BLACK QUEER AND TRANS ANTHROPOCENES
By

Cameron Clark

Dissertation
Submitted to the Faculty of the
Graduate School of Vanderbilt University
in partial fulfillment of the requirements

for the degree of

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY
In
English and Comparative Media Analysis and Practice
August 11, 2023

Nashville, Tennessee

Approved:

Colin Dayan, Ph.D. (co-chair)
Jennifer Fay, Ph.D. (co-chair)
Yomaira C. Figueroa-Vasquez, Ph.D.
Emily Lordi, Ph.D.

Kathryn Schwarz, Ph.D.



Copyright © 2023 Cameron Clark
All Rights Reserved



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This dissertation could not have been completed without the funding and support of the
Vanderbilt English department and a graduate fellowship from the Robert Penn Warren Center
for the Humanities. I am forever grateful for the mentorship of my dissertation committee. Colin
Dayan encouraged me to take risks in my writing and to pursue the textures of spiritual life.
Jennifer Fay pulled me out of the Theory weeds at a critical moment and convinced me to trust
my own interpretive instincts. Emily Lordi helped me to attend more closely to an artist’s
biography so as to achieve a fuller sense of any given text. Kathryn Schwarz always modeled
generosity, care, and commitment to thinking with me in my writing. Lastly, my outside reader
Yomaira C. Figueroa Vasquez inspired me to read more poetry and taught me how to work
toward queer feminist futures in my pedagogy and scholarship. I thank you all for your
thoughtful and engaged criticism with my writing and professional development.

Over the course of my graduate career at Vanderbilt and Michigan State University, I
have had the good fortune of learning from a variety of brilliant mentors and scholars. I am
especially grateful to E. L. McCallum for teaching me the pleasures of close reading and for
consistently boosting my confidence in this career path. I am also grateful to Hortense Spillers
for her sharp sense of humor and for teaching Black Studies within and against institutional
contexts. From MSU, I would like to thank Justus Nieland, David Bering-Porter, Ken Harrow,
and Joshua Yumibe for their guidance in film and media studies. Ann Larabee and Stephen Arch
gave me the chance to work as an editorial and production assistant in academic publishing and
shaped how I approach the editing process. For their generous comments on my ideas in

seminars at Vanderbilt, thank you to: Ben Tran, Akshya Saxena, Scott Juengel, Alex Dubilet, Jay



Clayton, Dana Nelson, Claire Sisco King, Lutz Koepnick, and Paul C. Taylor. I also want to
thank a few invited guests at these institutions for their intellectual engagement, which often took
place over some truly outlandish fine dining experiences: La Marr Jurelle Bruce, Ca¢l Keegan,
Patricia White, Elleza Kelly, Cristin Ellis, and Kathryn Yusoff.

I’ve had the great joy of thinking and working with several fellow graduate students these
past few years. [ am eternally grateful to Rebecca Fussell and Danielle Schwartz for being the
kindest people I know and for their late-night conversations over Zoom; to Stephanie Davis for
being a wonderful friend and for throwing great parties; to Jennifer Gutman for being game to
watch any movie with me at the Belcourt (and for finding Jeanne Dielman as thrilling as I do);
and to Briona Simone Jones for her unparalleled brilliance and great reading recommendations.
Thank you to my fellow RPW fellows—Emerson Bodde, Caroline Colquhoun, Sahai Couso
Diaz, Rachel Heath, Alexandre Pelegrino, and Martina Schaefer—for reading drafts of my
dissertation and for inspiring my thinking in decolonial theory. I am also grateful to have shared
space and built community with Webster Heath, Hassaan Mirza, Willnide Lindor, Amanda
Wicks, Marcie Casey, Nicolas Tyler Reich, Kristina Lee, Micaiah Johnson, Terrell Taylor,
Courtney Brown, Wesley Boyko, Tori Hoover, Alex Oxner, Lauren Mitchell, Joe Kuster, Kate
Schaller, Takunda Matose, Emma Reimers, Danielle Procope Bell, Kira Braham, Joanna Huh, RJ
Boutelle, Hanan Aly, Sarah Panuska, Cody Mejeur, Asif Igbal, Bria Harper, Lance Conley, Zack
Kruse, Christine Peffer, Emily Yates, and Abdulhamit Arvas.

Much of my work on the pastoral genre has been shaped by feedback from various
scholars in LGBTQ studies. I am grateful to Victor Fan, Maria San Filippo, Alfred Martin, Rox
Samer, and Kyle Stevens for awarding me the SCMS Queer and Trans Caucus Graduate Student

Writing Prize and for shepherding me in the publishing process for my first article. I also want to



thank Valerie Rohy, Nicole Seymour, Katie Ritson, Hanneke Stuit, Laura Zebuhr, Jean-Thomas
Tremblay, and Jules Gill-Peterson for their contributions to the inaugural issue of Regeneration:
Environment, Art, Culture that I’ve been putting together with E.L. McCallum. Thanks to editor-
in-chief Dana Luciano for her support throughout this process despite all the hurdles of the
COVID-19 pandemic thwarting our timeline.

It is difficult to even imagine contributing to my fields of study without the immense
support of my LGBTQ family from Southland Books in Maryville, Tennessee. Lisa Misosky and
Catherine Frye gifted me a home away from home with tremendous love and tenderness during
my formative years. [ am also grateful to them for allowing me to host a queer and trans theory
reading group at the bookstore when I served as a board member of the Foothills LGBT Center.
Thank you to my fellow board members and book club crew Ari Baker, Jamila Williams, Leland
Wykoff, Persephone Agépe, Harley White, Catherine Smith, and CharLee and Ben Howard for
all of the fun and inspiring conversations.

Finally, I want to thank my parents Sharon Goins and Anthony Clark, my sister and
brother-in-law Brittany and Travis Huffstetler, and my partner Steven Eggleston for their

unwavering support and encouragement over the years. I love you all the most.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Page
ACKNOWLEDGMENT S ... e iii
Chapter
INErOAUCHION. ... e e 1
I. Beyond Reproductive FUturism...........oouiiiiiii e e e eae e 14
Rethinking the Human as a Species in the Anthropocene................ocooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinn.. 25
Black Plasticity and Queer Theory’s Proto-Child.............coooiiiiiii e, 30
Hope Without FUUIIEY . . ..o e 43
II. Being Toward Extinction; or, Queer Forms of Life.................oooiiiiii . 47
KNG TIM@. .ottt e e et et et et e e et e e e e e e anens 51
Poetry from a Terminal Future........ ..o e, 60
Witnessing Death. ... ... e 74
Life After Death. ... e 87
III. Conjuring a Black Transpastoral Cinema.............c.oviuiiiiiiiiiiiiiii i eaeennn, 91
On the Pastorals We Want and Those We Fear...............oooiiiiiiiiiiii e, 95
Haunted by Pastoral PromiSes. ........c.oouiintiitiititii e eaenaas 103
Ecopoetics Without a HOME. .........c.oiiiiii e 115
I'V. Pedagogies of Love at the End of the World..................ooii 121
Lesson #1: Create the Future in Form..............oooiiiiii e 124
Lesson #2: REWIre the SeNSESs. ... .ouiintitiii e 137
Lesson #3: Speak Life and Love. ..o 152
EDIlOgUE. ..o e 160
REFERENCES . . 163

Vi



Introduction

I think that Black studies has on a fundamental level a specific, though not necessarily

exclusive, mission to try to save the Earth, and on a secondary level, to try to save the

possibility of human existence on Earth. That’s a big statement, but I think maybe it is
important to just leave that big statement out there for a minute and just make sure you
know that I said it when I said it.

— Fred Moten, “Robin D.G. Kelley and Fred Moten in Conversation”

Because black feminism has never only been about black women, it’s never been this. It’s

been about a more just world. And a planet that said if you listen to the insights of the

least of these, which is us, that we can do something transformative.
— Farah Jasmine Griffin, “On the Legacy of Black Feminism—and the Black,
Feminist Future”

Working with an array of primary texts, from diasporic novels and AIDS media to
feminist avant-garde cinema and experimental poetry, this dissertation reads black queer and
trans theory, aesthetics, politics, and modes of affiliation for their insights into various
conversations within ecological inquiry and Anthropocene criticism. The Anthropocene
unofficially names our current geological epoch that is constituted by man-made global warming,
climate change, environmental toxicity, sea-level rise, ocean acidification, and mass extinctions,
all of which are contributing to the loss of biodiversity and the collapse of various ecosystems.*
In the first report to publish the term, atmospheric chemist Paul Crutzen and limnologist Eugene
Stoermer proposed 1784 as the origin date for this epoch due to the invention of the steam engine
and the creation of fossil fuel-based, carbon-intensive economies of industrialization and
militarization that followed thereafter. For them and many others in the scientific community,

this portmanteau comprised of the ancient Greek anthropos, meaning human, and kainos,

meaning recent or new, underscores the root cause for the cataclysmic developments of climate

! According to the International Commission on Stratigraphy, we still live in the Holocene epoch, which originates
with the retreat of the Paleolithic glaciers and has spanned roughly 11,7000 years. The Anthropocene as a
conceptual category is thus more of a forward-looking perspective on humanity’s influence on Earth systems trends
and intrusion into geological deep time.



instability that we are now all facing.? Scholars in the humanities, however, have persistently
criticized this term for how it implies a universal notion of humanity, and thus obscures the
uneven distribution of agency, guilt, and responsibility from the leaders and socioeconomic
systems of the Global North. In fact, as of 2020, over eighty different terms for this epoch have
proliferated in both academic and popular presses, each altering the scope, protagonist, and
periodization for our current ecological crises.?

By rendering the Anthropocene plural here, my dissertation is not beholden to this
proliferation of terminology per se but indebted to decolonial critiques that understand this epoch
as an intensified outcome of the world order forged by colonial modernity, while also contending
with the various histories, solutions, and modes of survival or methods of radical change that
occur across other times of environmental destruction and transformation. More pointedly, this
project draws from and advances Kathryn Yusoff’s argument in A Billion Black Anthropocenes
or None, which reads this epoch as a configuration of “White Geology” that permits scholars to
avert their gaze from the ongoing exterminations of colonial modernity, which is to say that
Western promises of freedom, progress, and more livable futures are built on—and continue to
be built on—the colonial domination of subaltern peoples and nonhuman nature. Throughout this

dissertation, coloniality functions as a shorthand for this matrix of knowledge and power that

encapsulates the ongoing disasters of racial capitalism, settler colonialism, imperialism,

2 n a 2002 article titled “The Geology of Mankind,” Paul Crutzen clarified that human-dominated geological
changes “have largely been caused by only 25% of the world population” (23). Later, in 2009, Crutzen and the
Anthropocene Working Group—an interdisciplinary research team comprised of Earth systems scientists, historians,
geologists, and legal scholars—further elaborated that the trajectory of the Anthropocene reaches a flashpoint in the
mid-twentieth century in what they call the “Great Acceleration.” This term accounts for the detonation of atomic
bombs and radioactivity left over in such sites; sharp increases in carbon dioxide, nitrous oxide, and methane gas
levels that impact the ozone and further produce global warming; overreliance on petrochemicals such as plastics
that do not biodegrade for thousands of years; and various other socio-economic and Earth systems trends geared
toward overconsumption, waste, and extreme change. See Crutzen, Crutzen and Stoermer, and Steffen et. al.

% See, for instance, Chwatczyk or Mentz for a more extensive list on the proliferation of terms for this epoch.



heteropatriarchy, and theologies or political ideologies of human dominion over nonhuman
nature, all of which have catalyzed what some now call the Anthropocene.* Essential to
decolonial critiques of the Anthropocene is what plant ecologist Simon Lewis and geologist
Mark Maslin have identified as the “Orbis Spike” of 1610, a stratigraphic marker that designates
the first recordable incident of human domination over the entire planet’s ecosphere.® This spike
develops from 1492 to 1610 due to the unprecedented planetary changes brought on by the
violent exchange and extraction of plants, animals, and enslaved people across continents for the
sake of monoculture plantations, a mode of agriculture that required several de-forestation and
re-forestation campaigns with detrimental results to biodiversity. What’s most harrowing and
horrifying about this spike is that it also indexes the genocide of Indigenous peoples from
somewhere between 54 and 61 million peoples in 1492 to roughly 6 million by 1650 (Davis and
Todd 766), making legible, through their deaths, a significant drop in carbon dioxide levels that
is inscribed and measurable within the very sedimented layer of the earth. As Yusoff and many
others have shown, the Anthropocene only appears as an event for some populations who are
now experiencing what Frantz Fanon called “an atmosphere of certain uncertainty” (90), whereas
“a billion Black Anthropocenes” denotes all the non-events of ecological harm against people of

color that do not reach the pitch of an emergency or catastrophe.®

4 For a fuller account of the concept of “coloniality,” see Quijano, Lugones, Maldonado-Torres, or Mignolo and
Walsh.

> For additional decolonial critiques of the Anthropocene, see Whyte, Davis and Todd, or Ferdinand.

® In their article “On the Importance of a Date, or Decolonizing the Anthropocene,” Heather Davis and Zoe Todd
write on this matter, “What is truly terrifying about the times we live in is not only the cyclical recurrence of climate
change. It is not the fact that white people and people with power are now having to face what Indigenous peoples,
Black people whose ancestors experienced the horrors of slavery and others have faced for the past five hundred
years—that could be some kind of perverted justice. But the scale of the destruction has increased exponentially,
while our governance systems often work against efforts to sustain livable climates and the abilities of people to
adapt” (775).



To this origin story of the Anthropocene, I would add that we cannot forget the fact that
European colonizers and settlers frequently justified their violence against Indigenous peoples of
Africa, the Americas, and Caribbean on the basis of what they perceived as gender-role deviance
and an acceptance of non-heteronormative erotic practices or kinship structures.” As Greta Gaard
observes in “Toward a Queer Ecofeminism,” one of the foundational texts of queer and trans
ecological criticism: “dating back to the sixteenth century, [there were] numerous reports on the
‘sinfulness’ of native sexual behavior—the lack of inhibition, the prevalence of sodomy, and the
tolerance or even respect for transgendered persons—all of which fueled the Spanish explorers’
argument for the colonization of native peoples and their lands in the name of Christianity”
(126). Official church and legal doctrine primarily authorized enslavement and genocide through
interrelated laws against sodomy and bestiality, pitting these sexual practices in close proximity
with each other so as render the colonized as “less human than their conquerors, and more
animal” (Gosine, Natures Wild 5). However, there are also several instances in the colonial
archives where Indigenous people appear as less than animal. One of the most widely circulated
visual reproductions of conquest from this era, for example, is Theodore de Bry’s 1594 woodcut
titled Balboa Setting His Dogs Upon Indian Practitioners of Male Love Whom He Ordered Eaten
Alive by the War Dogs, which depicts the 1513 massacre of the joyas (the Spanish word for
“homosexuals” or “faggots™) in present-day California. Whether we read the extermination of the
joyas as homophobic violence, or perhaps more fundamentally as a mode of gendercide as

Deborah A. Miranda proposes (259), the point here is that settler-conquistadors sought to

" A few canonical texts on this topic include Paula Gunn Allen’s The Sacred Hoop: Recovering the Feminine in
American Indian Traditions (1986); Anne McClintock’s Imperial Leather: Race, Gender, and Sexuality in Colonial
Conquest (1995); Oyéronké Oyéwumi’s The Invention of Women: Making an African Sense of Western Gender
Discourses (1997); and M. Jacqui Alexander and Chandra Mohanty’s co-edited collection Feminist Genealogies,
Colonial Legacies, Decolonial Futures (1997).



eliminate anyone who swerved from the path of imperial patriarchy through racialized
regulations for sex, gender, sexuality, and reproduction that shaped the very categories of the
human, animal, and natural. Given that such attempts to eradicate both queerness and transness,
broadly construed and misconstrued, are an integral component to the geological inscription of
the Orbis spike, I argue that queer and trans studies is indispensable to Anthropocene criticism.
Yet to rethink the Anthropocene from the particular vantage point of black queer and
trans studies also invites a series of questions related to intellectual genealogies, disciplinarity
parameters, and theoretical lexicon. On the issue of what constitutes the black queer within
colonial modernity, for instance, Keguro Macharia writes, “The ‘identity-constituting’ and
‘identity-fracturing’ genealogies that move from sodomite (as a legal-religious category) to
homosexual (as a medical-legal-psychological category) to gay (as an activist-cultural-legal
category) to queer (as an ostensibly post-identitarian activist-academic category) have taken the
white human as the subject-object of these frames. Blackness is still to be thought” (33). For him
and many other black feminist scholars, queer theory’s subject-making tropes of deviance and
normativity carry little analytical purchase for when it comes to assessing how Western
metaphysical, medico-scientific, and legal traditions conceptualize blackness through thing-
making terms as sensuous flesh incapable of sexual and gender conformity.® Likewise in a

special issue of 7SQ on Black studies, the co-editors Treva Ellison, Kai M. Green, Matt

8 In “Beyond Miranda’s Meanings,” for example, Sylvia Wynter illuminates how Western metaphysical traditions
presupposed an embodied “rational Nature” for the settler colonizer and cast non-white people as “bearers of a
purely sensory nature” (361) in ways that became foundational to the “inferential logic of the discourse of
economics” (370). As Tiffany Lethabo King observes of this essay’s insights, “The European White proletarian who
has achieved sexual liberation and identity (hetero- and homosexual) through the individuating power of the wage
becomes an intensified Foucauldian individual and subject in relation to the enslaved, nonwage work of Blacks, who
are expelled from the boundaries of the rational human wage worker and sexual subject” (135). In other words,
white homosexual identification is made possible by the perception of economic freedom and choice that facilitates
the rise of the bourgeois individual at the expense of enslaved or nonwaged labor from people of color, whose self-
proclaimed genders or sexualities are rendered null and void by the corporeality of racialization.



Richardson, and C. Riley Snorton hasten against “viewing blackness as a belated arrival or
addendum to trans studies” and urge scholars to instead excavate the “repressed genealogies” of
black feminist theory that have long spoken to LGBTQ+ issues through different grammars than
mainstream queer and trans theory (164).° From these alternative grammars, concepts such as
thingification, fungibility, plasticity, boundarylessness, gender undifferentiation, and fugitivity
have all laid the groundwork for how to theorize blackness from within the longue durée of
slavery and coloniality. Though, I think it is also important to account for self-proclaimed
identifications wherein “queer” or “trans” are not simply violent impositions of coloniality and
race thinking, but also potentially affirmative and enabling terms for self-determined
embodiments, non-biological relations of kinship, and coalitional collectives formed through
alterity and solidarity. For this reason, all of the authors and filmmakers I study here self-identify
as either bisexual (Michelle Cliff), gay (Marlon Riggs), queer (Alexis Pauline Gumbs), or queer
and transgender (Tourmaline). Within their respective works, they each make space for black
LGBTQ subjects to articulate their particular lived experiences across a variety of different
social, cultural, and political contexts so as to overturn some of the recurrent myths of colonial
modernity that have shaped the Anthropocene.

Two myths that I excavate here are the constructions of Man and Nature that the
Anthropocene ostensibly heralds are coming to an end. In the dominant Enlightenment-inherited,
post-Darwinian conception of Man that laid the groundwork for global human rights discourses,

the human is conceptualized as a biologically constituted rational, sovereign, self-contained, and

®In a public lecture at Eugene Lang College titled “Are You Still a Slave?: Liberating the Black Female Body,” bell
hook observes that black feminism is queer and trans theory by proclaiming: “The moment ‘Ain’t I a woman?’ had
to be addressed by Sojourner Truth, the moment she had to bare her breasts to prove that she was a woman, was
already a queer, a trans moment. So that rather than seeing ourselves as outside blackness, as outside the dialogue of
queerness and trans, I think that we need to place ourselves as black females at the core of the dialogue.” In addition
to the special issue of TSQ, for an especially thorough study of the intersections between black feminism and trans
theory, see Marquis Bey’s Black Trans Feminism (2022).



self-interested agent who is able to know and master nonhuman nature to some degree. From this
overrepresented genre of being human (to quote Sylvia Wynter), Nature is positioned as the
antithesis of reason: feminized, as Val Plumwood writes, as a passive “non-agent and non-subject
... a terra nullius, a resource empty of its own purposes or meanings” (4), and racialized, as
Frantz Fanon further elaborates, because “a hostile, ungovernable, and fundamentally rebellious
Nature is in fact synonymous with the colonies and the bush, mosquitoes, the natives, and
disease. Colonization has succeeded once this untamed nature has been brought under control”
(Wretched 182). The formations of both the master-human subject and the modern nation state
thus emerge through the enslavement and genocide of Indigenous peoples and the transformation
of nonhuman nature into land and eventually property. At the same time, to render nonhuman
lives or entities as sustainable resources for capitalist regulation and extraction means that these
ideals of Man and Nature serve to control space and time through the management of settler
colonial futures.® The problem of the Anthropocene for this mode of futurity, however, lies in
the fact that it “is controlled neither by humanity (anthropos) nor by a part of humanity (the
ruling class), but is much more a situation increasingly out of control” (Cunha 263), constituting
what Robert Kurz calls a mode of “domination without subject” (qtd. in Cunha 264). What the
Anthropocene ultimately exposes then is not only that these former notions of the human and the
natural are a ruse that have long authorized ecocide through the faulty presumption of human
dominion over a chaotic natural world, but that now, conversely, whatever “nature” is, it is more

than ever beyond human control and turning against organic life as we know it.

10 Scholarship at the intersections of Black and Native Studies have been important to my thinking here. See, for
instance, Cheryl Harris’s “Whiteness as Property” (1993); Aileen Moreton-Robinson’s The White Possessive:
Property, Power, and Indigenous Sovereignty (2015); Joanne Barker’s Critically Sovereign: Indigenous Gender,
Sexuality, and Feminist Studies (2017); Tiffany Lethabo King’s The Black Shoals: Offshore Formations of Black
and Native Studies (2019); Tiffany Lethabo King, Jenell Navarro, and Andrea Smith’s co-edited volume Otherwise
Worlds: Against Settler Colonialism and Anti-Blackness (2020); and Sarah Jane Cervenak’s Black Gathering: Art,
Ecology, Ungiven Life (2021).



Though it is true in the overlapping archives of coloniality that this genre of the human
and his worldview have not always applied to people of color, nor to people deemed sexually
deviant or gender nonconforming, my interest in the disillusionment of Man and Nature here is
driven by how black queer and trans cultural products generate new possibilities for rethinking
these very terms from within the ruins of ecological catastrophe. As I see it, black queer and
trans studies is profoundly equipped to grapple with a central paradox at the heart of Western
environmental philosophy. That is, while black people have historically been fabricated as
sustainable inhuman matter in the contexts of slavery, queer and trans people have long been
misconstrued as “unnatural,” “uncivilized,” and “against nature.”! The interstitial terrain that
delimits black, queer, and trans as conceptual categories thus traffics between discourses of
hypervisibility and invisibility, natural and unnatural, renewable resource and disposable waste.
Rather than resolve such contradictions so as to be assimilated into proper modes of sociality or
legibility, my primary texts instead forge alternative ways of being and becoming human and
construct different methods for environmental stewardship and ecological interdependence that
do not depend on colonial-capitalist practices of exploitation, extraction, or species hierarchies.
Moreover, they all register specific extensions of colonial modernity within the Anthropocene,
while at the same time, they each articulate new onto-epistemological ruptures brought on by the
sheer scope and magnitude of contemporary ecological crises. These emergent ruptures call into
question familiar understandings of agency, reproduction, and home—to name but a few of the

topics explored herein—in ways that reframe these concepts as something at the very threshold

11 As Evie Shockley puts it, “black people have historically been constructed as nature: metaphorically, as savages
who operate based on instinct and emotion (rather than intellect and reason); legally, as chattel slaves who were
treated as being on par with livestock; fundamentally, non- or sub-human” (21). By contrast, in an early formulation
of queer ecological criticism, Catriona Mortimer-Sandilands argues that queer people in colonial modernity are
“positioned as boundary-creatures: neither fully ‘natural’ nor fully ‘civilized’” (“Lavender’s Green?”).



of visual legibility or discursive intelligibility in diminishing worlds the precipice of death. I read
such moments as attempts to make sense of ecological destruction and environmental
transformation so as to protect life and articulate something for the future wellbeing of the planet
and all of its inhabitants. This complex blending of the historical and speculative, continuity and
emergence, and life and death is fundamental to what [ am calling Black Queer and Trans
Anthropocenes.

Another concern of this dissertation is to rethink queer and trans ecologies from the
perspective of black ecological criticism. As Nicole Seymour outlines, there are three distinct but
interrelated ways to identify queer and trans ecologies.'? First, is through identity-based criticism
that examines the relations between LGBTQ people and their environments. Second, is through
ecoaesthetics or ecopeotics that craft, as Timothy Morton describes by way of Eve Sedgwick’s

definition of queerness,*3 «

a mesh, a nontotalizable, open-ended concatenation of interrelations
that blur and confound boundaries at practically any level: between species, between the living
and the nonliving, between organism and environment” (275-276). For queer and trans theory,
such aesthetic practices pose a challenge to the fantasy of the sovereign subject and offer ways to
envision relationality across fluid and multiple embodied differences. If viewed through the
prism black aesthetic practices, however, similar ecoaesthetics strategies such as
“nonteleological openness, unenclosed words and stories, insistently unfinished canvases and

sentences,” as Sarah Jane Cervenak points out, offer spaces “where Black life and Blackened

living seemingly come together through a kind of release” via such formal experiments that

12 See Seymour’s “Queer Ecologies and Queer Environmentalisms” chapter in the Cambridge Companion to Queer
Studies for these three modes of ecological inquiry.

13 In her often-quoted definition of queerness from Tendencies, Eve Sedgwick defines it as an “open mesh of
possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances, resonances, lapses and excesses of meaning where the constituent
elements of anyone’s gender, of anyone’s sexuality aren’t made (or can’t be made] to signify monolithically (8).



upend colonial-capitalist modes of ownership and gathering (3). Finally, a third way to identify
such ecologies is through a critical practice wherein “queer” or “trans” function as
defamiliarizing verbs that challenge heteropatriarchal and monosexual or cisgender notions of
nature. When “black” modifies these dissident practices, as I hope to show, then we get a richer
and fuller sense of how normative frameworks for Nature shape the very categories of humanity,
animality, and property. Thus, to center black lives, aesthetic practices, and methods of critique
can only enrich our available notions of how queer and trans ecologies embrace “deviation and
strangeness as a necessary part of biophilia, sexual pleasure and transgression as foundational to
environmental ethics and politics, and resistance to heteronormativity as part and parcel of
ecological science and green strategy alike” (Mortimer-Sandilands and Erickson 39).

Part 1: “After Man” is composed of two chapters that attend more closely to the
intersections between humanity and animality. Both of these chapters are historically situated
within what Jafari S. Allen refers to as “the long 1980s,” a period of black feminist and queer
intellectual development that he bookends from the late-1970s growth of women of color
feminist anthologies, especially by lesbian writers, to around 1996 when effective and more
affordable antiretroviral therapy was introduced for the HIV/AIDS epidemic. In chapter one,
“Beyond Reproductive Futurism,” I analyze recent calls in light of the Anthropocene to rethink
the human as a species and as a geological force beyond biology, ontology, and individual
agency. I situate Michelle Cliff’s realist-diasporic novel No Telephone to Heaven (1987) as an
important interlocutor to these conversations due to how the text theorizes a particular
demolition and possible redefinition of what it means to be human based on “nature” run amok
in man-made forms of embodied and environmental toxicity. Here I perform a granular reading

of a startling scene in the novel that imagines the protagonist Clare is pregnant with a toxically

10



afflicted little black baby who may be born as sexless, multi-sexed, closer to animality, or
beyond human perception altogether. I read this scene at the intersection of questions on
reproduction posed by black feminist counterhumanisms and queer and trans inhumanisms to
argue that the novel illuminates the co-constitutive categories of sex, race, and animality that
delimit the human as a species in colonial-modern contexts; while at the same time, it brings
attention to the inhuman intrusion of Man into a deep time that might outlive us all.

Chapter two, “Being Toward Extinction; or, Queer Forms of Life” asks what it means for
people living with AIDS to adopt the potentially dehumanizing status of “endangered species” in
HIV/AIDS activist ephemera and contemporaneous documentary cinema by Marlon Riggs. My
particular interest on this topic lies in how willfully inhabiting such a death-bound ontological
category poses conceptual challenges to debates in Afropessimism and decolonial theory on
questions of temporality and relationality. Here I primarily focus on the terminal aesthetic forms
of Riggs’s Tongues Untied (1989) and Black Is... Black Ain t (1994), the latter of which was
directed from his hospital bedside and completed by his production team after his death from
AIDS-related complications. Both films are a rich amalgamation of documentary and archival
footage, poetry, modern dance, and experimental cinema techniques, but my interest in these
varied media forms primarily lies in the editing practices that bring them together. For, Riggs
frequently uses temporal compressions and expansions, dissolves and superimpositions that
overlap imagery, and rhythmic repetitions to depict the experiences of living, loving, and
connecting at the edge of death, thereby establishing what I argue is a black queer film theory for
how to witness the often-imperceptible force of extinctions.

Part 2: “After Nature” turns to more contemporary texts on questions of land and

ecological relations and reads how they revise two of the world’s oldest literary genres: the

11



pastoral and epic poetry. Chapter three, “Conjuring a Black Transpastoral Cinema” rethinks the
pastoral genre through trans film theory alongside two black feminist avant-garde short films by
Tourmaline, titled Atlantic is a Sea of Bones (2017) and Salacia (2019). One of the foundational
insights of trans film theory has been to reconceptualize cinema, in Cael Keegan’s terms, “as if it
were gender itself—disrupting, rearranging, and evolving the cinematic sensorium in the same
manner that trans* disrupts, rearranges, and evolves, discrete genders and sexes” (Lana 6). Since
the pastoral genre itself is a gendered ideal based on historical conflations of land and the
feminine, I argue that Tourmaline’s films craft a transpastoral analytic that renders both gender
and land as mobile processes of becoming, rather than as given-over entities to the logics of state
intervention. Both films present a complex vision of pastoralism that moves within and across
the familiar triangulation of pastoral, antipastoral, and postpastoral contexts in queer and trans
film studies. In so doing, these films ask us to consider environmental relations as they
correspond with questions of stewardship, settlement, land dispossession, and forced transience.
The last chapter, “Pedagogies of Love at the End of the World” turns to Alexis Pauline
Gumbs’s experimental poetry collection M Archive: After the End of the World, and reads the text
as both an epic poem and what Gumbs calls a “speculative documentary,” an invented genre term
that she defines as being “ancestrally cowritten” and “written in collaboration with the survivors,
the far-into-the-future witnesses to the realities we are making possible or impossible with our
present apocalypse” (x1). The protagonist of M Archive is an unnamed female “researcher, a post-
scientist sorting artifacts after the end of the world,” who Gumbs further identifies as “you
beyond you” (xi). Here I tarry with the pedagogical lessons that the text provides to become “you
beyond you” as a means of theorizing an insurgent embodied ecological ethics scaled up to the

epic level of planetary concerns. If, as Gumbs proposes, black feminist theory is already written
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after the end of the world, then this chapter asks what a particular ecological subject for the
Anthropocene might encompass if founded through black feminist lessons in living.

Overall, this dissertation engages with scholarship across the sciences and humanities to
develop a paradigm for reading resonances and dissonances within black, feminist, queer, and
trans studies as they bear on Anthropocene criticism and ecological theory. What I find
repeatedly in the primary texts and critical sources are expression of vulnerable or diminishing
life-worlds that are nevertheless full of vitality, energy, and possibility directed toward futures
that may support the wellbeing of the earth and all of its inhabitants. Black Queer and Trans
Anthropocenes is thus at its core a study to rethink some pivotal debates on planetary climate

change from the ground up precisely because our collective futures depend on it.
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Chapter One:
Beyond Reproductive Futurism

In other words, the women’s movement and the black movement have always been in
tandem, but what I saw happening was black people being treated as a kind of raw
material. That the history of black people was something you could use as a note of
inspiration but it was never anything that had anything to do with you—you could never

use it to explain something in theoretical terms ... so my idea was to try to generate a

discourse, or a vocabulary that would not just make it desirable, but would necessitate

that black women be in the conversation.

—Hortense Spillers, ““Whatcha Gonna Do?”: Revisiting “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe:

An American Grammar Book”: A Conversation with Hortense Spillers, Saidiya Hartman,

Farah Jasmine Griffin, Shelly Eversley, and Jennifer L. Morgan”

I should like to think that black feminisms, as a repertoire of concepts, practices, and

alignments, is progressive in outlook and dedicated to the view that sustainable life

systems must be available to everyone; it also stands up for the survival of this planet,
which pits it against the kleptocratic darkness that now engulfs us. If we’re going to reach

a different place—and it is difficult these days to be hopeful, I would acknowledge—then

black feminist ideas and ideals might be one of the lights leadings us there.

— Hortense Spillers, “The Scholarly Journey of Hortense Spillers”

Of the various ways in which Man has irrevocably altered organic life, toxicity is an
especially powerful concern for global environmental justice movements. Public consciousness
on the alarming effects of man-made chemical toxins reached a tipping point in 1962 with the
publication of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, a popular bestseller that exposed for a general
audience how herbicides and insecticides, namely DDT, spread throughout the food chain to
damage entire ecosystems. By challenging the misconception that these toxins merely function
for localized uses or purposes in a particular geographical area, Carson showed how such
ecological threats have planetary consequences for the viability of our shared air, land, and water,
as well as the very survival of multiple intra- and interspecies communities. As a result of the
subsequent outcry from this report’s findings, sweeping changes to laws for public health safety

and environmental protection occurred across international contexts, compelling United States

Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas to compare the text’s seismic impact to that of
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Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom s Cabin.** It almost goes without saying that there is a grim
irony in this comparison here. As environmental justice scholars such as Mel Y. Chen and
Dorceta E. Taylor have shown, toxicity only becomes legible as a biomedical and sociopolitical
“emergency” or “crisis” when it affects white, able-bodied, cisheteronormative subjects whose
suffering can be imagined as a universal norm through the rhetorical and visual appeals of
sentimental fiction.'® We need only look at the chemical warfare in Vietnam that occurred
simultaneously to these developing environmental protection laws for evidence of such claims.
In fact, by the official end of U.S. intervention in the region in 1973, the chemical toxins Agent
Orange and napalm decimated more than five million acres of upland and coastal mangrove
forests, thereby inciting a refugee crisis from the destruction of homelands and agricultural plots
and rendering many species of plants and animals as endangered or extinct.'®

Bringing these contexts to bear on the long 1980s, this chapter examines how
environmental toxicity is imagined in the diasporic novel No Telephone to Heaven, written by
Jamaican-American queer feminist scholar Michelle Cliff in the aftermath of the Vietnam War
and published the same year as the landmark report 7oxic Waste and Race in the United States.
Where Silent Spring exposed some audiences to the porous vulnerability of human bodies and
the interdependent relations that shape large and small ecosystems, this latter report’s findings
proved that race is the primary factor—and continues to be in each follow-up analysis—for how
state and federal land-use policies determine the location for toxic waste facilities and hazardous

dumping grounds. Environmental racism, a phrase popularized by this report, plays an important

14 On the environmental justice legacy of Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas, especially in regard to his
various public endorsements of Carson’s text, see McKeown.

15 See Mel Y. Chen’s Animacies: Biopolitics, Racial Mattering, and Queer Affect (2012) and Dorceta E. Taylor’s
Toxic Communities: Environmental Racism, Industrial Pollution, and Residential Mobility (2014).

16 For a fuller account of ecocide in the Vietnam War, see Turse and Zierler. For how the war-making procedures of
the U.S. military industrial complex contribute to the accumulative effects of the Anthropocene, more broadly, see
Grove.
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role in Cliff’s novel as I will soon illustrate. 1" Both published in 1987, this novel and
environmental justice report join a chorus of important developments in women of color
feminisms both inside and outside of the academy from that same year, including a variety of
now-canonical texts such as Toni Morrison’s Beloved, Hortense Spillers’s “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s
Maybe: An American Grammar Book,” Terry McMillan’s Mama, Assata Shakur’s
Autobiography, Gloria Anzaldua’s Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza, Hazel Carby’s
Reconstructing Womanhood: The Emergence of the Afro-American Woman Novelist, Sylvia
Wynter’s “On Disenchanting Discourse: ‘Minority’ Literary Criticism and Beyond,” and Barbara
Christian’s “The Race for Theory,” to name but a few.

One of the foundational insights for women of color feminisms, as the Combahee River
Collective wrote a decade earlier in 1977, is that “racial, sexual, heterosexual, and class
oppression ... are interlocking” (210), providing a conceptual framework for assessing material
harms that we might now identify as intersectionality.'® Though the call to dismantle interlocking
systems of institutional violence and oppression may appear like a difficult task, the Combahee
River Collective articulated this project in seemingly simple terms, writing, “To be recognized as

human, levelly human, is enough” (212). What’s complex about this statement, however, is that

7 Dr. Benjamin Chavis first coined the term “environmental racism” in 1982 during his grassroots activism as the
executive director of the United Church of Christ Commission for Racial Justice, the organization that published the
study Toxic Waste and Race in the United States. There are, however, precedents to this concept such as Nathan
Hare’s 1970 article “Black Ecology,” published in Black Scholar. For a follow-up analysis to the 1987 report, see
United Church of Christ Justice and Witness Ministries’ Toxic Waste and Race at Twenty, 1987-2007: Grassroots
Struggles to Dismantle Environmental Racism in the United States.

