as that which can 

take us beyond racism, which in turn is reduced to poor or bad taste. Those who enjoy 

diversity have good taste. But if diversity is digestible difference, then other forms of 
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difference become indigestible, as that which the organizational body cannot stomach. 

The sweetening of diversity (as sugar, as honey) might thus be a means of establishing 

the limits of what an organization can take in (Ahmed 69 – 70). 

As in “An Agony. As Now” we may all be within the man that hates us. But, when paired 

with the above analysis from Ahmed, we can re-imagine this metaphor not as a trap, but as a gift. 

If we can remain in the mouth, it will be because he can’t swallow. If we remain in the mouth, it 

will be because we are undigestable. It is the resistance as process, not as moving toward a 

destination. The goal is the opposite: resistance to not be swallowed and digested. Resistance as 

stasis. It is not progress the way a younger, more radical version of myself would have imagined 

it – to lodge myself in the throat of the man to choke him, or explode out of the mouth, taking 

front teeth as I go. But it is a position of always not-yet-digested, always not-yet-consumed for 

the use of the body. It is notable that we are inside the mouth, but it is also notable that we can 

make the man hate us. Not to effect vengeance, but to avoid desecration. 
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