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1. Introduction: 
 

  
 My earliest encounter with the academic discipline we generally label as philosophy, occurred 

during my sophomore year at the Jesuit prep school I attended in Chicago. My teacher, Brother 

McCabe, was a Franciscan Monk who was a Kantian. In addition to endlessly referencing the 

categorical imperative, Brother McCabe’s most memorable trope was “always examine your 

presuppositions”. I vividly recall him asking me a question and when I began to answer he stopped 

me and demanded I account for the presuppositions that would attend my attempt at an answer. My 

first inclination was to propose that the central presupposition happened to be that to the extent I 

didn’t provide any answer, much less a satisfactory one, I would be in danger of failing his class. That 

seemed insufficient so I spent what seemed the better part of 10 minutes examining the assertions and 

systems of thinking, understandings, and misunderstandings that marched before the answer I don’t 

think I ever managed to provide. Looking back now I realize that the genius of Brother McCabe’s 

pedagogical strategy was to insure we left his class first and foremost inclined to examine our 

presuppositions. This to me is the foundation of thinking that can best be described as “critical” to 

the extent it takes stock of the stuff around the thing you find interesting. Here, I have framed the 

title of this talk as a statement: The Phenomenology of Blackness that includes several important 

questions and a foundational presupposition. First the questions: What is Phenomenology? We have 

an academic answer to that question that we can admit into our archive here as axiomatically the 

manner in which the term is commonly employed in the discipline of philosophy. The Stanford 

Encyclopedia of Philosophy provides the following definition: 

 
Phenomenology is the study of structures of consciousness as 
experienced from the first-person point of view. The central structure 
of an experience is its intentionality, its being directed toward 
something, as it is an experience of or about some object. An 
experience is directed toward an object by virtue of its content or 



meaning (which represents the object) together with appropriate 
enabling conditions. 

 
The next term is perhaps more fraught and will be the subject of the talk: What is Blackness? 

In referencing that question we identify the central presupposition which feels something like 

Blackness is a Thing (das Ding) in the Hegelian sense of the term and it is possible to experience this 

thing in the phenomenological sense.   

 There is quite a bit going on here and we do not have the time to properly account for all of 

the moving parts so I will be direct in framing our employment of the elements that are commonly 

understood in the field. This primarily revolves around the naming of Blackness as das Ding or the 

Thing as the point of inquiry. What I mean here is most productively elaborated in §120 of Hegel’s 

Phenomenology of Spirit which reads:  

 
However, the diverse aspects which 
consciousness takes upon itself are 
determinate in that each is regarded as 
existing on its own within the universal 
medium. White is only in contrast to black, 
etc., and the thing is a “one” precisely in 
virtue of its being contrasted with others. 
 

 This is not a facile reading of Hegel that extracts this binary opposition of black and white as 

philosophically significant without context. Here, Hegel is lingering on the implication of 

“Consciousness” and its marginalization by being negatively implicated by sense certainty and 

therefore requiring the more robust dialectical process that arrives with his understanding of the 

relationship between Lord and Bondsman in the well know passages from §190 as an essential element 

of the torturous journey of mediated self-consciousness to the terminus of Absolute Spirit. Here, 

Hegel proposes the following:  

 
The master is consciousness existing 
for itself. However, the master is no longer 
consciousness existing for itself merely as 



the concept of such a consciousness. 
Rather, it is consciousness existing for 
itself which is mediated with itself through 
another consciousness, namely, through an 
other whose essence includes its being 
synthetically combined with self-sufficient 
being, that is, with thinghood itself.  
 

 The intellectual water, so to speak, has become very choppy very quickly. This, in many ways 

provides the linchpin or hinge to access the preoccupation of this effort: the notion of Blackness as a 

discernible way of Being. Here, in the elaboration of consciousness, Hegel proposes that the indicator 

of the need for the move to self-consciousness is the failed employment of sense certainty, in his 

parlance the apparent separation between black and white, as spectacular. When he arrives at the 

dialectic of Lord and Bondsman, the existence of the Thing, the master is only able to relate themselves 

as master by the “thinghood” of the bondsman. What this means for my argument is that the 

spectacular nature of the color black is the marker of marginal consciousness and with the subjects 

that will be the preoccupation of this talk that certainty remains by rendering the dialectic of Lord and 

Bondsman, in this instance moribund. The encounter is already over-determined. The dialectic, when 

operating properly, does not prefigure the status of the subjects who are its participants. In this 

instance, because of the spectacular nature of the color Black, the dialectic is reifying rather than 

determinative. The Black subject is locked as the Bondsman because of the overdetermined nature of 

the color Black and what we are exposing here as Blackness serves as the prison.  I posit that this is 

not an error on the part of Hegel. No lesser authority than the Socratic Dialog The Phaedrus establishes 

how the color black arrives in the western imaginary as a lack when compared to its opposite, white. 