18 The Combahee River Collective was a Black lesbian feminist socialist organization that included such members
as Audre Lorde, Cheryl Clarke, Gloria Akasha Hull, Demita Frazier, and Barbara and Beverly Smith. The
organization met in Boston, Massachusetts and was active between 1974 and 1980 in their collective efforts to
combat racism in the women’s movement and heterosexism in the black civil rights movement. The group adopted
their name from a military operation planned and led by abolitionist Harriet Tubman that emancipated more than
750 enslaved people in June 2, 1863 in the Port Royal region of South Carolina. For a fuller account of the history
and legacy of the Combahee River Collective, see Barbara Smith’s “Doing it from Scratch: The Challenge of Black
Lesbian Organizing” in The Truth that Never Hurts: Writings on Race, Gender, and Freedom (1998) and Keeanga-
Yamahtta Taylor’s edited volume How We Get Free: Black Feminism and the Combahee River Collective (2017).
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it's not a demand for assimilative inclusion into preexisting paradigms of humanism, nor is it
simply an antihumanist charge to abolish the very category of the human altogether. Rather, what
the Combahee River Collective underscores here as a central tenet of women of color feminisms
is the importance of attending to and cultivating counterhumanisms at individual and collective
levels (Wynter and McKittrick 11). For in so doing, methods for survival and resistance may be
gleaned in ways that might work toward the very overthrow of our toxic world order as it is
engineered by the concomitant processes of Western empire, settler colonialism, racial
capitalism, and heteropatriarchy.

In light of such ethico-political practices, I approach environmental toxicity in this
chapter as a fundamental onto-epistemological problem for understanding and rethinking what it
means to be human in both colonial-modern and Anthropocene-informed contexts.'® At the time
of this writing, for example, ecotoxicologists have recently identified microplastic
petrochemicals from air and water pollution within the blood stream of humans for the first time,
suggesting that the human body is increasingly being reinscribed by inorganic compounds with
uncertain but detrimental results.?® This discovery portends that toxicity, broadly construed, is on
the verge of becoming—if it is not already—an essential optic for reexamining the human as an

organic life form, albeit one with disproportionate impacts of severity stratified along global

1 Though my focus here is primarily on toxicity as a material harm to human biology and nonhuman ecologies, it is
worth pointing out that within colonial modernity, the discursive and symbolic imaginary of racialized genders and
queered sex acts have long been theorized as toxic to the ontological formation of Man. For as Andil Gosine
observes in Queer Ecologies, “In Euroamerican -dominant cultural contexts, two kinds of sex have been (are) said to
be toxic to nature: reproductive sex between non-white people, and sex between men” (149). Miscegenation, blood
quantum, and sodomy laws (or “crimes against nature”) have all historically made this misperception legible
through threats of impurity or eugenicist aspirations for a perfectible humanness. Such perceptions are additionally
reflected in environmental policy concerns pertaining to how ostensibly “[s]ex between Third World men and
women brings death to the planet through the pressures of overpopulation” (Gosine 163). The colonial-modern
imagination of toxicity thus conflates so-presumed gendered deviance, sexual excess, and unnatural erotic pleasures
or undesirable acts of reproduction altogether through intimate conceptual proximities to death, contagion, and
waste. At the same time, these injurious terms manifest through a politics of disposability made evident by
environmental racism and colonialism.

20 See Leslie et al.
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lines of race, gender, and labor. As I read it, toxicity appears as a form of black plasticity in No
Telephone to Heaven in ways that bring us to the edge of what even constitutes the human and
the natural from within the ruins of ecological catastrophe. Plasticity, as it develops out of the
neurosciences, endocrinology, and stem cell research, has often been valued by feminist, queer,
and trans science studies because this concept indexes the organic instability of matter, writ
large, in ways that demonstrate how sex, gender, and sexuality are fundamentally
nondeterministic and nonteleological.?! Yet, in contrast to these more generative accounts of
matter and organic life, black plasticity as I develop it here brings attention to how black bodies
are “treated as a kind of raw material” (Spillers et. al. 300), rendered malleable through violent
state interference and imagined as incapable of self-transformation.?? More crucially, I argue that
Cliff’s novel situates questions on the plasticizing harms of environmental toxicity near narrative
scenes of black reproduction and fetal development, thereby positioning black feminist concerns
at the zero-point degree for the very survival of our species and many other forms of plant and
animal life.

Let’s turn now to Cliff’s writing to begin illuminating my argument here. As a sequel to
her first novel Abeng (1984), No Telephone to Heaven documents the teenage years and
adulthood of Clare Savage, a quasi-autobiographical stand-in for Cliff herself and a bisexual,
light-skinned black woman who often unintentionally passes as white across Jamaica, the United

States, and Europe.?® Born in Kingston, Jamaica in 1946, Michelle Cliff received a colonial

21 For an overview of this topic, see Stacy Alaimo’s introduction to the essay collection Gender: Matter (2017).

22 My use of black plasticity in this chapter is foremost indebted to Zakiyyah Iman Jackson. For additional sources
on racial plasticity that challenges the affirmative readings of this concept in feminist, queer, and trans science
studies, see Jayna Brown’s “Being Cellular: Race, the Inhuman, and the Plasticity of Life” (2015) and Kyla Schuller
and Jules Gill-Peterson’s co-edited special issue “Race, the State, and the Malleable Body” in Social Text (vol. 38,
no. 2, 2020), especially Kadji Amin’s article, “Trans* Plasticity and the Ontology of Race and Species.”

23 On the autobiographical contexts of Cliff’s literature, see her own writing on this topic in Claiming an Identity
They Taught Me to Despise (1980) and The Land of Look Behind (1985), as well as Judith L. Raiskin’s “The Art of
History: An Interview with Michelle Cliff” (1993).
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education in St. Andrews private girls’ school in the Caribbean, before earning a B.A. in
European History from Wagner College in 1969 and a M.Phil. on the Italian Renaissance from
the Warburg Institute of the University of London in 1974. In her prose and poetry collection The
Land of Look Behind (1985), Cliff describes herself as a child of Jamaican “Afro-Saxons”—
“colorists” who “aspired to oppressor status” and believed they could “actually attain
whiteness—or at least those qualities of the colonizer which made them superior” (72), thereby
underscoring that a central preoccupation of her literary and academic career is to overturn this
colonial mentality so as to excavate “what has been lost to me from the darker side, and what
may be hidden, to be dredged from memory and dream” (13). Torn between not finding
belonging in the “mother country” of England or in the “mother tongues” of her African and
Arawak ancestry, Cliff’s writing blends together literary genres of memoir, history, mythology,
and folklore as she revises racist and heterosexist distortions of the colonial past and present.
Unlike the chronological plot structure of Abeng, Cliff deploys a nonlinear narrative style in No
Telephone that begins at the near-conclusion of the novel with a then-unnamed Clare among
fellow guerilla insurgents in a caravan travelling toward a not-yet-disclosed battle. The text darts
back and forth from this framing device as the plot generally tracks Clare’s burgeoning
decolonial political consciousness that develops from memories and stories of her mother,
readings of anticolonial struggle, and discussions on life in Jamaica with her best friend and later
lover Harry/Harriet.

Broadly speaking, Cliff’s novels have been celebrated for how they provide queer
feminist perspectives on the post-independence “boom” generation of Anglophone Caribbean

literature written by self-exiled West Indian immigrants in metropolitan spaces.?* In contrasting

24 See Simon Gikandi’s Writing in Limbo: Modernism and Caribbean Literature (1992); Judith Raiskin’s Snow on
the Cane Fields: Women’s Writing and Creole Subjectivity (1995); Carole Boyce Davies’s Black Women, Writing
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Cliff’s writings with that of Sam Selvon, George Lamming, and Edward Kamau Brathwaite from
this same era, for example, Lucia Stecher and Elsa Maxwell find that “[f]Jor many Caribbean
women writers... the exile or immigrant experience is expressed in drastically different terms,
being articulated not around the trope of community but rather around the figure of a solitary
female whose decision to emigrate alone marks a break with colonial patriarchy” (812). This
recurrent trope of the solitary female immigrant in Caribbean literature has led many scholars to
read No Telephone through questions of postcolonial identity, migration and return, and self-
determination against imposed humanist ideals of embodiment.?> One way the novel navigates
these questions is by recuperating feminist-matriarchal genealogies of revolutionary political
action in ways that call into question “the conflation of mother, nation, and self” that male
authors often replicate through feminizing the lands and bodies of the colonized (Smith 146). As
Jennifer J. Smith observes of the depiction of Jamaica and women’s bodies in No Telephone,
“Instead of being mutually vulnerable to conquest, the land and women can potentially protect
each other, and the land as female becomes a symbol of power rather than one of subjugation”
(144). This inverted meaning of the familiar colonial land/body alliance has led other scholars to
bring queer and trans ecological criticism to bear on this text. For example, writing on the
novel’s depiction of Harry/Harriet, who might now be identified as a transgender woman, Nicole
Seymour discerns, “The trans body, like Jamaica, is presented as independent and self-sufficient:
close to nature in an ideal sense, rather than underdeveloped, primitive, and in need of outside

help. In fact, the novel nearly collapses organic transgenderism and anti-colonial militance into

and Identity: Migrations of the Subject (1994); Myriam Chancy’s Searching for Safe Spaces: Afro-Caribbean
Women Writers in Exile (1997); and Belinda Edmondson’s Making Men: Gender, Literary Authority, and Women's
Writing in Caribbean Narrative (1999).

%5 See Belinda Edmondson’s “Race, Privilege, and the Politics of (Re)writing History: An Analysis of the Novels of
Michelle Cliff” (1993); Shirley Toland-Dix’s “Re-negotiating Racial Identity: The Challenge of Migration and
Return in Michelle Cliff’s No Telephone to Heaven” (2004); and Jennifer Thortington Springer’s “Reconfigurations
of Caribbean History: Michelle Cliff’s Rebel Women” (2007).
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each other” (60).26 My aim here is not to puncture the feel-good environmental ethics that many
have found in Cliff’s novel, but I do want to underscore how embodied and environmental
toxicity in the text might complicate some of the recurrent critical interests on how the text
stages postcolonial identities, matrilineal histories, or queer and trans ecologies. My reading of
No Telephone to Heaven proposes that toxicity is an integral, albeit underacknowledged, feature
in the text that crystallizes these recurrent scholarly issues and further places them in
conversation with Anthropocene criticism. In fact, it is the narrative affordances?’ of toxicity—
perceptible and imperceptible, historical and speculative, in excess and at the limit of
knowability—wherein the text theorizes a specific form of humanness that I argue incites the
novel’s very project of decolonization.

The particular scene that interests me here occurs in the chapter titled “Organ Harvester.”
At this point in the novel, Clare has left her graduate studies in London to travel across Europe
with her boyfriend Bobby, an African American veteran who is burdened with an incurable open
wound on his ankle from chemical war campaigns in Vietnam. Bobby tells Clare that this injury

came from his experiences as an organ harvester in the war, describing his labor as follows:

% Though it is easy to see how Harry/Harriet’s gender self-determination might fall under the “trans” umbrella for
many readers, it is important to note that the character never self-identifies as either “transgender” or “transsexual”
in the novel. Such terms emerge from Euro-American contexts, which means, for many scholars, they are
inadequate for describing the nuances of gender complexity in different social and cultural contexts. Caribbean
literary scholar Omise’eke Natasha Tinsley, for example, argues that critics should take up the “various noun
phrases suggested by the texts themselves—macommere, girlfriend, male woman—to reflect the multiplicity and
nonfixity of genders that circulate in and around the Caribbean” (Thiefing 172). In addition to Tinsley’s writing on
this topic in relation to Cliff’s novel, see Nada Elia’s ““A Man Who Wants to Be a Woman’: Queerness as/and
Healing Practices in Michelle Cliff’s No Telephone to Heaven” (2000); Rosamond S. King’s “Re/presenting Self
and Other: Trans Deliverance in Caribbean Texts” (2008); Kaisa Ilmonen’s Queer Rebellion in the Novels of
Michelle Cliff (2017); and Gregory Luke Chwala’s “Ruins of Empire: Decolonial Queer Ecologies in Cliff’s No
Telephone to Heaven” (2019). For more general critiques on the problems of applying “transgender” to different
cultural contexts, see Jay Prosser, Vivian Namaste, and David Valentine.

27 Derived from design theory, affordances define the intentional uses and alternative potentialities of any given
form. For Caroline Levine, narrative in the is the “form that best captures the experience of colliding forms” (19)
because its capacity in genres such as the novel enable “the strange encounter between two or more forms that
sometimes reroutes intention and ideology” (18).
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He danced, he said. Danced through the war. Danced through the aftermath of firefights,
gathering bits and pieces dancing with a life all their own, carrying them back to the
doctors, gaily dancing all the while—hear me, Bojangles—and the bag which contained
the remains also danced—an electricity of motion—rhythm, man. An organ harvester
tripping through a rice paddy, up to his knees in warm water, running a homemade
wooden rake, like his mother had used to glean shrimp from the river, under the scummy
surface, tinted pink, to catch hold of the hearts and lungs and livers. And the minds. Lord
Jesus, yes. That hugely beautiful organ. Infinity of potential. Soul. Shit. He laughed
further—she wanted to stop but couldn’t tell him, she had asked for this—he laughed
further and told her the doctors had been on the verge of knowing how to encase one
man’s brain in another man’s skull—to see how this vision might change . . . to eliminate
waste. You see, baby, [ was a life-giver. (147-148, ellipses in original text)
There is obviously much to say about this passage, but what compels me here is how Bobby
illuminates the ways in which Western promises of progress, freedom, and more livable futures
are built on the colonial domination of subaltern peoples and nonhuman nature. Yet, this
assessment does not exclusively relate to the bodies and lands of the Vietnamese people in this
case. For, Bojangles, in this passage, refers to African American tap dancer Bill “Bojangles”
Robinson, whose career began in minstrel shows and vaudeville before a series of popular films
dancing alongside Shirley Temple were released in the 1930s, performances that black film
historian Donald Bogle has argued exemplify the “Uncle Tom” trope of cheerful and subservient
black imagery for white consumption (47). By invoking this performance legacy here, Bobby
effectively underscores his own essential role as a black prop for the maintenance of this world

order. It is worth noting, for instance, from an extradiegetic level that African American soldiers,
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involuntarily drafted for service like Bobby, were placed at the front of chemical war campaigns
in Vietnam and thus burdened with toxic contamination more than any of their fellow officers.
Such details highlight a continuity of what Frangoise Verges has identified, quoting Cedric
Robinson, as an undeniable link between “the Western conception of nature as ‘cheap’ and the
global organization of a ‘cheap,’ racialized, disposable workforce, given the conception of nature
as constant capital and the fact that ‘the organizers of the capitalist world system appropriated
Black labor power as constant capital” (73).28 This is to say that Bobby may think of himself as
a “life-giver,” but this status is only made possible through the so-perceived renewable resources
for extraction that comprise the organs of subaltern peoples and even his own fleshly
embodiment.

Soon after this scene, Clare discloses the fear that she is pregnant, and Bobby reveals that
his military service actually involved spreading chemical toxins for the sake of ecocide, rather
than harvesting organs to restore life elsewhere. As he puts it, “From walking, spraying, dusting
forests, paddies, all of that, as far as the eye could see, people’s farms, homes, villes, filling my
canteen from streams seasoned with it, drinking it in, washing my body with it. We should have
known” (156). Attempting to further convey his experience, Bobby then references the 1957
science-fiction horror film The Incredible Shrinking Man, proposing that the special effects of
climate production in Hollywood cinema are a close approximation to how the Agent Orange
mist covered and transformed both him and the natural landscape. Finally, due to his uncertain

diagnosis, he encourages Clare to get an abortion, stating:

28 Bringing Cedrick Robinson’s writings on the origins of racial capitalism in Black Marxism: The Making of the
Black Radical Tradition (1983) to bear on Anthropocene criticism, Frangoise Verges refers to our contemporary
epoch as the “racial capitalocene” in this essay from Gaye Theresa Johnson and Alex Lubin’s edited collection
Futures of Black Radicalism (2017).
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It entered me. It doesn’t end with me. So if what you think might be true turns out to be
true, you better think abortion, honey. Unless you want a little Black baby with no eyes,
no mouth, no nose, half a brain, harelip, missing privates, or a double set like some
fucking hyena, missing limbs, or limbs twisted beyond anything you might recognize,
organs where they are not meant to be, a dis-harmony of parts—any or all of the above,
or the above in combination, better think again, sweetness. (156)
What Bobby highlights first here is that ecological destruction produces profound problems for
visual legibility and discursive intelligibility.?® I'm fascinated here by how his description of
warfare shifts from actions and places to cinematic experience, underscoring Jennifer Fay’s
argument that “insofar as cinema has encouraged the production of artificial worlds and
simulated, wholly anthropogenic weather, it is the aesthetic practice of the Anthropocene. Or, to
put it more forcefully, cinema helps us to see and experience the Anthropocene as an aesthetic
practice” (4). Though, Bobby’s emphasis on the visual hinderance of chemical fog also prompts
questions as to what extent narrative cinema is capable of portraying the specific qualities of
environmental toxicity in real time, which more often appear as a type of what environmental
historian Rob Nixon calls “slow violence”—that is, gradual, delayed, and often imperceptible
forms of violence that do not reach the status of an “event” or “crisis” (2). What most intrigues
and unsettles me about this passage, though, is the imagined representational form of their
gestational infant. Bobby suggests that their unborn child may be something that is sexless,
multi-sexed, closer to animality, and even perhaps beyond representational schemes altogether.

In this scene of “nature” run amok in man-made forms of toxicity, how do we make sense of this

2 For film and media theory on the Anthropocene and problems of perception, see Jennifer Fay, Inhospitable
World: Cinema in the Time of the Anthropocene (2018) and “Do I Know the Anthropocene When I See 1t?” in
Representations (2022); as well as Jennifer Peterson and Graig Uhlin’s co-edited collection, “In Focus: Film and
Media Studies in the Anthropocene” in JCMS: Journal of Cinema and Media Studies (2019).
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particular demolition and possible redefinition of what it means to be human? In essence, what

do the ends of Man and Nature teach us here?

Rethinking the Human as Species in the Anthropocene

In what is coming to be known as the “ontological turn” in the humanities and social
sciences, postcolonial scholars Sylvia Wynter and Dipesh Chakrabarty have been at the forefront
of articulating how the Anthropocene necessitates rethinking what it means to be human in the
face of planetary climate change.*® Sylvia Wynter’s contributions to this line of thought stem
from her career-long revision of Michel Foucault’s thesis on the invention of Man and the
modern episteme in The Order of Things through the ontologizing configurations of race-making
and coloniality that begin to create a “New World Order” in 1492.3! Through a sweeping analysis
of knowledge shifts in Western religions, sciences, philosophy, economics, and practices of
governance, Wynter charts two major developments of the human as an onto-epistemological

category: Man1 and Man2.%? The former arises from Copernicus’s discovery of heliocentrism

%0 Developing out of anthropology, the “ontological turn” recognizes that multiple worlds, cosmologies, realities,
and modes of being and becoming animate relations among humans and more-than-human lives or entities. A few
overviews, foundational texts, and criticisms of this turn can be found in Philippe Descola, Beyond Nature and
Culture (2005); Eduardo Kohn, How Forests Think: Toward an Anthropology Beyond the Human (2013); Eduardo
Viverios de Castro et. al., “The Politics of Ontology: Anthropological Positions (published online via Cultural
Anthropology in 2014); Haraway et. al., “Anthropologists Are Talking—About the Anthropocene” in Ethnos (2016);
and Zoe Todd, “An Indigenous Feminist’s Take on the Ontological Turn: ‘Ontology’ is Just Another Word for
Colonialism” in the Journal of Historical Sociology (2016).

31 In a conversation with David Scott, Wynter remarks on her critical methodology as follows: “Where Foucault
brings up the idea that each episteme institutes a new and discontinuous ‘politics’ or regime of truth and leaves it at
that, from my different terrain [the Caribbean], | see each such politics of truth as both the effect and the proximate
function of a more fundamental politics, one that institutes a regime of being” (199). See David Scott, “The Re-
Enchantment of Humanism: An Interview with Sylvia Wynter” (2000). For more on how Wynter rethinks
Foucault’s description of the modern episteme, as well as how she displaces Kantian and Hegelian notions of
transcendentality, see Denise Ferreira da Silva’s “Before Man: Sylvia Wynter’s Rewriting of the Modern Episteme”
in Sylvia Wynter: On Being Human as Praxis (2015)

32 Rinaldo Walcott best sums up Wynter’s historical sweep as follows: “As Wynter traces how European conceptions
of the world evolved from religious and supernatural, to religious and secular, to biological and secular, she draws
attention to the production of new modes of being human and new modes of governance. In each systemic transition
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and the series of voyages in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries that “proved the earth was
homogenously habitable by humans, seeing that the Torrid Zone [Africa] was indeed inhabited,
as was that of the land of the Western hemisphere [ Americas] that turned out to be above water”
(“Unsettling” 280). What were once labeled by European cartographers as the “terra
nullius/lands of no one,” imagined as being uninhabitable, under water, and thus mapped as
“peoples” voids, undergirds a colonial misreading that conflated terra nullius with the beingness
of indigenous peoples, theorized as Katherine McKittrick writes, as “places and bodies outside
God’s grace” (Demonic 129). In response to these intellectual developments that unsettled
Christian-medieval spatial organizations of the Earth, a formulation of the European human as
homo politicus emerges thereafter, seeking to legitimate the presence of indigenous peoples and
to render their lands, resources, and cultures as profitable through genocide and racial capitalism,
projects of Western empire that also reduced nonhuman nature to land and eventually property
during the rise of the modern nation state. As such, the figuration of Manl comes to define itself
through the attempted negation of Native peoples as “the very acme of the savage, irrational
Other” and peoples of African descent as the “ostensible missing link between rational humans
and irrational animals” (Unsettling” 266).

From the Enlightenment period onward, Man2 emerges as homo oeconomicus, an
industrial-entrepreneurial and “ethnoclass” figuration of the human that is shaped by the
geopolitics of ““the rise of Europe’ and its construction of the ‘world civilization’ on the one

hand, and, on the other, African enslavement, Latin American conquest, and Asian subjugation”

from ecclesiastical to monarchial, from landed gentry to industrial/entrepreneurial to neoliberal/overconsumptive
West, new modes take shape while producing human Others for whom degradation, subjection, and now ‘wasted
life,” in Zygmunt Bauman’s terms, have become the normalized governing codes of rule” (191). See Rinaldo
Walcott, “Genres of Human: Multiculturalism, Cosmo-politics, and the Caribbean Basin” in Sylvia Wynter: On
Being Human as Praxis (2015).
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(“Unsettling” 263). What chiefly distinguishes this version of Man is that it becomes biologized
in the nineteenth century through post-Darwinian understandings of the human as a “purely
biological species, a natural organism” in universal terms (McKittrick and Wynter 16). Yet, this
new “regime of being” does not fully displace Man1’s foundational premises of coloniality.
Rather, the biologizing of Man in Western sciences merely refines such notions through
subsequent eugenicist movements and discourses of normalcy. At the same time, hierarchical
spatial organizations of the world undergird Man2 not in terms of “habitable” and
“uninhabitable” regions but in (neo)liberal forms of “developed,” “underdeveloped,” and
“developing” nations. For Wynter, this so-presumed naturally selected/dysselected framework of
Man is what maintains global inequalities and perpetuates biological, ecological, and
meteorological vulnerabilities for specific places and peoples across the planet.

Precisely because the naturalization of homo oeconomicus is responsible for destroying
the habitability of the entire planet, Wynter argues that to end the Anthropocene means
overturning Man as human. For, as she states, “#he single issue with which global warming and
climate instability now confronts us” is that “we have to replace the ends of the referent-we of
liberal monohumanist Man2 with the ecumenically human ends of the referent-we in the horizon
of humanity. We have no choice” (McKittrick and Wynter 24, original emphasis). This latter
configuration develops from Wynter’s studies of neurobiology that lead her to determine the
human—in contrast to the idea of Man—is actually “a hybrid being, both bios and logos,” or
what she calls homo narrans to signal how the human is simultaneously biologically based and
composed by language and thus culture (McKittrick and Wynter 25). Homo narrans defines how
the human is a neurobiological, storytelling interspecies figure that must work toward, as she

puts it, “being human as praxis,” so as to rewrite “discursive formations, aesthetic fields, and
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systems of knowledge [...] in the performative enactment of all such genres of being hybridly
human” (McKittrick and Wynter 24, 31). In other words, Wynter discerns that decolonial
narratives and aesthetics are where relational and non-dominant modes of thinking, feeling,
living, and acting can set forth truly radical counterhumanisms with the capacity to end various
social and ecological crises.

Chakrabarty likewise implicates colonial modernity in the historical formation of the
Anthropocene; however, for him, the current epoch of climate change is more distinct in how it
demands a reevaluation of the human as not only a species but also as an inhuman planetary
force.3 For him, an emergent notion of being human in the Anthropocene now appears alongside
the residual “universalist-Enlightenment view of the human as potentially the same everywhere,
the subject with capacity to bear and exercise rights” that is essential to global human rights
discourses and the “postcolonial-postmodern view of the human as the same but endowed
everywhere with what some scholars call ‘anthropological difference’—differences of class,
sexuality, gender, history, and so on” (1-2). Yet, unlike these two already established

sociopolitical modes of being human, the Anthropocene poses unique challenges to questions of

3 The novel, in particular, is a contested site for how Wynter envisions the perils of humanism and possibilities for
counterhumanisms. In “Novel and History, Plot and Plantation,” for instance, she writes on how Caribbean
plantation-based monocultures that originated our global market economy shaped the rise of the novel as a new
literary form, as demonstrated by imperial texts such as Robinson Crusoe or Oroonoko. Later refining this argument
in “The Ceremony Must Be Found,” Wynter shows how by the nineteenth-century with the reconstitution of Man2
“‘literature’ came to function as the transcendentalized index of the degree of ‘Culture’” such that “Culture, in the
new episteme, now took the place that Reason had played in the Classical episteme, as the index for determining the
degree to which a particular [ethnic and national] group knew ‘Self/World” in the metaphysical terms of the current
order’s ‘rational’ world view which by extension determined bio-ontological value and vice versa” (460). This is to
say that the hierarchical cultural value placed on literature and its ability to edify the masses deepened the
antagonisms of racism by erasing or undermining non-Western literary cultures.

34 Chakrabarty originates his turn to species thinking and the human as an inhuman geological force in his essay
“The Climate of History: Four Theses” in Critical Inquiry (2009). He further refines his work on this matter in
“Postcolonial Studies and the Challenge of Climate Change” in New Literary History (2012), and the quotes and
gloss I provide above all draw from this essay’s addendum to his earlier thoughts. For a fuller account of
Chakrabarty’s contributions to Anthropocene criticism, see his edited collection The Climate of History in a
Planetary Age (2021).
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geopolitics and ethics. For, as Chakrabarty writes, being human in the Anthropocene now entails
“a mode of being a ‘species’ or something else” that “has no ontology” and is “beyond biology”
(14) due to the fact that “we can never experience ourselves as a geophysical force” (12). To be
stripped of ontology in this sense is to say that we can never access our full capacity or
complicity in a capitalist world system that overwhelms all biological, meteorological, and
geological formations. Precisely because this mode of human existence stretches across
differently scaled histories of the planet and species lives, it exceeds typical frames of human
perception and thus troubles familiar forms of narrative and aesthetic mediation.

As one of the first scholars to rethink the human as a force beyond individual agency in
the Anthropocene, Chakrabarty’s work has since been extended and critiqued in various ways.®
Bruno Latour, for example, proposes that the planet itself must now be endowed with agency
insofar as the human species is “subjected to the vagaries, bad humor, emotions, reactions, and
even revenge of another agent [Earth], who also gains its quality of ‘subject’ because it is also
subjected to his or her action” (5). Through this struggle, the foundational premise of subject-
object relations that constitute internal and external nature within Western philosophy breaks
down and opens up interdisciplinary avenues, as Latour puts it, for “novelists, generals,
engineers, scientists, politicians, activists, and citizens” to join together and “tell our common
geostory (13). For other scholars, however, this reconceptualization of being human suggests a
dangerous totalizing and universalizing narrative in at least three ways: first, it seemingly erases
the subject-in-difference and places blame on an undifferentiated humanity, rather than on racial

capitalism and colonial-modern systems of sociopolitical organization; second, it mistakes

35 This is not to say that Wynter’s work, by contrast, is free from reevaluation or critique. After all, Wynter’s thesis
on homo narrans does not extend to nonhuman lives and may, in fact, replicate a human-nonhuman binary. For
more on problematic dualisms in Wynter’s scholarship, see Nandita Sharma’s “Strategic Anti-Essentialism:
Decolonizing Decolonization” in Sylvia Wynter: On Being Human as Praxis (2015).
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ecological crisis as a novelty separated from the long durée of dispossessions, exterminations,
and man-made environmental catastrophes; and lastly, it downplays the specific intensities and
frequencies of climate change on different geographies and community formations.® These are
indeed very serious and legitimate concerns, but I would aver that, for Chakrabarty, being human
in the Anthropocene relies on the coexisting simultaneity of universal Man, the subject-in-
difference, and the human as a non-agential force. Over the course of this dissertation, I pick up
from Chakrabarty’s triangular notion of humanness but interface it with Wynter’s decolonial
concept of homo narrans so as to model a critical reading praxis for how to approach narratives
on the ends of Man and Nature in Anthropocene criticism. As I see it, such a critical praxis is
crucial for rethinking the familiar dialectics of vulnerability and resilience that often characterize
biologics of difference and limit accounts of what it means to live in times of environmental

crises.

Black Plasticity and Queer Theory’s Proto-Child

Returning now to Cliff’s novel, we find a version of the human as an inhuman planetary
force in how the text crafts chemical warfare. After all, we cannot simply read Bobby’s
unhealing wound as a fleshly reminder of warfare, for what it shows us is a novel type of injury

that science and holistic medicine cannot heal in due time. His wound throughout this chapter

3 See, for instance, the responses to Dipesh Chakrabarty’s rethinking of postcolonial theory in light of planetary
climate change in the “State of Postcolonial Studies” special issue of New Literary History 43.2 (Spring 2012),
including Simon During’s “Empire’s Present,” Benita Parry’s “What is Left in Postcolonial Studies,” Ato Quayson’s
“The Sighs of History: Postcolonial Debris and the Question of (Literary) History),” and Robert Stam and Ella
Shohat’s “Whence and Whither Postcolonial Theory?” For an especially illuminating close reading of Chakrabarty’s
oeuvre on climate change, see lan Baucom’s History 4° Celsius: Search for a Method in the Age of the
Anthropocene (2020).
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persistently drips and leaks a yellow pus, and even though Clare fashions gauze over his skin,
what it absorbs is unable to be fully cleaned with either mineral water or soap, staining his
clothes and their bed sheets. It seems like they try every possible solution to no avail, as the
novel tells us: “All along their journey, [Clare] bought patent medicines from each nationality of
apothecary they encountered,” gathering various “ointments and tinctures from homeopathic
pharmacists” and even consulting with elders and ancestors for help (144). “An old man in an
alpine village,” for example, gifts them “the dried flesh of a sea urchin ... an ancient curative,
but its guarantee could not be extended to certain types of skin—he shrugged” (144); then, Clare
attempts to use aloe vera, “a last resort, dredged from a memory of her grandmother, so far from
her then, and even that had not worked” (145). Finally, Bobby accepts that his wound will not
heal and jokes that “she might as well use her medicines to make rain” (145). What’s especially
curious about Bobby’s dermatological affliction is that when he later tells Clare to get an
abortion because of it, he reimagines environmental toxicity as a sexually transmittable disease
that might disrupt the human genome for unknowable generations to come. In this prescient
moment of Anthropocene criticism, ecological destruction is thus magnified beyond its
associations with a particular geographical region or its effects on local flora and fauna to scalar
multiplications across various space-times and species lines, pitting the viral reproduction of
these toxins in a deep time that might even exceed the very livelihood of our own species.

In queer theory, the question of humanity’s status as an inhuman geophysical force has
often been pursued through questions of reproduction. For example, in his influential polemic No
Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive, Lee Edelman advocates for queer subjects to
embrace their intrinsic negativity to the social order as it is defined against them in the modern

formation of the bourgeois family unit through its coalescence of hope, futurity, paternal lineage,
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and generational succession.” For Edelman, the figural force of the Child as a discursive
symbol—rather than the material lived realities of actual children—is what polices queerness and
thwarts radical queer politics. Of course, we can see how this continues to play out at the time of
this writing in sweeping political campaigns against drag queens, public bathrooms, and school
education across the United States and United Kingdom, all of which broadly imagine queerness
or transness as structuring antagonisms that may harm the so-presumed normative telos of
childhood development. The problem of the Anthropocene for Edelman’s line of thinking,
however, lies in questions of agency. If, for Edelman, rejecting the violence of social
reproduction is an autonomous and radical political choice for individuals, for Jean-Thomas
Tremblay and Steven Swarbrick, the horror of multispecies extinctions in the Anthropocene
undermines any agential capacity to turn away from the futurity of the Child, for as they write,
“each newborn comes with a carbon footprint that threatens the planet. ... the intensification of

queerness within toxic environments makes unwitting sinthomosexuals of us all. Edelman’s

3" Edelman’s text is widely credited with renewing critical interest in queer theory’s antisocial thesis, which has
often been attributed to Leo Bersani’s foundational texts “Is the Rectum a Grave?” (1987) and Homos (1996).
Generally speaking, the antisocial thesis opposes mainstream gay and lesbian organizing that rests on
homonormative assimilation into civil society. In Homos, for example, Bersani argues, “There are more glorious
precedents for thinking of homosexuality as truly disruptive—as a force not limited to the modest goals of tolerance
for diverse lifestyles, but in fact mandating the politically unacceptable and politically indispensable choice of an
outlaw existence” (76). By extending Bersani’s gay outlaw into a Lacanian framework alongside the historical
contexts of debates surrounding gay marriage and adoption rights, Edelman refers to non-reproductive queers as
sinthomosexuals in No Future and likewise advocates for LGTBQ people to embrace their intrinsic negativity to the
social order. Edelman’s thesis has persistently been critiqued by a variety of scholars, especially for its barely
spoken whiteness, which is reserved for a caustic endnote (157-158), and for failing to acknowledge the actual
polymorphous perversity of the lives of real children. Most famously, this text was censured by José Esteban Mufioz
in Cruising Utopia, where he writes, “The future is only the stuff of some kids. Racialized kids, queer kids, are not
the sovereign princes of futurity. ... Imagining a queer subject who is abstracted from the sensuous
intersectionalities that mark our experience is an ineffectual way out. Such an escape via singularity is a ticket
whose price most cannot afford” (95-96). Perhaps too much ink has already been spilled on this dispute, but it seems
to me that Edelman’s Lacanian framework requires aggression at its core, whereas Mufioz downplays the role that
aggression might have for his understanding of how communities are formed. My point here is that these different
conceptual frameworks are what likely motivates the critical fervor to pick one side of the debate over the other
across queer studies. For a brief sampling of additional criticism on the antisocial thesis that responds to Edelman’s
text, see Caserio et al. on the MLA debate surrounding the ten-year anniversary of Homos and the publication of No
Future, Love on “feeling backward”, Halberstam on “failure,” and de Lauretis on narrative incompletion.
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‘fuck Annie’ has become a collective planetary emission” (5). Likewise, Heather Davis proposes
that our overreliance on petrochemicals such as plastics, which do not biodegrade for thousands
of years, trouble familiar notions of agency and reproduction, arguing, “Given this incredible
longevity, plastic can then be understood as a non-filial human progeny, a bastard child that will
most certainly outlive us. And it is heralding a future in which—regardless of one’s gender,
sexual orientation, or religious beliefs—reproduction is increasingly decoupled from sex” (232).
As these scholars and many others suggest, the Anthropocene forcibly queers any reproduction
of the human species by enhancing its obverse underside of death and destruction. Reproduction
is thus mercilessly enfolded into the death drive, rather than configured as its alternative.

Inasmuch as Clift’s novel can be said to intervene in this critical conversation, we must
reconsider Bobby’s description of their potential offspring as “a little Black baby with no eyes,
no mouth, no nose, half a brain, harelip, missing privates, or a double set like some fucking
hyena, missing limbs, or limbs twisted beyond anything you might recognize, organs where they
are not meant to be, a disharmony of parts—any or all of the above, or the above in combination”
(156). What’s striking about this dehumanizing and ableist description is that regardless of the
multiple combinations or permutations of sex here, and the possibilities of something not-quite-
human, what will nevertheless be birthed, Bobby insists, is “a little Black baby.” How, then, does
black reproduction relate to reproductive futurism in these contexts?

