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Abstract 

 

 

The following dissertation scrutinises narrative depictions of US history repeating itself 

in the context of slavery and its modern-day legacies. Though a cross-generational, 

recursive methodology, it explores how the act of re-telling earlier narrations of 

enslavement has contradictory meanings and resonances across the American 

literary imagination. As Colson Whitehead and Ishmael Reed find, reimagining past 

stories allows contemporary writers to inhabit them as a means of making predictions 

about the future, thereby intervening in their present moment and disrupting linear 

progress ideologies that have stifled black expression in the past. Toni Morrison and 

Jesmyn Ward offer a further elaboration on this antipathy to linear chronology, 

demonstrating how black American writers have taken this intervention a step further 

by seeking to heal the intergenerational trauma of African American identity through 

recursive forms of narration. Both Afro-pessimist and Black Optimist, the notion that 

the violence of slavery is refracted throughout American history neither opens up nor 

forecloses the possibility of emancipation for present and future generations of black 

Americans. It simply allows them to understand their present socio-political situation 

better – a sentiment expressed but often misunderstood in the discourse of the 

contemporary #BlackLivesMatter movement. This dissertation seeks to change that. 

hhhh 
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Introduction 

 

 

At the close of the trial of former Minneapolis police officer, Derek Chauvin, prosecutor 

Jerry Blackwell urged jurors to concur that George Floyd, an unarmed black man, died 

of an ethical condition rather than a medical one. Appealing to the moral sensibilities 

of those with the power to decide how far to extend them, Blackwell’s conscientising 

rhetoric had much in common with the entreaties of Abolitionists from centuries prior. 

‘Oh for a pen of living fire [...] [to] teach the tyrant’s heart to feel’, implored African 

American writer and political activist, James Whitfield, one hundred and sixty eight 

years before Blackwell took to the stand to make his own impassioned appeal:1 

hhhhhh 

You were told, for example, that Mr Floyd died because his heart was too big 

[...] The truth of the matter is that the reason George Floyd is dead is because 

Mr Chauvin's heart was too small.2 

 

In its echoes of centuries prior, Blackwell’s rhetoric constituted a stark reminder that 

the language of the American courtroom had yet to move beyond measuring the value 

of black life by the success of appeals to the mercy of an empowered non-black 

majority. Perhaps the title of Whitfield’s poem ought to be read as more of an ominous 

foreshadowing than a rallying cry: ‘How Long’ must America’s racial inequality persist, 

 
1 Robert Levine, Ivy Wilson (eds.), ‘How Long?’, in The Works of James M. Whitfield: America and 
Other Writings by a Nineteenth-Century African American Poet (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 2011), pp.55-80. 
2 Nancy Dillon, ‘Derek Chauvin’s ‘heart was too small,’ prosecutor says in last word to jury’, New York 
Daily News (2021) <https://news.yahoo.com/derek-chauvin-heart-too-small-213400241.html> 
[Accessed 30th April 2021].  
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it laments, such that ‘small hearts’ control whether African American hearts stop 

beating? Centuries on (and rather tellingly), this question is still being repeated. 

embodiment 

Embodying a scenario in which ‘the boundaries of one’s imaginative sympathy line up, 

again and again, with the lines drawn by power’, America’s justice system can be 

described as ‘possessed by [...] a racial imaginary’ in the manner defined by Jamaican 

American writer, Claudia Rankine.3 As she and fellow theorist, Beth Loffreda, reveal 

in the ‘Introduction’ to their 2015 essay collection of the same name, though the racial 

imaginary can be altered over time, it cannot be employed to move beyond itself: 

hhhhhh 

the racial imaginary changes over time, in part because artists get into tension 

with it, challenge it [...] sometimes it changes very rapidly, as in our own 

lifetimes. But it has yet to disappear. We cannot imagine it out of existence.4 

gggggg 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, supporters of the burgeoning #BlackLivesMatter (#BLM) 

movement responded to Chauvin’s conviction with a similar sense of scepticism about 

the possibility of moving beyond prejudice. ‘Chauvin is where we start. The whole 

system is next’, read an Instagram post with over 150,000 likes; ‘victory would be 