The passage is instructive:  

 
“Let us then liken the soul to the natural union of a team of winged 
horses and their charioteer.  The gods have horses and charioteers that 
are themselves all good and come from good stock besides, while 
everyone else has a mixture.  To begin with, our driver is in charge of 
a pair of horses; second, one of the horses is beautiful and good and 



from stock of the same sort, while the other is the opposite and has 
the opposite bloodline.  This means that the chariot-driving in our case 
is inevitably a painfully difficult business. (246b)” 

 
It is the detail of the description of the horses that concerns our work here in that it speaks to a robust 

consideration of black and white as oppositional in quality.  Socrates delineates the “goodness of the 

good horse and the badness of the bad.” (253d)  

 
“The horse that is on the right, or nobler, side is upright in frame and 
well jointed, with a high neck and a regal nose; his coat is white, his 
eyes are coal black, and he is a lover of honor with modesty and self-
control; companion to true glory, he needs no whip, and is guided by 
verbal commands alone.  The other horse is a crooked great jumble of 
limbs with a short bull-neck, a pug nose, black skin, and bloodshot 
white eyes; companion to wild boasts and indecency, he is shaggy 
around the ears – deaf as a post – and just barely yields to horsewhip 
and goad combined. (253d)” 

 
 Here we witness, at the earliest moments of the western philosophical tradition, explicit 

reference to the soul as being divided in two with the worst impulses; those that do violence to reason, 

represented by physical deformity of which “black skin” is but one manifestation of physical and 

metaphysical disability.  Reason and the ability to properly accede to moral authority, in this 

formulation, are exemplified by beauty, in conforming to a physical standard, and Whiteness.  What 

that means, walking with Hegel on our left and Socrates on our right, is that the visuality of black 

(Hegel’s sense-certainty and the Socratic “Bad Horse”) arrives at the point of self-consciousness with 

an externally imposed system of self-knowledge that we will label here as “Blackness”. 

 This understanding is most ably exposed by the canonical formulation of what I have labelled 

“Tripartite Subaltern Self-Consciousness” by W.E.B. Du Bois in The Souls of Black Folk.  In that text, 

Du Bois establishes the insufficiency of the Cartesian Cogito for a system of knowing for the subject 

we will label here as existing under conditions of externally imposed Blackness and the presupposition 

of insufficiency; the figure Du Bois understands as the Negro writing:  

 



After the Egyptian and Indian, the Greek and Roman, the Teuton and 
Mongolian, the Negro is a sort of seventh son, born with a veil, and 
gifted with second-sight in this American world,-a world which yields 
him no true self-consciousness, but only lets him see himself through 
the revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar sensation, this double-
consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self through the 
eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that 
looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his two-ness,- 
an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled 
strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength 
alone keeps it from being torn asunder. (Du Bois, 6) 

 
Here, Du Bois understands the fractured nature of the relationship of the self to the self on 

the part of the figure he understands as the Negro at a discernible remove from being a body that is 

understood as Black: “two warring ideals in one dark body”, as the fulfillment of the trace that runs 

from the pronouncement of Black as a lack from Socrates through Hegel’s destabilized dialectic. When 

I note here that this lack of “true self-consciousness” in the parlance of Du Bois is properly glossed 

by studying the result of a self that reaches out to touch itself and receives a negative response. Not 

the “I am” that the Western philosophical tradition situates as the normative response to the self 

thinking about itself but perhaps an “I am not” in the case of a distorted practice of self-analysis. 