For guidance on this matter, we can return to Hortense Spillers’s seminal essay, “Mama’s
Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book,” published the very same year as Cliff’s
novel. The essay is most famous for its articulation of gender undifferentiation in the archives
and perhaps afterlives of slavery, uncovering as Zakiyyah Iman Jackson puts it, “that black

female flesh persistently functions as the limit case of ‘the human’ and is its matrix figure” (4).
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However, before Spillers fully elaborates this concept, she first turns to a 1965 document called
“The Negro Family, the Case for National Action,” most commonly referred to as the Moynihan
Report. This public policy piece essentially pathologizes black single-mother households as
deviant and perverse, arguing that the “rise” of such matriarchal family units and accompanying
welfare programs are dangerous to civil society and the power of the nation-state. In Spillers’s
assessments such fictions (or “American grammars”) of black matriarchal status contort the
reality of how motherhood has been systemically denied for black women in slavery and also in
contemporary ways where black mothers and their children are not respected or bestowed equal
protections under the law, illustrating what Christina Sharpe calls “blackness’s signifying
surplus: the ways that meaning slides, signification slips, when words like child, girl, mother,
and boy abut blackness” (80). Bringing this essay to bear on Edelman’s theory of queer
negativity, James Bliss observes that, for Spillers, “the father, the L/law, and the ‘whole network
of symbolic relations’ that Edelman rejects in the name of the queer are foreclosed a priori for the
Black. Spillers marks how ‘the Black family’ is refused entry into the symbolic order except
negatively as a site of pure dysfunction” (85). This is to say that from a dominant perspective
blackness does not and cannot adhere to either heteronormative or homonormative modes of
kinship, making it what must always define but also defy the institutions and traditions that
govern reproductive futurism.

To be clear, my point here is not that blackness, queerness, and transness are
incommensurable and never overlap, a misperception that would erase black queer and trans
lives altogether; rather, what I am trying to say is that blackness, in and of itself, is constituted

within colonial modernity as a particular type of queerness/transness, regardless of any given
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identity claims or personal sexual preferences.®® The specificity of this conflation matters for
how black feminism might be read as decolonial theory for queer and trans theory, more broadly.
Consider, for instance, Spiller’s analysis of the Middle Passage in “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s
Maybe.”® The planetary rupture brought on by this abyss incites a juggernaut of destruction—
what Glissant called a “debasement more eternal than apocalypse” (6)—wherein the black body
falls toward formlessness by virtue of being “reduced to a thing, to being for the captor” (Spillers
206). Yet, what distinguishes Spillers’s account of Aimé Césaire’s concept of thingification here
is how she argues that “an irresistible, destructive sensuality” lies at the very core of such
perverse, proprietary impulses, and as a result: “Under these conditions, we lose gender
difference in the outcome, and the female body and the male body become a territory of cultural
and political maneuver, not at all gender-related, gender-specific” (206). Further refining this
thesis in “Interstices: A Small Drama of Words,” Spillers writes that the black woman’s body, in
particular, marks “the principal point of passage between the human and non-human world”
because she “mirrored for the society around her what a human being was not” through “an act
of commodification so thoroughgoing that the daughters labor even now under the outcome”
(155). In light of such accounts, queer theory’s foundational tropes of indeterminacy, fluidity, and

instability for the human categories of sex, gender, and sexuality—or what Omise’eke Tinsley

38 Here I am thinking, for instance, of Cathy Cohen’s argument in one of the foundational texts of black queer
studies, “Punks, Bulldaggers, and Welfare Queens: The Radical Potential of Queer Politics?” (1997). By examining
legal documents on the prohibition of miscegenation as well as marriage among enslaved people, Cohen
demonstrates how heteronormativity in U.S. contexts is produced by white supremacy through the colonial
presumption that black people are inherently incapable of conforming to normative modes of sex, gender, sexuality,
and reproduction. For Cohen, the Moynihan Report extends into the 1980s myth of the welfare queen, in particular,
as an over-reproductive “leech” on the state in ways that signal how even heterosexual reproduction might be
pathologized as queer in certain contexts through imaginary links to deviance or transgression.

3 Though my interest in this chapter is on the conflations of queerness and transness, it is important to note that
scholars in trans studies have frequently criticized how transness falls under the rubric of queerness, which is often
constituted primarily through gay and leshian frames of reference. For a fuller account of the problems with this
conflation, see Jagose and Kulick, Minter, and Keegan (2020).

35



calls the “facile linkages between gender trouble and liberation” (“Black Atlantic” 209)—
undergo a revision, signaling how such concepts are not simply liberatory but also racialized
sites of suffering, thingification, and fungible accumulation.

The challenge for queer and trans theory that Spillers poses is a question of how to read
such concrete, painful sites without giving way to a triumphant narrative, but at the same time, to
recognize that such indeterminacy—or perhaps better yet opacity**>—for embodied subjectivity
might nevertheless, in fact, be the grounds for liberation. The very beginning and conclusion of
“Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe” express this project through a poetics of self-invention, or what
Wynter would call homo narrans in terms of different genres of being human. Opening her essay
with a series of accumulative terms for black women that exhibit how “the names by which I am
called in the public place render an example of signifying property plus,” Spillers then
proclaims: “In order for me to speak a truer words concerning myself, I must strip down through
layers of attenuated meanings, made an excess in time; over time, assigned by a particular
historical order, and there await whatever marvels of my own inventiveness” (203). By the text’s
conclusion, she says that the task prompted by ungendered black female flesh is “to make a place
for this different social subject. In so doing, we are less interested in joining the ranks of
gendered femaleness than gaining the insurgent ground as female social subject” (229). In other
words, like the Combahee River Collective, Spillers renounces the available paradigm of
humanism as it is formed by racism and heterosexism, arguing instead for the critical import of
black feminist counterhumanisms. Following Spillers’s insights, scholars in black queer and

trans studies have persistently drawn attention to how sexual and gender non-conformity is

40 Here I am signaling Edouard Glissant’s decolonial concept of the “right to opacity” from Poetics of Relation
(1989), which has been developed as a political commitment by minoritarian groups to not fully become perceptible,
legible, or assimilated within hegemonic conceptions of the world.
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essential to the very formation of blackness in the colonial-modern imagination, and how such
misperceptions expose the limits of a dominating social order in ways that foster fugitive or
alternative ways of thinking, being, and living beyond the dictates of Man and Nature.*

Black ecological inquiry, in particular, has recently pursued this mode of “forced
queering,” to quote Sarah Haley (“Like” 73), through tropes of plasticity, calling attention to how
the mutually informative processes of thingification and bestialization delimit blackness in the
colonial-modern imagination. Here’s how Zakiyyah Iman Jackson defines this concept:
“Plasticity is a mode of transmogrification whereby the fleshy being of blackness is
experimented with as if it were infinitely malleable lexical and biological matter, such that
blackness is produced as sub/super/human at once, a form where form shall not hold: potentially
‘everything and nothing’ at the register of ontology” (3). This formal or perhaps anti-formal
description certainly checks with Bobby’s imaginative rendering of their gestational infant. But
plasticity is also represented in the novel through Bobby’s unhealing wound, underscoring as
Spillers’s essay articulates, that black people are often positioned en masse as living flesh, rather
than as bodies, that rise to the pitch of individual rights and protections under the law (206).
What’s important, for my purposes here, is that Jackson’s notion of plasticity enables us to
account for Bobby’s peculiar turn to animality in this scene. Following W. E. B. Du Bois’s
assessment that property laws rendered blackness in a tertium quid “somewhere between men

and cattle” (64), scholars have often situated black lives in this third space beyond the human-

4 For literary and cultural studies criticism on this matter, see Siobhan B. Somerville, Queering the Color Line:
Race and the Invention of Homosexuality in American Culture (2000); Darieck Scott, Extravagant Abjection:
Blackness, Power, and Sexuality in the African American Literary Imagination (2010); Aliyyah Abdur-Rahman,
Against the Closet: Black Political Longing and the Erotics of Race (2012); and Keguro Macharia, Frottage:
Frictions of Intimacy Across the Black Diaspora (2019). For historical sources, see Hannah Rosen, Terror in the
Heart of Freedom: Citizenship, Sexual Violence, and the Meaning of Race in the Postemancipation South (2009);
Sarah Haley, No Mercy Here: Gender, Punishment, and the Making of Jim Crow Modernity (2016); and C. Riley
Snorton, Black on Both Sides: A Racial History of Trans Identity (2017).
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animal divide altogether yet nonetheless integral to the formation of this fissure. The problem
with this critical tendency, as Jackson shows, is that it disregards black forms of life that “neither
rely on animal abjection to define (being) human nor reestablish ‘human recognition’ within
liberal humanism as an antidote to racialization” (1). Though plasticity is indeed a violent
imposition on black bodies, black authors and intellectuals have long strategically deployed this
concept, as Jackson shows, so as to upend ontological distinctions between the human and
nonhuman, tapping into what Spillers refers to as the “wild and unclaimed richness of
possibility” that emerges from ungendered flesh (215) and paving the way for “unruly yet
generative conceptions of being” that destabilize imperial classificatory schemes of species
difference (Jackson 4). Jackson’s study Becoming Human: Matter and Meaning in an Antiblack
World joins a group of recent black ecological criticism that have been working through the
scholarly insights of Sylvia Wynter, Hortense Spillers, and Colin Dayan on the intersections
between humanity, animality, and property, including such texts as Joshua Bennett’s Being
Property Once Myself: Blackness and the End of Man (2020), Andil Gosine’s Nature's Wild:
Love, Sex, and Law in the Caribbean (2021), and Sarah Jane Cervenak’s Black Gathering: Art,
Ecology, Ungiven Life (2021), to name but a few. What these scholars find in black aesthetic
practices, in particular, are critical strategies that do not replicate nor reify colonial taxonomies of
being, but which open up spaces to encounter interspecies relations and work toward
multispecies ethics in ways that redound on Anthropocene criticism.

Though it is indeed difficult to find anything that might be called a triumphant narrative
within Cliff’s novel, I would argue that Bobby’s description of their unborn child holds critical
import because it flips the dominating script of black ontology as pure, plastic dysfunction,

illuminating not how gender or sexual non-conformity is inherent to black being but how such
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notions are produced through colonial-modern and, more precisely, war-making procedures that
delimit what is even constituted as “natural” or “unnatural” and “human” or “nonhuman.”*?
What Bobby’s experiences with environmental toxicity demonstrate here is, as Stephanie
Smallwood puts it, “an enduring project of the modern Western world” wherein black flesh is
used for “probing the limits up to which it is possible to discipline the body without
extinguishing the life within” (36). This is what Bobby’s wound indexes: the requirement of
black flesh and labor for the deadly regeneration of exploitative capital.

Yet, the configuration of Clare’s womb indexes another history that is more particular to
women of color. As Robin D.G. Kelley writes in his chapter “This Battlefield Called Life” in
Freedom Dreams on how black feminism responded to reproductive justice issues in the mid-
twentieth century: “While white women demanded greater access to contraceptives and abortion
as a road to sexual freedom, black women were fighting forced sterilization and family planning
policies that sought to limit black births” (146).4® An alliance between birth control movements
and eugenic movements was forged by (white) women’s rights activist Margaret Sanger, who
along with Dr. Clarence Gamble, “the mastermind behind the massive sterilization of women in
Puerto Rico in the 1950s,” advocated for the installation of several birth control facilities for
black communities across the U.S. South, resulting in involuntary sterilizations that “continued
to rise throughout the 1970s” (Kelley 145). As Dorothy Roberts further illustrates in Killing the

Black Body: Race, Reproduction, and the Meaning of Liberty, “It was a common belief in the

South that Black women were routinely sterilized without their informed consent and for no

%2 In postcolonial theory, Gayatri Spivak writes that reproductive heteronormativity, or the “para-reasonable
assumption that producing children by male-female coupling gives meaning to life,” only appears as a natural law
because heterosexual coupling and procreation comprise “the oldest, biggest sustaining institution in the world, a
tacit globalizer. And war and rape belong there” (125).

43 “This Battlefield Called Life” is adopted from a line in Sonia Sanchez’s poem “For Sweet Honey in the Rock.”
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valid medical reason. Teaching hospitals performed unnecessary hysterectomies on poor Black
women as practice for their medical residents. This sort of abuse was so widespread in the South
that these operations came to be known as ‘Mississippi appendectomies’ (90; qtd. in Kelley
145).44

It is quite possible that Cliff’s novel is invoking these historical contexts, especially when
we consider that Clare’s own fertility is often called into question throughout the text. The
morning after Bobby tells her to get an abortion, Clare wakes up and discovers as the narrator
tells us, “Something slid out of her suddenly—it could have been a late, heavy period for all she
knew, or a baby with half a brain. Relief” (157). After she leaves Bobby and returns to Jamaica,
she is burdened with a “raging infection in her womb” that a doctor tells her means she is
“probably sterile” (169). This would seem to confirm Bobby’s theory of how environmental
toxicity mutates into a sexually transmittable disease beyond the confines of flesh. Yet, I want to
return to one earlier moment of Clare’s possible sterility even before she meets Bobby to
demonstrate how I read the novel’s deployment of bestialization or animality, since, after all,
Clare’s last name is “Savage.” This scene occurs after Clare has sex with Paul, a family friend in
Jamaica, right before he is murdered that same night in an act of racial and class-based
retribution by his family’s landscape and his former childhood “friend,” Christopher. The
narrator tells us that upon learning of his murder that Clare “[...] felt shock but no real sorrow.
She did not think of his sperm congregating in her, so that his line might not have ended. In a

few days she bled. She was free of him. Free as a freemartin” (89). The term “freemartin”

%4 In addition to Roberts’s canonical text on black reproductive justice, see Harriet A. Washington’s Medical
Apartheid: The Dark History of Medical Experimentation on Black Americans from Colonial Times to the Present
(2008); Deirdre Cooper Owens’s Medical Bondage: Race, Gender, and the Origins of American Gynecology (2017);
Déna-Ain Davis’s Reproductive Injustice: Racism, Pregnancy, and Premature Birth (2019); Alys Eve Weinbaum’s
The Afterlife of Reproductive Slavery: Biocapitalism and Black Feminism’s Philosophy of History (2019); and
Jennifer Nash’s Birthing Black Mothers (2021).
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denotes either intersex calves or infertile female calves with so-perceived masculine behaviors
due to their non-functioning ovaries, sharing a conceptual affinity with Bobby’s fear that their
child will be born with “missing privates, or a double set like some fucking hyena” (156). What
scientists refer to as the spotted hyena appears as an intersex creature whose genitalia exhibits
both stereotypically masculine and feminine characteristics? What, then, might the novel be
suggesting for black ecological inquiry by such turns to freemartins and hyenas?

For guidance on this matter, we can look toward transgender studies. In Histories of the
Transgender Child, Jules Gill-Peterson picks up from Paul Amar’s foundational insights of
childhood studies to argue that the Child, broadly speaking, is “a dehumanized social form, the
product of historical and political processes of infantilization ‘designed to control various
populations’ through sexual and racial difference, rather than to index meaningful age
differences” (10). Through processes of infantilization, children are stripped of their own
autonomy, embodied subjectivity, and self-determination, especially when it comes to issues
such as announcing one’s sexuality or one’s sex and gender identity if such terms do not
correspond with the “formal abstractions of the flesh of the endocrine system” (“Implanting” 47).
Trans and intersex children, in particular, have played an important role in how such
dehumanization takes shape, as Gill-Peterson shows, because “the reigning medical and
scientific understanding of the endocrine system, which insists on its radical biological plasticity,
was historically constructed through a dual child-animal metaphor” (“Implanting” 47). The
scientific discovery in endocrinology that sex can be altered or manipulated through hormonal
intervention first emerges out of practices in animal husbandry, where farmers have long been

obsessed with how to cultivate the best sex, breed, and phenotype. Following a series of clinical
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trials attempting to reassign the sex of intersex or trans children in the 1950s, Gill Peterson
locates a central paradox that emerged in the life sciences, writing:

Sex had become an unwieldy biological category, now composed of genotype, gonads,

hormones, genitals, internal organs, secondary anatomical features, and psychology, with

none of them exerting what amounted to a deterministic influence. If human sex naturally
started out life in infancy and childhood as indeterminate, harboring the potential for both
masculine and feminine growth, then it was quite plausible that the plasticity medical
science had come to operationalize in the service of producing and reassigning sex under

a binary model might endorse the opposite conclusion. It increasingly seemed plausible

that human life might not be binary, that intersex and trans embodiment were but two

facets of life’s natural variation. (Histories 97)

In other words, rather than accept that sex and indeed matter, writ large, is fundamentally
nondeterministic and nonteleological, medical establishments and social institutions of
governance increasingly directed the plasticity of fetal and childhood development toward
eugenicist aspirations for a perfectible and so-presumed natural sex and gender binary despite all
contradictory evidence against such claims.

That Bobby and Clare both invoke intersex or nonreproductive animals is key. For, on the
one hand, such turns denaturalize black plasticity as it is cast from a dominating lens to
illuminate the co-constitutive categories of sex, race, and animality that delimit the human as
species in the over-determined biological contexts of colonial modernity. However, at the same
time, in stunning contradiction, such moments also naturalize sexual or gender multiplicity
across various other species lines. To claim, as my title for this chapter suggests, that such scenes

take us “beyond reproductive futurism” is not to say that here is a radical after-space that we
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might wish to inhabit but that the text takes us to the very conceptual limits of Man and Nature,

probing and upending their fictions for an insurgent critique of Anthropocene criticism.

Hope Without Futurity

Thus far, my granular reading of this scene of speculative toxic black reproduction has
taken us to the very limits of a problem without perhaps proposing any real solutions. I am
tempted to now turn to queer and transgender forms of nonbiological mothering in the text, or
what Alexis Pauline Gumbs, China Martens, and Mai’a Williams call, picking up from the
insights of black queer feminists in the long 1980s, “revolutionary mothering,” which is to say
methods of “creating, nurturing, affirming, and supporting life” that are not beholden to the
nuclear family unit, nor to racialized regulations of gendered social roles, and thus also fugitive
to the principles that govern reproductive futurism (Ross xv). However, in light of the conclusion
of No Telephone to Heaven, I am trying to resist such temptations here. For, if, as [ have
proposed, the debate over what is constituted as human or nonhuman and natural or unnatural
can be considered a war with real material and planetary consequences, even beyond the actual
confines of any given battle, then Clare and her comrades lose an important fight in countering
this project at the novel’s end.

In chapter ten, which opens with the Jamaican proverb “No one black dies a natural
death,” Clare and her lover at this time, Harriet, join an insurgent militia in Jamaica. During her
interview process, Clare is asked, “Would you kill if your child got polio, and you knew this was
a result of government policy, and you knew exactly who to blame?” (191). After careful

consideration and reflection on her experiences as an educator, Clare agrees that she would kill
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in this scenario. The interviewer then begins to ruminate on environmental toxicity as a problem

for not just reproductive futurity but also for decolonial aesthetic practices:
You know then that the rivers run red ... and the underground aquifers are colored ...
from the waste of the bauxite mines and the aluminum refineries? We do not speak of
past here, but present, future.
[Clare says:] These things are connected.
Of course, but this is now ... immediate. Children drink from this water every day of
their lives. Women wash in it. Men fish from it. Brew coffee. Clean tripe. Immerse
believers. The waste leaches into the land. And people for miles around are covered with
a fine dust which invades them. Do you have any idea of the power of such things ... for
future generations ... for the future of your homeland? Do you not realize that this is but
one example of contamination from the outside? And you are but one infected nation? Do
you realize the contempt in which you are held? And that your leaders invite it? What
good is your history to a child with bone cancer ... polio ... TB ... a damaged brain?”
(195, ellipses in original text).

Clare responds:
My history brought me to this room. The history I have learned ... rather, recognized ...
since my return is something else. I know only that the loss, the forgetting ... of
resistance ... of tenderness ... is a terrible thing. Look, I want to restore something to
these children. ... And of course you are right: what good is imagination ... whatever the
imagery available to it ... to a dying child? A child damaged beyond imagining? I ... it

seems | contradict myself. (195-196, ellipses in original text)
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These are difficult questions that the novel refuses to answer. In fact, much of the text is invested
in illuminating how representational regimes of history, literature, visual arts, and cinema fail to
depict or remedy the ongoing violences of colonial modernity, underscoring how centuries of
racism, imperialism, and heteropatriarchal violence govern the horizon of possibilities for all
aesthetic productions and their receptions.
This question of aesthetic mediation reaches its apex in the last chapter, titled “Black
Noir,” where we learn that one of the militia’s aims is to thwart the filming of a historically
inaccurate Hollywood biopic on the life of Queen Nanny, a Coromantee warrior and leader of the
Windward Maroons, who led formerly enslaved people in battle against the British colonizers in
the eighteenth century. When the militia finally approaches the filming set in Cockpit Country,
they find a slew of local extras being bossed around, approximating “how things had been in
Jamaica several hundred years before," amidst an unnatural landscape of cinematic design,
wherein “[t]he valley was lit by a harsh, unnatural light, sending deep shadows into the hollows
of landscape, creating false contrasts” (206). Here is how the novel describes the historical
inaccuracy of the depiction of Queen Nanny and her lover Cudjoe:
Two figures stood out in the costumed group. One, a woman, the actress called in
whenever someone was needed to play a Black heroine, any Black heroine, whether
Sojourner Truth or Bessie Smith, this woman wore a pair of leather breeches and a silk
shirt—designer’s notion of the clothes that Nanny wore. Dear Nanny, the Coromantee
warrior, the leader of the Windward Maroons, whom one book described as an old
woman naked except for a necklace made from the teeth of whitemen—sent by the
orishas to deliver her people. Wild Nanny, sporting furies through the Blue Mountains.

Old. Dark. Small. But such detail was out of the question, given these people even knew
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the truth. Or cared. Facing the elegant actress was a strapping man, former heavyweight

or running back, dressed as Cudjoe, tiny humbacked soul. (206)

As with Bobby’s invocation of “Bojangles” earlier, the novel here stresses the role that black
performers embody in being interchangeable props for public consumption. It does not matter
who the tokenized black actress is, nor does it matter what sport the actor plays, so long as they
both fit the aesthetic bill for Hollywood’s idealization of this historical tale, which oscillates
between highly affected visible beauty and lyrical “pidgin,” given that the dialogue coach is a
retired civil servant (206). Barely any time passes from when the militia reach this site to when
they are ultimately gunned down and killed by the United States military. The sounds of gun
shots conclude the text as Clare remembers the language of her mother’s tongue, then dies.

Yet, as much as this bleak ending indeed criticizes how Hollywood cinema fabricates and
reimagines historical events for popular mass appeal, and how the U.S. military has extrajudicial
powers to kill on Caribbean soil, I cannot help but hear an unspoken plea to care for and even
embrace the “ugly” or “messy” material realities of the disabled freedom fighters Queen Nanny
and Cudjoe here. There is certainly more to be said about the ethics of representation, which I’1l
reserve for the next chapter, and though I have tried to be mindful of not reproducing the
violence I am attempting to critique here, there is a good chance I’ve failed. But, in this final
moment, I want to suggest that the same question of care might be extended to those afflicted by
environmental toxicity both inside and outside of the text. Perhaps, then, the novel does not call
on us to look on in abject horror or disgust as Bobby does, nor does it fold environmental
toxicity into some tragic narrative of hopeful resilience, but instead it calls on us to acknowledge
all the variations of life that exist and persist, and to work toward a queer love and tenderness for

such lives that only we, as humans, can bear.
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Chapter Two:
Being Toward Extinction; or, Queer Forms of Life

The black man is a toy in the hands of the white man. So in order to break the vicious

circle, he explodes. I can’t go to the movies without encountering myself. I wait for

myself. Just before the film starts, I wait for myself. Those in front of me look at me, spy

on me, wait for me. A black bellhop is going to appear. My aching heart makes my head

spin. — Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks

Time is of the essence. I invoke this phrase for how it prompts an emergency and exigent
immediacy as well as an unfinished contractual obligation. Time is of the essence because a
delay will cause material harm. The law is hard on our heels here. A breach in relation will
follow. The collective meanings for this phrase— a cliché, a call to action, and a prerequisite
forwardness within the present—are all put into practice in Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin, White
Masks. In some ways, time might even be the essence of the text itself as Fanon speculates in the
introduction on what it means to be “resolutely a man of my time,” in which he “consider[s] the
present something to be overtaken™ (xvii), before proposing by the text’s conclusion, “The
problem considered here is located in temporality. Disalienation will be for those Whites and
Blacks who have refused to let themselves be locked in the substantialized ‘tower of the past’”
(201). Of course, here as well as elsewhere throughout his writings, this structure of the past
denotes the historical disasters of colonialism and their ongoing effects, while futurity is
synonymous with decolonization, which for Fanon, must include the invention of a new human
being that is no longer tethered to the colonial order of things. Yet, what seems to prevent this
progressive vision and its related material reparations in his account is a totalizing aesthetic
regime that shapes and thus limits our psycho-affective experiences of embodied subjectivity

through the libidinal fictions of race. As the epigraph that opens this chapter suggests, to wait on

one’s screen image for black spectators is to wait on potential annihilation.
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In the contexts of U.S. cinema, perhaps no other filmmaker has excavated the long
history of demeaning caricatures of black lives as thoroughly as Marlon Riggs. Born in 1957 in
Fort Worth, Texas to a military family, Riggs moved around a lot as a child and lived in various
places across the U.S. South and in Germany. After receiving an undergraduate degree in History
from Harvard University, where he petitioned for the first independent study on the “evolution of
the depiction of male homosexuality in American fiction and poetry” (“Notes” 62), Riggs began
a career in public broadcasting in tandem with earning a Master’s degree in journalism from the
University of California, Berkeley. His first feature-length documentary, Ethnic Notions (1986)
showcases a juggernaut of racist imagery from the Civil War era to the 1980s, examining how
common stereotypes such as “The Uncle Tom,” “The Mammy,” or “The Pickaninnies” manifest
across a variety of cultural forms, from minstrel shows and popular films or music to
advertisements, household appliances, and even children’s toys. The success of this Emmy-
winning documentary paved the way for his later Peabody Award-winning Color Adjustment
(1992), a film that scrutinizes the racial myths of popular radio and television programs from
Amos ‘n’ Andy to The Cosby Show, as well as the willingness of the white nuclear family to
overlook antiblack social conditions or to trivialize them through forms of popular entertainment.
While these two documentaries articulate for a broad audience how antiblackness circulates as a
hegemonic form of cultural currency, the two films that Riggs is perhaps best known for,
Tongues Untied (1989) and his final film Black is ... Black Ain 't (1994), speak more directly to
black spectators. Directed as Riggs was grappling with his own AIDS diagnosis before his death
in 1994, these two documentaries call attention to structural and interpersonal issues pertaining

to colorism, sexism, homophobia, HIV/AIDS stigma, and religious oppression so as to challenge
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limiting notions of what comprises “the black community” and even what constitutes blackness,
more broadly.

On a formal level, both Tongues Untied and Black is ... Black Ain 't share traits with what
Jafari S. Allen has identified as the “anthological generation” of the long 1980s, a period of black
queer intellectual development that he bookends from the late-1970s growth of women of color
feminist anthologies, especially by lesbian writers, to around 1996 when effective and more
affordable antiretroviral therapy was introduced for the HIV/AIDS epidemic in ways that shifted
these diseases from a death sentence to a more livable condition for some individuals and
communities. A few anthology examples of this generation include texts such as Conditions:
Five: The Black Women s Issue (1979), This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women
of Color (1981), All the Women are White, All the Blacks are Men, But Some of Us are Brave
(1981), Homegirls: A Black Feminist Anthology (1983), Charting the Journey: Writings by Black
and Third World Women (1988), Making Face, Making Soul/Haciendo Caras: Creative and
Critical Perspectives by Women of Color (1990), Afrekete: An Anthology of Black Lesbian
Writing (1995), and Words of Fire: An Anthology of African-American Feminist Thought (1995),
as well as this volume’s recently published sister companion Mouths of Rain: An Anthology of
Black Lesbian Thought (2021), edited by Briona Simone Jones.* One of the ethico-political
imperatives of women of color feminisms that emerge from the anthological generation, as
Yomaira Figueroa-Vasquez elaborates, is the “intersubjective practice of learning one another’s
histories of migration, labor, and personal and political struggles” as a means of “making

possible political and poetic relations across racial, ethnic, sexual, and class differences” (“A

45 For more recent anthologies that build from this genealogical tradition, see E. Patrick Johnson and Mae G.
Henderson’s co-edited volume Black Queer Studies: A Critical Anthology (2005) and its sequel, No Tea, No Shade:
New Writings in Black Queer Studies (2016), as well as Morgan Mann Willis’s Outside the XY: Queer Black and
Brown Masculinity (2016).
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Case” 23). The anthology format is integral to such ambitions precisely because of this genre’s
capacity for individual and polyvocal enunciations, complimentary and contradictory viewpoints,
interdisciplinary methods, and a variety of different literary or aesthetic styles, all informed by
multiple cultural contexts and similar yet distinct lived experiences. As Allen puts it, the
anthology format “builds upon the Black feminist imperative to produce purposefully embodied
narrative theory, the queer mandate to resist or subvert normativity (including sometimes
tactically performing it), and the ethnographic warrant to poetically represent lived reality” (8-9).
Riggs’s AIDS media works in the same way. By its very title Tongues Untied hints at an
anthology format with multiple voices overcoming silence for the possibility of some form of
political speech; likewise, the question of what black is and ain’t in his final film is answered by
Riggs and multiple participants across various cultural contexts so as to approach what Riggs
calls a sense of “communal selthood” for black lives. Given that isolated texts on black queer
and trans lives often comprise what Melvin Dixon called “endangered documents™ (qtd. in Allen
65) at risk of being unpublished or going out of print (as is currently the case with Dixon’s own
brilliant novel Vanishing Rooms), the anthology format has been indispensable for recuperating
and building on the intellectual contributions of previous generations of women of color
feminisms and LGBTQ thought.

By bringing Fanon’s insights on temporality to bear on the anthological aesthetics and
politics of Rigg’s AIDS media, my aim in this chapter is to formulate a black queer film theory
of extinctions. Here I am interested in how Riggs and other people living with AIDS at a time
when diagnosis was a sweeping death sentence adopted the potentially dehumanizing rhetorical
term “endangered species” in activist ephemera and contemporaneous documentary cinema.

What would it mean to read such statements and their concomitant aesthetic representations as
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another practice of what Wynter calls homo narrans or what Spillers outlines as a poetics of self-
invention? Does a self-proclaimed “endangered” status as an onto-epistemological category of
being and becoming toward extinction merely replicate the hostile conditions of a dominant
order, or do such enunciations open up vectors for theorizing solidarity, collectivity, or
relationality in different ways at the very edge of death? And, if as Neel Ahuja argues, “[p]erhaps
queer theory has always been a theory of extinctions” because of this field’s emergence within
HIV/AIDS activism (365), then what insights does black queer theory from the long 1980s, in

particular, provide Anthropocene criticism?

Killing Time

One of the most astonishing and disorienting aspects of the Anthropocene is the
recognition that the corrosive imprint of Man on all forms of life and matter will very likely
outlive our own species and various others. Michelle Bastian and Thom van Dooren, for
example, have referred to man-made microplastics, chemical pollutants, and radioactive waste as
our “new immortals” to highlight how humanity has intruded into “unfathomably vast futures
and deep pasts, with their effects promising to circulate through air, water, rock, and flesh for
untold millions of years” (1). For them, the temporal framework of the Anthropocene ““is about
foldings and pleatings, about simultaneous and contradictory temporalities, about the breakdown
and (re)formation of new multitemporal relations” (5). Likewise, Ben Dibley argues that the
Anthropocene “is a crease of time ... the appellation for the folding of radically different
temporal scales: the deep time of geology and a rather short history of capital” (qtd. in Farrier 7).

In this short history of capital, extinctions are a necessary outcome because capitalism
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manufactures cycles of product obsolescence that facilitate ecocide through the constant
production of waste that does not biodegrade for thousands of years—what Fanon referred to in
the colonial sector as “strange and wonderful garbage, undreamed-of leftovers” (Wretched 4).
The question of how to apprehend such multitemporal complexity produces profound problems
for envisioning collective futures. For, as Elizabeth DeLoughrey puts it, “The Anthropocene is
both forward looking and future retrospective, characterized by ‘anticipatory logics’ and
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‘anticipatory mourning’” (4). In this sense, the Anthropocene is not simply an account of
expansive stretches of time, wherein the hyper-acceleration of capital is crossed with the slow or
rapid death of species extinctions across other intersecting time-scales; for, to think of the future
in the Anthropocene also requires adopting a terminal lens that anticipates more events of mass
death so long as the socioeconomic systems of the Global North continue their current trends of
surplus and waste. As a time-based medium, cinema is especially useful for helping us to
encounter such temporal complexity and variability within this epoch by virtue of how editing
practices manipulate the real time it might take to perform or complete an action through
temporal compressions, contortions, overlaps, and expansions.

Cinema is also crucial to how Fanon theorizes a colonial temporality that stifles liberation
and decolonization. In an often-quoted passage of Black Skin, White Masks, Fanon argues that
the white gaze does not simply objectify him, but that it psychically interpolates his existence
into the third person, fracturing any individual statements that would comprise an “I” for an
indistinguishable mass of negative connotations that make up a “them.” He develops this thesis
through a revision of Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s notion of embodied subjectivity, or schéma

corporel, in light of the phenomenological experiences of being racialized as black, leading

Fanon to discern, “In the white world, the man of color encounters difficulties in elaborating his
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body schema. The image of one’s body is solely negating. It’s an image in the third person” (90).
A few lines down, he further notes that that “[a]ll around the [black] body reigns an atmosphere
of certain uncertainty” (90) precisely because “[b]eneath the body schema” lies a “historical-
racial schema” (91), which is to say that the global history of colonialism and racism provides
the very ground for both his self-conscious movement in the world and his visibility to others.
After being patrolled and hailed by a fearful white child through the proclamation “Look! A
Negro!” (91), Fanon’s external body undergoes another distancing from his interior self:
As a result, the body schema, attacked in several places, collapsed, giving way to an
epidermal racial schema. ... I was responsible not only for my body but also for my race
and my ancestors. | cast an objective gaze over myself, discovered my blackness, my
ethnic features; deafened by cannibalism, backwardness, fetishism, racial stigmas, slave
traders, and above all, yes above all, the grinning Y a bon Banania. (92)
In other words, the fleshly inscription of the “historical-racial schema” eclipses his entire being,
suggesting from a dominant perspective that blackness is a repeating preservation of a painful
past and thus a futureless condition. The captive fixity of this atemporal condition—what Fanon
called “historicity”—is additionally described in spatial and affective terms as a “zone of
nonbeing” (xii) that is infused with the unyielding pulsations of negative affects such as terror,
shame, melancholy, and nausea. When Fanon writes about waiting to encounter himself on the
cinema screen, he is talking about waiting for this “descent into a veritable hell” (xii), wherein
spectators produce and extract black pain as a perversely pleasurable and renewable resource for
the logics of spectacle, an experience that compels him to make the chilling observation: “I
sense, [ see in this white gaze that it’s the arrival not of a new man, but of a new type of man, a

new species. A Negro, in fact!” (95).
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Following Fanon’s insights on visual culture, a critical lens known as Afropessimism has
emerged for both political theory and film or media theory.*® Under this rubric, “the lived
experience of the Black”# is conceptualized as a death-bound ontology, or even a
“nonontology” (Wilderson 5), that is constituted by accumulation and fungibility in Western
metaphysical, medico-scientific, and legal traditions.*® In such accounts, what Orlando Patterson
referred to as “social death” and Colin Dayan called “civil death”—terms that index the ways in
which enslaved or incarcerated people have historically been restricted from holding individual
rights, property, or voting capacities and thus rendered as non-subjects or non-citizens in the
law—extends throughout contemporary modes of racially distributed violence, made legible in
what Saidiya Hartman has identified as “the afterlife of slavery”: “skewed life chances, limited
access to health and education, premature death, incarceration, and impoverishment” (Lose 6).%°
For many scholars, the routine frequency and systemic institutionalization of these modes of
violence suggest that black people en masse are configured as “internal enemies of civil society”

in a perpetual war that is beyond the boundaries of any given nation state in ways that are

perhaps distinct from “the regimes of violence that disciplines the Marxist subaltern, the

46 This chapter exclusively focuses on Afropessimism as it arises in U.S. cultural studies, rather than the interrelated
but also distinct genealogy of this line of thought in African contexts where the term first emerged from economists.
47 A crucial point on translation needs to be made here. The original French-language text for the title of chapter five
in Black Skin, White Masks reads “L’expérience vécue du Noir,” which I would translate as “the lived experience of
the Black;” though, in the most recent translation by Richard Philcox in 2006, it is translated to “The Lived
Experience of the Black Man.” Following Wilderson’s Red, White, and Black, Afropessimist scholars typically take
up Charles Lam Markmann’s 1967 English-language (mis)translation of the chapter title: “The Fact of Blackness.”
In this regard, to make blackness an unyielding fact, rather than a mode of life or livingness, is to highlight Fanon’s
“historical-racial schema” as a world organizing principle for how the black body is perceived from a dominating
cultural lens.

48 Hartman and Wilderson’s terms of “accumulation and fungibility”” (184) build off from Aimé Cesaire’s thesis on
“thingification” in Discourse of Colonialism, a term he used to describe the process of becoming an exchangeable
commodity in slavery (41). Altogether, these tropes share conceptual affinities with black plasticity from the
previous chapter, but they trade a biological focus on the lexical and material transformations of a body or given
ecological system for a socioeconomic focus on how racial capitalism produces blackness.