George Floyd being alive’, wrote Amanda Gorman, the black American poet who 

spoke of freedom and progress at Joseph Biden’s presidential inauguration in January 

2021.5 If we concur that the racial imaginary is too deeply ingrained in the workings of 

the American justice system to make it an apt defender of equality, we might wonder 

 
3 Claudia Rankine, Beth Loffreda, The Racial Imaginary: Writers on Race in the Life of the Mind (New 
York: Fence Books, 2015), p.17. 
4 Rankine, Loffreda, The Racial Imaginary, p.22.  
5 @Diet_Prada, Instagram.Com (20th April 2021) <https://www.instagram.com/p/CN531ppFTYV/> 
[Accessed 19th May 2021]; @TheAmandaGorman, Twitter.Com (20th April 2021) <https://twitter.com 
/theamandagorman/ status/1384618398080847872?s=21? [Accessed 19th May 2021].  
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how the US is supposed to move beyond the violent legacies of its past. By appealing 

to Fanonian ideals of decolonisation as ‘a program of complete disorder’ that turns 

society on its head, the anti-capitalist sentiment of the #BLM movement poses an 

answer that has often been regarded as distinctly pessimist in its view that nothing can 

change until everything does.6 

 

In this, contemporary #BLM rhetoric can be usefully aligned with the discourse of Afro-

Pessimism – a philosophical/sociological framework pioneered by Frank B. Wilderson 

III (among others), who cites theorists such as Saidiya Hartman, Joy James, Hortense 

Spillers, and Christina Sharpe as predecessors to the movement, though its influences 

stretch back further into the Twentieth century to encompass the likes of Frantz Fanon, 

W.E.B. Du Bois, and Derrick Bell, also.7 As a discourse revolving around the notion of 

perpetual enslavement, Afro-Pessimism proposes that the structure of contemporary 

society revolves around ‘a regime of violence that positions black people as internal 

enemies of civil society’, resulting in the establishment of the notion of blackness as a 

sort of ontological death in itself: it is the condition of the ‘sub-human’, as Wilderson 

puts it, pertaining in its earliest form to the condition of the ‘slave’.8 If the racial 

imaginary in the present day can be viewed as a reverberation of the originary violence 

of slavery, it thus follows that the ‘social death’ imposed upon black Americans – that 

which sociologist, Orlando Patterson, defines as the ‘permanent, violent domination of 

natally alienated and generally dishonoured persons’ in Slavery and Social Death 

 
6 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. by Constance Farrington (New York: Grove 
Weidenfeld, 1963), p.35. 
7 C.f. Frank B. Wilderson III, Afropessimism (New York: Liveright, 2020). 
8 Patrice Douglass, Selamawit D. Terrefe, Frank B. Wilderson III, ‘Afro-Pessimism’, 
OxfordBibliographies.Com (2018) <https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document 
/obo9780190280024/obo-9780190280024-0056.xml> [Accessed 19th May 2021]. 
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(1982) – has no set time period or historical framework.9 Through the looking glass of 

Afro-Pessimism, American slavery occupies an anti-chronological timeline – or ‘time 

(out of) line’ – in which ‘the slave ship, Middle Passage, Slave estate, Jim Crow, the 

ghetto, and the prison-industrial complex’ are different manifestations of the same old 

violence.10 If ‘blackness is coterminous with slaveness’ as the likes of Wilderson, 

Fanon, and Hartman propose, American society cannot move beyond its racial 

imaginary or achieve ‘post-racial’ equality whilst ‘blackness’ (and ‘slaveness’) exists.11 

hhhh 

By examining Blackwell’s comments from Chauvin’s trial, we may realise that today’s 

anti-black violence is being campaigned against in many of the same ways as the 

Antebellum era – that is, through legalistic power structures which serve to affirm the 

humanity of whiteness through appeals to its moralising power. Whilst the limiting 

presence of this racial imaginary bolsters the notion that America has not yet moved 

beyond the power dynamics of slavery, Rankine nonetheless proposes that ‘to test 

[the] inheritances’ of our imaginings is ‘to make way for a time when such inheritances 

no longer ensnare us’, gesturing to a hopeful future that seems distinctly at odds with 

the eternal present of enslavement invoked by Afro-Pessimism.12 In fact, Rankine is 

one writer among many who finds herself at the intersection between Afro-Pessimism 

and Black Optimism – a counter-movement coined by Fred Moten to celebrate the 

presence of black life in the face of systemic ‘social death’. It is ‘the social life of social 