Where Du Bois describes a subject that is double-conscious, in that it only knows about itself “through 

the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt 

and pity” we find a subject out of synch with Descartes. Further, and here Jean-Paul Sartre’s text, The 

Transcendence of the Ego, proves useful, he endeavors to explicate what he calls “consciousness in the 

first degree” or “unreflected consciousness” as distinct from “consciousness in the second degree” or 

“reflected consciousness”.  Du Bois’ formulation is productively read alongside the theorizing of 

Sartre. What Du Bois seems to mean is that the subject suffering from a lack of true self-consciousness 

has, in fact, confused consciousness in the second degree for consciousness in the first degree. Further, 

the secondary system of consciousness has contempt for the subject so situated and causes the self 

that reflects on itself here to believe that it is, indeed, aberrant when in fact these are externally imposed 



conditions of knowing that fracture the possibility of a way to present the self for recognition by other 

subjects.  

This question of mutual recognition is the next step along this continuum that, in important 

ways, returns to the visual nature of what Hegel understands as consciousness encumbered with sense 

certainty and what Socrates describes as the physical manifestation of marginalization as exemplified 

by the Black horse. In many ways, and this is, perhaps, an idiosyncratic methodological point, at this 

stage of this analysis I believe we reach, what I like to call, Technical Exhaustion. That which has been 

exhausted, in my understanding is first the utility of prose or discourse in the form of philosophy or 

theory to describe the phenomenon in question. Second, not only does the visual exceed the technical 

potentiality of words but Western epistemologies fail here as well. I hope we can discuss this assertion 

in the Q&A, it is a statement that is meant to be positively provocative. But on this point, taking the 

last assertion first, the manner in which western epistemology finds itself incapable of properly 

describing the essence of the subject in question is because this system of knowing in fact is dedicated 

to the destruction of the subject in question. One need only note the manner in which language has 

already been stacked against the humanity of the subject understood to be Black. Black, the term itself, 

is fraught. Our time does not facilitate tracing the tortuous path to resolving this tension but it can 

broadly be understood as a component in the requirement to decolonize the canon and the reason the 

academy has derived disciplines that range from Africana studies to Feminist and Gender Studies, etc.  

One brief methodological point here. I do not believe that one decolonizes the canon through a 

project of contraction or excision of the central pillars of the western system of knowing. On the 

contrary, in order to exceed the boundaries of that system one must know what the boundaries happen 

to be. With that in mind we have employed Socrates, Hegel, Descartes, and at the edges of that 

tradition Du Bois to approach the phenomenon of Blackness. Beyond that boundary we will explore 

a relationship that I am in the early stages of exploring: that between visual representations of Black 



people being coerced by the police, alternative modes of temporal existence and African-American 

literature in the form of fiction.  This is something of an intellectual bank shot so to continue the 

analogy to a game of billiards, I will just call the shot.  

I hypothesize that the bridge forward and backward is the visual. I further hypothesize that 

the visual representation of police violence represents a temporal shift that speaks to what I have 

called in other spaces the fractured temporality of the subaltern. And finally, I hypothesize that it is 

only in fiction that we can grapple effectively with this disorientation. Elements of Roland Barthes’ 

Camera Lucida speak to this thinking and along with a reference to St. Augustine, will provide the 

markers of the boundaries we intend to exceed together. Barthes’ writes:  

 
The Operator is the Photographer. The Spectator is ourselves, all of us 
who glance through collections of photographs-in magazines and 
newspapers, in books, albums, archives…And the person or thing 
photographed is the target, the referent, a kind of little simulacrum, 
any eidolon emitted by the object, which I should like to call the Spectrum 
of the Photograph, because this word retains, through its root, a 
relation to ‘spectacle’ and adds to it that rather terrible thing which is 
there in every photograph; the return of the dead. (Barthes, 9) 
 

 There is an important note here in that I intend to apply Barthes to analyze video even though 

he proposes that the dynamism of moving pictures is discernably different than the immobility of the 

photographic image. For our purposes here, we will see that it is the freezing of the subject in space 

and perhaps consigning them to death in video representations of police violence that the motion of 

the images is in fact only to memorialize what is the substantively coercively imposed immobility or 

death. 