49 For Patterson, social death is not exclusive to black lives; rather, it denotes the status of non-personhood that
beleaguers anyone who is subjected to slavery. Likewise, for Dayan, civil death may originate through slave codes
of the nineteenth century, but this mode of dehumanization stretches across the American penal system and beyond
it in sites such as Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo.
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postcolonial subaltern, the colored but nonblack Western immigrant, the nonblack queer, or the
nonblack woman” (Douglass et. al.). Given that these recurrent methods of black
disenfranchisement and death are quotidian in ways that do not typically reach the status of an
“event” or “crisis,” Afropessimism situates the seemingly unending reproduction and
concomitant disavowal of antiblack violence at the heart of civil society, making black suffering
foundational to not only the sociopolitical fabric of Western democracy but to the very world
order of colonial modernity.*

For film and media theory, Afropessimism entails attending to negative discursive,

figural, and tropological formations of blackness across cultural expressions.® Picking up from

50 One might argue, contrary to this statement, that the recent murders of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and Elijah
MccClain, among so many, many more, have sparked an uprising and racial reckoning of sorts during the COVID-19
pandemic that rises to the pitch of an “event.” However, as Joy James sadly puts it in a public lecture titled “The
Architects of Abolitionism”: “I see the expansion of heart and compassion. I don’t see a counter to organized
terror.” At the time of this writing, public discourse on abolition has increased, but public policy changes remain
stifled by the slow, incremental adjustments of the U.S. legal system.
51 In what is widely considered to be one of the inaugural texts of Afropessimism, Red, White, and Black: Cinema
and the Structure of U.S. Antagonisms, Frank B. Wilderson distinguishes between two waves of black film theory in
how scholars have responded to three recurrent critical questions that animate this field of study: “What does cinema
teach Blacks about Blacks? What does cinema teach Whites (and others) about Blacks? Are those lessons dialogic
with Black liberation or with our further, and rapidly repetitive demise?”” (59). Tapping into cinema’s pedagogic
potential, the first wave of black film theory, exemplified by texts such as Donald Bogle’s Toms, Coons, Mulattoes,
Mammies & Bucks: An Interpretive History of Blacks in Films (1973) and Thomas Cripps’s Black Film as Genre
(1978), often identified racist stereotypes and focused on questions of “positive” and “negative” representations of
black lives. The second wave of black film theory, including such texts as Manthia Diawara’s Black American
Cinema (1993), James Snead’s White Screens, Black Images: Hollywood from the Dark Side (1994), and bell
hooks’s Reel to Real: Race, Sex, and Class at the Movies (1996), challenged this positive/negative dichotomy for
posing exclusionary problems surrounding notions of black authenticity and respectability. By shifting cinema
analysis from the ideals of social values to questions of semiotic codes, this second wave, according to Wilderson,
“opened the space for the iconography of third positions like unwed Black women, gangsters, gays, and lesbians to
enter the Black cinematic ‘family’” (63) through interrogating the presumptions that undergird “good/bad”
representations and thus making “central the question of ideology” for black film theory (64). For Wilderson, the
problem with these two waves of black film theory and the rationale for posing a third wave called Afropessimism
lies in how these critical approaches overlook how humanism is a form of antiblackness that extends beyond
Fanon'’s thesis of a white-black dialectic to provide the ontological grounds for al/l subject positions. For, as he puts
it, “Blackness is both that outside which makes it possible for White and non-White (i.e., Asians and Latinos)
positions to exist, and simultaneously, contest existence” (65) precisely because “the structure of the entire world’s
semantic field ... is sutured by anti-Black solidarity” (58). If cinema does have pedagogic potential, then, for
Wilderson, it lies in replicating humanist values in ways that obscure how black lives are antithetical to the very
category of the human.

Yet, it is important to note that much of Wilderson’s film analysis hinges on the post-1980s developments
of neoliberalism. Throughout Red, White, and Black, for example, he champions the radical experimentation of
filmmakers from the 1970s L.A. Rebellion movement such as Charles Burnett, Haile Gerima, Jamaa Fanaka, and
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Fanon, Hartman in conversation with Frank Wilderson proposes that this critical lens pays
attention to the white proprietary impulses that undergird “the way racialization has operated:
how it disposes of bodies, how it appropriates their products, and how it fixes them in a visual
grid” (“Position” 191). In an example particularly relevant to this dissertation topic, for instance,
Wilderson in this same conversation critiques the popular legal drama Erin Brockovich (Steven
Soderbergh, 2000) by noting that it is “really about how PG&E messed over brown and black
people, but whose mise-en-scene is reinscribed, at the level of the bodily code, with a whole
plethora of Jacksonian white people” (195-196). What’s at stake here, then, is more than the
appropriation of cultural products or performative styles but the appropriation of racialized pain.
If under the guise of liberal humanism, black suffering cannot be sentimentalized and thus
elevated as a universal norm, then blackness occupies a conceptual site variously described as “a
zone of nonbeing” (Fanon xii), “the position of the unthought” (Hartman and Wilderson 185) or
a space of “nothingness” that is “outside the cultural space of ethics, relationality, and the
sacred” altogether (Warren 391).

Perhaps, then, Afropessimism has always been a theory of the Anthropocene. If, as Fanon
suggests, black flesh is not recognized as human kin, then it seems to designate instead some
kind of not-quite-human thing, a fungible commodity, or even the raw material of nonhuman

nature beyond the borders of what constitutes the human and his animal others. In recent calls to

Julie Dash, well as the formal innovations of popular cinema such as Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song (Melvin
Van Peebles, 1971) or The Spook Who Sat by the Door (Ivan Dixon, 1973), all of which premiered after Fanon’s
death in 1961. This cinematic corpus leads him to argue, “Between 1967 and 1980, we could think cinematically and
intellectually of Blackness and Redness as having the coherence of full-blown discourses. From 1980 to the present,
however, Blackness and Redness manifest only in the rebar of cinematic and intellectual (political) discourse, that is,
as unspoken grammars” (5). It is perhaps unsurprising but nevertheless telling that in order to make this claim
Wilderson must overlook New Queer Cinema, a global canon of independent film and video first identified by B.
Ruby Rich that emerges in response to the HIV/AIDs epidemic and LGBTQ+ activism. In so doing, Wilderson
overrides a historical period wherein queer people or others living with HIVV/AIDS were also marked by a social
death that precedes physical death and imagined as internal enemies of civil society, cast in public media as pariahs,
monsters, and militant terrorists “acting up” against the social mandates of “family values.”
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rethink the human as a species in light of the Anthropocene, Dana Luciano and Mel Y. Chen
observe that the human is marked by a “temporal duality” as being “both materially ‘here’ (and
hence vulnerable to ‘degeneration’ or extinction) and speculative, not yet ‘here,’” either in terms
of not yet living up to the ideals of ecological and environmental justice, or in terms of
encompassing an inhuman intrusion into deep time that might outlive us all (190-191). What
Afropessimism illuminates so profoundly is the fact that black lives and futures are always
already vulnerable—and deliberately so—to degeneration, premature death, and even perhaps
extinction by virtue of the institutional structures that govern state and civil society. But I must
make a distinction between genocide and extinction here. For, where the former refers to the
mass killings of people on the basis of ethnic or gender differences, the latter indexes the
complete eradication of any forms of being and the total absence of any living representatives
that make up a particular species. I am not claiming that black people constitute a different
species, but what [ am saying is that Afropessimism asks us to confront the absolute void of
black life that is either silenced and erased from civil society and mass media as the very
antithesis of all that humanism holds dear or that is buried beneath sedimented and accumulating
layers of historicity. In such cases, black life appears as extinct. Or as a simulacrum of a
reanimated corpse. What Afropessimism ultimately teaches Anthropocene criticism, then, is that
black flesh and labor are not only essential to the maintenance of civil society’s forms of
pleasure, leisure, and freedom, but they also function as the primary extractive and renewable
resource relations for the socioeconomic institutions that produce planetary climate change.

Yet as much as Afropessimism indeed inherits its critical armature from Fanon, so, too,
does decolonial theory. A critical over-investment in the chapter, “The Lived Experience of the

Black,” has often effaced how Fanon takes on a series of masks in that chapter so as to incarnate
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the historical accumulation that must be fully exhausted and exploded before he finally comes to
the conclusions he reaches at the end of the text. In fact, we could read Black Skin, White Masks
as an anthological text in some ways precisely because of all the different perspectives that
Fanon takes up so as to produce polyvocal lines of arguments that intersect as much as they
diverge. By the end of the text, Fanon determines that to move from thinghood to human subject
requires the emergence of a new human species that is no longer tethered to the spatiotemporal
and psycho-affective constraints imposed by racialization and colonialism, a new configuration
that Fanon suggests by way of Karl Marx must come out of poetry from the future (198). Perhaps
this poetry is what Fanon has in mind when shortly after waiting to encounter himself on the
cinema screen, he proclaims, “Yet, with all my being, I refuse to accept this amputation. I feel
my soul as vast as the world, truly a soul as deep as the deepest of rivers; my chest has the power
to expand to infinity (119). The curious feature here, as Kara Keeling has pointed out, is that
even while he is waiting to be affixed in that static “zone of nonbeing,” a space of onto-
epistemological death that has become essential to Afropessimism, Fanon “feels the utterly
naked, unprotected, disarmed freedom of a limitless, open, and opening existence, one that
knows no boundaries and that certainly is not locked into an infernal circle” (Witch's Flight 39).
He returns to such notions by the text’s conclusion, writing, “I must constantly remind myself
that the real /eap consists of introducing invention into life. In the world I am heading for, I am
endlessly creating myself” (204). Fanon’s speculative leap of poetic self-invention, much like
Spillers’s call to excavate the “marvels of my own inventiveness” (203), is thus where the “zone
of nonbeing” may be exploded so that new configurations of desire, pleasure, and livability may

emerge beyond the colonial logics of white supremacy and thus also, perhaps, the Anthropocene.

58



By drawing attention to these two versions of Fanon that have inspired interrelated but
also divergent paths in critical theory, my aim here is to close the gap between a faulty
bifurcation between life and death that often compels scholars to select one side of the debate
over the other.>? To this end, I adopt and extend what Jonathan Howard has identified as a critical
posture of black ambivalence—*‘an active and reactive ambivalence, not an inactive resignation”
(296)—that he first locates in Christina Sharpe’s methodology of wake work, before elaborating
its critical import within black studies, more broadly. In Sharpe’s argument on the ethico-political
dilemmas prompted by how to engage black lives in the archives and afterlives of slavery, she
asks: “In the midst of so much death and the fact of Black life as proximate to death, how do we
attend to physical, social, and figurative death and also to the largeness that is Black life, Black
life insisted from death?” (17; qtd. in Howard 293). For Howard, this tension between the
frequency of black death and the largeness of black life recurs throughout the field of black
studies: “Like when Du Bois recognized in ‘double consciousness’ both a gift and a problem. Or
Spillers recognized in the ‘ungendering’ of the black body during Middle Passage both a violent
exercise of domination and a ‘wild and unclaimed richness of possibility.” Or when Tinsley

recognized in middle passing bodies of water a fluidity both painful and revolutionarily queer”

52 As Jared Sexton puts it:
Nothing in afro-pessimism suggests that there is no black (social) life, only that black life is not social life
in the universe formed by the codes of state and civil society, of citizen and subject, of nation and culture,
or people and place, of history and heritage, of all the things that colonial society has in common with the
colonized, of all that capital has in common with labor—the modern world system. Black life is not lived in
the world that the world lives in, but it is lived underground, in outer space. ... Black life is not social, or
rather ... black life is lived in social death. Double emphasis, on lived and on death. (28-29)
The bifurcation between life and death is also relevant to queer theory. Writing on the debates surrounding queer
futurity and negativity, for example, Neel Ahuja observes, “The persistent opposition of life and death, relation and
negation in queer critical discourses is a symptom of a field’s attempt to articulate an antihumanist ethic in the
absence of a materialist account of ecological space and interspecies relation” (367). For this reason, Ahuja returns
to Fanon and finds that his interest in atmospheres of terror and spatial relations of racial disposability can enable
queer theory to rethink “reproduction as an interspecies entry point into entangled forms of violence” so as to
account for “where racial divisions of climate emerge in the intimate scales of contact between human social forms
and ecologies of production and waste” (369). Much of my thinking in this chapter is indebted to Ahuja’s work, yet
my focus here is more on temporal relations than spatial ones.
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(294).52 For my purposes here, I want to pursue this black critical posture through questions of
temporality; for, to reconsider life and death beyond a linear telos prompts a complex orientation
to time that I find to be relevant to reading extinctions within Anthropocene criticism. One the
one hand, Afropessimism theorizes a terminal temporality for “endangered” black lives in terms
of the human timescale of a person’s biological life, yet it also understands that this premature
death springs from the longue durée of slavery and colonialism, which constitutes the short
history of capital for geological life but is neverthless felt as “deeply atemporal” for those Fanon
called les damnés de la terre (Sharpe 5). At the same time, however, this sense of an atemporal
horizon of more pain and death is complicated by Fanon’s speculative leap of decolonial
invention that emerges in close proximity to the onto-epistemological death of blackness and
expands out to an infinity where temporal delimitations for the past, present, and future may be
obliterated or crafted anew. Bearing in mind such temporal complexity, the foldings and
pleatings of multitemporal relations that may be created through an ever-expansive aesthetics of
self-invention, is key to understanding how Marlon Riggs’s AIDS media offers a black queer

film theory of extinctions.

Poetry from a Terminal Future

Let’s return now to Riggs’s most acclaimed film Tongues Untied. In an interview with

Chuck Kleinhans and Julia Lessage shortly after the film’s premiere in 1989 at the American

Film Institute Video Festival, Riggs revealed that the film originated as a documentary on the

53 In “The Position of the Unthought” conversation, Wilderson likewise taps into the largeness of black life, saying,

“In my own work, obviously, I am not saying that in this space of negation, which is blackness, there is no life. We

have tremendous life. But this life is not analogous to those touchstones of cohesion that hold civil society together”
(187; gtd. in Howard 298).
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Other Countries collective, a black gay men’s poetry workshop in New York City, who in 1988
published the anthology Other Countries: Black Gay Voices (1988), later followed by a sequel
Sojourner: Black Gay Voices in the Age of AIDS (1993). Inspired by these poets, as well as
Joseph Beam’s 1986 anthology In the Life: A Black Gay Anthology and Essex Hemphill’s
Brother to Brother: New Writings by Black Gay Men from the same year, Riggs began to rethink
his filmmaking practices:
What the people were saying was extremely compelling. How could I make the tape as
visually, formally, and structurally compelling? I moved more and more towards a non-
linear, non-traditional documentary. After a while, I even abandoned the word
“documentary,” seeking my own embodiment and expression in video to represent these
voices, their visions, their words. (120)
I’'m struck here by how “my own embodiment and expression” becomes representative of
different voices, visions, and words in a way that positions the personal as a collective function,
underscoring what Phillip Brian Harper calls Riggs’s “polyvalent subjectivity” as a documentary
filmmaker (72).>* Such statements suggest the individual “I” contains multitudes and is thus
irreducible to structural positions that might delimit identification from a dominant perspective.
The film itself can be described as a collage of sorts that lacks a unifying narrative thread and
blends together various aesthetic and literary styles in collaboration with a plurality of voices and
embodied performances so as to, in Rigg’s words, “shatter this nation’s brutalizing silence on

matters of sexual and racial difference” (“Tongues Re-tied” 185).%° For Bill Nichols and Michael

% This is also closely related to how Spillers positions herself in the opening of “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe,”
writing, “These personal pronouns are offered in the service of a collective function” (203).

%5 Such formal tendencies are not only typical of anthologies but also of what Thomas Waugh refers to as “bent
documentaries” in the contexts of lesbian and gay cinema directly following the Stonewall riots of 1969, defined by
how these films upend observational practices so as to bend “realism out of shape, evolving a wide spectrum of
distinctive ‘performance’ strategies, idioms of subject self-expression—verbal, dramatic, cinematic, and sexual—
that were both an answer to, and an explanation of, the invisibility we felt” (225).
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Renov, two of the most prolific scholars on documentary cinema, Tongues Untied is particularly
innovative for how it avoids an impersonal, observational gaze that is typical of the genre.
Nichols calls the film a “performative documentary,” for example, and praises how such films
prioritize embodied experiences and knowledges that compel the spectator to "feel on a visceral
level more than understand on a conceptual level” (203). Renov reaches a similar conclusion,
referring to how Riggs depicts himself as “post-vérité self-representation,” defined by how a
“new foregrounding of the politics of everyday life encouraged the interrogation of identity and
subjectivity and of a vividly corporeal rather than intellectualized self” (171). For these scholars
and many more, how Riggs stages his AIDS-afflicted body and others in the frame through
poetic speech, dance performances (sometimes nude, sometimes clothed), erotic closeness, and
confessional revelations is integral to how the film achieves spectatorial empathy. As Nichols
sees it, “We are invited to experience what it feels like to occupy the subjective, social position
of a black, gay male, such as Marlon Riggs himself” (204).

Yet, if this is the case, then what does it mean for Riggs and perhaps by extension the
spectators to be positioned as “endangered species?” This phrase appears in the very beginning
of the film in the opening poetic dialogue, titled “Black Chat.” Here we first hear a variety of
distinct voices that synch up altogether in harmony, chanting “brother to brother,” before
breaking off into individual statements. We see black-and-white imagery of collective gatherings
of presumably black gay men, pieced together by an editing style that shifts between real time
and slow motion, thereby allowing us to look more closely at the minutiae of communal gestures
or acts of belonging. Someone tells a brief story about being denied entrance into a jewelry store
“because I am black, and male, and we are perceived as thieves,” a narrative that closely aligns

with claims in Afropessimism that insofar as blackness is an internal enemy to civil society, it is
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configured as a mode of “a priori criminality” even before the coherence of any signification
(Wilderson 297). In a meta-commentary remark on the very project of the film, someone else
then proclaims, “Some of the anger will be exercised, but the hurt which has not been given
voice prevails and accumulates. Silence is a way to grin and bear it, a way not to acknowledge
how much my life is discounted each day.” At this point, a cacophony of voices overlaps in
different cadences and rhythms, repeating the atemporal phrase, “One-hundred percent of all
black men today, every day!” over images of police brutality. The film then intercuts a still image
of a black man gazing back at the camera with a series of printed text in rapid succession that
lead up to the title card. With variations on typography, each textual statement is given its own
camera shot, and in order they read: “Howard Beach / Virginia Beach / Yusef Murder / CRACK /
AIDS / BLACK MEN / Endangered Species?”

What interests me about this chain of textual signification is how it seems to slide toward
metonymy. “Howard Beach” references the 1986 murder of 23-year-old Michael Griffin at the
hands of a white mob outside of a pizza parlor in Howard Beach of Queens, New York City, an
event that would later inspire the portrayal of Radio Raheem in Spike Lee’s 1989 film Do the
Right Thing. Echoing the word “beach” but in a completely different location, “Virginia Beach”
then calls attention to police brutality and race riots that transpired during a gathering of young
college students from African American fraternities and sororities at the Virginia Beach
Oceanfront for Greekfest Day in 1989. While these two shots emphasize the names of places
over people, the next one, “Yusef Murder”” moves toward a nominal personality, but it, too,
collapses distinction with the word “Murder.” This text references the killing of 16-year-old
Yusef Hawkins at the hands of a white mob of approximately thirty people in 1989 in Brooklyn,

New York City. According to his assailants, Hawkins was murdered for his interracial
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relationship with a young white girl in the community, another tragedy that led Spike Lee to
open his 1991 film Jungle Fever with an image of Hawkins and dedicate it in his memory. If, as
Hannah Arendt writes, proper names announce ontological “uniqueness” as a figuration of
humanity (176), then it is telling that Riggs replaces “Hawkins” with “Murder” here before the
next text moves to even broader conceptual categories like “CRACK,” AIDS,” and “BLACK
MEN.” Thus, based on this near-metonymic reading, the concluding question of endangered
species status might refer to the condition of all black men. One hundred percent today, every
day.

When we consider Jafari S. Allen’s extensive ethnographic and intellectual history of
black gay life in the long 1980s, however, Rigg’s question becomes more complex. As Allen
shows, discourse on the “crisis of the endangered Black male” was ubiquitous after the
Moynihan Report of 1965, spoken by “social scientists, policy makers, and various observers of
(and within) Black communities,” all of which explained this status via “Black male
unemployment, imprisonment, and homosexuality in one breathless litany” (51). In one widely
criticized study, for example, Nathan and Julie Hare’s 1984 text The Endangered Black Family:
Coping with the Unisexualization and Coming Extinction of the Black Race, a central reason for
this “endangered status” was said to be the “rise” of gender non-conformity and queer sexualities
after the so-called sexual revolution, delimiting these ways of being or living as pathological
responses to the psychic assaults of racism. Given this context, I want to propose that Riggs
might not simply be conveying a familiar discursive expression at the time; rather, by drawing
attention to both extra-judicial murders of black people and the HIV/AIDS epidemic in his film,
this question of “endangered” status can be read as an ironic quip that works toward de-

pathologizing this death-bound ontological category by highlighting not some essentialized
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structural position but the sociopolitical processes—that is, the bio- and necropolitical forces—
that govern, maim, and murder black and LGBTQ lives.

A few details underscore this reading in my assessment. First, there’s the fact that from
Ethnic Notions to Black is... Black Ain't, species difference indexes racism and heterosexism in
Riggs’s films. In the latter documentary, for instance, the question of what constitutes blackness
is first answered through a sixteen-century Oxford dictionary, whose meanings are read by a
variety of different voices that sometimes overlap in the following order: “deeply stained with
dirt; soiled, dirty, foul; having dark or deadly purposes, malignant; Black, pertaining to, or
involving death; deadly, baneful, disastrous, sinister, iniquitous, atrocious, horrible, wicked.
Black, indicating disgrace, censure, liability to punishment.” Such is the lexical territory of
Afropessimism. Yet, Riggs does not stop here, for he then turns to the mid-twentieth century civil
rights slogan “Black is beautiful,” allowing Angela Davis to note that this slogan “indicated a
politics of struggle” in reclaiming a term of tremendous abuse. Shortly thereafter, the film shows
us documents of scientific racism that systematized the human and his others through colonial
taxonomies of color as the song “Socio-Genetic Experiment” by Michael Franti’s band
Disposable Heroes of Hiphoprisy plays over the soundtrack, decrying “this fable of elements,
which classify order, species, subspecies, genus, phyla, animal, vegetable, illegal, chemical.” For
Riggs, blackness must not be defined by the dominant social order but through the various
cultural practices, counter claims, and modes of life or livingness that emerge despite of, and in
opposition to, an overdetermined biologics of difference.

Second, and more narrowly for Tongues Untied, is the fact that Riggs repeatedly
emphasized that his intended audience for this film was exclusively fellow black gay men.

Elaborating on his intended audience with Chuck Kleinhans and Julia Lesage, for instance, Riggs
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says, “Since my intended primary audience was really focused on black gay men, I didn’t mind if
everybody got it. ... If others understand, fine, but making sure everyone understands was not
my prerequisite in making this” (7). Moreover, after the opening sequence and title-card, the
remainder of the film speaks directly to the lived experiences of multiple black gay men without
collapsing identitarian differences for the sake of a general notion of black masculinity. What’s
telling about this prospective audience is that the rhetoric of “endangered species” likewise
emerges in HIV/AIDS activist ephemera, and Riggs concludes Tongues Untied with sequences of
such activism. Consider, for example, this excerpt from a pamphlet co-authored by a collective
called Anonymous Queers, which I am quoting at length below so as to provide a sense of the
urgency surrounding the deployment of such rhetoric:
How can I tell you. How can I convince you, brother, sister that your life is in danger.
That everyday you wake up alive, relatively happy, and a functioning human being, you
are committing a rebellious act. You as an alive and functioning queer are a revolutionary.
There is nothing on this planet that validates, protects or encourages your existence. It is
a miracle you are standing here reading these words. You should by all rights be dead. ...
Every day one of us is taken by the enemy. Whether it’s an AIDS death due to
homophobic government inaction or a lesbian bashing in an all-night diner (in a
supposedly lesbian neighborhood), we are being systematically picked off and we will
continue to be wiped out unless we realize that if they take one of us they must take all of

us.

... Being queer is not about a right to privacy; it is about the freedom to be public, to just

be who we are. It means everyday fighting oppression; homophobia, racism, misogyny,
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the bigotry of religious hypocrites and our own self-hatred. (We have been carefully
taught to hate ourselves.) And now of course it means fighting a virus as well, and all
those homo-haters who are using AIDS to wipe us off the face of the earth. Being queer
means leading a different sort of life. It’s not about the mainstream, profit-margins,
patriotism, patriarchy or being assimilated. It’s about being on the margins, defining
ourselves; it’s about gender-fuck and secrets, what’s beneath the belt and deep inside the

heart; it’s about the night.

Being queer is “grass roots” because we know that everyone of us, every body, every
cunt, every heart and ass and dick is a world of pleasure waiting to be explored. Everyone
of us is a world of infinite possibility. We are an army because we have to be. We are an
army because we are so powerful. (We have so much to fight for; we are the most
precious of endangered species.)®®
Titled “Queers Read This” so as to provocatively implicate any readers as queer, this pamphlet
was distributed in the 1990 Pride march in New York City by Queer Nation, an offshoot of AIDS
Coalition to Unleash Power (ACT UP), in the same year that Tongues Untied premiered on
public broadcasting in PBS’s Point of View series. The text is perhaps most famous for
reclaiming the injurious term of abuse “queer” (as expressed by Queer Nation’s slogan “Not gay
as in ‘happy’ but queer as in ‘fuck you!’” to distinguish this group from the affirmative politics
of mainstream gay and lesbian organizing); yet, little attention has been given to how the phrase
“endangered species” might likewise be reclaimed here from its anti-queer sentiments. One

might criticize the hierarchical statement of being the “most precious of endangered species” as

% The full pamphlet is available online as a pdf through ACT-UP New York.
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paradoxical to the non-hierarchical status of “queer,” but I would argue that such rhetoric is more
typical of this document’s role as a polemic than it is an indication of anti-ecological thought. It’s
also worth noting that Riggs defines his own anthropological method in similar language within
Tongues Untied as “the unending search for what is utterly precious” at a time when HIV/AIDS
vulnerability was and still remains “one in two for Black men” (Allen 106).>” What most
compels me about the document above, though, is the creative tension between “[e]veryone of us
is a world of infinite possibility” and “endangered species.” In this sense, more than simply
reclaiming “endangered species” so as to de-pathologize this term’s fraught meanings, both
Queer Nation and Riggs seem to alter the very conceptual frames for this phrase by calling
attention not to an ontological dead-end in terms of morphology—the end of any given life
form—but to the dwindling forms of life, which is to say ways of living and being in the world,
that are being lost in the epidemic and concurrent calls for privatized neoliberal inclusion.%® If
“[b]eing queer means leading a different sort of life,” then such forms of large and tremendous

life are what’s at risk of becoming extinct.

51t is worth noting that Riggs expressed reservations about screening the film for a broader audience. Only after
careful consideration and conversations with his peers did he eventually grant the PBS documentary series PO. V. to
screen the film on public broadcasting in 1991 under the stipulation that none of the content be censored. This same
year Riggs released a nine-minute experimental music video, titled Anthem, wherein he briefly dances while wearing
a t-shirt featuring ACT UP’s “Silence = Death” slogan. A repeated backdrop image in this video is the American flag
with two black men kissing and caressing each other superimposed in the foreground. It seems to me that these
collective features suggest a concerted effort by Riggs to balance the freedom of opacity with the freedom to be
public in the contexts of his own work within HIV/AIDS activism. For more on opacity in Riggs’s cinema, see
Anderst.

%8 Drawing from anthropologist Stefan Helmreich, Thom van Dooren further elaborates the distinction between life
forms and forms of life as imperative to the ethics of storytelling when it comes to extinction in ways that are
relevant for this chapter. As he puts it, “Rendered in this way, these creatures become more than a name—no longer
an abstract Latin binomial on a long list of threatened species, but a complex and precious way of life. And so this
approach to storytelling is a core part of my effort to capture a fuller sense of what extinction is and to insist that
nonhuman others are not simply ‘life forms,” but ‘forms of life’” (8). This reminds me of Michel Foucault’s similar
musings in an interview conducted for the French magazine Gai Pied in 1981, titled “Friendship as a Way of Life,”
where he claims in the context of the HIV/AIDS epidemic; “I think that’s what makes homosexuality ‘disturbing’:
the homosexual mode of life, much more than the sexual act itself. To imagine a sexual act that doesn’t conform to
law or nature is not what disturbs people. But that individuals are beginning to love one another—that’s the
problem” (136-137).
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One way to think about queer forms of life, especially in the contexts of the HIV/AIDs
epidemic, has been through the optic of terminality. Consider, for example, how Eve Kosofsky
Sedgwick describes the forms of life and interrelations that emerge from within terminal
contexts:

A more recent contingency, in the brutal foreshortening of so many queer life spans, has

deroutinized the temporality of many of us. ... I’m thinking, as I say this, of three very

queer friendships I have. One of my friends is sixty; the other two are both thirty, and I, at
forty-five, am exactly in the middle. ... In a “normal” generational narrative, our
identifications with each other would be aligned with an expectation that in another
fifteen years, I'd be situated comparably to where my sixty-year-old friend is, while my
thirty-year-old friends would be situated comparably to where I am.

But we are all aware that the grounds of such friendships today are likely to differ
from that model. ... Specifically, living with advanced breast cancer, I have little chance
of ever being the age my older friend is now. My friends who are thirty are equally
unlikely ever to experience my present, middle age: one is living with an advanced
cancer caused by a massive environmental trauma (basically, he grew up on top of a toxic
waste site); the other is living with HIV. The friend who is a very healthy sixty is much
the likeliest of us to be living fifteen years from now.

It’s hard to say, even to know, how these relationships are different from those
shared by people of different ages on a landscape whose perspectival lines converge on a
common disappearing point. [’m sure ours are more intensely motivated: whatever else
we know, we know there isn’t time to bullshit. But what it means to identify with each

other must also be very different. On this scene, an older person doesn’t love a younger
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as someone who will someday be where she now is, or vice versa. No one is, so to speak,
passing on the family name; there’s a sense in which our life narratives will barely
overlap. There’s another sense in which they slide up more intimately alongside one
another than can any lives that are moving forward according to the regular schedule of
the generations. It is one another immediately, one another as the present fullness of a
becoming whose arc may extend no further, whom we each must learn to apprehend,
fulfill, and bear company. (ZTouching 148-149; qtd. in Ensor 44-45)
What interests me about this passage here is how terminal illness is not described as a death
sentence but as a living condition that indexes the “present fullness of a becoming whose arc
may extend no further” (149), and which opens up intergenerational paradigms of identification,
communal belonging, and even perhaps kinship in a non-familial, queer sense of the term. The
temporality of terminality, for Sedgwick, is not simply a linear march toward death that is
perhaps mitigated by promises of generational succession or notions of one’s legacy; rather,
terminality constitutes a different organization of time altogether wherein life narratives “slide up
more intimately alongside one another” even though, in the same instance, they “will barely
overlap” (149). As Sarah Ensor puts it, this distinct temporal zone for alternative forms of life
highlights that “[t]erminality, in Sedgwick’s formulation, is the province not of individuals but
rather of communities, and serves not as the end of or barrier to relation but rather as relation’s
very ground” (46). It is through this complex web of affective and communal relations across
different generations where I believe queer theory, which has long been suspicious of identity as
an ontological claim, offers an important addendum to overly prescriptive accounts of
Afropessimism. Though we could say that both queer terminality and Afropessimism share

conceptual affinities in how they each eschew crisis-oriented models of temporality and evade
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phobic stances toward vulnerability or pain, it is queer theory’s emphasis on the interrelations
that emerge from within the interval of premature death that makes this field significant for
reassessing what [ would aver as the anti-relational limitations of Afropessimism thought.

Consider, for instance, how Riggs describes his own experience with terminal illness as
he discloses his seropositive AIDS diagnosis at the conclusion of Tongues Untied. In a medium
shot typical of talking-head documentary conventions, Riggs is dressed in a black shirt and
positioned against a black backdrop so that his face is the primary focal point. Gazing directly at
the camera, he continues reading his own five-section poem, “Tongues Untied,” which is
performed over the course of the entire film, scattered across different moments in a non-linear
fashion. In this excerpt below, I’ve copied the formal structure of the poem from its latest reprint
in the 2007 edition of Brother to Brother, but I’ve restored the film version’s repetition of the
lines on watching and waiting, which bear a striking similarity to Fanon’s meditations in the
movie theater:

... though lately I’ve lived with another rhythm.

At first, I thought just time passing.

But I discovered a time bomb

ticking in my blood.

Friends, faces disappear.

I watch.

I wait.

I watch.
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I wait.

I listen

for my own
quiet

implosion.

But while I wait,

older, stronger rhythms resonate within me,

sustain my spirit, silence the clock. (254)
Throughout this sequence, asynchronous sounds of a ticking clock and a slow, steady heartbeat
are audible. After his statement on discovering a “time bomb” in his blood, a montage appears,
showing us a series of newspaper obituaries of black queer people. In the first four images, we
see newspaper print with a few legible paragraphs and headlines, naming Joseph Beam, James
McLaurin, Anthony Hooker, and David Naylor. Then, a newspaper photo of perhaps a drag
queen or a trans woman appears without any provided text naming them or their cause of death.
Following this image, the remainder of the montage zeroes in on newspaper obituary portraits
without any fully legible textual descriptions, the sound of the heartbeat fades to silence, and the
editing tempo picks up speed, outpacing the ticking clock as the film presents in increasingly
rapid succession and staggering detail the portraits of the recently deceased. The final shot is a
still image of Rigg’s own face, signaling that he, too, will soon join this archive of death.