 
9 Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death: A Comparative Study, 2nd edn. (London: Harvard 
University Press, 2018), p.13. 
10 Frank B. Wilderson III, Red, White & Black: Cinema and the Structure of US Antagonisms (North 
Carolina: Duke University Press, 2010), p.75. 
11 Wilderson, Afropessimism, p.102. 
12 Rankine, Loffreda, The Racial Imaginary, p.22. 
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death’, as Jared Sexton proposes, echoing Moten’s insistence that the two strands of 

Black Studies are both contradictory and coterminous:13 

 

I’m not disavowing that strain of black studies that strains against the weight or 

burden, the refrain, the strain of being-imaginative and not-being-critical that is 

called blackness [...] But my optimism, black optimism, is bound up with what it 

is to claim blackness and the appositional, runaway black operations that have 

been thrust upon it. The burden, the constraint, is the aim, the paradoxically 

aleatory goal that animates escape in and the possibility of escape from.14    

Ffffffffffff 

 

By focussing on the ways in which black individuals navigate, embrace, and even 

signal the possibility of ‘escape’ from ‘the undercommons’ – their position as violently 

exiled from civic society – Moten proposes that acts as small as hosting a barbecue 

or dancing with friends are revolutionary and ‘fugitive’ at heart, manifesting ‘a desire 

for and a spirit of escape and transgression of the proper and proposed’ that is 

fundamental to black identity.15 Such actions of unrestricted sociability are termed 

‘study’ by Moten and used to exemplify the ways in which the imprisoning structures 

highlighted by Afro-Pessimism elicit an oppositional response of optimism within black 

communities – so much so that the relationship between Afro-Pessimism and Black 

Optimism can be conceived of as something of a productive oxymoron. As Christina 

 
13 C.f. Jared Sexton, ‘The Social Life of Social Death: On Afro-Pessimism and Black Optimism’, In 
Tensions Journal, 5.1 (2011) [n.page]. 
14 Fred Moten, ‘Black Op’, Publications of the Modern Language Association of America, 123.5 
(2008), p.1745. 
15 C.f. Fred Moten, Stefano Harney, The Undercommons: Fugitive Planning & Black Study (Brooklyn: 
Minor Compositions, 2013); Fred Moten, Consent not to be a single being: Stolen Life (North 
Carolina: Duke University Press, 2018), p.33. 
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Sharpe summarises, academics must ‘attend to physical, social, and figurative death’ 

in the same breath as celebrating ‘the largeness that is Black life, Black life insisted 

from death’. Failing to do so is failing to do justice to the vast breadth of black identity.16 

hhhhhhhh 

In his re-telling of the racial imaginary ingrained in the American justice system, 

Blackwell spoke to a whole spectrum of Black Studies spanning the optimistic, the 

pessimistic, and the somewhere-in-between. The prosecutor thus gestured beyond 

mere fatalism in his reminder that ‘history is interred in the shallowest of graves’ – to 

quote journalist, Jelani Cobb, writing in response to the acquittal of George 

Zimmerman for the fatal shooting of Trayvon Martin in 2012.17 His was an echo of 

something else; something hopeful: a testament to the enduring power of black 

resistance sprung from the likes of Whitfield and his contemporaries. In our historical 

moment, we risk misinterpreting the discourse of contemporary black activists when 

we fail to see how their efforts transcend simple pessimism – a notion intimated by the 