 I have a short bit of video that I would like to play at this point that is intended to further 

buttress my argument. I am interested here in bringing into our conversation the way in which the 

restriction of mobility memorializes the fractured temporal subjectivity of Blackness. To give some 

context here, the mechanical process of walking preoccupied the thinking of Ray Bradbury in the 



writing of the canonical exposition of the dangers of run-away state power in Fahrenheit 451.  Bradbury 

reveals in the notes preceding his 1951 short story “The Pedestrian” that the arrest of the protagonist 

for merely walking down the street near his home was informed by the author’s harassment by the 

Los Angeles Police Department for doing the same.  It is this notion of walking down a sidewalk that 

serves as the opening scene of 451 that is an effect of the causality of police coercive force that restricts 

the ability to walk that one might note Kant understands as evidence of maturity and I situate here, in 

its restriction, as a technology for the creation and maintenance of marginalized subjectivity. This is 

Kant from the essay “What is Enlightenment” for point of reference where he meditates on free 

movement.  

 Here the progress of the subject is alienated from his humanity and therefore his freedom by 

the pronouncement of this officer that weaponizes his body and possessions. The shift to spectacle 

occurs when the officer asserts that the subject is being audio and video taped.  

The restriction of his mobility occurs through the assertion by the officer that he is not free to leave. 

There is a way in which that the qualification here, “to leave”. is redundant. The subject is not free.  

He cannot walk and his immobility is contrasted by the hyper (in comparison) mobility of the humans 

around him.   

His possessions are confiscated and inspected.  

The officer asserts that she will access the videotape to check for evidence of the attack she witnessed. 

In spite of video evidence that is contrary to the claim that the subject had weaponized his golf club 

and swung it at the police car he is arrested and charged with a series of crimes. What we have 

witnessed is the way in which the fractured temporality of the subaltern body, here understood as 

Blackness places this subject immediately in the clutches of death that has arrived with the presence 

of the law. Recall the manner in which the officer begins to pronounce his death sentence. One can 

detect that it is a recitation that is designed to render whatever coercive force she intends to visit upon 



this body as necessary. There is much to interrogate with this video but our time together requires us 

to shift to the next element of my argument, that Western philosophical epistemologies find 

themselves technically exhausted here and fiction becomes the most efficacious mode of explicating 

what we are witnessing.  Prior to addressing our literary reference, we will briefly linger with St. 

Augustine as the last stop on the road of the western philosophical canon. 

Saint Augustine proposes the following, “si nemo ex me quaerat, scio; si quaerenti explicare 

velim, nescio” roughly translated; “if no one asks me what time is I know but if I have to explain it, I 

don’t know what time is.”  In my reading the Augustine establishes the distinction we need in the 

front of our minds between time and temporality. In this instance, I am reading Augustine as actually 

commenting on this distinction. The Saint understands time as a force and as a tool for measurement 

but when asked to explicate that understanding his relationship to time shifts to the experience of it, 

or what I am labelling as temporality or the self-referential understanding of the experience of time by 

the subject or subjects in question. So here we are necessarily taking up the challenge posed by St. 

Augustine to explicate time and to do so not from the perspective of dealing with it as a force or 

measure but as a way of being. In the Augustine we find his explanation of the manner in which we 

experience time instructive. Augustine accomplishes this through his careful analysis of reciting a 

psalm by memory.  

 
Suppose I am about to recite a psalm which I know. Before I begin, 
my expectation is directed towards the whole. But when I have begun, 
the verses from it which I take into the past become the object of my 
memory. The life of this act of mine is stretched two ways, into my 
memory because of the words I have already said and into my 
expectation because of those which I am about to say. But my attention 
is on what is present: by that the future is transferred to the past. As 
the action advances further and further, the shorter the expectation 
and the longer the memory, until all expectation is consumed, the 
entire action is finished, and it has passed into the memory. (11 28:38) 

 



Paul Ricoeur, in Volume 1 of his Time and Narrative series writes the following in commenting 

on this move by Augustine: “The solution is elegant-but how laborious, how costly, and how fragile!” 

The fragility of this proposition is on full display when it is applied to the subject under investigation 

here. Memory, or the past, serves as the sine qua non of this understanding of time. Following 

Augustine’s analogy, it becomes immediately apparent that there can be no recitation of a psalm from 

memory unless there has been a time in which the psalm itself was experienced and remembered in 

some past. This does not attend in the case of the subjects who have had their relationship to genealogy 

and history fractured via the Middle Passage and its telos, the condition of enslavement. What I mean 

is that a set of experiences that serve to destroy, fracture, or confuse a coherent relationship to 

memory, and here think of memory as operating as “culture”, also renders normative temporal 

existence as established by Augustine, as impossible. Therefore, there can be no past, present, or future 

from the perspective of Augustinian Time for the figure harmed by the Middle Passage and its echoes 

we can label here as bigotry and or racism. In spite of this fracture with memory it is empirically “true,” 

that the subject so harmed has a time in which it exists, it was created, and has an internal time 

signature, because it has desire.   