What distinguishes this monologue and visual sequence in terms of temporality is Riggs’s
perception of waiting. For Riggs, the experience of waiting on actual material death does not

foreclose onto-epistemological claims for black lives but opens up an entirely different space for
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their counter-articulations. When he proclaims that “older stronger rhythms resonate within me, /
sustain my spirit, silence the clock,” the sound of the heartbeat reappears, and a match dissolve
transitions from his still photograph to a portrait of abolitionist Harriet Tubman. Riggs pauses his
monologue, and another montage then begins. Here we see archival footage of the 1965 march
from Selma to Montgomery to combat the Jim Crow South’s restriction of black voting rights in
the backdrop as portraits of Frederick Douglass, Sojourner Truth, Bayard Rustin, and Martin
Luther King Jr. are superimposed over the footage through more dissolve transitions. Over this
imagery, we hear a revision of the traditional African American freedom song “Ain’t Gonna Let
Nobody Turn Me ’Round” as sung by the grassroots HIV/AIDS organization Gay Men of
African Descent (GMAD), swapping the phrases “no jailhouse” or “segregation” to proclaim:
“Ain’t gonna let homophobia turn me ’round / I’'m gonna keep on a-walkin’, keep on a-talkin’ /
Marchin’ up to freedom land.” Throughout this sequence, dissolves keep transitioning back and
forth between nineteenth-century abolitionists, 1960s civil rights marches, and 1980s LGBTQ
pride gatherings, thereby suggesting a continuity of freedom dreams across different spaces,
times, and subject positions. The fact that this formal style at the level of film editing defies
sequential organization is crucial, for in so doing, the film emphasizes the co-existence or co-
inhabitance of imagery and ideas over sharply distinct editing transitions that might affix these
freedom movements in different space-times. Waiting for death and even perhaps extinction from
Rigg’s perspective thus does not simply mean acquiescing to an atemporal mode of state-
sanctioned biological terror, nor to a linear temporality of teleological inevitability; rather, it
means crafting a different temporal horizon—a queer one—wherein alternative forms of

solidarity, collectivity, and relationality may be glimpsed and further developed.
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Witnessing Death

In “Blackness and the Pitfalls of Anthropocene Ethics,” Axelle Karera brings
Afropessimism to bear on Anthropocene criticism to argue that the latter field of study is
conditioned by “two clandestinely insidious discursive inclinations™: “a type of ‘hyper-ethics’
predicated on the naturalization of relationality, mutual dependency, and other narratives of

299

‘species entanglements’” and “an ahistorical and apolitical ‘hyper-valuation’ of the concept of
life” (34). To develop her argument against these critical tendencies, Karera first takes to task the
universalizing rhetoric of recent Anthropocene-informed concepts such as Nancy Tuana’s notion
of “viscous porosity,” Timothy Morton’s “hyperobjects” and Rosi Braidotti’s “vitalist posthuman
politics,” all of which, she says, “lay bare the intricate inter-relatedness among humans, non-
human life, and geophysical processes” as the foundation of a new model of politics and ethics
based on our shared responsibility in saving and healing the planet (36). Here, for instance, is
how the authors of the co-edited volume Twilight of the Anthropocene Idols articulate this
collaborative project:
And who is the ‘we’ that is being saved? It is the ‘we’ that is constituted precisely by way
of a death sentence: I mourn my future non-being and therefore I am. Further, I mourn
my future non-being and therefore I must do all I can to survive. There is no longer time
for post-humanism, anti-humanism, and—most of all—no time at all for questioning the
prima facie value and existence of the human. The Anthropocene requires that we think
of humans as a species, and (even though that unifying thought has been generated by

evidence of destruction), once the species comes into being as a geological force its

survival is constituted as an imperative. (82; qtd. in Karera 37)
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If we set aside the fact that, as Elizabeth M. DeLoughrey reminds us, “the figuring of the human
as a species in geological discourse is contrary to the evidence that Homo sapiens incorporated
other hominids in their evolution,” meaning as Donna Haraway and many others have shown
that “the human is inherently an interspecies figure when we consider the microbes and bacteria
that maintain our bodies” (30), then what Afropessimism must contend with here is this so-
perceived new structural position of the human as an inhuman planetary force. For Karera, the
ethico-political paradigm that emerges from this new structural position underscores how any
“affirmative politics of life and relationality [is] profoundly unequipped to recognize the
mundane and persistent ways in which death and perhaps even extinction always already
constitute existence for the ‘fungible’ object/being” (45-46). While I take seriously her critical
discomfort with this coercive mode of “hyper-ethics,” which indeed overlooks the frequency, if
not also foundational necessity, of black ecocide as it relates to the formation of the
Anthropocene, I am not quite certain, following Riggs’s insights, that relationality must always
adhere to a politics of life. What, then, might a black queer politics of death and its
correspondent aesthetic practices yield for Anthropocene criticism? And if, as I am suggesting,
Riggs’s cinema helps us to rethink terminality beyond its diminishing temporal and affective
constraints, then how are spectatorial relations shaped or altered through such formal techniques?
While Tongues Untied analyzes the complexities of black gay lives and concludes with
Riggs’s AIDS diagnosis, his final film Black is... Black Ain 't asks spectators to further examine
their own limited notions of blackness as they witness the last days of his material life. Directed
from his hospital bedside and completed by his producer Nicole Atkinson and editor Christian
Badgley after his death from AIDS-related complications, Riggs’s impending demise is made

clear at the very beginning of the film through a short series of intertitles after the title-card that
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read: “Marlon Riggs challenged racism and homophobia with his work and his life. / During the
making of this film, he died of AIDS. / This film was completed in tribute to his vision and
humanity.” As an anthological film, Black is... Black Ain 't draws from a range of black aesthetic,
sonic, vernacular, and intellectual traditions to approximate the vastness of black lifeworlds,
featuring interviews with Angela Davis, bell hooks, Barbara Smith, Bill T. Jones, and Riggs’s
own mother, to name but a few of the participants. Reflecting on the historical significance of
this documentary, Marlon M. Bailey writes, “During this time, there was little to no attention
paid to the devastation that the AIDS epidemic caused to Black communities, particularly gay
men and people who inject drugs. Similarly, for years, during the early period of the AIDS
epidemic in the 1980s and 1990s, with few exceptions, Black studies was totally silent while the
epidemic ravished Black communities” (163). Early on in the film, Riggs echoes these
sentiments, revealing the purpose for this film as follows:
AIDS is central to the catalyst that’s pushing me to deal with identity on the global
perspective. The connection between AIDS and black folks and black folk’s identity is
metaphoric. Both of them are a struggle against the odds, in the face of adversity, in the
face of possible extinction. How do we keep ourselves together as a people in the face of
all of our differences? How do we maintain a sense of communal selfthood, if you will?
Much of the film explores these questions by critiquing how heteropatriarchy, colorism,
classism, religious oppression, HIV/AIDS stigma, and cultural nationalism shape and limit
perceptions of black life in ways that stifle Riggs’s more expansive notion of a “communal
selthood.” What interests me here, however, is Riggs’s turn to metaphor. For, where Tongues
Untied opens with an ironic use of metonymy as a figural substitution and reduction of black life

in the question of endangered species status, the relational structure of metaphor as a slantwise
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and more opaque affiliation in this film enables Riggs to enrich his account of blackness and all
of its affirmative queer potentials as a mode of communal selthood.

Two metaphors illuminate his argument on what constitutes black forms of life, more
broadly, and black queer forms of life, in particular. First, there’s the gumbo. Shortly after a call
and response performance of the film’s title over the title-card, much like the “brother to brother”
opening of Tongues Untied, we see an extreme close-up of Riggs’s mother’s hands as she seasons
and stirs a large pot of gumbo. Riggs tells us in a voiceover narration that “there’s nothing better
in this world than my Big Mama’s gumbo... because it’s got a little bit of everything in it,” then
a brief interview with Angela Davis is interspliced, wherein she asks what “black™ is but
determines that it’s ultimately impossible to define in any absolute sense. Riggs then connects
this statement to all of the ingredients and flavors that comprise gumbo, suggesting that this
meal, which is meant to be shared in community, is representative of the multiple qualities that
make up but can never fully define blackness. As E. Patrick Johnson puts it, “The gumbo trope is
apropos because like ‘blackness,” gumbo is a site of possibilities” (19). I would also add that
gumbo is full of various plant and animal life forms and thus also forms of life from land, air,
and sea, comprising an interspecies ecology created through black cultural practices. Referring to
this documentary as a “soul food memoir,” for example, Gamal Abdel-Shehid further observes
that the gumbo metaphor taps into “rituals of slave food” and “histories of improvisation,”
whereby “[a]s much as slaves coming from Africa may have wished to reproduce their cuisine,
the conditions did not allow for it, and recipes took on oral forms, resided in memory, and were
substantially altered” (462). It is especially interesting that, even while Riggs celebrates his
mother’s famous gumbo recipe, he never reveals what comprises the roux that holds everything

together. By the end of the film, he still withholds this knowledge, but he asks Angela Davis to
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define blackness once more in light of the gumbo metaphor, and she says, “Well, you take some
color—a dash or a big dollop, it don’t matter—and you blend it with an assortment of physical
features that reflect every face you might possibly encounter on this great earth; mix that up with
a culture that loves to improvise, signify, reclaim, renew, and read, and you’ve got it: the recipe
for black folk.” For Riggs and many of this film’s participants, gumbo is an exemplary metaphor
for blackness because black ontology is an open-ended, incomplete, and unfinishable project of
past recovery and future becoming.
Yet, this warm, nourishing, and life-sustaining metaphor is crossed by another in the film:
Rigg’s own body. A recurrent visual motif throughout the documentary that emerges in the very
first ten seconds of the film is a sequence of Riggs roaming nude in a forest. In a meta-
commentary remark on this footage later on, Riggs tells his production team and anticipated
spectators:
When you see the scenes of me, naked, running through the woods, which I hope you
will use an abundance of, those things have a powerful image for me in terms of
searching through clutter in my life, searching through the clutter of the project,
searching through the attempts by society at large to cover you and to confine you into
some space in which you’re not seen for the naked truth of who you are. Those scenes are
critical in their metaphoric importance. Well, I mean it’s easy for me to make the parallels
of being confined and lost in the woods and a community confined by its own limited
notions of identity.
Riggs situates his own body in a metaphorical double bind for viewers here. On the one hand,
there is the potential for some kind of revelation in the naked truth that comes with seeing and

acknowledging the fundamental vulnerability of the human form; while on the other, this
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promise of an expanded relationality among humans and nonhuman nature is filtered through the
confines of preexisting perceptions of his black queer body, which may be misread through a
pathological gaze as deviant, criminal, or victim. The footage of Riggs in the forest that is
interspliced throughout the film amplifies this metaphorical complexity, alternating between
sequences where he seems to be leisurely strolling or even perhaps cruising and sequences where
he is running as if being hunted by some unseen predator. For black ecological inquiry, such
moments tap into recurrent cultural memories whereby the natural world might be imagined at
once as a space of refuge, marronage, and pleasure, as well as a site of terror and flight where
“strange fruit” hangs from poplar trees. What interests me about Rigg’s turn to his own body and
all of its semiotic limitations and possibilities as a metaphor for black queer life here is how he
seems to take up Fanon’s central question for film theory—that is, a question of what it means to
move through the world and to watch oneself be watched. How then do we make sense of this
documentary’s call for spectators to grapple with this problem of visuality while they also watch
his imminent death?

In the wake of Afropessimism in academic and activist circles, many have argued that the
public circulation of videos of black death and suffering amount to contemporary equivalents of
lynching post-cards, meaning for some viewers, such scenes might constitute forms of perverse
pleasure, either in terms of overt sadism or perhaps more insidiously in terms of empathy.
Following Saidiya Hartman’s Scenes of Subjection, empathy has often been read in three
interrelated ways for political theory: as the primary affective force of liberal humanism that
achieves pleasure by indulging in trauma or sorrow across geopolitical contexts; as a libidinal
economy for white civil society and institutionality that erases or absorbs difference; and as an

instrument of terror that works to inhibit structural changes or defuse radical critiques of injustice
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through sentimental narratives of pain and injury for minoritized persons.®® As I have written
elsewhere on this topic, “If a critic only traces empathetic attachments that are generated by sites
of trauma or attempted negation, then a feedback loop is put in place to merely embolden social
inequalities and further reify marginalization. Or, to put it more forcefully: empathy can
resubordinate that which it attempts to recuperate” (230). I stand by this statement, but my
thought process on this matter has since been complicated by a graduate seminar on Hartman’s
text where Hortense Spillers asked us to consider if empathy must only be expressed by a
dominant group, or if there are other ways to convey and foster empathy, namely within African
American and Afro-diasporic texts. I want to pursue this alternative notion of empathy here
through Riggs’s ethico-political imperative to witness his death. Witnessing, as I see it,
encompasses a praxis of empathy that does not replicate this feedback loop of injury, nor does it
erase, absorb, or evade difference; rather, witnessing opens up vectors for alternative practices of
relationality that might reframe how to look at suffering and death.

In his thorough survey of roughly six hundred video tapes of HIV/AIDS documentary
cinema in the New York Public Library, Roger Hallas argues that what unites such disparate and
variegated formal approaches to personal testimony and public education is a recurrent call for
the spectator to bear witness to the traumas of the epidemic on both an individual and collective
social level.®? “Bearing witness,” Hallas writes, “involves an address to an other; it occurs only
in a framework of relationality, in which the testimonial act is itself witnessed by another. In its

address to an other, be that an analyst, a jury, or an audience, bearing witness affirms the reality

%9 In addition to Hartman, see Wendy Brown’s “Wounded Attachments” (1993); Lauren Berlant’s “The Subject of
True Feeling: Pain, Privacy, and Politics” (1999); and Jodi Melamed’s Represent and Destroy: Rationalizing
Violence in the New Racial Capitalism (2011).

80 More narrowly, filmmaker John Greyson has identified nine different forms of “AIDS tapes” for his 1989
compilation Video Against AIDS, including “cable-access shows for people with AIDS, the documentation of
perofrmances, documentary portraits, experimental critiques of mass media, prevision tapes, promotional tapes for
service organizations, safer-sex videos, activist videos, and treatment-information tapes” (Hallas 9).
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of the event witnessed; moreover, it produces its ‘truth’ (10). As an institutional speech act that
requires physical presence and survival to affirm truth claims, witnessing in Hallas’s account
develops out of religious, legal, and psychoanalytic discourses, namely from Foucault’s reading
of the confession as a disciplinary model of knowledge and power and Agamben’s writings on
the Holocaust trials. Yet, given that Riggs is a student of the anthological generation of the long
1980s, I want to define witnessing through this alternative genealogy of women of color
feminisms and bring it into conversation with Afropessimism and Anthropocene criticism here.
If Afropessimism can be read as Anthropocene theory, as I have proposed, then what’s at
stake here is a question of how to rethink relationality in such a way that it is not foresworn but
also not naturalized as a totality for how all humans should experience ecological interrelations.
In his inaugural theory of Afropessimism in Red, White, and Black: Cinema and the Structure of
U.S. Antagonisms, Frank Wilderson performs a paradigmatic analysis that attends to structural
positions—rather than the messy particularities of identities and on-the-ground lived
experiences—to distinguish what he calls different “grammars of suffering” for his study’s three
antagonisms: the Black or “Slave” is imperiled by accumulation and fungibility; the Native or
“Savage,” genocide and land dispossession; and the White or “Settler/Master,” labor exploitation
and alienation (Red 28). For Wilderson, the political economies that emerge in response to these
modes of suffering—namely “the (White) demand for expansion, the (Indian) demand for return
of the land, and the (Black) demand for ‘flesh’ reparation”—cannot cross each other on the same
grid of intelligibility due to their competing interests (Red 29). Black reparations in the promise
of “forty acres and a mule,” for example, appears as antagonistic to land-based claims of
indigenous sovereignty because they affirm the U.S. nation-state and its authoritative claims of

settlement. At the same time, Native struggles for sovereignty place Indigenous people closer to
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the province of the human master-subject, compelling Wilderson to further elaborate in
conversation with Tiffany Lethabo King that ... one cannot be ‘Indian’ or anything else without
being anti-Black. It is a necessary element to being alive” (“Staying” 55). One of the problems
with this line of thought, especially for women of color feminisms, is that Wilderson reads
incommensurability as a stalemate, rather than as the opening up of different ways to
conceptualize relations in the longue durée of slavery and coloniality.

Writing on witnessing and relationality in the contexts of women of color feminisms from
the anthological generation, Yomaira C. Figueroa-Vasquez argues that “we must be able to attend
to incommensurability” (24). Here is how she defines this term from decolonial theory:

In signaling the term incommensurability, 1 build on the work of Eve Tuck, K. Wayne

Yang, and Keith Feldman as I articulate how the problems endemic to historical and

ongoing forms of colonialism require us to contend with “overlaps that can’t be figured,

that cannot be resolved” and to recognize the often irreconcilable processes of history,
language, dispossession, experiences, and the sociocultural and aesthetic output across
distinct locales in the African diaspora. Incommensurability is also a way to track how
our theoretical and practical approaches to excavating the relations and understanding
shared values “does as much to obscure as it does to enlighten.” Attention to
incommensurability in the form of unfixed histories and migrations, as well as social,
cultural, and linguistic difference, is a central component to women of color feminisms.

We can think about the ways they deployed relationality in the context of their political

organizing, learning each other’s histories and creating spaces to come together and share

their similarities and differences and organize against oppressions that the Combahee

River Collective understood to be “interlocking.” (“A Case” 24-25)
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What’s key for Figueroa-Vasquez here and essential to the very formal genre of the anthology
itself is that complimentary and contradictory viewpoints can coexist on a horizontal plane of
articulation, rather than as hierarchical or dialectical antagonisms, in ways that enable fuller
understandings of the legacies of coloniality and their ongoing recalibrations. To attend to the
incommensurable in this context means adopting “faithful witnessing” as a critical optic.
Figueroa-Vasquez first defines this form of witnessing through Kelly Oliver’s writing on how
the survivors of slavery and the Holocaust “do not merely articulate a demand to be recognized
or seen. Rather, they witness to pathos beyond recognition” (79; qtd. in Decolonizing 68). Then,
she moves from Oliver’s framework, wherein witnessing is essential to the colonial formation of
subjectivity through a Hegelian master-slave dialectic, to Latina feminist Maria Lugones’s
decolonial theory of “witnessing as a praxis of epistemic pilgrimaging against physical and
metaphysical domination” (69). As Lugones writes, “To witness faithfully, one must be able to
sense resistance, to interpret behavior as resistant even when it is dangerous, when that
interpretation places one psychologically against common sense, or when one is moved to act in
collision with common sense, with oppression” (7; qtd. in Decolonizing 69). What distinguishes
this praxis of witnessing from how it is typically taken up in religious or juridical spaces is that it
does not prioritize a singular, authoritative perception of an event; rather, faithful witnessing
“moves subjects toward a polysensical approach, one which understands that there are many
worlds, and which sees/reads many perspectives, particularly the perspectives of those who are
dehumanized or rendered invisible” (Decolonizing 70). Anthological texts are especially apt for
faithful witnessing because they deploy multiple perspectives to account for the same historical

processes or events through the enunciation of similar yet distinct lived experiences, some of
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which, as Sedgwick would say, “slide up more intimately alongside one another” even if, in the
same instance, they “will barely overlap” (149).

In Black is... Black Ain't, Marlon Riggs teaches us how to faithfully witness his physical
death by staging his terminal illness from a variety of perspectives that challenge normative
notions of space and time. In the interim between the first ten seconds of Riggs’s nude body in
the forest and his explanation of the gumbo metaphor around the three-minute mark of the film,
we see footage from a hand-held camera wandering through a hospital corridor. This hospital
footage is crossed with editing dissolves that stage the filmmaking process itself as it is carried
out both inside and outside of the hospital for this project. Over this imagery, the diminishing
numbers of Riggs’s own t-cell count are superimposed in ways that make legible an otherwise
imperceptible terminal temporality. In the audio track for this sequence, Riggs overlaps and
interrupts his own individual statements as if time is running out for his speech, effectively
fragmenting and multiplying his own perspective in this one moment. It is difficult to capture his
overlapping dialogue in written form, but the crux of his speech is that his t-cell count is 225 at
the beginning of the production, but then both his weight and t-cell count drop down to the same
number of 175. Later at about the mid-way point of the film, Riggs returns to the hospital and
tells us: “Six months ago, I weighed 140 pounds, 145. I weighed 110 when I [just] went into the
hospital. My t-cell count, I know, it was around 125, 135, which is low, but still it was enough to
make me feel I had a little meat to my cells. I’ve dropped to ten t-cells, and then I just stopped
counting because it became irrelevant. More important was how do I feel.”

At this point, the film “silences the clock,” so to speak, and reframes its terminal aesthetic
practices through what Dagmawi Woubshet has called a “poetics of compounding loss,” which

he defines through early AIDS literature as “a leitmotif of inventory taking; the
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reconceptualization of relentless serial losses not as cumulative, but as compounding; and the
notion that this compounded loss is heightened by reflexivity, with the subject’s loss both object
and subject, past and prospective, memory and immediate threat” (4). As the production team
periodically checks in on Riggs in his hospital bed throughout the remainder of the film’s
runtime, the emphasis on numerical values of weight and t-cell count is replaced by a growing
list of ailments. In another moment of overlapping dialogue by Riggs, for example, he
approximately tells us: “Fatigue, nausea, fever, chills. Strange how we adapt to easily to
extraordinary circumstances. I’ve experienced an array of illnesses and infections: oral hairy cell
leukoplakia, pneumonia, gastrointestinal bleeding, colitis, herpes, anemia, systemic blood
infection, gallstones, respiratory failure, renal failure, heart failure. The list goes on. And, yet, I
am alive.” Through acknowledging his impending death yet also resisting the faulty bifurcation
between life and death, Riggs seems to marvel at his own existence.

Lists of ailments are then replaced by dreams in what appears to be one of the final
recordings of Riggs in his hospital bed toward the end of the film. This sequence first begins
with a slow-motion rendering of Riggs running nude in the forest. The camera slowly moves
upward until Riggs is no longer visible, then it tilts toward a ninety-degree angle so that the
horizon line is almost vertical in the center of the frame. An editing dissolve then restores the
horizontal line, replacing the forest mise-en-scene with an image of the wide mouth of a river as
a faint still-image of Harriet Tubman is superimposed atop the water. Someone on the production
team asks Riggs to tell his prospective spectators about a particular vision he had when he was
recently rushed into the emergency room for treatment. He says he dreamed of Harriet Tubman
“coming and standing by me, not saying anything, so I had to become aware of her presence.

And then, just looking into my eyes, and then looking at the river in front of us.” The interviewer
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then asks where they were located, and he responds, “I don’t know, some dark foresty place with
a river running through it, and kind of running pretty fiercely.” At this point, the film cuts back to
the forest, and in a low angle shot, the camera slowly swirls in a circle, showing us various tree
branches threading together with the sky as the backdrop, before the camera is repositioned in a
high angle shot, looking down at the dirt path as the lens begins to close in on the frame,
effectively shifting from an objective view to a subjective shot that approximates a circular fish-
eye lens. Riggs continues, “And she didn’t say anything. It was just with her eyes. She just
looked at me and then turned and looked at the river. And we started walking. Harriet and I
walked across the river.” A dissolve transitions back to the river water and a still image of
Tubman, then another dissolve takes us to Riggs in his hospital bed as he tells us this story. The
interviewer asks, “And what do you think that dream was about?” Riggs determines,
Overcoming the present crisis. I mean, there’s going to be more, I know that. I’'m going to
be laid up in the hospital again. But as long as I have Harriet and Black is... Black Ain't to
go traveling with, I’'m going to cross that river. If [ have work, then I’'m not going to die
because work is a living spirit in me—that which wants to connect with other people and
pass on something to them that they can use in their own lives and grow from.
This sequence is similar to the one that closes Tongues Untied, where a photograph of Harriet
Tubman appears after Riggs proclaims, “older stronger rhythms resonate within me, / sustain my
spirit, silence the clock,” but where that freedom dream was pitched to a collective level for
black queer people, more broadly, this one narrows in on Riggs as an individual. By recruiting
Tubman as an AIDS activist here, she appears as a witness to the suffering, shame, and stigma
that surrounds his diagnosis as well as a spirit guide for his personal journey into the afterlife.

Her silence speaks volumes. For, their relationship is not built on equivalence, exception, or
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hopeful resilience that things will get better; in fact, all of the participants of this sequence seem
to know it will only get worse. What brings them together instead seems to be Riggs’s desire to
not feel so alone and to imagine his life within a broader trajectory beyond his own material
existence. [’'m especially inspired here by how at the level of narrative structure and cinematic
form, Riggs brings the past and the future together as a means of “overcoming the present crisis.”
Both Tubman’s fugitive flight from slavery in the nineteenth-century and the prospective future
of his own filmography blend together so as to provide Riggs with a fuller sense of his present
condition and life purpose. This complex temporal layering is key to how the film imagines
relationality beyond a life and death binary. Witnessing terminality in this instance thus does not
mean we are simply watching Riggs die; rather, we are watching him magnify the richness and
fullness of life with all of its complexities across multiple spatiotemporal contexts. We are

watching his death, perhaps, inaugurate a different form of survival for others elsewhere.

Life After Death

In Bill McKibben’s 1989 monograph The End of Nature, which has often been cited as
one of the first major texts to make the threats of planetary climate change legible to a general
audience, Sarah Ensor takes to task a flippant remark on environmental stewardship where
McKibben writes, “the end of nature ... makes us reluctant to attach ourselves to its remnants,
for the same reason that we usually don’t choose friends from among the terminally i1 (179;
qtd. in Ensor 41). If vitalism at the heart of mainstream environmentalism cannot account for the
lives or futures of terminal beings, then Ensor suggests that queer theory as it emerges from the

HIV/AIDS epidemic “can help environmentalism develop a non-melancholic, non-salvific
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relationship to vulnerability and risk alike” (43). “What would our environmental practices look
like,” she asks, “if we treated the planet as terminal, albeit within a radically different time scale
than the one that defines a human life?”” (43). Here I hope to have shown how black studies can
likewise contribute to such critical projects and may, in fact, enable us to get to some of the root
problems that often motivate Anthropocene criticism on questions of life and death, being and
nonbeing, and deep pasts or possible futures.

Now I want to conclude this chapter in an unorthodox fashion with an extended quote
from Riggs. The text is taken from the Other Countries’ anthology Sojourner.: Black Gay Voices
in the Age of AIDS, which is currently out-of-print and thus could be considered an “endangered
document.” In it, Riggs pens a series of letters to his deceased “comrades, lovers, girlfriends,
[and] family” (23) the year before his death in ways that further speak to the marvels of black life
insisted against suffering and death. He concludes this writing with one final letter to Harriet
Tubman. Read it to overcome the present crisis; read it, perhaps, as a prayer:

Dear Harriet:

Did you hear, Harriet, the trembling trepidation in my voice (trembling which
even now in remembering threatens to repossess me)? And didn’t you, like the good
shepherd that you have always been, didn’t you come—and take my hand?

Beneath the continuous blare of Geraldo, Joan, Oprah, Phil, The Young and the
Restless, and All My oh-so-tedious Children, I heard you, Harriet, paid strict attention to
your silent command: stand up and walk! Remember Harriet? Remember while my lover,
mother, grandmother, friends, walked me through the hospital hallways with IV in tow,

you walked with me, also, lightly holding my hand. And when we had escaped out of the
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woods, you pressed me on till we reached the river and you said simply, silently, with
your eyes: wade in the water, child, if you want to get to the other side.

How many runaways had you so commanded? How many hung back and clung in
fear to what they felt they knew, sought refuge in the woods, thick silence, darkest night?
How many thought they could escape by becoming invisible? But didn’t you know,
Harriet, that slavery is never escaped as long as the master controls your mind? And don’t
you now see the chilling parallels between the means by which we were held captive in
your time, and the methods of our enslavement today? Don’t you see the chains, my
Harriet, sweet Moses, the chains not so much of steel and the law, but more insidious: the
invisible chains, linked over centuries of silence and shame? In this latest crisis, our new
master is the virus; his overseer—silence; and his whip—shame.

Were you watching when I stepped into the deep? I who have never learned to
swim was certain I would drown. Chilly, troubled waters swept over my feet, rose
gushingly to my ankles, my hips, waist, chest, then my neck. Troubled, angry waters
whipped and tore at me, brutally washed away decades of deep-layered shame, washed
away the denial, the fear, the stigma; cracked and splintered the master’s lock and chain.

Before I knew I was naked and trembling—and free. And that’s when I began to
sing, from the hospital bed, and I know I sang off-key, but the quality of the song didn’t
matter as much as the affirming act of singing:

1 woke up this morning with my mind

Staying on Freedom

I woke up this morning with my mind

Staying on Freedom
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1 woke up this morning with my mind
Staying on Freedom

Hallelu—hallelu—hallelujah (22-23)
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Chapter Three:
Conjuring a Black Transpastoral Cinema

In the opening of Tourmaline’s experimental short film Atlantic is a Sea of Bones (2017),
titled after the eponymous poem by Lucille Clifton, ballroom icon Egyptt LaBeija looks down at
the bank of the Hudson River from atop the Whitney Museum of American Art in Manhattan. On
the verge of tears, masked by a wistful chuckle, she points to a space of absence carved out by
construction equipment and tells us:

I literally lived on that pier that’s no longer there. I lived there, in a hut. I lived on there,

and I slept on this thing right under there, because I was homeless. I had to make money,

and I had nowhere to go. And then one day, I just snapped out. I said, “This can’t work no
more.” And I started reaching for better things. Oh my god! I’ve never seen it from this
angle before, so it’s a lot. I don’t want to cry. Well, I can cry now; I don’t got no make-up
on. The times of the Village, from 14" Street to Christopher Street. The memories. People
should never forget where they come from.
This brief rumination, shot on a vertical hand-held iPhone, directs our attention to how scalar
shifts in perspective complicate readings of a particular space and time. To be positioned at a
bird’s eye view, rather than embedded within an on-the-ground vantage point, opens up new
ways for LaBeija to experience this space, even as it is already being de-familiarized for her
through urban development processes.! This distanced perspective is further complicated by a

backward temporal glance pertaining to her memories of this area. Manhattan’s West Side Piers

%1 In Anthropocene criticism, a bird’s eye view of the entire planet is necessary for understanding this epoch, for as
Donna Haraway notes, “The Anthropocene is another instance of a kind of Earth that can only exist post-space race
and post-Cold War. It is a particular model: a view from space of how the chemical cycles of the Earth are
influenced in really profound ways by something called, you know, Homo sapiens or anthropos (““Anthropologists”
539).
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were once a popular cruising spot for queer people and a congregation site for homeless LGBTQ
people of color throughout the 1970s and 1980s as depicted in popular documentaries such as
Paris is Burning (Jennie Livingston, 1990), The Salt Mines (Carlos Aparicio and Susana Aikin,
1990), and The Stroll (Zackary Drucker and Kristen Parker Lovell, 2023). Yet, by the time of the
Whitney’s relocation to the West Village in 2015, such collectives had practically been
eliminated by the HIV/AIDS epidemic, gentrification, and ongoing neoliberal reforms to
policing, social welfare, and access to public goods. The very title of the film underscores that
such contemporary developments are not novel for black people, in particular, but part and parcel
of the longue durée of slavery and its afterlives. LaBeija’s unspoken memories thus appear
ambivalent; she neither mourns, celebrates, nor romanticizes her time on the piers, even while
she suggests something meaningful has occurred there and is being rekindled by her elevated
perspective. Following her monologue, the film then conjures up the ghosts of queer and trans
pasts, returning life to the piers in shimmering sequences of rebirth and ecstatic gathering. At the
flickering edge of the ineffable and crossed by polyvalent notions of space and time, a black
transpastoral unfolds.

Drawing from Atlantic is a Sea of Bones and her more recent film Salacia (2019), this
chapter examines how Tourmaline’s black feminist avant-garde cinema yields theories of
environmental relation rooted in the particularities of black queer and transgender histories,
experiences, and aesthetic practices in U.S. contexts. Generally speaking, avant-garde or
experimental media challenges the cinematic pleasure principle and thus normative modes of
perception through innovative audiovisual techniques. If feminist avant-garde cinema can
broadly be said to disrupt a heterosexist or “male” gaze in terms of the pleasures afforded by

watching women’s bodies on screen, black feminist avant-garde cinema more specifically
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counters the pornotroping of black femme embodiment within archives of capture and violation.
By giving expression to what is often devalued or occluded in such archives, black feminist
avant-garde cinema can be considered a practice of conjure work, as Jennifer DeClue shows,
wherein filmmakers “channel stories of the disembodied and in so doing act as mediums who
identify evasions, distortions, and lies while they unleash secrets from the past” (2).9? For my
purposes here, I am interested in how Tourmaline’s films represent and reimagine archives of
pastoralism within queer and trans studies so as to produce novel ways of encountering
ecological pasts within the present in ways that may shape future endeavors for social and
environmental justice.

While the past few decades have proven true American literary critic Leo Marx’s
premonition that the Anthropocene is “bound to bring forth new versions of the pastoral” (222),
my primary goal here is not so much to classify and proliferate another genre category as to
foster a transpastoral analytic that brings black ecopoetics to bear on queer and trans film
studies.5® My usage of the term “ecopoetics” here is intentionally broad so as to underscore, as
Camille Dungy has shown, that black artists and intellectuals have been “investigating the

alignment between man and nature long before the popularity of contemporary ecopoetics”

82 In the closing note of The Color Purple, Alice Walker identifies herself as a “medium” and expresses gratitude to
her ostensibly fictional characters for helping to write the book. In Conjuring: Black Women, Fiction, and Literary
Tradition, Marjorie Pryse locates Walker’s statement in the broader context of black women’s writing, showing how
such recurrent methods to disclaim original contributions enable black women novelists to claim a longer literary
inheritance that develops out of oral folk traditions. In this sense, writing itself becomes a form of magic or
conjuring work (Pryse 2).

8 On rethinking pastoralism in light of Anthropocene criticism, see Heather Sullivan’s “The Dark Pastoral: A Trope
for the Anthropocene” in German Ecaocriticism in the Anthropocene (2017) or Stefano Rozzoni and David
Lombard’s co-edited special issue of Ecocene: Cappadaocia Journal of Environmental Humanities, “The Pastoral:
New Trajectories in the Anthropocene” (2021). For more general accounts of how ecopoetics relate to Anthropocene
criticism, see Lynn Keller, Recomposing Ecopoetics: North American Poetry of the Self-Conscious Anthropocene
(2018); Margaret Ronda’s Remainders: American Poetry on Nature’s End (2018); David Farrier’s Anthropocene
Poetics (2019), and Min Hyoung Song’s Climate Lyricism (2022).
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(xxii).® For this reason, I do not differentiate between nature writing and environmental or
ecological poetry throughout this chapter, favoring instead a more capacious understanding of
ecopoetics as a field of knowledge that, in Angela Hume and Samia Rahimtoola’s terms, “has
opened up crucial questions about how we might best dwell on earth and about the politics of
such dwelling ... as a relational endeavor” (139).% A transpastoral analytic, as I theorize it here,
is thus more than a trans-disciplinary or trans-media encounter between poetry criticism and film
theory. It is a multi-perspective lens to examine the conceptual and representational flow of
movement “with, through, of, in, and across” a variety of environmental orders (Hayward and
Weinstein 196), especially in regard to what Terry Gifford has famously elaborated as a recurrent
ecocritical triangulation of pastoral, antipastoral, and postpastoral variations. Tourmaline’s films,
as I read them, shift® within and across these three pastoral modes in ways that unsettle each
particular genre’s approach to spatiotemporal arrangements and the affective attachments that
sustain their specific notions of an intra-or interspecies community. Though it may be true that

any text can incorporate multiple pastorals within itself, the critical import of charting a black

8 In addition to Dungy’s anthology, for black nature writing, see Paul Outka’s Race and Nature from
Transcendentalism to the Harlem Renaissance (2008); Kimberly Ruffin’s Black on Earth: African American
Ecoliterary Traditions (2010); Dianne Glave’s Rooted in the Earth: Reclaiming the African American
Environmental Heritage (2010); Ian Finseth’s Shades of Green: Visions of Nature in the Literature of American
Slavery, 1770-1860 (2011); Michael Lundblad’s The Birth of a Jungle: Animality in Progressive-Era U.S. Literature
and Culture (2013); Katherine R. Lynes’s “‘A Responsibility to Something Besides People’: African American
Reclamation Ecopoetics” in African American Review (2015); Sonya Posmentier’s Cultivation and Catastrophe:
The Lyric Ecology of Modern Black Literature (2017); Joshua Bennett’s Being Property Once Myself: Blackness
and the End of Man (2020); and Erin Sharkey’s A Darker Wilderness: Black Nature Writing from Soil to Stars
(2023).

8 In The Ecopoetry Anthology, Anne Fisher-Wirth and Laura-Gray Street distinguish three modes of ecopoetics:
nature poetry, environmental poetry, and ecological poetry. The first two develop out of a lyric tradition, wherein
“nature poetry” centers the poet’s experiences and “environmental poetry” centers instead nonhuman experiences.
Ecological poetry, by contrast, develops out of the anti-lyric, free verse experimentations of avant-garde movements,
which in Jean-Thomas Tremblay’s terms “resists a Romantic focus on pastoral and wildness in poetry criticism” and
“trades an Emersonian or Thoreauvian attention to sublime, untouched nature for sites of extraction, chemical spills,
and other manifestations of ecosystemic violence” (“No More Nature™). For a fuller analysis of these literary
traditions in light of ecocriticism, see Keller (2018) or Hume and Osborne (2018).

56 On the shift as a particular mode of trans of color poetics in digital form, see chapter three of micha cardenas’
Poetic Operations: Trans of Color Art in Digital Media (2022).
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transpastoral analytic lies in how this lens opens up vectors to further conceptualize black queer

and trans ecologies at the particular nexus of nature, land, and property.

On the Pastorals We Want and Those We Fear

In the form of the pastoral, nature has long been configured in Western thought as a
welcome respite or space of reprieve with restorative potentials for human communities. An
imagined separation between nature and culture®” affords repose for human subjects to not only
indulge in the very real pleasures of the natural world, which are real, but also for imagining
social relations differently from a vantage point ostensibly set outside the social and thus often
marked as free from normative sexual and gender constraints. For this reason, the pastoral has
not infrequently been charged with homoerotic potentials, if not also queer and trans
possibilities. What’s more is the very institutionalization of queer and trans ecologies arguably
rests on the pastoral as the foundational ground of analysis and critique. Consider, for example,
the now-canonical volume Queer Ecologies: Sex, Nature, Politics, Desire (2010), edited by
Catriona Mortimer-Sandilands and Bruce Erickson, which opens with an analysis of the film
Brokeback Mountain (Ang Lee, 2005) to formulate the field’s conceptual framework. As
Mortimer-Sandilands and Erickson show, both the film and the project of queer (and trans)
ecologies, more broadly, challenges dominating discourses of “nature” by unsettling
heteronormative ideals pertaining to the environment, gendered embodiment, and sexual or

erotic acts. By tracing their ecological inquiry from ancient bucolic poetry into contemporary

57 As Walter Mignolo and Catherine E. Walsh have shown, the separation of nature and culture—or what they call
“the invention of nature and the degradation of life” (158)—is a Western concept that holds no recourse to
Indigenous cosmologies or worlding conceptions.

95



contexts, Mortimer-Sandilands and Erickson demonstrate how many LGBTQ artists and
intellectuals have since drawn on this long aesthetic tradition to envision “a queer history, a
queer space, and indeed a queer nature: the idealized, bucolic ‘naturalness’ of pastoral
homoeroticism calls into question the idea that heterosexuality is the only ‘natural’ sex around”
(4).%8 Yet, in a brief parenthetical note, they suggest Brokeback Mountain is not a simple Arcadia,
for “this pastoral [by contrast] is interrupted by homophobes and coyotes” (4). I cannot help but
hear an echo of this pastoral variation in Oliver Baez Bendorf’s keywords essay on “Nature” in
the inaugural issue of 7SO when, likewise invoking the overseer and the bestial, he writes, “A
transgender pastoral may be verdant and bucolic, but the reality is occasionally interrupted by
transphobes, cunning or dumb, who howl and leave their scat” (136). If in the context of
ecological inquiry, queer and transgender environments cannot simply be read as sites of
pleasure and belonging but spaces that are also threatened by disruptive power relations or
phobic incursions, then what constitutes the distinctions among pastoral, antipastoral, and
postpastoral thought for this field of study?