57% of Americans claiming to have a ‘negative view’ of #BLM’s outlooks and aims in 

a 2017 Harvard-Harris poll.18 By analysing narrative re-tellings of slavery’s legacies, 

this dissertation seeks to better understand how writers of the late twentieth and 

twenty-first century refract the discourses of centuries prior, showing how the notion 

of slavery as a wound-not-yet-healed neither offers nor forecloses the possibility of 

liberation. As briefly attempted with Whitfield, Blackwell, and Rankine, it will construct 

something of an echo chamber between black American thinkers from different 

 
16 Christina Sharpe, In the Wake: On Blackness and Being (North Carolina: Duke University Press, 
2016), p.17. 
17 Jelani Cobb, ‘George Zimmerman, Not Guilty: Blood on the Leaves’, New Yorker (2013) 
<https://www.newy orker.com/news/news-desk/george-zimmerman-not-guilty-blood-on-the-leaves> 
[Accessed 30th April 2021]. 
18 Ian Swanson, ‘Poll: 57 Percent Have Negative View of Black Lives Matter Movement’, Thehill.Com 
(2020) <https://thehill.com/homenews/campaign/344985-poll-57-percent-have-negative-view-of-black-
lives-matter-movement> [Accessed 8th June 2021].  
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movements and generations, stressing their interconnectivity to demonstrate how re-

telling can act as a means of both ‘transporting’ earlier narrations of enslavement to 

the forefront of contemporary consciousness and ‘translating’ them into shocking new 

contexts, ‘deforming and transforming’ in the manner Bruno Latour outlines in his 

‘Actor Network Theory’ (2005).19 Understood as such, re-telling can be viewed as a 

means of prophesising future forms of imprisonment; working through 

intergenerational trauma; and harnessing the collective strength of centuries of black 

protest movements. It offers more than a bleak vision of a nation endlessly repeating 

the same old violence, though detractors of Black Studies often overlook its nuances.20   

 

As a genre founded upon the compulsion to re-tell, the ‘Neo-Slave Narrative’21 offers 

this discussion fruitful questions about the ways that blackness has been defined in 

antagonism to notions of linear chronology in the collective American imagination. 

Why is the need to re-tell so strongly tied to African American literary tradition? What 

consequences does it have on our understanding of history and the ways it should be 

told? As Ashraf Rushdy notes in his definition of the genre, when ‘the present is always 

written against a background where the past is erased but still legible’, it is possible to 

see how notions of history and identity are intimately connected to a compulsion to re-

tell which leaves African Americans ‘forced to adopt a bi-temporal perspective that 

shows the continuity and discontinuities from the period of slavery’ to the present 

 
19 Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005) [n.page].  
20 For a discussion of critiques of the pessimism inherent to contemporary ‘Critical Race Theory’ c.f. 
John Murawski, ‘The Deeply Pessimistic Intellectual Roots of Black Lives Matter, the '1619 Project' 
and Much Else in Woke America’, RealClearInvestigations.Com (2020) <https://www.realclearinvesti 
gations.com/articles/2020/09/02/the_deeply_pessimistic_intellectual_roots_of_black_lives_matter_the
_1619_project_and_much_else_125033.html> [Accessed 9th June 2021]. 
21 Whilst this term uses the word ‘slave’ to stress the connection between contemporary black ‘social 
death’ and the ontological death of slavery, it is important to remember that ‘Neo-Slave Narrative’ has 
also been used to describe contemporary autobiographical accounts of slavery written from the 
perspective of slaves according to the present legal definition.  



Page. 14 
 

day.22 The Neo-Slave Narrative genre can hence be thought of as a fundamentally 

panoptic mode in its gesturing towards the present and the future, though critical 

scholarship has all too often confined its motives to the past. Such is the oversight 

made by Joan Anim-Addo and Maria Lima in their limited definition of its raison d’être:  

 

the main reasons for this seemingly widespread desire to rewrite a genre that 

officially lost its usefulness with the abolition of slavery are the will to re-affirm 

the historical value of the original slave narrative and to reclaim the humanity 

of the enslaved by (re)imagining their subjectivity.23 

 
 
In line with Rushdy’s view, Neo-Slave Narratives do not merely ‘transport’ stories of 

the past into the present to ‘re-affirm’ both teller and told, though this is not to say they 

cannot do these things. Through re-telling, these narratives actively ‘transform’ the 

stories they inhabit, using them as a means of commenting on and resisting the new 

forms of imprisonment that African Americans continue to face in the present day. 