 We do not have the time here to for me to fully expose the manner in which I am calling on 

desire as the foundation of an interior sense of time but let it suffice to say that it is related to the 

probative power of Terry Pinkerton’s recent re-translation of Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit. In that 

essential document, Prof. Pinkerton revised what had been an error in translating the essential passage, 

§167 as “self-consciousness is desire itself,” as opposed to the alternative and more traditional “self-

consciousness is desire in general”. This is transformational.  

 
§167…But this opposition between its appearance and its truth has 
only the truth for its essence, namely, the unity of self-consciousness 
with itself. This unity must become essential to self-consciousness, 
which is to say self- consciousness is desire itself. As self-consciousness, 
consciousness henceforth has a doubled object: The first, the 



immediate object, the object of sense- certainty and perception, which 
however is marked for it with the character of the negative; the second, 
namely itself, which is the true essence and which at the outset is on hand 
merely in opposition to the first. Self-consciousness exhibits itself 
therein as the movement within which, in its own eyes, the 
selfsameness of itself with itself comes to be. 

 
 It is this movement of the self within the self that I am positing as establishing the internal 

time signature necessary for being Human. What this means is that the canonical formulation by 

W.E.B. Du Bois in his Souls of Black Folks must be understood in a manner that asserts that what Du 

Bois calls a lack of true self-consciousness is a lack of desire which, following this path, amounts to a 

lack of a coherent internal time signature. What this means here is that we can understand the shattered 

subject that preoccupies Du Bois as frustrated by an imposed understanding of their lack of historical 

“situatedness” as an externally imposed subaltern sense of time that we will see Morrison witnesses as 

the paralysis of “nows” that cannot recede into “thens” which cannot be supersceded by “whens”.  It 

is critically important that we carefully attend to what Du Bois has offered here in that what I am 

holding up as the nexus of the fracture between the coercive nature of internal time for Blackness and 

what Jacques Derrida understands as the “self-calling to the self” when he reflects on elements of 

Kant’s Third Critique.  

 Briefly, I understand the establishment of an internal notion of time, this self-calling or auto-

affection, as the foundation of what we understand as being Human, positively and self-referentially 

aware of the self as a temporal being that then has an individually established time signature that can 

be presented to other similarly situated beings for purposes of mutual recognition and here we should 

have Hegel foremost in our minds. Here, operating from an understanding of the Cartesian Cogito, we 

understand this self-calling as allowing us to witness the self-thinking about the self as a manner to 

establish the subject in time.   

 What Du Bois describes, the subject with “no true self-consciousness”, is effectively an 

externally imposed fracturing of the subject forming and reifying power of self-reflection in terms of 



Descartes and self-authorizing temporality on the part of thinkers like Derrida through Kant.  Hence 

the paralysis we explore that is exposed by Morrison which, when traced in this way, is what Du Bois 

understands as the impossibility of the Black Body being able to productively exist as “Negro” in the 

parlance of the day and “American” at the same time.  

 So here, we should recall the video we observed and witness it as an exemplar of a form of 

subjective liminality and recursive ways of Being that render him out of time and beyond the 

explanatory capabilities of tools like Heidegger’s understanding of the relationship of Being to 

thrownness toward the telos of mortality, death. The subject we observed in the video comes to us as 

a “rememory” (and we will attend to this shortly) in the way in which Morrison understands that 

phenomenon. We are witness to his treatment in ways that are at no separation from the treatment of 

human beings captured and transported against their will through the Middle Passage. His treatment 

mirrors that of enslaved bodies who found themselves out of place: think here about those who 

became victims to the empowerment of all white people to arrest any Black person with the passage 

of the Fugitive Slave Act. His paralysis at the hands of the state is at no remove from that employed 

in the aftermath of the Civil War by the Contract Labor System. The same goes for Jim Crow and 

here this man finds himself unwittingly a participant in the present day’s carceral system that is fruit 

of the poisonous tree of enslavement. 