In Queer Cinema in the World, film scholars Karl Schoonover and Rosalind Galt
distinguish two sub-categories of the pastoral that portrays the interrelations between LGBTQ

people and the natural world: “the homoerotic pastoral and the queer eco-critical” (246).%° The

8 |t is also worth noting, at least in the context of Brokeback Mountain, that such pastoral spaces are carved out and
established apart from “civilized” or metropolitan spaces through the frontier fantasies of settler colonialism. This
version of a U.S. pastoral thus confronts us with what Scott Lauria Morgensen calls “settler homonationalism,”
wherein modern sexual “freedom” emerges on stolen land through the displacement of indigenous peoples and the
concomitant disavowal of enslaved, non-waged black labor (21).

8 In their analysis of queer world cinema, Schoonover and Galt explain that some films may be “queer in certain
contexts and not in others” based on how films are positioned within LGBTQ-focused or curated festivals, arthouse
exhibitions, or popular regionally-oriented cinemas (8). Additional ways in which cinema may be labeled “queer”
stems from subcultural appropriations by LGBTQ audiences, diegetic depictions of queer and trans characters, or
features of aesthetic style. For this latter category, Schoonover and Galt argue that global queer films often share
three traits: a propensity for “warping normative regimes of visibility” via formal excess; a tendency to portray
“temporal drift” as a means of non-linear or anti-teleological resistance; and a “staging of sexuality, gendered
embodiment, and nonheteronormative sex” (10-11). These collective elements, for Schoonover and Galt, point
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former, as developed by early gay studies scholars, emerges from Theocritus and Virgil in
Western classical traditions and extends through Romanticism, namely in Walt Whitman’s
poetry, to depict a central spatiotemporal contrast: “the spatial distinction of town (frenetic,
corrupt, impersonal) and country (peaceful, abundant) and the temporal distinction of past
(idyllic) and present (‘fallen’)” (Garrard 39). What’s at stake in this dramatic sense of loss is not
only that a particular environment may have undergone changes for the sake of urban
development, but that some prior communion with the natural world seems to have been lost due
to the advents of modernity. The homoerotic pastoral intervenes in this discourse by depicting
sequences of primarily white male same-sex eroticism among shepherds or herdsmen against the
backdrop of the natural world, which is typically imagined as “a place where it is safe to be gay:
where gay men can be free from the outlaw status society confers upon us, where homosexuality
can be revealed and spoken of without reprisal, and where homosexual love can be consummated
without concern for the punishment or scorn of the world” (Fone 13).7° The homoerotic pastoral
may depict some instances of animal husbandry or land-based labor, but its primary aim is to
create positive affective spaces of refuge, relaxation, pleasure, and romance. In so doing, this
pastoral naturalizes and valorizes same-sex desire, while at the same time, it follows its
traditional forbearers in imagining restorative practices for humans within a natural landscape.
Yet, while these natural spaces do forge valuable social and sexual relations for some subjects,
this pastoral poses significant problems for queer coalitional politics by virtue of its exclusionary

representational systems best summed up by Schoonover and Galt in their rhetorical question:

toward queer cinema’s “worlding” capacities” to reimagine dominant modes of “affiliation, affection, affect, and
form” (5).

0 For early gay studies scholarship on the pastoral, see Norton, Fone, and Halperin. For scholarship on the more
marginal lesbian pastoral literary tradition, see Mortimer-Sandilands and Erickson.
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“Who gets to folic in the rural idyll, who labors on the land, and who is not even included in the
picture?” (246).

Where the homoerotic pastoral is rooted in classical traditions, the queer eco-critical
shares more conceptual affinities with a postpastoral tradition first elaborated by British literary
scholar Terry Gifford. The postpastoral does not designate a representational space “after”
pastoralism but a “reaching beyond” its conceptual limitations to cultivate aesthetic experiences
that “successfully suggest a collapse of the human/nature divide while being aware of the
problematics involved” (Gifford 26). In Schoonover and Galt’s cinematic models of this pastoral,
She Male Snails (Ester Martin Bergsmark, 2012) and Papilio Buddha (Jayan Cherian, 2013),
they locate examples of trans and queer people as “environmental stewards” that “upturn
rhetorics of human dominance over nonhuman nature, often by refusing to take part in the
nature-culture binary that has proved so destructive for both queer people and the world’s
ecology” (247). Unlike the utopian undercurrents of the homoerotic pastoral, the queer eco-
critical does not supplant labor, precarity, or ecological damage for more romantic concerns.
Rather, it highlights occasions in which the oppression LGBTQ people face correlates with so as
to critique environmental exploitation and destruction, thereby forging connections across similar
modes of violence (254). A queer eco-critical or postpastoral is thus more equipped at
recognizing and perhaps dismantling what Greta Gaard has identified within Western
environmental philosophy as “an ideology in which the erotic, queer sexualities, women, persons
of color, and nature are all conceptually linked” through discourses of the un/natural (132)."*

What is left out of Schoonover and Galt’s taxonomy, as I have written elsewhere, is an

antipastoral mode, a recurrent tradition that expresses pessimism and negativity to limn the dire

"L For a brief selection of post-pastoral criticism in queer cinema, see Shuttleton, Lassen, and Reich.
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links between capital accumulation, labor alienation, and environmental destruction.”? As I see it,
antipastoral thought is an invitation to deidealize all that any given pastoral holds dear by
amplifying moments that do not correspond with feel-good environmental politics and thus often
produce scholarly unease. Consider, for example, the antipastoral vision offered by what is
widely considered to be one of the inaugural texts of queer theory, Michel Foucault’s The History
of Sexuality: An Introduction, Volume 1 (1976). In the opening chapter, Foucault argues that
pastoral idealism, or the false division of nature and culture, is fundamentally rendered obsolete
by the modern conversion of sex into a discursive object in the human sciences. This thesis
enters the text through a noteworthy shift from scholarly language to the rhetoric of a fable or
fairy tale, as Foucault writes:
One day in 1867, a farm hand from the village of Lapcourt, who was somewhat simple-
minded ... was turned in to the authorities. At the border of a field, he had obtained a few
caresses from a little girl, just as he had done before and seen done by the village urchins
around him; for, at the edge of the wood, or in the ditch by the road leading to Saint-

Nicolas, they would play the familiar game called “curdled milk™.... What is the

2 Here | draw from my writing with E.L. McCallum in a forthcoming introduction to our co-edited special issue of
the inaugural edition of Regeneration: Environment, Art, Culture, titled “Nature Bites Back: The Antipastoral Thesis
in Queer and Trans Studies.” This text develops out of my previous article on the topic to further position queer
theory’s antisocial thesis in relation to antipastoral thought. Broadly speaking, the antisocial thesis, or queer
negativity as it is sometimes called, approaches the bad feelings and bleak power relations endemic to colonial
modernity as vantage points onto what is overlooked or what cannot be assimilated into state and civil society. In
Heather Love’s terms, for instance, “feeling backward” indexes a range of bad feelings that counter the affirmative
politics of gay pride, feelings including “nostalgia, regret, shame, despair, ressentiment, passivity, escapism, self-
hatred, withdrawal, bitterness, defeatism, and loneliness” (4). The recent “feeling bad” turn in trans studies—
evidenced by texts such as Cael Keegan’s “On the Necessity of Bad Trans Objects” in Film Quarterly (2022), Hil
Maltino’s Side Affects: On Being Trans and Feeling Bad (2022), and Cameron Awkward-Rich’s The Terrible We:
Thinking with Trans Maladjustment (2022)—has further elaborated particular affects such as “fatigue, numbness,
envy, rage, [and] burnout” as disruptive to teleological narratives of gender recognition, transition, or euphoria
(Malantino 4). Yet, what theses scholars and many more show is that queer and trans negativity does not simply
illuminate the complex and contradictory processes of affect and psychic life, but such concepts also direct us to a
continuum of suffering in ways that motivate political change and work to realize social justice.
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significance about this story? The pettiness of it all; the fact that this everyday occurrence
in the life of village sexuality, these inconsequential bucolic pleasures, could become,
from a certain time, the object not only of a collective intolerance but of a judicial action,
a medical intervention, a careful clinical examination, and an entire theoretical
elaboration. (31)
What strikes me about this early articulation of the crime of pederasty is Foucault’s
spatiotemporal construction of the tale. For, rather than imagine the countryside through wide-
open vistas of erotic freedom, as in Brokeback Mountain for example, Foucault emphasizes
instead the liminal border spaces of the field, woods, and a ditch near the seaside of Saint-
Nicholas, thereby placing sexual activity in sites that oscillate between near visibility and near
invisibility. These interstitial spaces for sex are further doubled in temporal terms, marking at
once a pre-modern moment curiously inscribed by “these timeless gestures, these barely furtive
pleasures” right as such expressions are beginning to be regulated through “a whole machinery
of speechifying, analyzing, and investigating” (32). “Pettiness” is the key to understanding the
depth of Foucault’s disdain for how this new regime of sexuality reduces certain types of erotic
affiliation into perverse acts or identifications. Yet, the very duplicitous structure of this pastoral,
its complex folds of space and time, and stark asymmetries among village participants compel
me to observe that such “bucolic pleasures” are never truly independent of power relations in the
first place. In fact, the very power relations that set aside the pastoral for “innocent”

nonnormative pleasures are also the ones that undergird the antipastoral’s menace.’®

3 The ambivalence of the pastoral in Foucault’s elegiac representation of what modern sexual science has lost is
hardly foreign to the pastoral genre itself. “Pastoral is a queerer business,” William Empson claims in 1935 as he
drags proletarian literature into his discussion of English literature’s handling of the pastoral (8). Class is always
integral to the pastoral, whether in the feigned figures of shepherds and shepherdesses or the agricultural working
class—cowboys, farmhands, villagers—as a synecdoche for the rural. It makes sense that Empson turns to
proletarian literature: “good proletarian art is usually Covert Pastoral,” he claims (8), further suggesting that a more
“realistic pastoral ... also gives natural expression for a sense of social injustice” (14). What’s important for my
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We must not forget that Foucault’s pejorative sense of the pastoral is indebted to Marxist
critiques of Romanticism and how this critical lens relates to an analysis of power. In this case,
the agency of both the molested girl and the “simple minded” farm hand who takes the fall for all
the other “village urchins” whose abuse of the girl goes unchecked, remains unremarked; we
cannot read anyone’s pleasure other than the urchins’ indirectly narrated by the passive voice
(“and seen done by””). What makes these bucolic pleasures “inconsequential” is the power of the
urchins, which passes unremarked as though boys will be boys, barely noted in Foucault’s
account because such activities are normalized in the emergence of sexuality through the
machinery of judico-medical surveillance.” Of course, here as well as elsewhere, Foucault fails
to read “sex categories as explicit categories of empire” (“The ‘S’ Word,” 78) and thus overlooks
how “the colonial vocabulary of sex is part and parcel of the modern production of
heterosexuality as a defining feature of Occidentalism,” as Greg Thomas has shown in his
incisive critiques of the coloniality of race and gender in Foucault’s writings (Sexual Demon 30).
What his ironic nostalgia for bucolic pleasures or interstitial spaces ultimately shows, however, is
a pastoral vision that allows for alternative pleasures, but also for alternative harms that are not
addressed in the conventions that rein in desire under the imprints of Man and Nature.

The frequent omission of antipastoral thought in queer and trans ecological inquiry is
especially striking when we consider that black ecopoetics and ecological criticism, especially in

U.S. contexts, more often veers toward the antipastoral.” Consider, for example, how African

purposes here in invoking Empson’s puzzling, queerer form of proletarian literature is that he acknowledges the very
real political effects of pastoral variations for articulating social, if not also environmental, justice.

" Tt is also worth noting that such encounters might constitute what fascist politics call “grooming,” a term often
deployed against LGBTQ people through conflating queerness or transness with pedophilia. In this sense, Foucault
may not simply be pointing out the perversity of heterosexuality so as to denaturalize sexuality, writ large, but he
might also be obliquely responding to anti-queer sentiments that are endemic to colonial modernity.

5 As Michael Bennett notes in “Anti-Pastoralism, Frederick Douglass, and the Nature of Slavery,” early African
American literature overturned the central spatiotemporal contrast of pastoralism by favoring the city as a refuge,
rather than the natural world, suggesting that for black authors “a pastoral vision offer[ed] little solace for
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American poet and literary scholar Camille Dungy distinguishes black pastorals in the

introduction of the anthology Black Nature: Four Centuries of African American Nature Poetry:
The traditional context of the nature poem in the Western intellectual canon, spawned by
the likes of Virgil and Theocritus and solidified by the Romantics and Transcendentalists,
informs the prevailing views of the natural world as a place of positive collaboration,
refuge, idyllic rural life, or wilderness. The poetry of African Americans only conforms to
these traditions in limited ways. Many black writers simply do not look at their
environment from the same perspective as Anglo-American writers who discourse with
the natural world. The pastoral as diversion, a construction of a culture that dreams
through landscape and animal life, of a certain luxury or innocence, is less prevalent.
Rather, in a great deal of African American poetry we see poems written from the
perspective of the workers in the field. Though these poems defy the pastoral conventions
of Western poetry, are they not pastoral? The poems describe moss, rivers, trees, dirt,
caves, dogs, fields: elements of an environment steeped in a legacy of violence, forced
labor, torture, and death. Are these not meditations on nature? We find poems set in urban
streets. Can these not be landscape poems? (xxi)

Dungy makes two important contributions to pastoral thought here. First, she directs attention to

how African American nature poetry more often portrays what the pastoral is supposed to

conceal, specifically the hardships of human labor and the relations of exploitation and

domination that give shape to any given landscape.’® Then, she expands black ecopoetics beyond

confronting the real travails of this world, which are obfuscated and kept in place by a mythic understanding of the
relationship between humans and their environments” (199). For more on black antipastoral thought, see Joshua
Bennett’s “Revising ‘The Waste Land,’” Vievee Francis’s Forest Primeval, and Tiana Clark’s I Can 't Think of the
Trees Without the Blood.

6 Queer writers of color likewise typically veer toward the antipastoral in their less sanguine observations of human
labor and environmental organization. For example, by critiquing a sense of an idyllic past or fallen present in their
writings, Gloria Anzaldtia and Cherrie Moraga craft what Jorge Marcone calls “painful pastorals” in their respective
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the confines of a natural landscape by asking if urban settings might likewise fall under pastoral
rubrics. Since the massive migrations of African Americans from the rural South to industrial
cities throughout the twentieth century, black lives have practically become synonymous with
“urban” or “inner city” settings. A cliched vision of LGBTQ lives in metropolitan spaces
likewise overlaps in this same historical moment by virtue of many narratives that portray the
country as a space to escape from and the city as a refuge.”’ In rethinking urban settings through
pastoral contexts, Dungy effectively asks to what extent a pastoral imaginary can be transposed

into any given space or time. But, what aspects of pastoralism linger in these alternative settings?

Haunted by Pastoral Promises

To take up this question, let’s now turn to Tourmaline’s film Salacia and examine how it
moves within and across these three pastoral variations in an urban environment. Born in
Massachusetts in 1983, Tourmaline is an acclaimed filmmaker, activist, and scholar. She earned a
Bachelor’s degree in Comparative Ethnic Studies from Columbia University while teaching

creative writing classes at Rikers Island, an experience that galvanized her activism in prison

concepts of the borderlands and queer Aztlan. On migrant attempts to cross the US-Mexico border, Anzaldia
observes, “As refugees in a homeland that does not want them, many find a welcome hand holding out only
suffering, pain, and ignoble death” (34). A queer Aztlan, for Moraga, would eliminate such brutal exercises of
power and gate-keeping “to embrace a full range of racial diversities, human sexualities, and expressions of gender,’
but such “circles of support and survival” can only be made possible through a reckoning with colonial histories of
heteropatriarchy and their continuities within everyday life (235). As Marcone shows, both of these authors
ultimately depict “what the pastoral is supposed to conceal: the hardships, environmental problems, the threat of loss
or eviction, and violence” (202). The structure of the pastoral, however, facilitates a concept of return, since the
spaces to which the border-crossers turn or return are not home spaces, nor are they foreign spaces. In recognizing
neither home nor foreign spaces within their pastoral returns, Anzaldda and Moraga highlight how colonialism,
racial capitalism, and forced migration underpin or even disrupt what might be taken to be spaces of retreat or
pleasure. Yet, what makes the return possible as well as painful are the changes in the returning subject herself, how
her passage between spaces dislodges any grounding in an absolute identity and opens the subject up to contingency.
" In his landmark study In a Queer Time and Place, Jack Halberstam coined the term “metronormative” to refer to
“the immensely complex relations that make rural America a site of horror and degradation in the urban
imagination” (27), particularly in regard to how queer lives are often depicted as being urban rather than rural.

i}
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abolition with the Sylvia Rivera Law Project. Along with Eric A. Stanley and Johanna Burton,
Tourmaline co-edited the landmark anthology Trap Door: Trans Cultural Production and the
Politics of Visibility (MIT Press, 2017), released the same year as her short film, co-directed with
Sasha Wortzel, Happy Birthday, Marsha!, which documents the hours leading up to the
Stonewall Riots in 1969 from the perspective of Marsha P. Johnson. In fact, Tourmaline is
perhaps best known for her scholarship on Johnson’s life and active role in S.T.A.R. (Street
Transvestites Action Revolutionaries), a grassroots organization that provided shelter and food to
homeless LGBTQ people in New York City from 1970 to 1973. As Jennifer DeClue writes,
“Tourmaline’s archival research, interviews, and publications have broken new ground in
recording the legacies of Marsha P. Johnson and Sylvia Rivera and have brought these figures
into the foreground of contemporary conversations about trans, queer, and/or LGBTQ activism”
(104). Her filmography is often lauded for how it recuperates forgotten histories and revises
narratives that are often pathologized by institutional archives in relation to the lived experiences
of black trans women, especially sex workers, such as Miss Major Griffin-Gracy in The Personal
Things (2016), Egypt LaBeija in Atlantic is a Sea of Bones, and Mary Jones in Salacia. In 2020,
the Museum of Modern Art (MOMA) acquired her film Salacia for its permanent collection,
making it the only film directed by a black transgender woman to be included in there so far. As
of Fall 2021, the film has been screening at MOMA as a part of Roxana Marcoci’s curated
exhibit, “Critical Fabulations,” which takes its name from Saidiya Hartman’s cultural criticism
on speculative narrative as a means of redressing the harmful omissions of black life in slavery’s

archives and afterlives.’®

78 Hartman’s notion of “critical fabulation™ originates in her small axe article, “Venus in Two Acts” (2008), and she
applies this methodology in her latest monograph Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments: Intimate Histories of
Riotous Black Girls, Troublesome Women, and Queer Radicals (2019).
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Salacia begins with what Eliza Steinbock has identified as a recurrent trans aesthetic:
shimmering images. One of the foundational insights of trans film theory has been to
reconceptualize cinema, in Céael Keegan’s terms, “as if it were gender itself—disrupting,
rearranging, and evolving the cinematic sensorium in the same manner that trans* disrupts,
rearranges, and evolves discrete genders and sexes” (Lana 6).” This approach has shifted
conversations in film and media studies from issues of transgender visibility, which have often
been accompanied by questions of positive or negative representations, to a more complex
analysis of aesthetic processes as the domain in which to portray the experiences of transgender
phenomenology. Shimmering, for Steinbock, is a formal approximation of how “cinematic cuts
and sutures between the visual and the spoken, between frames, and between genres are
delinking and relinking practices of transfiguration” (2) so as to “offer the perspective that
transgender and cinematic aesthetics alike operate through the bodily practice and technological
principle of disjunction” (6). Though it is possible for a transgender person to self-identify in
terms of binary gender, confirming him or herself—both before and after transition—as an
unambiguous and perhaps heterosexual man or woman, what trans film theory highlights
foremost is the aesthetic motion of change as that which enacts the sensorial possibilities of

gender recognition, transition, or euphoria. Since the pastoral itself is a gendered ideal based on

9 The genealogy for this line of thought can be attributed to two canonical texts of trans studies: Sandy Stone’s
“The Empire Strikes Back: A Posttransexual Manifesto” (1987) and Susan Stryker’s “My Words to Victor
Frankenstein Above the Village of Chamounix” (1994). Where the former redefines trans as a genre category
“whose potential for productive disruption of structured sexualities and spectra of desire has yet to be explored”
(231), the latter, as Stryker puts it, takes advantage of such claims to instantiate a “transgender aesthetic by
replicating our abrupt, often jarring transitions between genders—challenging generic classification with the forms
of my words just as transsexuality challenges the conventions of legitimate gender” (245). In his analysis of these
two texts for a state-of-the-field essay in trans studies, Caél Keegan observes, “Both pieces formally reinvent the
genre of transgender autobiography, establishing attention to literary form and discursive location as central critical
strategies in the field. Both texts also break from the sexological model of transsexual pathology to enact a new
vocabulary around transgender difference, redefining it as a radically disruptive cultural and political force”
(“Transgender Studies” 68).
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historical conflations of land and the feminine, Tourmaline’s transpastoral analytic is especially
vital here insofar as it crafts both gender and land as mobile processes of being and becoming,
rather than as given-over entities to the logics of capitalist regulation and extraction, thereby
destabilizing normative notions of space, time, and embodiment through aesthetic practices that
emerge from black transgender experiences.

Derived from the Latin sal, meaning “salt” and sometimes translated as “sensational,”
“Salacia” is the name of a female divinity of the sea in Roman mythology, often personified as a
calm and sunlit ocean or portrayed as a beautiful nymph adorned with a seaweed crown. Yet, the
opening of Tourmaline’s eponymous film begins with what seems to be a solar eclipse. A black
circle with a faint line of light around it flickers, then a match cut replaces the image with a white
bowl filled with water on a table that is overcast by the shimmering lights of daybreak. A
voiceover then speaks as if mid-way through telling a story, and the camera pans up from the
table to show us Mary Jones (Rowin Amone), a black trans-femme person dressed in an
embroidered kaftan with a bright yellow blouse and a bead of pearls around her neck. Quoting
from Virginia Hamilton’s 1985 children’s book The People Could Fly, the voiceover tells us,
“They say the people could fly. Say that long ago in Africa, some of the people knew magic.
They would walk up on the air like climbing up on a gate. They flew like blackbirds over the
fields. Black shiny wings, flapping against the blue up there.” Throughout this monologue on
fugitivity and freedom, a recurrent oral tradition on what survives in the crossing of the Middle
Passage, Jones is gazing into the bowl, then she begins hyperventilating as if in shock at
whatever premonition she sees inside. This scene taps into what trans film scholars have
persistently identified, in Caél Keegan’s terms, as “the classic transsexual trope of the mirror

scene, in which the dysphoric trans subject mournfully regards the obdurate surface of the mirror
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as it delivers an improperly gendered reflection” (Lana 35). In Jack Halberstam’s foundational
reading of a “transgender look™ in Boys Don t Cry (Kimberley Pierce, 1999), for instance, he
writes on how the mirror scene stages a gaze “divided within itself” (88) that allows “us to look
with the transgender character, rather than at him” so as to enable spectators to sense what it
might feel like to be trans (78). However, rather than indexing physical incongruity or wounded
affect for the spectator’s potential pleasure, Tourmaline revises this central trope here by
foregoing typical shot/reverse shot techniques of visuality, thereby refusing to allow us to gaze at
the water’s reflective surface through Jones’s eyes. In so doing, the film positions Jones from the
outset as fugitive to the audiovisual grammars that often govern trans aesthetics or viewing
practices.

Following this brief introductory sequence, the title-card then appears, centering the word
Salacia in a regal gold frame around an image of a shoreline with waves undulating in the
background. The frame, as with the positioning of the Whitney Museum in Atlantic is a Sea of
Bones, calls attention to the institutional practices of aesthetic exhibition and reception, while it
also underscores how any given visual depiction of an environment is limited by imposed
boundaries. What’s more is the title-card brings attention to the boundaries of environmental
organization by presenting an ecotone, a liminal space that is integral to micha cardenas’s
formulation of trans ecologies because, quoting Tiffany Lethabo King, it marks “a space of
transition between distinct ecological systems and states” (9; qtd. in cardenas, “Poetics,” 207).
Yet, this ecotone does not simply denote the fluid boundary between land and sea, nor does this
water imagery speak only to classical Greco-Roman antiquity, for Tourmaline brings

mythologies of air and flight from African cosmological systems and their relation to the Middle
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Passage to bear on this image, thereby transecting multiple space-times, ecologies, and cultural
narratives altogether at once in the frame.

The film then opens onto an imaginative portrayal of Seneca Village, the actual
nineteenth-century land-owning community of emancipated black people in upper Manhattan.
Property investments are indeed essential to how the pastoral idealizes nature and land as
Raymond Williams has famously elaborated through the peculiar pleasures of nostalgia. Such
pleasures typically abide by a curious backward temporal logic, which poet Lisa Robertson aptly
describes as follows: “Let’s pretend you ‘had’ a land. Then you ‘lost’ it. Now fondly describe it.
That is pastoral (qtd. in Tremblay, Breathing, 44). Tourmaline’s film approaches pastoral
nostalgia as both a pleasurable and painful mode of retrospection in its depiction of Seneca
Village. Founded in 1825, the Village enabled emancipated African Americans, as well as a few
Irish and German immigrants, the opportunity to live in an autonomous community alongside
sustainable gardens, livestock, and available fish in the nearby Hudson River. The site was
explicitly set apart from the bustling downtown area so as to restore a modicum of rural life
within the city, and by the mid-1850s, it comprised fifty homes, three churches with burial
grounds, and a school for African American children. By all accounts, Seneca Village was a
thriving and prosperous community. However, by 1857, New York State legislature forcibly
acquired the site through eminent domain, the law that grants the government the license to take
private land for the sake of public goods so long as appropriate compensation is paid to the
landowners. In turn, the city undervalued the land, displaced the residents, and demolished their

homes to make room for what is now present-day Central Park.®

8 This historical information is glossed from “Before Central Park: The Story of Seneca Village,” compiled by the
Central Park Conservancy. For a more comprehensive historical overview of Central Park, see Rosenzweig and
Blackmar.
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In Salacia, Seneca Village first appears as a variation of the homoerotic pastoral tradition,
but it alters this genre’s exclusionary representational systems by depicting a community of
primarily black women or black trans-femme people altogether in close proximity, often
caressing each other in moments of joy and leisure. After the title-card, we see three distinct
images: an immobile plane of mud with puddles of water fills the entire frame as a backdrop
image with muted colors, and in the center are two separate squares that approximate a film strip
of conjoined images with more vibrant colors. However, unlike a film strip, the movement is not
unidirectional. The mobile image on the left depicts two black women in an outdoor setting,
enjoying a humorous conversation with each other next to a clothesline, while the mobile image
on the right portrays black children playfully chasing each other around a fire pit, before it cuts
to two different black women chuckling at their games. While these two sequences are shot in
real time, the next image compresses time, portraying a slow-motion tea party with Mary Jones
and two other women that fills the entire frame. Then, the film cuts to another threefold image.
In this backdrop, we see a faint shoreline of the Hudson River on the far left with a tree to the
right. In the central film strip, the right mobile image continues to show us moments from the tea
party, albeit now in real time, while the right image portrays Mary Jones in a different setting
altogether: in the liminal door frame to an outdoor shed, masturbating a white man in a tuxedo,
while she also pickpockets his wallet. We hear his sounds of sexual pleasure—grunting and
moaning—as she casts a wayward glance to the camera seeming to express fatigue or annoyance.
The image of sex work then expands and is centered within the entire frame as the backdrop
changes to no longer depict a static image but a mobile rendering of black birds flying across the
sky. This sequence effectively undercuts the utopian potentials of the homoerotic pastoral by

showing us the demanding labor of sex work, thereby mining antipastoral musings to throw into
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crisis the very notions of “pleasure” and “desire” that are integral to LGBTQ pastorals, writ
large.8!

The next sequence further amplifies antipastoral tendencies that thwart what might
otherwise be construed as a safe haven. First, we see the Village at night as the pleasant sounds
of cicadas and windchimes fill the air. The film strip depicts on the left, images of black women
cuddling in somnolent repose, and on the right, the clothesline with billowing fabrics drying in
the wind as Mary Jones passes through it with a lantern. The backdrop for these bifurcated
interior and exterior shots is now a static image of digital noise, a grainy pixelated darkness that
calls attention to the filmic medium itself. Shortly thereafter, the film cuts to an image that fills
the entire frame and shows us a lithograph of an arrest warrant nailed to a tree that reads:
“WANTED: THE MAN-MONSTER, Peter Sewally, alias Mary Jones&c&c.” Jones tears the
warrant off the tree, then in a slow-motion sequence, she is arrested by a white police officer. The
pleasant sounds of cicadas are then replaced by an agitated fluttering sound, and a shaky hand-
held camera tracks backward through a forest at night in the center of the frame, a mobile image
placed atop another mobile image of dark ocean water. Then, it cuts to a new threefold image:
this time, the backdrop is the moon, the image on the left depicts the exterior walls of a prison,
while the image on the right shows us a forcibly de-transitioned Jones in solitary confinement
wearing an orange jumpsuit. The turn to a lunar landscape here makes it appear as if
antiblackness, which is always anti-queer/trans, is a planetary dilemma that exceeds beyond the

scope of individual carceral spaces. Flickers of orange light explicably touch the two central

81 As Hortense Spillers explains in the broader context of slavery, “Whether or not the captive female and/or her
sexual oppressor derived ‘pleasure’ from their seductions and couplings is not a question we can politely ask.
Whether or not ‘pleasure’ is possible at all under the conditions that | would aver as non-freedom for both or either
of the parties has not been settled” (221). Similarly, Colin Dayan writes on the perverse logics of heterosexual
“love” among slaveholding classes by asserting, “Love is made better when what you love is what you own, whether
slave or wife” (Haiti 191).
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images, further calling attention to the digital manipulation of imagery. The left image then
disappears completely, but the right one remains, shifting to show us Jones, handcuffed and
dressed again in female attire, rather than the orange jumpsuit, as she lays down on the ground of
her cell to drift off to sleep. The film thus briefly shows us the terror involved in Jones’s de-
transitioning before ultimately erasing this image and restoring her chosen self-presentation for
the remainder of the film.

By consistently calling attention to itself as a filmic object constructed through digital
manipulation, Salacia also participates in the postpastoral tradition. As Terry Gifford explains in
his formulation of this genre, “The post-pastoral does not so much transcend the problematics of
the pastoral but explores them, seeking not a stable, complacent form of harmony in the human
relationship with nature—our species’ relationship with its home planet in its macro and its
micro ecologies—but seeking a dynamic, self-adjusting accommodation to ‘discordant
harmonies’” (28). Such “discordant harmonies” take shape in Salacia through the film’s digital
technicity, which merges organic and inorganic imagery in frequent juxtapositions, asking us to
consider, for example, the distinctions between an actual night-time sky and the grainy pixelated
darkness of its close approximation. In her landmark study Transgender History, Susan Stryker
explicitly links trans aesthetics and experiences with digital technologies, writing:

The current fascination with transgender also probably has something to do with new

ideas about how representation works in the age of digital media. Back in the analog era,

a representation (word, image, idea) was commonly assumed to point to some real thing,

the same way a photograph was an image produced by light bouncing off a physical

object. ... A person’s social and psychological gender was commonly assumed to point to

that person’s biological sex in exactly the same way. Gender was considered a
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representation of a physical sex. But a digital image or sound is something else entirely.
It’s unclear exactly how it’s related to the world of physical objects. It doesn’t point to
some ‘real’ thing in quite the same way, and it might in fact be a complete fabrication
built up pixel by pixel or bit by bit—but a fabrication that nevertheless exists as an image
or a sound as real as any other. Transgender gender representation works in the same way.
(Transgender History, 26-28)
Here, Stryker brings attention to how trans embodiment disrupts the visible and material
referents that govern a biologically predetermined sex and gender binary in the same way that
digital technology challenges the presumed indexicality of analog media, for both creative
processes ultimately put pressure on the very terms that constitute what counts as “natural” or
“real” and what does not.82 What’s important for Stryker is that such seemingly novel
expressions do not disprove realness, but as Janet Mock might say, redefines it, thereby making
legible or at least sensible what might already exist beneath the surface of an image or even
beyond current representational schemes altogether. Postpastoral aesthetics work in a similar way
by producing what Jean-Thomas Tremblay refers to as “a dysphoric spectatorial experience” that
“deflates the sharp distinction between the natural past and the ecological present to record the
ways we are haunted by the pastoral’s specter,” especially in regard to this genre’s cleaving of
“nature” and “culture” (Breathing 40, 43). Yet, to be haunted by the pastoral in Salacia is not to
be beholden to its ideals of natural purity or fecund vitality, which have long been essential to the
extractive logics of white supremacy and heteropatriarchy. Rather, Tourmaline’s film suggests

what it feels like to be haunted by the pastoral’s promises in the context of a safe haven for an

82 As Caél Keegan further elaborates, working through a different text of Stryker’s, her work stages the relation
“between cinema and trans [as] a reciprocal one: Cinema is also ‘like” transgender phenomenology. Cinema, like
trans* ideation, is a medium for expressing unrealized bodies. Both animate what is latent, distilling from the world
forms that have been present all along, if imperceptibly” (Lana 4).
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autonomous black community, wherein joy, pleasure, leisure, and substantive forms of
collectivity may have been cultivated. As such, the film asks not simply what it means to be
haunted by the past but by the generative social and political possibilities embedded in the
retellings of a particular history.

This complex affective orientation to a particular space-time is further elaborated in the
next sequence. After Mary Jones is imprisoned, the film flashes forward in time to the late-
twentieth century yet remains in the same geographic location. Here we see archival footage of
gay liberation and transgender rights activist Sylvia Rivera in a central square image against the
backdrop of the Hudson River, which is now reflecting the bright sun and a dilapidated
cityscape. The footage records Rivera alongside fellow homeless trans people on Manhattan’s
West Side Piers, laughing and lounging on a tattered sofa outside. Her scattered voiceover speaks
directly to Mary Jones across a different space and time as she says, “Every time I look at that
damn river and meditate on the river... you got to keep fighting girly, ’cause it’s not time for you
to cross the River Jordan. This is the River Jordan. The Hudson River. Mary... you got to keep
fighting girl.” The River Jordan is an important transitional site in the Old Testament, signifying
the last stretch of the journey for the Israelites to escape oppression and the wilderness on their
way to freedom in the promised land. For Tourmaline to invoke this legacy here means that,
regardless of the frequent spatiotemporal incongruity throughout the film, what remains constant
across history is dreams of freedom.

Following Rivera’s call to keep fighting, Jones wakes up and gazes into a puddle of water
on the ground of her cell. Then, the film cuts to another threefold image with more rapid
movement than ever before in a startling juxtaposition between the two central images. Against

the backdrop of a bright orange sky, crossed by black birds and the sounds of their fluttering
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wings, the left image depicts Jones in the aftermath of killing a police officer, collecting his keys
and attempting to emancipate her fellow prisoners; however, the right image shows Jones still in
her cell. This time a shot/reverse shot does grant us access into what Jones sees in the water’s
reflection, but it is not simply a reflection of her face as to be expected. Instead, we see a slow-
motion sequence of her violent arrest rendered in sepia tones. This arrest is also unlike the one
we just witnessed in Seneca Village, taking place in a more urban setting with more police
officers involved, suggesting perhaps that she has been subject to more than one arrest during her
life. Jones shakes her head with disgust at the imagery, picks up a wooden stick and pierces her
palm with it in order to drip blood into the water. The next sequence of threefold imagery takes
us to domestic scenes. As Jones escapes the prison in the left image, the right image shows us a
still-life of potatoes and corn on a table. Both images begin to coalesce when Jones presumably
returns home and is embraced by her lover on the left image in the same domestic interior that
the right image depicts. The final shot of the film then gives us two separate images of Jones. In
the backdrop, we see a long shot of her, returning to sleep on the ground of the jail cell, while in
the foreground, a medium shot of Jones is superimposed, showing her standing, staring directly
at the camera, and repeating the line over and over again, “We can be anything we want to be.
We can be anything we want to be. We can be anything we want to be...” The film ends with her
defiant gaze at the viewer as the backdrop changes to show the flickering of film strip before the
final cut to black.

Recall that for Jennifer DeClue black feminist avant-garde cinema is a mode of conjuring
work that presents corrective measures to archival violence. As she puts it, “Black feminist
avant-garde films share a visual integrity that balances the representation of historic acts of

racialized sexual violence within the visual field by cultivating tenderness” (11). The actual
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historical record for Mary Jones, or Peter Sewally as she is most often called, is mired in
expressions of voyeurism, pornotropy, and gender mockery. Much of the testimony for her
indictment in 1836 on charges of grand larceny for stealing multiple wallets from her male
clients focused on questions of her genitalia and clothing as the courts sought to understand how
she was able to supposedly dupe so many men into sleeping with her.83 Moreover, in his analysis
of the popular penny presses at the time, Tavia Nyong’o observes that the very nature of her
transgender embodiment was frequently hailed in public media as “evidence against the claims
of abolitionists, as indexing the social chaos that would accompany the overthrow of slavery and
racial domination” (Amalgamation 99). Rather than reproduce such archival violence, Salacia
directly challenges the hypervisibility and public accessibility of black femme bodies, in
particular, and the prurient interests that continue to govern queer and transgender bodies even to
this day by returning the gaze on the viewer. In closing the gap between observer and observed,
this final act of resistance also extends freedom dreams for the abolition of slavery and prisons to
an abolition of the gender binary as Jones demands with increasing conviction for the collective

self-determinations of LGBTQ people across history and into our shared futures.