hhhhhh 

As I take it, Rushdy’s definition encompasses modern re-tellings of nineteenth-century 

Slave Narratives as much as contemporary social commentaries on the new and 

diverse ways black Americans find themselves enslaved – be that in a psychological, 

socioeconomic, or carceral sense. Anything that shows its reader/listener the 

‘continuity’ between the ‘period of slavery’ and the racism of the present day can be 

usefully thought of as falling under this umbrella term – a term, we should note, which 

is structured around the notion of the past rebounding upon the present, though such 

 
22 Ashraf Rushdy, The Neo-Slave Narrative: Studies in the Social Logic of a Literary Form (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1999), pp.5-8.  
23 Joan Anim-Addo, Maria Helena Lima, ‘The Power of the Neo-Slave Narrative Genre’, Callaloo, 41.1 
(2018), p.1.  
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an antagonism to linear chronology is not as anchored to Afro-Pessimism as it might 

seem, promising the renewal of forms of ‘social life’ which are inherently Black Optimist 

too. Akin to its subject matter, this dissertation will employ a recursive methodology to 

trace the spectre of slavery throughout the American literary imagination. Initially, 

Colson Whitehead will provide it with a contemporary vision of ‘premature knowing’ 

which suggests that a core aspect of re-telling is the ability to make predictions about 

future forms of violence – a concept it will loop back into the work of Ishmael Reed, 

whose cynicism offers a necessary counterpoint to Whitehead’s ‘fugitive’ optimism. 

Next, it will call upon Toni Morrison, Jesmyn Ward, and Lauryn Hill to build new 

meanings into the notion of cyclical enslavement, showing how recounting centuries 

of trauma needn’t foretell more to come when used as a means of processing and 

addressing one’s entrapment in order to move beyond it – an ambiguous vision itself, 

given its reliance on partial, ineffective forms of healing, as this later chapter will find. 

If re-telling embodies Latour’s ‘social’ in its reaching across generations and 

geographies, we can suggest that it too ‘persist[s] in its existence’ by accruing ‘new 

associations’ that transcend calcified or binarised definitions.24 Let us propose that the 

compulsion to re-tell is much a testament to black ‘social life’ as it is to ‘social death’. 

Through recursive modes of research, let us understand it better. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
24 Latour, Reassembling the Social, p.218. 
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Necromancers used to lie in the guts of the dead or in tombs to receive visions of the  

future. That is prophecy. The black writer lies in the guts of America, making 

readings about the future. 

 

- Ishmael Reed 

 

 
 

I. Re-telling and ‘Premature Knowing’ 

 

 

 

Whilst Frederick Douglass’s canonical Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an 

American Slave (1845) describes how ‘the means of knowing were withheld’ from 

slaves to keep them in mental bondage, Harriet Jacobs’s equally foundational 

Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl: Written by Herself (1861) depicts slavery as a 

perversely knowing experience.25 ‘The influences of slavery [...] had made me 

prematurely knowing’, Jacobs writes, gesturing to an innocent naivety destroyed by 

her early experiences of physical, sexual, and mental cruelty.26 In line with the 

moralising conventions of Sentimental fiction, her account suggests that ‘the demon 

Slavery’ corrupts at the most fundamental, temporal level, thwarting the woman’s 

passage from childhood to marriage by forcing her to know too much, too soon. Whilst 

Douglass’s account accurately documents white fears about the black pursuit of 

education, the learning to which Jacobs refers is not a linear progression towards 

‘enlightenment’ but a cyclical process of future knowledge crashing down upon 

present knowledge, moulded by brutalities from the past. This chapter will suggest that 

 
25 Frederick Douglass, ‘Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave’, in 
Autobiographies (New York: Library of America, 1994), p.15. 
26 Harriet Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl: Written by Herself (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1987), p.54. 
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this arrested, ‘premature’ form of ‘knowing’ is implicitly written into the Neo-Slave 

Narrative’s impulse to re-tell the stories of the past – not to affirm their ‘historical value’ 

or capacity for subjectification, but to examine the information they may offer a 

contemporary reader about their present moment and future moments yet to come.27    

 