 So, let us consider our encounter with the video as a form of memory that must be understood 

as placing bodies so coerced and formed with the notion of Blackness as the way of being, as operating 

outside of time. Recall here the manner in which I have summoned St. Augustine here. If we view the 

video as a “rememory” and insert it into the psyche of a similarly situated being that lacks coherent 

relationship to the past, Augustine’s system of temporal existence authorized by recall that I have 

noted as fractured through Du Bois’ formulation of the unstable system of consciousness of 

Blackness, finds itself exhausted and Morrison takes over. What I mean is that the collective system 



of coercive threat to the subject that functions like racism creates an interwoven system of awareness 

that renders it impossible to separate the fate of one Black body from that of another. Further, the 

fact that the behavior re-memoried here on video is of the same genus and species as the abuse of 

Black bodies since roughly 1619 on these shores, the ability to fix one’s system of memory along a 

coherent temporal continuum fails. Morrison, by summoning the ghost of the child Sethe executed to 

save her from slavery, allows us to render this experience, this Blackness, legible. 

The point of literary reference here is from Toni Morrison’s masterpiece Beloved that, in my 

reading, revolves around the fractured temporality of those who are members of a family tree that 

touches, even tangentially upon the depravity and howling savagery of the Trans-Atlantic slave trade. 

The section in question here opens with the voice of the haunting figure of the murdered child Beloved 

pronouncing, “I am Beloved and she is mine.” To read the prose in question is to experience Morrison 

at her most sublime. Here she lays out a temporal continuum from the wars in West Africa that 

antecede the Middle Passage to the experience of death by a child at the hands of their mother without 

pause and without referent to the linear progression of time. What Morrison labels in the same text as 

“Rememory” and relates the state of being as “All of it is now   it is always now”1 

I have posited that Morrison’s preoccupation with the Middle Passage as a subject disforming 

catastrophe is a predictable ramification of the destruction of a coherent relationship to history and 

culture that is a particularly insidious element of the metaphysical harm done by this transit. 

 
2. Beings Out of Time: 

 
 I find Morrison’s Beloved to be an enchanted text that causes me deep, and oftentimes 

unresolvable trauma whenever I visit it. But it is necessary and masterful in that capacity. As I proposed 

a bit ago, Morrison is about the business of demonstrating that the trauma that is slavery is collective 

and that trauma reverberates across the generations. What she calls “ramifications of ramifications” 



in her text Paradise.  In Beloved, Morrison’s character Sethe is explaining this temporal confusion to her 

daughter Denver. The text reads:  

 
“I was talking about time. It’s so hard for me to believe in it. Some 
things go. Pass on. Some things just stay. I used to think it was my 
rememory. You know. Some things you forget. Other things you never 
do. But it’s not. Places, places are still there. If a house burns down, 
it’s gone, but the place-the picture of it-stays, and not just in my 
rememory, but out there in the world. What I remember is a picture 
floating around out there outside my head…”  
 
“Can other people see it?” asked Denver. 
 
“Oh, yes. Oh, yes, yes, yes. Someday you be walking down the road 
and you hear something or see something going on. So clear. And you 
think it’s you thinking it up. A thought picture. But no. It’s when you 
bump into a rememory that belongs to somebody else.” (Morrison, 
43.) 
 

 I will make the connection here explicit though I hope it might arrive of its own volition from 

the narrative we are weaving together. Morrison is resolving the tension we have located between the 

wages of the color black articulated by Plato and Hegel, the imperative of memory on the part of 

Augustine, and the notion of fractured or compromised self-consciousness as described by Du Bois. 

When we, whatever our subjectivity, encounter pictures of the coercion of Black bodies we are 

encountering rememories and our positionality becomes indistinct from that of others similarly 

situated across time and space. What I mean is that these pictures, these visual representations of 

bodies in pain in the process of being rendered un-free, are what Sethe referred to as “thought” 

pictures for two reasons. One might be obvious. They are the disassociated point of view of the bodies 

in contact with one another, think Hegel’s Lord and Bondsman here and we as observers occupy a 

third place in the room as spectator. However, I wish here to push Hegel a bit and propose that the 

relationship between observer and observed is also involved in a dialectical relationship and the Thing 

between us, Observer and Observed, in the observation of these videos becomes the time and subject 

destabilizing wage of Blackness. The second is that the behavior we are observing is a thought picture 



in that it renders visible the thinking behind systems of white supremacy like Madison’s 

pronouncement of fractional humanity in Federalist 54. I’ll quote the text here for clarity and context.  