Ecopoetics Without a Home

8 For C. Riley Snorton, the trial of Mary Jones is particularly noteworthy for how it “gave rise to a meditation on
the gender fungibility of black flesh during slavery” for elite audiences (62). As Snorton puts it, “The Sun told its
readership, in Latin, how Jones engaged in sex acts with her clients by wearing a ‘piece of cow [leather?] pierced
and opened like a woman’s womb ... held up by a girdle.” This detail—apparently appropriate only for the eyes of
the educated upper class—gave rise to the epithet, “Beefsteak Pete,” which appeared recurrently in subsequent
media coverage” (63). To counter such offensive language in court, Jones told the judge and jury: “I have been in
the practice of waiting upon Girls of ill fame ... and they induced me to dress in Women’s Clothes, saying | looked
so much better in them and | have always attended parties among the people of my own Colour dressed in this
way—and in New Orleans I always dressed this way” (qtd. in Snorton 60).
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It is important to note that abolition in nineteenth-century contexts was often explicitly
attached to agricultural reform in ways that continued to shape the civil rights movement in the
twentieth century. In his “Of the Dawn of Freedom™ essay in The Souls of Black Folk, for
instance, W. E. B. Du Bois analyzes the failures of the short-lived Freedman’s Bureau to resolve
the South’s new problem of black landlessness in the wake of emancipation, writing, “But the
vision of ‘forty acres and a mule’—the righteous and reasonable ambition to become a
landholder, which the nation had all but categorically promised the freedmen—was destined in
most cases to bitter disappointment” (19-20). In recounting the broken promises of the nation
state, Du Bois insists in this essay and elsewhere, as Kimberly K. Smith observes, that “‘the
problem of the color line’ [is] rooted not just in civil inequality but also in landlessness or, more
broadly homelessness” (225). For this reason, Du Bois’s writings often express a very material
sense of place, grounded in specific locales and milieus, even as he recognizes the broader
disenfranchisement of peoples of African descent across the globe. As Smith further notes, “For
Du Bois, the land is central to the social, political, economic, and spiritual problems faced by
African-Americans, who had been forced by a peculiarly modern theory and practice of race into
a peculiarly modern condition of alienation from themselves, their community, and the natural
world” (24). This environmental philosophy on how racial oppression produces alienation from
nonhuman nature or the natural world has been integral to articulations of black antipastoral
thought.

In his formulation of a black antipastoral, for example, African American poet and
literary scholar Joshua Bennett underscores the need for a meaningful connection to the land as
home by asking “What sort of poetics rise to the fore when home is defined by an ongoing

antagonism? By what Colin Dayan and others have described as an existential experience
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marked, and marred, by civic death, but also the myriad forms of life, of living, that are
energized within its field of reach?” (“Revising”). What he finds, namely in the contemporary
poetry of Phillip B. Williams, is a “poetics of demolition” wherein a strain of black pessimism
does not give way to nihilism but unfolds within itself “a form of Afrofuturism, a willingness to
take seriously the idea that any apocalypse is also, quite literally, a revelation, or opening: one
wherein black human beings can improvise a radically divergent way of sharing the planet”
(“Revising”). Both of Tourmaline’s films engage with black antipastoral thought by virtue of
how they each situate the long durée of transatlantic slavery as embedded within contemporary
modes of antiblack policing, gentrification, and land dispossession in ways that suggest there are
no safe spaces for black lives in the world. Yet, it is this peculiar form of Afrofuturism that
unfurls from within this pessimist perspective that I want to develop here in my final
transpastoral reading of the latter film. Where Salacia confronts us with pastoral promises of
what could have been in Seneca Village and forges environmental relations in terms of
reciprocity among an autonomous black community, Tourmaline’s earlier film A#lantic is a Sea
of Bones posits transience, rather than settlement, as an alternative practice of ecological
worlding relevant to black queer and trans survival. The film thus asks what ecological and
environmental relations emerge from experiences with homelessness in ways that challenge the
familiar parameters of ecopoetry criticism, if we consider that “eco” stems from the Greek oikos,
which means family, property, and home or dwelling. What sort of ecopoetics rise to the fore
then when home is not situated as a foundational space or guiding principle for ecological
inquiry?

After Egyptt LaBeija’s monologue from atop the Whitney Museum that opens this

chapter, the aesthetic medium switches from a vertical hand-held iPhone to a widescreen aspect
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ratio more typical for the exhibition of cinema. A brief slow-motion sequence shows LaBeija
now dressed in a red ballgown on the ground where the piers used to be, and we see close-ups of
her hands, gesturing with fluid movement as if she is attempting to conjure something into this
space. A cut then moves LaBeija back to the top of the museum at nightfall as the camera zooms
out in an extreme long shot to show us a fuller picture of the Hudson and city’s skyline. Next, a
match cut dissolves from the image of river water to an image of bathtub water or perhaps milk
wherein LaBeija relaxes within a domestic setting that is saturated by ultraviolet light. As Jean-
Thomas Tremblay observes of the overlapping water imagery, the film “inhabits aquatic
ecologies on multiple scales” from the domestic bathwater to its fluvial discharge into the
Hudson River to it marine expansion into the Atlantic Ocean, whose historical significance in the
slave trade is invoked by the film’s title (“Black” 135). LaBeija then slides her body beneath the
bathwater until she is no longer visible, and a subsequent cut moves her into the bedroom next
door as she seems to be getting ready for a ballroom performance. Another black trans-femme
performer, Jamal Lewis, then emerges from the bathwater in an eerie, ghost-like manner and
walks around LaBeija while casting furtive glances at the camera. The mise-en-scene for the
bedroom is noteworthy for its approximation of pastoral beauty: the walls and ceiling are
covered in a William Morris-esque wallpaper print of floral abundance and harmony. Yet, the
appearance of Lewis as a ghostly figure who intermittently gazes at the camera and thus viewer
troubles what might otherwise be seen as a space of repose or reprieve.

The film then cuts to a few different sequences of LaBeija performing in a public night
club among a small but diverse audience. These sequences frequently shift between vertical
hand-held iPhone recordings and widescreen cinematic ratio, calling postpastoral attention not

only to the medium itself but to the exhibition process as well. As LaBeija enoys a cocktail and
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looks on at a queer couple kissing on a couch, she then spots Lewis and joins them in a dance. In
her explanation of the encounter between these two performers, Tourmaline remarks, “A lot of
times in these stories you get the one character that is a magical figure who is just there for the
main character. I really wanted to invert that narrative of care being one-directional”
(“Alternate”). Rather than invoke the presence of a ghost as a lesson on the past and what
remains in the present, Tourmaline stages a reciprocal relationship between the two, suggesting
that present-day LaBeija may be able to influence and inform what has already ostensibly taken
place. The void of space that opens the film, a carved-out absence where a version of “home”
once was for LaBeija and many other homeless LGBTQ people of color, thus indexes more than
the haunting remains of that area. In Tourmaline’s film, this void becomes a window into what
could have been but also what may yet still come into being for future forms of collectivity or
solidarity.

This complex historiographical perspective bears on how the film portrays the legacies of
the HIV/AIDS epidemic. Commissioned for the contemporary arts organization Visual AIDS as a
part of their “Alternate Endings, Radical Beginnings” video program, Atlantic is a Sea of Bones
concludes by imagining what a trans and queer community might look like in New York City if it
had not been decimated by the AIDS epidemic. The encounter on the dance floor between
LaBeija and Lewis effectively sparks a resurrection of sorts: translucent, shimmering bodies of
multiple forms of ethnic and gender difference join their dance as the film returns life to the piers
in an ecstatic gathering of unregulated movement. Here, the film does not indulge in details of
death or disease, nor does it celebrate what survives through a myopic prism of resilience;
instead, it simply shows us a community of LGBTQ people, formed across various historical

contexts, all enjoying a dance together. The film thus suggests that home is more than a material
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place or destination, but a feeling of belonging that emerges from forms of living and being
together that are not, and cannot be, reduced to the property interests of the nation state.

If ecopoetics are to instruct us on how to best dwell on the earth and cultivate ecological
interdependence, especially in the contexts of the Anthropocene, then Tourmaline’s films are
vital for calling into question pastoral pretenses that position the land as a given-over entity for
the logics of capitalist regulation and extraction. Both Salacia and Atlantic is a Sea of Bones
depict land dispossession and forced transience as life-denying practices of the state, yet rather
than succumb to pessimism, they both emphasize instead the importance of building alternative
community formations and activating freedom dreams beyond current representational regimes
of environmentalism. In the wake of such expressions, the land is no longer represented through
the poetic prisms of elegy, idyll, or utopia, nor is it simply beholden to historical conflations with
the feminine.®* As an aesthetic strategy, a critical methodology, and an archival intervention,
black transpastoral thought provides a means to assess what to relinquish from pastoralism and

what to salvage, especially when it comes to imagining better futures in another time and place.

8 In his analysis of British and American pastoral literature, Raymond Williams locates three recurrent
spatiotemporal orientations for pastoralism: “the elegy looks back to a vanished past with a sense of nostalgia; the
idyll celebrates a bountiful present; the utopia looks forward to a redeemed future” (qtd. in Garrard 42).
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Chapter Four
Pedagogies of Love at the End of the World

the problematic core construct was that in order to be sane, which is to live in one body,
which is to live one lifetime at one time, which is to disconnect from the black
simultaneity of the universe, you could and must deny black femininity. and somehow
breathe. the fundamental fallacy being (obvious now. obscured at the time.) that there is
no separation from the black simultaneity of the universe also known as everything also
known as the black feminist pragmatic intergenerational sphere. everything is everything.
— Alexis Pauline Gumbs, M Archive: After the End of the World, 7
The epigraph above marks a point of conscious arrival to an already present world that is
not yet fully engaged or actualized. It is at once an indictment of individualism and a call for
collectivity. A refusal of singularity and a request to multiply. A return and a future. So begins the
project of M Archive: After the End of the World (2018), written by self-described “Queer Black
Troublemaker and Black Feminist Love Evangelist” 8 Alexis Pauline Gumbs, who calls the text
a “speculative documentary, which is [...] ancestrally cowritten but is also written in
collaboration with the survivors, the far-into-the-future witnesses to the realities we are making
possible or impossible with our present apocalypse” (xi). In addition to these not-yet-here
survivors, an index at the end of the book lists 118 ancestral and contemporary texts with an
“elemental impact on this archive, ” comprising a new list of the periodic table of elements that
ranges from African American literature and women of color feminist theory to gospel, hip hop,
and Afrofuturist cinema (227). Yet, M Archive takes its primary inspiration—and namesake—
from the scholarship of M. Jacqui Alexander, compiled in the volume Pedagogies of Crossing:
Meditations on Feminism, Sexual Politics, Memory, and the Sacred. Drawing from Alexander’s

essays, M Archive explores how the transatlantic slave trade “continues to impact the entire

planet through the indivisibility of the water, wind, earth, and fire that surround and constitute

8 This phrase is from Gumbs’s author statement on her website. In Undrowned, Gumbs further identifies herself “as
a mammal” and as “a Black woman ascending with and shaped by a whole group of people who were
transubstantiated into property and kidnapped across an ocean” (5).
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our world,” such that the Middle Passage does not merely denote a historical event but “a
movement of energies and elements into a relationship that persists” within the ecologies of what
some now call the Anthropocene (Gumbs x). Climate change, as Gumbs shows, is thus
inextricably linked to the ongoing legacies of racial capitalism, colonialism, extraction, and
heteropatriarchy. M Archive explores these material and conceptual interrelations through
retrospective poetics assembled by an unnamed female “researcher, a post-scientist sorting
artifacts after the end of the world,” who Gumbs further identifies as “you beyond you” (xi). This
figuration of “you beyond you” is crucial to how the text theorizes ecological survival in and
after the Anthropocene. For, to be in or after the end of the world does not simply mean to be
within the ruins of catastrophe, but to be in a potentially generative space of polyvocal and
multitemporal coexistence that has the capacity to de- and re-subjectivize you, the reader, anew.
To give up on selthood for a moment and subsequently reimagine ontology through the “black
feminist pragmatic intergenerational sphere” is thus to embrace an altogether different
methodology for ecological thinking—one that more explicitly understands interdependence not
as a neutral given, but as a praxis toward freedom.

In search of “you beyond you,” this chapter consolidates a set of concerns that have been
developing over the course of this dissertation by pursuing what a particular ecological subject
for the Anthropocene might encompass if founded through black feminist lessons in living. & At
the heart of this matter is a question of methodology. For, if we return to the etymology of
“ecology,” we find that the linguistic root of “eco” to denote “environment” derives from the

ancient Greek word oikos, which means family, property, and home or dwelling. The important

8 Here I am referencing how Spillers reads ungendered female flesh as material and conceptual site that “offers a
praxis and a theory, a text for living and for dying, and a method for reading both through their diverse mediations”
(207). Yet, in keeping with Gumbs’s ambitions with M Archive, | am displacing death here to focus more on forms
of life and survival amidst ecological destruction.
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point here is that, regardless of the distinctions among these terms, oikos unites them through an
emphasis on ownership. To what extent, then, does the study of ecology depend on the
proprietary and extractive impulses of imperial patriarchy, on this form of living and being in the
world? How do we make sense of ecologies that emerge from the very antithesis of oikos—that
is, through the violent theft or loss of kinship, home, and property, as well as language, gender,
belonging, and other official records of personhood? And, if the Anthropocene indeed marks the
ends of Man and Nature, then how do black feminist, queer, and trans ecologies propose that we
think, feel, and live differently in this current conjecture? How do they prepare us—as the
subtitle to M Archive suggests—for what comes after the end of this world? And, how do they
instruct us on not simply imagining but cultivating futures without more ecological destruction?
To pursue these questions, this chapter is divided into three sections, each comprising a
pedagogical lesson in black feminist thought that collates toward the project of activating “you
beyond you.” As I see it, the ethico-political imperative to become “you beyond you” in the face
of the Anthropocene demands that we alter our quotidian interpersonal lives as much as our
academic ways of being in the world. My recourse to questions of pedagogical instruction and
institutionalized forms of knowledge here is compelled by both Alexander and Gumbs because
their texts are published by the academic venue Duke University Press. Moreover, one of
Alexander’s essays that Gumbs frequently draws from in M Archive is “Anatomy of
Mobilization,” which details Alexander’s experiences at the New School University—a familiar
story among many women of color in the academy—wherein she was recruited to meet diversity
goals of the ostensibly progressive university yet left without adequate resources or funding and
ultimately denied tenure. As Gumbs tells us in the introductory note to M Archive, she served as

an “[u]npaid in one sense, overpaid in others” research assistant for Alexander when she was a
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visiting chair at Spelman College, as Gumbs was writing her dissertation, We Can Learn to
Mother Ourselves: The Queer Survival of Black Feminism, 1968-1996 (x). Upon completing her
Ph.D. in English, African American Studies, and Women and Gender Studies in 2010 at Duke
University, Gumbs then left the academy to become an independent scholar, poet, and activist,
explaining in her dissertation that one reason for her decision to leave academia was her
discomfort with an “academic industrial complex that has killed and dispossessed so many of my
loved ones already” (6). At the end of this chapter, I’ll return to this concept of the academic
industrial complex as it has been critiqued by radical queer feminists of color and examine
different ways to conduct scholarship or envision academic life that I find in Gumbs’s writing be
rooted in a critical form of decolonial love. But, before we get to that radical praxis of love, we

must first assess the knowledge productions that stifle it. We must first attend to fear.

Lesson #1: Create the Future in Form

In the introduction for how to engage M Archive, Gumbs proposes that the text itself is
alive, writing, “Consider this text an experiment, an index, an oracle, an archive. Let this text be
as alive as you are. Might be enough” (xii). I’'m struck by how these terms jostle together. In
what ways might an index, or a list of references with their assigned place value in a text, be an
experiment or even an oracle? If an archive is necessarily an accumulated record of the past, then
how does it express the prophetic dimensions of an oracle? Conversely, can an oracle as a form
of specific advice or guidance be correlated with an archive, which lacks a singular message in
its sheer vastness? And, most importantly, what does all of this have to do with living? Or, with

treating the text as a living document? Or even, perhaps, as an organism like yourself?
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Now consider the actual reading experience of this long poem. As the second volume in
an experimental poetry triptych, M Archive is preceded by Spill: Scenes of Black Feminist
Fugitivity (2017), which draws from Hortense Spillers’s writings, and followed by Dub: Finding
Ceremony (2020), which builds off from Sylvia Wynter’s essays. Each of these texts share a
citational praxis that stages a call-and-response pattern between academic writing from each
respective black feminist scholar and poetic interpretation from Gumbs. At some point after the
end of the world in M Archive, for example, the post-scientist reflects back on poetry as that
which “taught us to prepare for the incomprehensible in the best way she knew how. the poems”
(73). Each page of the text includes an endnote to a line from Alexander’s essay collection, and
in this instance, Gumbs’s citation for “poems” directs us to the line, “Ultimately this alignment
cannot but provoke a confrontation with history ...” (219, ellipses in Gumbs) from Alexander’s
essay “Pedagogies of the Sacred.” If we turn to Alexander’s essay for the full sentence, we find
this: “Ultimately, this alignment cannot but provoke a confrontation with history, both its
Cartesian variant that produced the splits in the first place and the history that is being mobilized
to displace it” (320). We have to go back one more sentence to fully understand what “this
alignment” refers to in Alexander’s usage, which is “[t]he alignment of mind, body, and Spirit.”
Undoing the separation of these categories is integral to M Archive, as 1 will elaborate later on,
but what’s key here is that Gumbs gestures toward this issue at the same time that she implicitly
links together another alignment—that is, poetry and history.

This conjunction places us in the purview of epic poetry, or what in the context of M
Archive might be called epic ecopoetry for how the text provides a planetary history of our
shared air, land, and water before the potential extinction of our species and various others. My

development of this phrase here is indebted to African American literary scholar and poet Evie
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Shockley, whose brilliant monograph Renegade Poetics locates counter-traditions to both epic
poetry and ecopoetry in black aesthetic practices. On ecopoetry, Shockley illustrates that black
poets are especially equipped to innovate literary traditions of nature poetry: “Because black
people (like Native Americans) have been constructed as part of ‘nature,” African American poets
are well suited to question what Lance Newman has called ‘[t]he first premise of most nature
writing—that human and nonhuman places belong to sharply separate categories of being’” (21-
22). Where the former chapter explored black ecopoetics through localized questions of
environmental relations in terms of stewardship, settlement, land dispossession, and forced
transience, this chapter turns to Gumbs’s ecopoetics for their insights into rethinking planetary
ecological relations on a grand scale. For this reason, the epic poem as a long meditation on
expansive stretches of history and geographical space is useful. However, the Western tradition
of epic poetry also poses particular problems for black feminist thought, for as Shockley writes,
the epic genre’s “exclusionary norms—the singular warrior hero, the battlefield setting, the
mandate to tell ‘the tale of the tribe’ (Ezra Pound’s phrase) in an elevated diction” run counter to
black feminist commitments to expressing vernacular speech and decentering authority (16). To
establish a counter-tradition of black feminist epic poetry, Shockley turns to the book-length
poems of Gwendolyn Brooks’s “The Anniad” (1949), Sonia Sanchez’s Does Your House Have
Lions? (1997), and Harette Mullen’s Muse & Drudge (1995) and finds in them a persistent use of
polyvocality, a rhetorical technique that challenges individual authority through collective
speech. In this first pedagogical lesson, I want to focus on the question of genre and entertain the
possibility of reading Gumbs’s text as both an epic ecopoem and what she calls a “speculative
documentary.” For, if, as the post-scientist in M Archive proposes, one method for survival in the

Anthropocene is to “create the future in form” (12), then tarrying with how Gumbs’s texts
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incorporates multiple genres so as to produce a new literary form altogether is crucial to
understanding how “you beyond you” might envision ecological interrelations in a new light.
Polyvocality takes on extra- and intra-diegetic capacities in M Archive. We can see it, for
instance, in the interplay between Alexander and Gumbs as well as among the archive of
elements at the end of the text and the preface’s suggested not-yet-here survivors. In Shockley’s
assessment of this alternative literary tradition, polyvocality corresponds with Mae Gwendolyn
Henderson’s theory of “speaking in tongues,” an acquired skill that she describes as follows:
As gendered and racial subjects, black women speak/write in multiple voices—not all
simultaneously or with equal weight, but with various and changing degrees of intensity,
privileging one parole and then another. One discovers in these writers a kind of internal
dialogue reflecting an intrasubjective engagement with the intersubjective aspects of self,
a dialectic neither repressing difference nor, for that matter, privileging identity, but rather
expressing engagement with the social aspects of self (“the other[s] in ourselves”). It is
this subjective plurality (rather than the notion of the cohesive or fractured subject) that,
finally, allows the black woman to become an expressive site for a dialectics/dialogics of
identity and difference. (137)
Here polyvocality might be called intersectionality in praxis insofar as this expressive device
underscores the ability to speak to multiple audiences on various interlocking issues within a
single moment, issues that would otherwise be obscured, for example, if gendered or racialized

experiences are separated from each other. & Yet, this rhetorical device does not merely express

87 While Shockely and Henderson focus on African American literature in their respective writings, Carole Boyce
Davies adds a diasporic context to such expressions of “subjective plurality,” noting that black women’s writing
often appears as “a migratory subjectivity existing in multiple locations” and thus functions as “a series of boundary
crossings and not as a fixed, geographical, ethnically or nationally bound category of writing” (4). Neither a
biologically nor geographically determined assignment, black women’s writing is instead a political identification
that “redefines its identity as it re-connects and re-members” other women of color “dislocated by space and time,”
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one’s individual subjectivity based on intersectional differences, for what Henderson underscores
here is a black feminist ethico-political commitment rooted in a responsibility to speak with and
for—rather than to speak about or be silent on—differences of embodied subjectivity in such a
way that upholds difference but also strives toward some kind of intersubjectivity. To become a
site of social synecdoche through this rhetorical device may open up black women writers to the
dangers of tokenism, but for Henderson, there is power to be gained in remaining “on the borders
of discourse, speaking from the vantage point of the insider/outsider,” rather than “to move from
margin to center” (137). In this way, black feminist polyvocality can further be identified as a
queer way of speaking otherwise in public that challenges the fantasy of a sovereign master-
subject precisely because this mode of speech avoids capture, linearity, and stagnant
categorization. To shift perception from one facet of the self to the next, to move from a part to
the whole or vice versa, without losing site of a broader web of interrelations (or in this case
intersubjectivity) is also inescapably an ecological methodology.

Within a text, Shockley defines the polyvocality of a poem as “the extent to which its
language, tone, diction, form, and other stylistic choices generate the effect of multiplicity in a
single speaker’s voice or create space for a number of different speakers—an effect that runs
counter to (or around) the predominant expectation of lyric poems to function as internally
consistent, first-person utterances” (17). This manifests in M Archive as a variety of subjective
expressions that are scattered across multiple space-times, delivered to different audiences, and
collected by the post-scientist in seven separate archives. Sometimes the subject of a poem is

“we,” for instance, implicating us—right now—within the narrative. In other moments, the poet

making it a capacious and ongoing project that forges bonds across histories and embodied knowledges through a
poetics of relationality and liberation (Davies 4).
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uses “they” or “them,” separating us from some past or future collective. Most of the time, the
subject is “she,” but I am less inclined to think of this protagonist as an individual than a
symbolic substitute for the broader “black feminist pragmatic intergenerational sphere” (7). This
plural “she” is confirmed toward the end of the last archive when the spirit world overtakes the
realm of the embodied, and the post-scientist tells us, “she activated her body as a connection site
for all intergenerational knowing and reveled in the edges of herself... not being one. not being
even two, jagged across time, she stretched” (200-201). What M Archive achieves in this
complex fashioning of space, time, and embodied subjectivity is a complete overhaul of the epic
worldview and hero.

Consider, for example, how the post-scientist begins the first archive titled “From the Lab
Notebooks of the Last Experiments,” wherein “last” is a verb. From her future vantage point at
the potential end of the Anthropocene, she tells us:

this thing about one body. it was the black feminist metaphysicians

who first said it wouldn’t be enough. never had been enough. was

not the actual scale of breathing. they were the controversial priest-

esses who came out and said it in a way that people could under-

stand (which is the same as saying they were the ones who said it

in a way that the foolish would ignore, and then complain about

and then co-opt without ever mentioning the black feminist meta-

physicians again, like with intersectionality, but that’s another

apocalypse).

the Lorde of their understanding had taught them. this work began
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before I was born and it will continue ...

the university taught them through its selective genocide. one body.
the unitary body. one body was not a sustainable unit for the project
at hand. the project itself being black feminist metaphysics. which is

to say, breathing.

hindsight is everything (and also one of the key reasons that the
individual body is not a workable unit of impact), but if the bio-
chemists had diverted their energy towards this type of theoreti-
cal antioxidant around the time of the explicit emergence of this
idea (let’s say the end of the second-to-last century), everything
could have been different. if the environmentalists sampling the
ozone had factored this in, the possibilities would have expanded

exponentially.

this wouldn’t have happened (and of course we see that it didn’t)
because of the primary incompatibility. the constitutive element of
individualism being adverse, if not antithetical to the dark feminine,

which is to say, everything. (6, ellipses in original)®

8 To honor the dialogue between Gumbs and Alexander in this text, I will be footnoting the lines from Alexander’s
writing that inspires each poem. This poem here draws from the line, “Being everywhere was the only way” from
“Pedagogies of the Sacred” (289).
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There is an unmistakable irony in the fact that the first apocalypse mentioned in this epic poem is
the misuse of intersectionality in the contemporary university. Traditionally speaking, the epic
genre is characterized by a singular, authoritative hero on a quest for enlightenment, who in turn,
relays the history of a particular group of people brought together through shared cultural or
national bonds.® As poetry scholar Michael Bernstein observes, the epic poet typically records
“the deeds of warriors, priests, and men of action ..., providing a storehouse of heroic examples
and precepts by which later generations would measure their own conduct and the social fabric
of their lives” (qtd. in Shockley 32).%° Here the speaker turns not to the warriors but to the poets,
not to the priests but to the priestesses, and not to the Lord but to Audre Lorde. The opening
battle is between black feminist metaphysicians and the university’s “selective genocide” of
them, but this is not a victorious tale being retold. Rather, the impetus here is on entering into an
ongoing collective struggle, thinking and writing with and after Lorde, Alexander, and many
more because the speaker recognizes that “this work began before I was born and it will
continue...” (6). This is to say that, while the term “intersectionality” can be attributed to legal
scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw, the speaker understands this conceptual framework has long been
integral to women of color feminisms, whose ultimate goal, she says, is to make the planet more
breathable.

As another term for black feminist metaphysics, breathing indexes more than the

quotidian self-maintenance of living organisms here, directing our attention to atmospheric

8 Although the epic genre is often considered to be European and masculine, there are African versions of the epic
and additional variations written by women poets. For the former, see Mulokozi and Okpewho, and for the latter, see
Downes and Keller.

% In Black Feminism Reimagined, Jennifer Nash observes that intersectionality is “most emphatically called upon to
do corrective ecological work in the context of women’s studies” because it “functions as a barometer measuring—
and calibrating—the political atmosphere of the US university” (2). In other words, in light of Michael Bernstein’s
quote above, intersectionality may be for contemporary neoliberal readers what the epic poem was for former
generations.
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intimacies and molecular relationalities that highlight the porosity, vulnerability, and
interdependency of various life forms within their ecological milieus. In recent years within U.S.
contexts, breathing has emerged as both a political vernacular and critical hermeneutic, as the
phrase “I can’t breathe” has shifted from an individual statement of injury at the hands of police
officers in chokeholds to a collective outcry, more broadly, on the suffocating feelings of living
in a civil society that permits and perhaps even requires black suffering and death. On
breathing’s hermeneutic capacities, Christina Sharpe has argued black studies as a curricular
object might best be summed up by an ethics of “aspiration, that keeping breath in the Black
body” (109). Tracing the long history of black asphyxiation from the slave ship’s hold to the
confinement of incarceration, Sharpe shows how antiblackness feels “pervasive as climate” and
thus produces an “atmospheric condition of time and place,” yet at the same time, “the shipped,
the held, and those in the wake also produce out of the weather their own ecologies” (106). If, as
Sharpe writes, “Black life in and out of the ‘New World’ is always queered and more” (32) in the
sense that blackness in colonial modernity is imagined as incapable of adhering to the binary
telos of heteropatriarchal gendered norms, then black queer and trans ecologies can be said to
originate in the Middle Passage through the thing-making processes of commodification and the
violent seizure or loss of oikos—that is, family, property, and home or dwelling. Yet, for Sharpe
to say that those in the wake also craft their own oikos means that black queer and trans
ecologies can further encompass self-determined embodiments, non-biological relations of
kinship, and coalitional collectives formed through alterity and solidarity. I am interested here in
how these alternative ecologies might exceed typical scientific frames of reference and exist in
relation to, but also apart from, any coercive system of interconnection that structures social

relations or modes of social legibility.
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The collective and ongoing work of the black feminist metaphysicians inside and outside
of M Archive challenges the traditional formulation of the epic worldview and individual hero. It
is noteworthy, for instance, that Henderson’s original theory of “speaking in tongues” develops
out of her reading of Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937) and Sherley
Anne Williams’s Dessa Rose (1986) and derives much of its literary theory from Mikhail
Bakhtin’s writings on the novel, a form he explicitly champions over epic poetry; thus,
Shockley’s adaptation of Henderson’s theory inverts the original source material. For Bakhtin,
the problem with epic poetry is that it presents a totalizing “single and unified worldview” (35)
that romanticizes the distant past and, unlike the novel, has no place for “any openendedness,

indecision, indeterminacy” or for the democratic expression of personal experiences (16). As he

99 ¢ 29 <6

puts it, “In the epic world view, “beginning,” “first,” “founder,” “ancestor,” “that which occurred
earlier” and so forth are not merely temporal categories but valorized temporal categories, and
valorized to an extreme degree. ... In the past, everything is good: all the really good things (i.e.,
the ‘first’ things) occur only in the past. The epic absolute past is the single source and beginning
of everything good for all later times as well” (15). Within this worldview of a national past, the
epic hero appears as “a fully finished and completed being,” and “[t]here is not the slightest gap
between his authentic essence and its external manifestation;” in fact, Bakhtin further proposes
that this hero is “externalized in the most elementary, almost literal sense: everything in him is
exposed and loudly expressed: his internal world and all of his external characteristics, his
appearance and his actions all lie on a single plane” (34). The perils of this flattened
externalization of interiority have likewise been explored by Max Horkheimer and Theodor

Adorno in their reading of Homer’s Odyssey in Dialectic of Enlightenment. For them, Odysseus

can be read as the “prototype of the bourgeois individual,” a subject position that they argue is
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formed by an internal dialectic of self-annihilation and self-preservation that emerges from fear
of the unknown (35). Odysseus is only able to survive his journey in their account due to his
cunning instrumental reason, repression of libidinal instincts, civic allegiance to aristocratic and
familial purity, and a constant self-sacrifice: the “denial of nature in man for the sake of
domination over non-human nature and over other men” (42). This final renunciation of an
internal nature and thus reduction of external nature comports with a post-Galilean perception of
nonhuman nature as essentially pure, passive matter that is formulated by the mathematical laws
of a so-presumed universal science. As such, the modern bourgeois subject, or epic hero, is
constituted by a disenchanted relationship to the natural world, viewing all that surrounds him as
a world of objects whose only value is capitalist utility.%

What M Archive illuminates so profoundly is how this closed metaphysical system
wherein fear of the unknown is overcome by what is measurable or quantifiable stems from
colonial logics and undergirds the knowledge production of the Western sciences. As the post-
scientist tells us, this fear of the unknown is at its core a fear of blackness and the dark feminine,
in particular:

they had this thing about darkness. the bottom of the ocean, outer

space, they were afraid of it, they wanted to penetrate it. they

wanted to pretend it only existed in contrast to light and there was

something about not wanting to have their eyes closed not wanting

to go within. lightweight enlightenment equaled mass black death. (10)%

% Black ecological study often contends with the racialized distinctions of this subject position and its perception of
nature. In the first theoretical text to use the phrase “black ecologies,” for example, Nathan Hare also calls into
question the modern bourgeois subject, noting that “the ecology crisis [Anthropocene] arose when the white
bourgeoisie who have seemed to regard the presence of blacks as a kind of pollution, discovered that a sample of
what they and their rulers had done to the ghetto would follow them to the suburb” (3).

92 Alexander: “No one knows the mysteries at the bottom of the ocean” (289).
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In this passage, the speaker draws our attention to what ecofeminist Val Plumwood has identified
as a “dualized structure of otherness and negation” that is essential to the master subject’s
alienation from nature and domination of it (42). Yet, Gumbs adds an important racial-sexual
nexus to this structuring antagonism here. It is not simply that the colonial-modern subject
conflates land and the feminine through libidinal fantasies of conquest and mastery, but that this
misperception depends on a deep fear and possible hatred of the dark feminine. Throughout M
Archive, this destructive impulse is situated at the root of all that has led to the Anthropocene,
compelling the post-scientist to propose from a future anterior position that if only everyone had
recognized the dark feminine within themselves, or as a component to themselves, the human
species could survive and flourish. She conveys this message in the same archive as follows:

to put it in tweetable terms, they believed they had to hate black

women in order to be themselves.

even many of the black women believed it sometimes. (which is also
to say that some of the people on the planet believed they them-
selves were actually other than black women. which was a false and
impossible belief about origin. they were all in their origin, mainte-
nance, and measure of survival more parts black women than any-
thing else.) it was like saying they were no parts water. (which they
must have believed as well. you can see what they did to the water.) (6-7)%
To the extent that the world has been habitable for us up until this point, the post-scientist

suggests is because of the often-overlooked physical and emotional labor of women of color,

9 Alexander: “Being everywhere was the only way” (289).
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especially fat black women as she tells us elsewhere: “if you think you would have survived
without the love of fat black women you are wrong. ... say the name of the fat black woman who
processed your paperwork or fed you or cleaned something on which you would have slipped.
say it before you die in your own filth.” (146).% It is important to note that women of color as a
conceptual category is “neither biological nor intrinsically attached to gender” in the text (172);
instead, it appears as a political identification whose minoritarian status and ethos of care is
geared toward liberation that fosters sustainable life systems for all. By adopting polyvocality as
a method for valorizing the collective backdrop of our social fabric across multiple space-times,
rather than the great men of linear technological progress who have supposedly made this world
more livable, M Archive presents us with a radical vision of an epic poem without an epic hero.%
This is the first lesson in becoming “you beyond you”: to abolish the modern bourgeois
subject, or epic hero, and to honor the black women that enable your existence and reside within
you. This latter insight in Gumbs’s text develops out of Audre Lorde’s writings, wherein during a
conversation with Adrienne Rich, Lorde speculates on “the Black mother in each of us, whether
we are Black or not,” and who she says, “exists more in women; yet...is the name for a humanity

that men are not without” (101). Lorde’s theory of the black mother first emerges in “Poetry is

% Alexander: “In whose company?” (275).

% While I find this assessment to be true of M Archive, in particular, I also want to hold open the possibility that, if
we read Gumbs’s entire triptych as three different epic poems, then perhaps within each respective text Hortense
Spillers, M. Jacqui Alexander, and Sylvia Wynter are the epic heroes. This interpretation would entail rethinking the
epic hero not as a fully formed and completed being, nor as an emblem of some national past, but as a close
contemporary who is still producing new writing and whose works are living intertexts for others, like Gumbs and
you, to build off from. To this end, I want to underscore, as Farah Jasmine Griffin writes in “That the Mothers May
Soar and the Daughters May Know Their Names: A Retrospective of Black Feminist Literary Criticism,” the “sheer
rarity of using the work of a black woman thinker, not only as a text to be analyzed but as a tool and lens through
which to analyze culture and history” (497). It is worth pointing out, for instance, that Alexander Weheliye’s Habeas
Viscus: Racializing Assemblages, Biopolitics, and Black Feminist Theories of the Human (2014) is often widely
credited with renewing critical interest in the essays of Spillers and Wynter by virtue of how he reads them as
decolonial correctives to Giorgio Agamben and Michel Foucault’s notions of bare life and biopolitics. The fact that
Gumbs’s texts each dedicate sustained engagement with primarily one black feminist scholar is even more rare and
noteworthy.
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Not a Luxury,” where she writes, “The white fathers told us: I think, therefore I am. The Black
mother within each of us—the poet—whispers in our dreams: I feel, therefore I can be free” (38).
It is interesting to note that similar language on poetics and freedom appears in her theory of the
erotic, which Lorde defines as “a resource within each of us that lies in a deeply female and
spiritual plane” (53) proposing that the spiritual is a psychic and emotional territory related to
radical politics (56). To break away from the so-presumed rational mind and unfreedom that is
produced by dominant (white) knowledge productions, Lorde suggests requires finding the black
mother within yourself who maps a different geography for interiority, for the complex and
contradictory processes of affect and psychic life, and for the realm of future political
possibilities. Remarking on how Lorde provocatively “seizes the universal” in her theory of the
black mother, Keguro Macharia observes that this figure can be read as a “riposte to Freud: if a
mythical Greek man—Oedipus—can be established as the grounds for universal family and
social dynamics, then an equally mythical black mother can play a universal role, naming what
its ‘chaotic,’ rather than disciplinary” (55). To overcome the fear of the unknown thus means
overturning the myths of colonial modernity and embracing all that seems to be chaotic, messy,
repressed, disavowed, disruptive—all that is queer and trans—as a first step toward installing
ways to live in non-dominant mutuality among each other. For, as Lorde writes in “The Uses of
Anger,” urging you, the reader, to become a different, better version of yourself: “I am not free
while any woman is unfree, even when her shackles are very different from my own. And [ am

not free as long as one person of Color remains changed. Nor is any one of you” (132-133).