The ‘premature knowing’ that Jacobs’s account presents to its reader can be usefully 

compared to a Derridean notion of ‘Hauntology’, defined by Mark Fisher as that which:  

 

(in actuality) has not yet happened, but which is already effective in the virtual 

(an attractor, an anticipation shaping current behaviour).28  

 

As Jacobs suggests, the slave’s sense of identity is forged in antagonism to linear 

chronology on the most basic, psychological level. They are denied a ‘normal’ pace of 

childhood development; dislocated from their family tree and the generations that both 

precede and proceed them; even refused a date of birth upon which to anchor a sense 

of personal history. In the case of the enslaved child Jacobs depicts retrospectively, 

though they may not seem old enough to understand the cruelty they perceive ‘in 

actuality’, in ‘the virtual’, some part of them both knows and comprehends it, ‘shaping’ 

their ‘current behaviour’ accordingly in manner that is cyclical, not linear, like the 

backwards glance of the autobiographical form itself. As per Latour’s ‘social’, re-

tellings do more than just ‘transport’ narratives across history; they also contain an 

impulse to ‘translate’ their thinking into new contexts, linking the ontological violence 

inflicted by slavery across generations and geographies. It thus follows that the 

 
27 C.f. Anim-Addo, Lima, ‘The Power of the Neo-Slave Narrative Genre’, p.1.  
28 Mark Fisher, ‘What is Hauntology?’, Film Quarterly, 66.1 (2012), p.19; Jacques Derrida coined the 
term ‘Hauntology’ in his 1993 book, Spectres de Marx: l'état de la dette, le travail du deuil et la 
nouvelle Internationale, published in English by Routledge the following year. 
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somewhat paradoxical notion of haunted futurity we see in a Derridean reading of 

Jacobs’s ‘knowing’ is relevant to present conceptions of black American identity – not 

as that which is founded upon a linear chronology of past, present, and future, but as 

that which revolves around the notion of premature ‘social death’ haunting black 

America from the future backwards and the past forwards. This chapter suggests that 

if we can understand the ways Neo-Slave Narratives invoke forms of ‘premature 

knowing’, we can usefully align them with the ‘chattel ontology’ imposed upon African 

Americans in both the era of slavery and the present day (to use Wilderson’s terms).29 

In doing so, we might propose that re-telling allows authors to ‘translate’ across 

historical contexts, perceiving forms of violence constitutive of black identity writ large 

and in bold in the tombs of slavery’s past.  

 

In line with the Afro-Pessimist view that the underlying wish of racism was and is ‘the 

hope that we who were black would not exist’ (as per Bell’s analysis), the Neo-Slave 

Narrative charts a course between the different eras of American racism to stress a 

panoptic ‘continuity’ that this dissertation strives to highlight in its broad textual 

sampling.30 Emerging nearly two centuries after Jacobs’s Incidents, Colson 

Whitehead’s fictive Neo-Slave Narrative, The Underground Railroad (2016), offers a 

prime example of this impulse, recycling characters, stories, and historical figures from 

past accounts of slavery in an embodiment of Latour’s role of the ‘social mediator’. His 

re-telling is not a passive ‘intermediary’ seeking to pass on the stories it inhabits, but 

an active agent seeking to ‘transform’ and even ‘deform’ them, eschewing the 

pressures of historical truth-value which burdened the original Slave Narrative as it 

 
29 Wilderson, Red, White & Black, p.18. 
30 Derrick Bell, Gospel Choirs: Psalms of Survival for an Alien Land Called Home (New York: Basic 
Books, 1996), p.23. 
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emerged in the Post-Emancipation era.31 Through a narrative that repeatedly doubles 

back on itself in proleptic and analeptic flashes, Whitehead’s ‘deformed’ plotlines force 

his reader to chart an anti-chronological path to knowledge like that of the slave 

experience – a path, we should note, which spans centuries in its merging of historical 

figures and events into decades of narrative time, akin to the structure of this 

dissertation. In accordance with the Wildersonian suggestion that slavery constitutes 

the building blocks of contemporary black identity, novels like Whitehead’s show us 

how we may look to the ‘guts’ of the Slave Narrative to help us ‘prematurely know’ 

present and future forms of anti-black violence. But they also show us something more 