Madison writes:  

 
But we must deny the fact that slaves are considered merely as 
property, and in no respect whatever as persons. The true state of the 
case is, that they partake of both those qualities; being considered by 
our laws; in some respect, as persons, and in other respects, as 
property. In being compelled to labor not for himself, but for a master; 
in being vendible by one master to another master, and in being subject 
at all times to be restrained in his liberty, and chastised in his body, by 
the capricious will of another, the slave may appear to be degraded 
from the human rank and classed with the irrational animals, which 
under the legal domination of property. The Fœderal Constitution 
therefore, decides with great propriety on the case of our slaves, when 
it views them in the mixt character of persons and property. 

 
 Morrison continues and here we are in Book II of the text where she abandons the 

conventions of punctuation to express what I am framing here as the rememory induced phantasm of 

Blackness.  

 
I AM BELOVED and she is mine. I see her take flowers away from 
leaves she puts them in a round basket    the leaves are not for her  she 
fills the basket    she opens the grass   I would help her but the clouds 
are in the way     how can I say things that are pictures   I am not 
separate from her there is no place where I stop   her face is my own 
and I want to be there in the place where her face is and to be looking 
at it too      a hot thing 
 
 All of it is now     it is always now    there will never be a time 
when I am not crouching and watching others who are couching too     
I am always crouching and watching others who are crouching too   I 
am always crouching    the man on my face is dead   his face is not 
mine     his mouth smells sweet but his eyes are locked. (Morrison. 248) 
 

These are complex and fragile passages and worthy of our most diligent efforts at close 

reading. I have struggled for years with these sections of the text but have found that they yield to my 

effort when I address them with the understanding we have traced of Blackness. Blackness as an 

externally imposed system of subjective disorientation that mires the subject in the impossible task of 



achieving the form of self-consciousness required to achieve forward progress.  Further, I have been 

aided in understanding Morrison’s notion of rememory as “thought pictures” by the overwhelming 

presence of videos of Black bodies under conditions of coercion. All of this creates the very system 

of disorientation that the spectral presence called Beloved experiences that disallows her from being 

able to separate the experiences of those in her genealogy who have suffered coercive force.  

 There is a great deal going on here in these passages which represent the third in a series of 

four of this form of narrative where Morrison takes up the challenge that she has embedded in the 

passage in question, “how can I say things that are pictures”. In fact, the implicit question here is how 

the subject experiencing these visions, these rememories, might process them and situate herself in 

time and space and resist the coercion that she is experiencing as a ramification of those ramifications. 

The passage opens with a decentering of the notion of internal mind/body separation as well as the 

separation between discreet subjects. “I am Beloved and she is mine.” It is important to note here that 

this is the only declarative sentence with the employment of a period to eliminate ambiguity. With this 

understanding we can read the next passages as if the observer is also the actor. “I see her take flowers 

away from leaves she puts them in a round basket    the leaves are not for her  she fills the basket    she 

opens the grass” What is important to note here is that Beloved has bumped into rememories of some 

other subject in her genealogy. It both is and is not her mother. In this system of perception, it is her 

mother and hers and everyone in between, starting with a time before the middle passage. The beauty 

of the images she bumps into are necessary as the counterpoint to the depravity of Atlantic World 

Slavery. This metaphysical impossibility of separation is experienced by this subject as physical 

inseparability. “I am not separate from her there is no place where I stop   her face is my own and I 

want to be there in the place where her face is and to be looking at it too      a hot thing” If one 

explores this text and these sections in particular one will encounter this refrain “a hot thing”, over 

and over again. Things indeed become hot and this subjective immersion in the wretched horror of 



the Middle Passage freezes time: “All of it is now     it is always now    there will never be a time when 

I am not crouching and watching others who are couching too     I am always crouching and watching 

others who are crouching too   I am always crouching”.  Beloved, the spirit come to haunt her mother 

for the act of killing her as a technique to emancipate her from slavery, has never picked flowers in 

Africa nor directly experienced the Middle Passage but the presentism of these thought pictures is a 

result of the terrible power of this regime of coercion. For the specter and for the reader it is now, 

always now.  The video we experienced a bit ago in the parlance of Morrison., is a hot thing. 