Lesson #2: Rewire the Senses
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In addition to rethinking questions of epistemology and psychic life, to become “you
beyond you” in M Archive entails what M. Jacqui Alexander calls a “rewiring of the senses” so
as to alter perceptions of embodiment that emerge from the reign of Man and his attendant
domination over nonhuman Nature (308). To this end, we must deal more closely with Gumbs’s
own invented genre for the text: speculative documentary. At first glance, this phrase might seem
like an incongruous genre combination, if we understand “speculative” as something that is
imaginative and “documentary” as a record of factual evidence. Yet, Gumbs activates at least
three different valences for this neologism in her text. The first definition for the verb
“speculate” in the Oxford English Dictionary reads “to observe or view mentally; to consider,
examine, or reflect upon with close attention; to contemplate; to theorize upon.” Such is the
purview of “speculative fiction,” and in fact, it would not be a mistake to label M Archive as this
additional genre, given how interested the text is collapsing the temporal divides between the
past, present, and future. Another definition for “speculate” is “to exercise spiritual
contemplation,” and in addition to upending temporal divisions, the text is perhaps even more
invested bringing to light a spiritual dimension that exceeds physical reality. Finally, the most
recent definition of “speculate” in the OED reads “to invest (money) in an enterprise which
involves considerable risk.” This economic connotation arises from the history of transatlantic
chattel slavery, and it helps us to account for how M Archive maps the longue durée of slavery
and coloniality onto the history of the Anthropocene. Altogether, these three terms for
“speculate” correspond with how text envisions “you beyond you” through the comingling of
mind, body, and spirit in ways that bear on conceptualizing a different ecological subject for the

Anthropocene.
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In his scholarship on the transatlantic history of racial capitalism, lan Baucom

demonstrates how the creation of speculative finances produced an onto-epistemic shift in

Western culture that transformed “what was knowable, credible, valuable, and real” by

displacing tangible property for “the imaginary value of stocks, bonds, bills-of-exchange, and

insured property” (17). His complex description for how “the financial life of the trade and the

theory of value that it made possible” engineered a system of credit and debt is worth quoting at

length:

Time and distance are part of the explanation. The time it took to complete the vast
triangular circuit of the trade dictated that merchants must conduct much of their business
on credit. But for such a system of credit to operate both a theory of knowledge and a
form of value which would secure the credibility of the system itself had to be in place.
Central to that theory was a mutual and system-wide determination to credit the existence
of imaginary values. Central to that form of value was a reversal of the protocols of value
creation proper to commodity capital. For, here, value does not follow but precedes
exchange ... Such value exists not because a purchase has been made and goods
exchanged but because two or more parties have agreed to believe in it. Exchange, here,
does not create value, it retrospectively confirms it, offers belated evidence to what

already exists. (17)

Here the abstract immateriality and inherent belatedness of capital investments suggests that

what is speculative cannot only express a future-oriented disposition. Rather, the speculative

folds back in on itself, confirming evidence of a predetermined calculation. In this sense, a

speculative documentary might be an accumulated record of recursive time.
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Yet, the Anthropocene fundamentally alters this cycle of capital in Gumbs’s account. For,
as she writes, “it was ultimately the water that transformed how they thought of the concept of
debt” (40).% At some point in the future, she tells us that “the quite basic and natural longing for
water became a symptom,” pathologized by a misperception wherein “enough of the people
thought they were 60 percent cola and enough of the people were cut off from their closest water
supplies by the pollution and extraction of the companies owned by the cola producers that the
longing turned autoimmune” (42).%” The potential end of clean water throws into relief three
spatiotemporal markers all at once: the prehistorical origins of organic life, the time of racial
capitalism that originates with the Middle Passage and continues today, and a geological deep
time that might exceed the very livelihood of multiple species precisely because as the post-
scientist discerns, “there is no debt that can be repaid” (41). The world engineered by speculative
finance capital indeed underwrites contemporary geopolitical conditions, as Kara Keeling notes,
“The wealth generated through chattel slavery, settler colonialism, and European colonialism in
Asia, Africa, and the Americas provided the foundation for present relations of exploitation and
domination to accrue their force and authority—in other words, for today’s quotidian violence”
(Queer 24). What makes M Archive so crucial for evaluating this capitalist world order is that it
depicts the origins of this system as well as its demise, asking us to consider how the
unspeakable traumas of the Middle Passage might provide a lens in which to reckon with the
impending tragedies of the Anthropocene as well as an ecological paradigm for how to reimagine
worldly interrelations differently from within the ruins of catastrophe.

Consider, for example, this poem in “Archive of Dirt: What We Did” on how the

Anthropocene may alter the human sensorium:

% Alexander: “and water to help carry the reflection of the people we wanted to become” (178).
9 Alexander: “Water always remembers” (285).
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it started on our tongues. everyone thought it was the water. the lack
of water. the genetically processed seeds that didn’t need water to
thrive. or it could have been the post-ozone air. the tongue is sen-
sitive like that. and we were living in a world that didn’t taste right.
that was for sure. so we explained the sores and tried to cure them

with oil pulling and tonics.

it didn’t work.

and once the sores got everywhere, on the bottoms of our feet on
the palms of our hands, someone said it might have been our blood-
streams. bad blood with the planet recirculating through our strain-

ing hearts. some people even started to breed leeches.

it only got worse.

it hurt to move. it hurt to breathe. the food decline plateaued be-

cause it hurt so much to eat. and we were thick in our clothes from

swelling. and when our eyes swole shut we couldn’t see. and then we

finally saw. we saw it.

we hadn’t told the truth in so damn long. (47)%

% Alexander: “let the words of my mouth and the meditation of our hearts be acceptable in thy sight” (178).
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Once again, blackness or darkness—that notion that “there was something about not wanting to
have their eyes closed not wanting to go within” (10)—is configured as a site of enlightenment
here. But the fact that taste is first altered here is key. Since the growth of sugar cane
monoculture plantations in colonial modernity, the human palate has been reshaped by an
excessive sweetness. Gumbs extends this history further to the creation of “genetically processed
seeds,” then amplifies the environmental destruction caused by this artificial nature through
imagining a “post-ozone air.” Elsewhere, she further notes that these new forms of food do not
biodegrade within the human body: “soon everything that was left had a half-life like hysteria.
which meant our bodies were like landfills, places where nothing disintegrated but us. ... so the
landfill actually became an ontology. the ontology” (46).%° Because the landfill becomes an
ontology for humanity, to rewire the senses means reconceptualizing the body as oikos.

If disenchantment is at the heart of the colonial-modern subject’s relationship to the
natural world, then what’s at stake here is a question of how to poeticize oikos through
embodiment in such a way that undoes the dialectic of internal and external nature so as to
restore wonder and pleasure. For, as the post-scientist tells us from her future vantage point, “we
didn’t know about the liver cells that could sing. the stomach lining kaleidoscopes, the geometric
worlds in our larynxes. we had explored our bodies like battlefields and colonies. never like
funhouses or arboretums” (81). One way to innovate embodiment in light of these belated
discoveries in the text is through adapting to sexual indeterminacy and gender unfixity. In black
trans studies, C. Riley Snorton has proposed that Hortense Spillers’s theory of gender
undifferentiation in the Middle Passage provides a “critical genealogy for modern transness, as

chattel persons gave rise to an understanding of gender as mutable and as an amendable form of

9 Alexander: “But we consumed without digesting” (286).
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being” (57). Gumbs brings this history and the radical potentiality for self-innovation beyond the
dictates of Man and Nature to bear on the Anthropocene in M Archive. On this matter, the post-
scientist records, “we liked to think of it as an evolutionary approach. and really at that point
what could anyone do with this rising water but to emulate the amphibians. what we had done to
the planet made us crave and need a bothness of slick skin and webbing and genital adaptability.
... we could become whoever we needed to be for each other. we created the future in form”
(12).1%0 One of the key insights of queer and trans ecological inquiry is that cultural anxieties
pertaining to chemical or endocrine-disrupting toxins embolden claims that binary sex is natural
for humans and other animal species. As Giovanna Di Chiro observes, “This concern about the
excesses of estrogenic pollution (what some refer to as ‘ova-pollution’) is commonly articulated
in popular scientific media as explaining the pan-species instability of maleness and as putting at
risk the future existence of natural masculinity” (201). Though environmental toxicity indeed
poses real problems for all life forms, the point here is that popular scientific rhetoric often does
not account for queer, trans, or disabled variations to life. For the post-scientist in M Archive to
understand “genital adaptability” as a method of future survival is key to undoing the biological
essentialism and determinism that underpins much of mainstream environmentalism. In the legal
absence of oikos or generational succession, to create the future in form thus entails rethinking
the body as home.

This thesis enters M Archive in a poem with the only indention in the entire text where
the post-scientist tells us that this more expansive perception of embodiment is the “last step”
toward survival, writing:

... but nowadays they were focusing

100 Alexander: “male becoming female, female becoming male” (289).
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on a much smaller scale of organism. the bacteria swimming across
the parched oceans of their eyes. the tiny cities in their intestine. the
whole surface of their skins populated and evolving. this was the

last step.

they finally had to understand themselves
as planets. (52)1%

To rethink the body as a home planet full of various life forms depends on scalar multiplications
that can account for the minutiae of bacteria, astrophysical and quantum entanglements, and the
epic scope of planetary composition all at once. In fact, the post-scientist goes so far as to
suggest that embracing scalar differences is essential to restoring wonder in the natural world. At
one point in the first archive, for example, we learn about a series of scientific tests seeking to
prove “the relationship between the living and the dead was natural” (19).1%2 The post-scientist
tells us that the white researchers “blew up the sand to sort it. wearing lenses that magnified the
world to 360 times its size, they found that sand was not sand anymore and the thing about the
stars in the sky and the grains of sand was more poetic than the ancients could have known™ (18).
As they continue to sort, systematize, and differentiate molecules, the post-scientist gives us her
assessment of the situation as follows:

what 1 would have told them, if 1 thought they could listen, was the

same thing i told anyone who seemed to listen. that of course the

sand was visibly different. sand is what sand is. tiny remnants of fos-

sils and stones and planets and shells all broken beyond recognition.

101 Alexander: “On this s0il?” (275).
102 Alexander: “and what is to be sacrificed to institute your proposal?” (149).
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unless you look closer, unless you magnify each by 360 degrees, un-
less you become intimate and positively obsessed. and then you see
where they come from, whole in their being. you see more possibili-

ties than you thought you could see.

there is a lesson there about what we have broken down into and

what has not broken us, how similar we look from a distance, how

we stay being whatever we came from, what attention does and what

it does not do, how we all become sand in the end. (18)1%
Though “we all become sand in the end,” difference is not foregone nor forsaken because as she
further tells us, “each piece of sand [has] its own world of color, shape, size, symbol, and
meaning” (18). What the post-scientist highlights, then, is how perspectival shifts in scale might
help us to witness and practice ecological interdependence in novel ways. For, if any given body
is a home planet that must be hospitable to various interconnected life forms, then this means
that no life form is a bounded individual but a porous container that comprises and informs
several ecosystems. The critical task here is not to dilute such multiplicity, nor to resolve such
ambiguity among differences, but to find a way in which these entanglements among various life
forms can be directed toward an embodied ecological ethics. As Susan Stryker reminds us in
Transecology: Transgender Perspective on Environment and Nature, “The word ethics is derived
from the Greek ethos, meaning character, habitat, and dwelling (and thus a close kin to oikos, a
dwelling place or household that provides the root for the prefix eco- in ecology)” (xvii). In this

sense, an embodied ecological ethics has as much to do with questions of habitual ways of

103 Alexander: “Have we lived differently?” (275).
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inhabiting the world as it does with crafting different worlding possibilities altogether from what
remains of our shared air, land, and water.

Perhaps the most prolific writer on queer ecologies, Catriona Mortimer-Sandilands has
proposed that queer and trans ecological ethics are “both about seeing beauty in the wounds of
the world and taking responsibility to care for the world as it is” (qtd. in Di Chiro 200). Without
romanticizing the wounds of the world, M Archive seems to take up this ethical imperative in
how it imagines a new field of study called critical black marine biology. Describing this
insurgent knowledge production in stark contrast to the colonial logics of the Western sciences,
the post-scientist tells us about how the black oceanists “were not afraid to slow and evolve their
breathing,” nor were they “afraid of their kinship with bottom crawlers who could or could not
glow” or “of being touched by what they could never see, never bring back to light, never have a
witness for” (10). In fact, “they were less afraid of the underwater unknown than they were of
the blatant dangers up on land,” and after a period of research, “it was not long before they
started to long for longer, to plan for a plan that would sustain generations below. depth of a plan
that didn’t require, include, value, or chart a return to the surface ever again” (10).
Occularcentrism is endemic to colonial modernity and essential to the formation of hierarchical
differences, yet here the expansive darkness of the ocean is positioned as more preferable to
colonial logics of visibility, knowability, or mappability. From their daring explorations, a new
ecological theory emerges wherein what was lost and damaged in the wake of transatlantic
slavery can be intimately sensed and felt again:

they were the first ones who learned to light themselves and find

each other. the critical black marine biologists, scientists of the dark

matter under fathoms, suggest that there may be a causal relation-
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ship between the bioluminescence in the ocean and the bones of the
millions of transatlantic dead. oyeku ogbe. they have been studying
the relationship between blackness and light. which is not to say that
before the face of god or the race of capital moved across the deep
there was not light within the deepest sea creatures, but is instead a
signal to remember the character of calcium. the meaning of the

presence of magnesium. both of which catalyze bioluminescence.

don’t let me lose you. they are not saying that the light in the deep
or the stars at the bottom of the sea didn’t exist before the weight
of the bones of the captives who would not live as captives. before
the introduction of the diving shark-cleaned bones of the free into
the complex environment of the one inseparable ocean. they would

never say that.

but who would suggest an origin for light, except blackness.

what the dark scientists are saying is that now that the bones are
there as fine as sand, the marrow like coral to itself, the magnesium
and calcium has infiltrated the systems of even the lowest filter feed-
ers. so any light that you find in the ocean right now cannot be sepa-
rated from the stolen light of those we long for every morning. and 1

don’t need to remind you that the ocean, that place where the evolu-
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tionists and creationists all agree that life began, the source of all the

salt we breathed to get here, lives within us.

all light is shared with those at the bottom of the ocean. (11)
This passage is remarkable for a variety of reasons, but what is perhaps most noteworthy is the
fact that this final line is the only textual instance in M Archive where Gumbs does not riff on
Alexander’s writing but repeats it verbatim as it appears in her essay “Pedagogies of the Sacred.”
In that text, “all light is shared with those at the bottom of the ocean” is spoken by Kitsimba, one
of Alexander’s ancestors who calls into question dominant modes of knowledge production that
limit how to read her life story. In wrestling with how to tell Kitsimba’s narrative through
transnational feminist analytics, Alexander writes, “The manner in which Kitsimba emerged to
render her own account of her life ... was diametrically opposed to my research plan of using her
body as the ground for an epistemic struggle. Kitsimba’s plan required my engagement with the
texture of her living” (295). Speaking through Alexander, Kitsimba implores scholars to
recognize how cosmological systems of the Sacred give meaning to what might otherwise be
misconstrued as secular categories of colonial modernity such as gender and sexuality, lived
experiences, history, memory, embodied subjectivity, and justice, all of which might give texture
to one’s life through spiritual contexts. What this means for M Archive is that black ecologies do
not only encompass living material interrelations, but also ostensibly dead, immaterial, haunting,
or spiritual configurations that shape human and more-than-human worlds of entanglement.

Yet, [ want to also highlight how these black ecologies might be read as queer and trans
in this excerpt. For, if as Lee Edelman has argued “queerness can never define an identity; it can

only ever disturb one” (17) and as Aren Aizura has proposed “we need a trans theory [that] turns
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‘trans’ in an anti-identitarian direction” (135), then M Archive gives us ways to reexamine
problems of identification here. As Colin Dayan has shown, African cosmological systems
overturn colonial taxonomies of identification altogether without getting rid of the notion of
selthood:

The history told by these traditions defies our notions of identity and contradiction. A

person or thing can be two or more things simultaneously. A word can be double, two-

sided, and duplicitous. In this broadening and multiplying of a word’s meaning, repeated

in rituals of devotion and vengeance, we begin to see that what becomes more and more

vague also becomes more distinct: it may mean this, but that too. (Haiti 33)
Such statements sound as if they were written by queer and trans theorists on the instability of
identity as an ontological category, writ large, but what Alexander, Gumbs, and Dayan highlight
is that decolonial knowledge productions of the spiritual realm provide a lens in which the black
subject may be liberated from embodied norms through different conceptual terms. One way this
occurs is through a queer sense of non-biological kinship beyond state-sanctioned notions of
oikos. On the one hand, such kinships might be recuperative in the sense that prior to colonial
contact West African cosmological systems were ancestor-based, rather than deity-based, in ways
that were not beholden to blood lineage; while, on the other, such kinships might encompass
entirely new formulations of family or community among marine life in ways that upend colonial
taxonomies of species difference altogether. To queerly become “you beyond you” thus means
rethinking kinship beyond human categories of difference.

Within this ecological theory from the black marine biologists, transness can also said to
be at play if we understand this term’s fundamental quality as always being in transformative

relation to something else. As Eva Hayward and Jami Weinstein explain, “trans™ is
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prepositionally oriented—marking the through, of, in, and across that make life possible” (196)
and can be considered “more akin to Donna Haraway’s prepositional ‘becoming with’ than Gilles

299

Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s rhizomatic ‘becoming’ (197). In its gerund capacity, transing is
mobilized here in the sifting of mineral deposits, which shift from modes of decomposition to
acts of illumination, from seemingly inert matter to glimmering sustenance. Though it may be
tempting to read a linear life cycle of development here, the post-scientist makes clear that this
ecology does not conform to such temporal frames by virtue of her statement “so any light that
you find in the ocean right now cannot be separated from the stolen light of those we long for
every morning” (11, my emphasis). The desire for ancestral connection, a “becoming with” the
textures of the living among the deceased, appears as constant, but also ritualistically confined to
the very beginning of the day as if in a space for meditation or even perhaps speculation. For
bodies and lives that are deemed out of place, against nature, or situated on a horizon of
premature death, the grains of painful wonder that the critical marine black biologists locate in
the wake of the deceased presents a powerful riposte to the silences and erasures of such forms
of life within mainstream environmentalism.

As Alexander and Gumbs show, spiritual labor and the call to remember the ancestors is
not simply a way of valorizing the past or honoring the dead as in epic poetry, but it is a mode of
healing work that might motivate transformative and reparative futures. By the near conclusion
of M Archive, for instance, the spirit world overtakes the realm of the embodied, and the post-
scientist tells us:

after it happened it was hard to remember how we had walked

on this land and breathed this air before without the thickness of

knowing. they had always been here. every indigenous community
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massacred, every single prophet assassinated, every child sacrificed

to colonialism, every slave rebel shackled in their grave, every un-

assigned body piled as refuse somewhere, had never disappeared.

whatever part they burned into air, whatever part they buried

underground, whatever part they threw in the sea, came whole again

in every breathing growing thing. and when the warning time came

they were all of them (all of them) screaming. (75)%
As she or “you beyond you” realizes that mind, body, and spirit are mutually informative and
interlocking modes of experience, the spatiotemporal distinctions that might delimit a
geographical space through historical parameters of past, present, and future undergo a revision,
giving way to an expansive embodied reading of the sedimented layers of history within the
present. For this reason, the post-scientist begins to imagine herself as “a technology for
remembering” and “a connection site for all intergenerational knowing” (200) 1%: “not being one.
not being even only two, jagged across time, she stretched. and it seemed like all the space she
opened would be filled with tears and ships and screaming mothers” (201).1% The outcome of
rewiring the senses, then, is a tear in the fabric of what is visible that illuminates what has been
overlooked or disavowed in colonial modernity and the Anthropocene.

To craft an embodied ecological ethics from this knowledge, as the second step in
becoming “you beyond you,” I need to return for a moment to the post-scientist’s call to rethink
the body as a home planet (52). The endnote to planets in Gumbs’s text directs us to Alexander’s

question “What is to be our different relationships with Africa? On this so0il?”” from her essay

104 Alexander: “The dead do not like to be forgotten” (289).

105 Alexander: “With careful attentive service and focused contemplation the Divine is made manifest. It is why this
work is never done” (307).

106 Alexander: “for ultimately we are not our bodies and this contract cannot be settled cheaply” (329).
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“Remembering This Bridge Called My Back, Remembering Ourselves” (275). In this text,
Alexander reflects back on the legacy of Anzaldiia and Moraga’s anthology and its ecological
“metaphors of links, charts, journeys, bridges, and borders,” leading her to ask how connections
across “different cartographies of feminist struggle in different parts of the world” might be
forged today given “[t]he fact that our standard of living here [in the U.S.], indeed our very
survival, is based on the raw exploitation of working-class women, white, black, and Third
World. Our hands are not clean” (264). Following this grim admission, Alexander then proposes,
quoting Cherrie Moraga: “What might it mean to see ourselves as ‘refugees of a world on fire’?
‘What if we declared ourselves perpetual refugees in solidarity with all refugees’? Not citizen.
Not naturalized citizen. Not immigrant. Not undocumented. Not illegal alien. But refugees
fleeing some terrible atrocity far too threatening to engage, ejected out of the familiar into some
unknown, still-to-be-revealed place” (264-265). This is one of the lessons that Alexander
proposes emerges out of pedagogies of the Crossing, or Middle Passage, whose “existential
message,” she says, 1s “to apprehend how it might instruct us in the urgent task of configuring
new ways of being and knowing and to plot the different metaphysics that are needed to move
away from living alterity premised in difference to living intersubjectivity premised in
relationality and solidarity” (7-8). In this sense, to become “you beyond you” means taking up
the challenge of black feminist metaphysics to restore the linkages between mind, body and spirit
(if they are severed), to disrupt the boundaries between life and death, and to call into question
normative organizations of space and time so as to facilitate an embodied ecological ethics

scaled up to an intersubjective level of planetary concerns.

Lesson #3: Speak Life and Love
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By the last page of M Archive, though certainly not the conclusion, the post-scientist
seems to have expired with the rest of the human species, but she nevertheless narrates from
another future vantage point what a potential alien species might find in the remains of the
Anthropocene. Right before her material death, she records this final encounter between herself
and the ancestor spirits:

what ultimately saved her was the listening. because while fleeting, it lingered a little

longer. like a kiss on the cheek. at first that’s all it was in fact. unpredictable kisses out of

nowhere and laughter accompanying the winks of glass and edge. and then she would
hear small affirmations. and then repetitions and sometimes even jokes. there were so

many of them. and they were so light and quick to surround. (204)%7
The erotics of kissing, laughter, and words of affirmation from the spirits seem to provide a
deeper sense within the post-scientist of all that makes the world more than a material object, as
they also help her to cross over into the afterlife. In their final message, the spirits instruct her—
and thus “you beyond you”—to “speak life” as the ultimate act of love (205).1% As she
succumbs to extreme heat and poisonous air, the post-scientist writes “in salt adhered by tears
adhered by spit adhered finally by blood” across the surface of the earth (212). Rather than read
her markings as abstract symbols, the future survivors perceive a “felt relation” in the text:

instead they read the blood as blood. and it meant everything at once. it meant once there

was water. it meant once there was birth and possible birth. it meant there were ancestors
and that someone had survived. it meant life was precious and could spill. it meant spirit

was sticky and could stay.

107 Alexander: “reaching without need of compass for her sisters whomever and wherever they are” (285).
108 Alexander: “energy simply does not obey the human idiom” (309).
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and actually that’s all I was trying to say. (212)1%°
As another practice of black feminist metaphysics, and as the final step in becoming “you
beyond you,” love provides a heuristic for all that holds the world together and enables survival
amidst ecological destruction. For as the post-scientist tells us at the very beginning of the first
archive: “you can have breathing and the reality of the radical black porousness of love (aka
black feminist metaphysics aka us all of us, us) or you cannot. there is only both or neither. there
is no either or. there is no this or that. there is only all” (7).

In this final pedagogical lesson, I want to think more closely about how the ethico-
political imperative to speak life and love relates to the nascent critique of the academic
industrial complex in the text—given the aforementioned university’s “selective genocide” of
black feminist metaphysicians (6)—and how, if taken up, such critical practices might contribute
to becoming “you beyond you” through different scholarly modes of reading, writing, and
instruction. After all, in the archive “Baskets (Possible Futures Yet to be Woven), which details a
series of possible futures beyond the inhospitable world of colonial modernity, one of these
futures includes a time when schools and prisons are abolished on the same day (173).1° To
better understand the contributions M Archive makes to rethinking academic life, we must return
to the origins of black studies in the U.S. academy, especially because this field paved the way
for what might broadly be called today’s “identity-disciplines” (ethnic studies, gender and
sexuality studies, and so on), all of which seem to be in constant defense of being defunded or

outright eliminated in our current conjecture. If, as many have argued, the Anthropocene

demands interdisciplinary knowledge productions that move across various critical conversations

109 Alexander: “Hieroglyphic markings to an estranged lover” (274).
110 Alexander: “We had come this far having sung of things we most needed to learn” (178).
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and methodologies, then black studies—as it includes black feminism, queer, and trans studies—
might provide an ethical guiding light for such projects precisely because of the decolonial
ambitions embedded in this field of study.

In an essay from 1969 titled “Black Studies: Bringing Back the Person,” June Jordan
writes on the early integration of black studies in university curriculum. Penned during the short-
lived open admissions movement in City College as more than two hundred African American
and Puerto Rican students protested in favor of the formulation of an ethnic studies program and
the admittance of more minority students and faculty, Jordan writes on the administrative
stalemate between the university’s professed desires for the democratization of education and its
fear of a potential corrosion of academic standards. On this matter, she observes, “Efficiency,
competence: Black students know the deadly, neutral definition of these words. There seldom has
been a more efficient system for profiteering, through human debasement, than the plantations,
of a while ago” (47). Here Jordan suggests that the university system’s profit-driven motives for

99 ¢

abstract concepts such as “standards,” “excellence,” and “proficiency” spring forth from
slavery’s histories of measuring and quantifying persons without personhood. What’s more is in
the next sentence, she moves from plantations to what might now be identified as Anthropocene-
related concerns, writing, “Today, the whole world sits, as quietly scared as it can sit, afraid that,
tomorrow, America may direct its efficiency and competence toward another forest for
defoliation, or clean-cut laser-beam extermination” (47). This is to say that beyond punishing
students for nonconformity or damaging their self-worth, the abstract language of valuation from
the U.S. academy actually rationalizes and begets wholesale ecological destruction.

White scientific research methods are part of the problem, as the post-scientist teaches us,

because they depend on colonial logics of fear of the unknown or unknowable; rigid disciplinary
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boundaries; methods of extraction, systematic accumulation, and classification; and propertied
self-possession. Max Liboiron, Macarena Gomez-Barris, Katherine McKittrick, and many others
have demonstrated in recent years that such methodologies are rooted in the ideological
investments of settler colonialism and antiblackness because they depend on the logics of
property wherein all relations appear as given-over and thus takeable resources for individualist
commodifiable gains.'! As Liboiron puts it, the spatiotemporal imaginary of settler colonialism,
wherein “land relations become managerial rather than reciprocal” (62), transfers over into ways
of conducting scholarship: “I often—usefully—read extractively, looking for bits I can use. I had
been reading in a Resource relation that is unidirectional, assessing texts solely for my own goals
and not approaching them as bodies of work, events, gifts, teachers, letters, or any number of
other ways...” (35).1? Jennifer Nash observes a similar problem with intersectionality in the
contemporary neoliberal university, noting that territorial battles over the disciplinary status of
this analytic underscores a well-earned defensiveness among black feminists, especially
considering “the invisible labor of black women in the academy that, quite literally, kills black
female academics,” yet at the same time, such “proprietary impulses...trap black feminism,

hindering its visionary world-making capacities” (3).1*® It seems to me that Gumbs’s entire

111 See Gomez-Barris’s The Extractive Zone: Social Ecologies and Decolonial Perspectives (2017), Liboiron’s
Pollution is Colonialism (2021), and Katherine McKittrick’s Dear Science and Other Stories (2021). For additional
resources on decolonial methodologies, see Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and
Indigenous Peoples (1999), Chela Sandoval’s Methodology of the Oppressed (2000), and Chandra Talpade
Mohanty’s Feminism Without Borders: Decolonizing Theory, Practicing Solidarity (2003).

112 It seems to me that a part of the problem here is related to the pace of capitalism, which rewards publications for
the sake of simply being publications that can be itemized on scholarly CVs, more often than it enables the kind of
deep thinking and difficult labor that Audre Lorde says is required “to make common cause with those others
identified as outside the structures in order to define and seek a world in which we can all flourish” (112).

113 T am reminded here, too, of Ann duCille’s account in 1994 on the utilitarian status of black feminists in the
academy where she writes, “The trouble is that, as Moraga points out, bridges get walked on over and over and over
again. This sense of being a bridge—of being walked on and passed over, of being used up and burnt out, of having
to ‘publish while perishing,” as some have described their situations—seems to be a part of the human condition of
many black women scholars. While neither the academy nor mainstream feminism has paid much attention to the
crisis of black female intellectuals, the issue is much on the minds of black feminist scholars” (623).
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poetry triptych can be said to intervene in such critical concerns on matters of reading, writing,
and scholarship by virtue of how Gumbs crafts ecological interrelations through novel citational
practices that reshape academic writing into both a mode of poetry and poesis, showing how
scholarship can actually create entirely new worlds and futures of life-affirming possibilities.
Moreover, she attends to her critical interlocutors with such immense gratitude and love, a
critical practice bell hooks defines as a mixture of “care, affection, recognition, respect,
commitment, and trust as well as honest and open communication” (5). Yet, at the same time,
Gumbs is careful to note that such critical practices have the potential to be co-opted and put to
different uses. After all, for the post-scientist to call intersectionality “another apocalypse” (6)
means that this central tenet of women of color feminisms has become instrumentalized through
colonial techniques of classification that hierarchize biocentric differences and thus defuses any
radical potentials for coalitions or solidarity.

Jordan offers an alternative to such colonial knowledge productions in her essay wherein,
like the post-scientist in M Archive, she admonishes the idea of a “unitary body” against the need
for community, writing:

We, we know the individuality that isolates the man from other men, the either/or, the

lonely-one that leads the flesh to clothing, jewelry, and land, the solitude of sight that

separates the people from the people, flesh from flesh, that jams material between the
spirit and the spirit. We have suffered witness to these pitiful, and murdering, masquerade
extensions of the self. Instead, we choose a real, a living enlargement of our only life. We
choose community: Black America, in white. Here we began like objects chosen by the

blind. And it is here that we see fit to continue—as subjects of human community. We
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will to bring back the person, alive and sacrosanct; we mean to rescue the person from

the amorality of time and science. (47)

I want to amplify two features here. First, Jordan’s usage of the term person, rather than identity,
is significant. For, as Katherine McKittrick reminds us, “black studies theorizes black liberation
not through categories (identity) but from the perspective of struggle (struggle is entangled with
identities-places-embodiments-infrastructures-narratives-feeling)” (Dear 30). Struggle
encompasses identity but highlights foremost processes of being and becoming with others
through relational endeavors, which Jordan sources in moving from objects of study to subjects
of human community through the recognition of personhood. Second, Jordan’s rejection of the
“amorality of time and science” here displaces an objective viewpoint altogether and suggests
the need for ethical relations to both history and science, which I take to mean scientia or
knowledge, more generally. To bring back the person, then, is another way to speak life and love,
for as Jordan puts it, “Life appealing to live, and to be, and to know a community that will
protect the living simply because we are alive: This is the menace to university curriculum and
standards. This is the possibility of survival we must all embrace: the possibility of life, as has
been said, by whatever means necessary” (53-54).

What this means for those of us working in the environmental humanities is that we need
an Anthropocene criticism that is neither silent on black queer and trans lives, nor that limits how
such lives are perceived through conceptual frames of sorrowful vulnerability, heroic resistance,
or astounding resilience in the face of inevitable devastation or death. We need an Anthropocene
criticism that thinks with and summons subordinated knowledges that already teach us how
“survival is not an academic skill” (Lorde 112) and that already pave the way for “a future of

pollinating difference and the earth to support our choices” (Lorde 133). We need an

158



Anthropocene criticism that is attuned to what Véve Clark calls “diaspora literacy” (308) or what
Hortense Spillers calls “an intramural protocol of reading” (278): that is, a multifarious,
polyvocal, and overlapping perspectival lens that reads slavery and coloniality as foundational to
our world order and planetary climate change, but which also asks how we are beholden to each
other—always—across different and shifting spaces, times, and communities. We need an
Anthropocene criticism that begins from the always already diminishing worlds of black queer
and trans lives, but that sees these worlds, not simply as a locus of terror and pain, but as
tremendous sites of beauty, creativity, and vitality. We need an Anthropocene criticism that
champions and advances critical practices of love, care, and collective gathering that work
toward emancipating us all from the deadly constraints of Man and Nature. And actually, that’s

all I was trying to say.*'4

114 Gumbs: “and actually that’s all i was trying to say” (212).
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Epilogue

Every ending is a new beginning. Much of this dissertation has focused on aesthetics as a
domain for social and environmental justice, temporality as a mobius strip entwined with
narratives of history and futurity, and interrelation as a mode of connection and an ethical
obligation. Now I want to crystallize some of these same concerns on form, time, and
interrelation with one final narrative that takes us back to the origin of the Anthropocene so as to
conceptualize a different path forward without more destruction. The text is Alexis De Veaux’s
remarkable novella Yabo (2014). In an early folkloric section titled “Adansonia Digitata,” which
is the taxonomic name for African baobabs (the most widespread tree species in sub-Saharan
Africa), two nonhuman characters convene so that Eagle can tell Leopard what she calls “the
story of the Living Present Past™ (24). She tells this story from the vantage point of the trees
watching the colonizers instigate the transatlantic slave trade:

Where had these humans who bartered with some of our

humans come from?

Surely they were not sent by the gods, because the gods did not

punish their people and plants and animals without good reason.

So this was proof, the trees came to believe, of the existence of

another world, a dangerous world, in which the dead had not

become part of the living earth, and, refusing to metamorphose,

walked about still in human form, spiteful, brutish, warlike.

What shall we do? the trees asked each other because they could

not stop wailing.

What can we do? they lamented.
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And then they turned to Wisest. She’d said nothing all the while,

stood apart, watching.

Follow and protect them, she said at last [...] (25)
The arrival of the colonizers portends another world for the trees, but it is important to note that
this world is not entirely independent from the preexisting one. What Eagle recognizes here is
simply a different cosmology denoted by a spiritual impoverishment for the colonizers that is
fundamentally at odds with how these nonhumans view the natural order of things.

For the trees, the natural world is what provides safety, security, and nourishment for
human and nonhuman lives. Eagle further elaborates this understanding as follows:

[...] Standing at the edge of her world,

Bravest dropped a seed pod hanging from one of her arms to

the ground, where it burst open. She gathered the glowing black

seeds and flung them out into Great Water, where fish caught

these seeds in their mouths and kissed them into the mouths of

other fish, who passed and kissed them into mouths of more

fish swimming beneath the floating hut [...]

When our humans who survived this journey were on land

again, they were separated onto many islands, where fish spit

seeds into the waters, and in time there grew up many trees.

And though the trees had different names on different islands—

Duppy, Rat Tail, Monkey Bread, Jumbie—the spirits who lived

in them protected and fed and sheltered those who were now

and would forever be their humans. (25-26)
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In some ways, this excerpt might be considered pastoral because the natural world is positioned
as “a place of positive collaboration, refuge, idyllic rural life, or wilderness” (Dungy xxi).
There’s also an inescapable appeal to the erotic here in how Eagle’s story orchestrates an entire
ecological web of interrelations through the practice of fish kissing seeds into each other’s
mouths across the ocean. But what distinguishes this passage from pastoral analytics is that the
land is not yet domesticated, nor is it viewed through a prism of elegiac nostalgia. In fact, this is
a painful memory as much as it is an enabling one. What Eagle ultimately highlights then in her
narrative of the “Living Present Past,” in this origin story of the Anthropocene, is that love is

tough and tender and perhaps the most natural resource of them all.
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