– how, in doing so, there exists the possibility of liberation from imperialist notions of 

history which have stifled black-authored stories of enslavement with their emphases 

on factuality and linear ‘progress’, as post-colonial critic, Priya Satia, usefully outlines: 

 

Britain’s imperial career from the era of slavery to the current Brexit crisis 

depended on the sway of a particular historical sensibility that deferred ethical 

judgment to an unspecified future time. [...] Modern imperialism promised 

progress. It was grounded in a vision of history understood as necessarily 

progress-oriented. That was its justification.32 

 

In any discussion of ‘premature knowing’, the Afro-Pessimist emphasis on ‘social 

death’ cannot and should not subsume the Black Optimist emphasis on ‘social life’. 

Even in light of its grim premonitions, what is re-telling if not a way of giving new 

 
31 Latour, Reassembling the Social [n.page]. 
32 Priya Satia, Time’s Monster: History, Conscience, and Britain’s Empire (London: Penguin Random 
House, 2020), pp.2-3.  
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(social) life to the past’s overlooked narratives, thereby stressing their present 

usefulness and relevancy, too?  

 

This concept of the past prophetically haunting the present is clearly perceived in 

Whitehead’s depiction of the ‘annual’ event of the slave’s ‘birthday’ – a party held on 

random days of the year whenever Jockey, the eldest slave on the plantation, ‘awoke 

on a surprise Sunday to announce his celebration’. The implication is not that 

Whitehead’s character should rally against the ontological violence of slavery by 

seeking out his true date of birth, as the enslaved protagonist, Cora, explains: ‘one 

day Jockey was bound to choose the correct day of his birth’ if ‘he lived long enough’, 

so a celebration on a random day was as good as any.33 Like Jacobs, Whitehead 

suggests that prophetic knowledge of oneself and one’s life is a fundamental 

component of the experience of slavery, so much so that Jockey’s recurring 

celebration of his own timelessness can be seen as a parable for the sort of history-

making Whitehead enacts, using gaps in the archive to allow the historian to take 

disruptive liberties with their re-telling of it. In this, Whitehead implies that anti-

chronology may even be embraced by the oppressed as a means of coping with their 

brutal reality. In its questioning of linear chronology, the event of Jockey’s party thus 

offers a glimpse of Sexton’s notion of finding black ‘social life’ in ‘social death’:34 

hhhhhh 

What did you get for that, for knowing the day you were born into the white 

man’s world? It didn’t seem like the thing to remember. More like to forget.35 

Fffff 

 
33 Whitehead, The Underground Railroad, pp.29-30. 
34 Sexton, The Social Life of Social Death [n.page]. 
35 Whitehead, The Underground Railroad, p.30. 
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Of course, there is an unsettling doubleness to Whitehead’s depiction. Jockey’s ‘brief 

eddy of liberation’ is cut short by the intrusion of the white master, transforming the 

scene into something akin to a minstrel show which culminates in the brutal whipping 

of a slave child – a violent ‘reminder that [the slave] is only a human being for a tiny 

moment across the eternity of [their] servitude’, as Cora reminds us.36 Still, whilst 

Jockey’s self-forged history can be seen as symptomatic of the dehumanisation 

pervading every moment of his existence, his anachronistic method of aging himself 

has a distinct personal use to him. Although he is ‘only half’ the age he purports to be 

at most (‘a hundred and one years at his last party’), he is nonetheless ‘the oldest 

slave anyone on the two Randall plantations had ever met’, so ‘might as well be ninety-

eight or a hundred and eight’ since his body has seen so many ‘incarnations of cruelty’ 

it has aged beyond all understanding.37 A strictly chronological knowledge of Jockey 

as a man in his fifties would not do justice to the ‘premature’ aging of his body – the 

corporeal future thrust onto his present from the abuses of his past coming back to 

haunt him. As with Jacobs’s loss of innocence, it is a prophetic knowledge that cannot 

be conceptualised linearly. Such notions are better served by the anti-chronological 

schema outlined in Derrida’s formulation – that which has not happened yet 

simultaneously happens and has happened before, as Jockey’s erratic aging exhibits. 