3. Conclusion: 

 The challenge now is to tie this up in a manner that allows us to discuss it and view this 

thinking as a point of departure that points in many directions at once and sweeps through and across 

multiple systems of knowing and archives past, present, and to come. There are several points of 

inflection here that we should mark: the translation of the existence of the visual encounter with the 

Other yields to the gloss put on that experience by the Socratic dialog that is absorbed by Hegel whose 

thinking then becomes the target of intellectual challenge by Du Bois. This system must again yield to 

the somatic or the corporeal encounter with the wages of Blackness as experienced through the 

employment of video. That experience confuses and disorients us all independent of subject position, 

yields as well and is gathered together, in the parlance of Morrison, by saying things that are pictures.  

 The real question, the foundational presupposition, is why should we care? I use “we” here 

advisedly. I don’t mean the “we” of those who are understood to be living under the experience of 

what we have labelled here as “Blackness”. As a practical matter I also do not mean the life of the 

mind that privileges this kind of thought experiment as valuable for the sake of the effort. I mean we 

as a question of humanity and to be succinct we have to care because we are all participants, 

perpetrators, or observers in what we can frame as the wages of the sin of establishing a societal order 

that builds its demos on the imperative of exclusion and the notion of freedom as valuable only in the 



presence of the possibility or actuality of its opposite. Blackness, as a master signifier here, can be 

understood to, in its abstraction, speak for the plight of all the aggrieved and the maligned. Speaking 

for violence against trans bodies in the same way it shouts the despair of children separated from their 

guardians and caged because they are seeking safety. The same goes for the mosque, synagogue, or 

bar that is attacked for the presence of what are coercively framed as transgressive bodies or systems 

of thinking. The same goes for a future that has the potential to erase human existence, in the way we 

understand it, based upon the poor stewardship of the earth that is the wretched refuse of rabid 

capitalism. I have gestured, perhaps obliquely at the central problematic of how the figure we have 

examined here has been called into existence as the unwitting oppositional way of being that allows 

something like democracy to exist. This is based upon the notion that the value of freedom is only 

discernible and measurable in its dialectical relationship against its opposite way of being: un-freedom. 

With that in mind the challenge before us is to imagine and bring into being a type of humanism and 

in its aggregation, in the form of a societal order that forms itself outside of the logic of seeking the 

middle point between two extremes. The reason for this effort is not to create something like the 

debunked and reductive notion of colorblindness. If nothing else remains in our collective minds at 

the close of this talk it must be this. Blackness is not a race or a color nor an ethnicity. It is an externally 

imposed system of marginalization that renders its victims and purveyors locked in an unnecessary 

system of subjective destruction. What this means is that “Blackness” is only related to being a Black 

person in that this political epoch has assembled that figure and allowed for it to stand as a master 

signifier for the Muslim, the Queer, the Native, the immigrant, the Jew, the Trans, it is endless, which 

means that systems of power will always seek a figure to cloak in the subjective disability of Blackness. 

In his recent text Necropolitics, Achille Mbembe proposes the following and with its recitation I will 

close our time together. Mbembe writes: 

The colonial world, as an offspring of democracy, was not the 
antithesis of the democratic order. It has always been its double or, 



again, its nocturnal face. No democracy exists without its double, 
without its colony – little matter the name and the structure. The 
colony is not external to democracy and it is not necessarily located 
outside its walls. Democracy bears the colony within it, just as 
colonialism bears democracy, often in the guise of a mask…In other 
terms, the cost of the mythological logics required for modern 
democracies to function and survive is the exteriorization of their 
originary violence to third places, to nonplaces, of which the 
plantation, the colony, or today, the camp and the prison, are 
emblematic figures. (Mbembe) 

 

 This quotation, perhaps in some measure, explains the way in which the videos we encounter 

serve to memorialize and resist the erasure that might allow us the luxury of believing that these 

excesses are either a thing of the past or not meant for us. So long as anyone suffers under the refined 

technology of Othering, the result of which we have labelled here as Blackness, we all suffer and more 

to the point, are necessarily at risk. The methodological question for all of us that have, in one way or 

another, chosen the life of the mind is to focus our attention, across the canon we study and through 

the scholarship we create, on requiring that the proper attention be paid to the presence of the tail of 

the dragon of hatred that weaves its way through our consciousness.  Thank you. 

  
 

 

 
 

1 Ibid. 248. 
                                                        