hhhhhh 

Albeit less directly political than the work of contemporaries such as Rankine, 

Whitehead repeatedly destabilises the notion of linear chronology on a narrative level, 

invoking a Modernist/Postmodernist tradition of Black Surrealism as pioneered by 

Aimé Césaire more globally and the likes of Toomer and Reed more locally. Such a 

 
36 Whitehead, The Underground Railroad, p.34.  
37 Whitehead, The Underground Railroad, p.29. 
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project is seen foreshadowed in his earlier novel, John Henry Days (2001), which 

makes the construction (or deconstruction) of linear history its task, climbing inside an 

American folk-tale to show how the transformation of a story into a self-professed 

‘historical narrative’ results in its commodification, falsification, and even complete 

destruction.38 He does so not simply to suggest that linear chronology is wrong or 

inaccurate, but that it is, in many ways, redundant for conceiving of a black American 

identity that revolves around the notion of ‘premature knowing’ – of recursive and 

haunted forms of knowledge which extend to oneself and one’s entire racial 

community. Through cyclical, interweaving narratives like that of The Underground 

Railroad, Whitehead better speaks to America’s intersecting legacies of enslavement, 

collapsing generations of violence in on each other to show how the cruelty inflicted 

on one’s ancestors may bear bitter fruit in the present and future. In this, he speaks to 

Rankine’s Afro-Pessimist tendencies in The Racial Imaginary and Citizen: An 

American Lyric (2014) – her blazing treatise on the ‘slow violence’ of US racism.39 

hhhh 

As a ‘social mediator’ of a predictive, anti-chronological form of ‘knowing’, the act of 

re-telling debunks the notion that history can be plotted onto a linear timeline – both 

individually and societally. As Whitehead implies, to do so is not merely incompatible 

with the expression of African American experience, it is also complicit in contributing 

to the continuation of new forms of anti-black violence in its wilful disregard of patterns 

of recursion that could act as warning signs. Whitehead explores this idea in his 

 
38 C.f. James Arnold, Modernism and Negritude: The Poetry and Poetics of Aimé Césaire (London: 
Harvard University Press, 1981), and Jean Toomer, Cane (New York: Boni and Liveright, 1927); 
Colson Whitehead, John Henry Days (New York: Doubleday, 2001).  
39 Fisher, What is Hauntology? [n.page]; C.f. Rob Nixon, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of 
the Poor (London: Harvard University Press, 2013); Claudia Rankine, Citizen: An American Lyric, 12th 
edn. (Minnesota: Graywolf Press, 2014). 
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critique of the mirage of ‘liberation’ offered to his protagonists in South Carolina, a so-

called ‘progressive’ state near the ‘freed’ North: 

 

Why had they believed [...] that a new life existed so close, just over the state 

line? [...] After all the world had taught them, not to recognize chains when they 

were snapped to their wrists and ankles. The South Carolina chains were of 

new manufacture – the keys and tumblers marked by regional design – but 

accomplished the purpose of chains. They had not travelled very far at all.40 

ddddd 

Initially, South Carolina appears to present the runaway slaves of Whitehead’s 

narrative with an opportunity for ‘freedom’ in the form of wage labour, healthcare, and 

relative safety. Nevertheless, as Cora hears a woman screaming that ‘they’re taking 

away my babies’, she is forced to realise that the ghosts of plantation mothers torn 

from their offspring still inhabit the woman’s cries in a haunted premonition of future 

suffering yet to come. As she uncovers, rampant racism in the medical profession 

allowed the doctors professing to help South Carolina’s black community to conduct 

underground testing on them, withholding treatment from men with late-stage syphilis 

and neutering women as a form of racial eugenics. Past, present, and future collide in 

the vision of the woman screaming in fear at ‘old plantation injustice’; ‘a crime 

perpetrated here in South Carolina’; and ‘the whites [...] stealing futures in earnest’, 

simultaneously; intermingling geography and temporality to show how shaky the 

foundations of ‘progress’ really are.41 Cora’s outrage is not simply that society has not 

moved beyond the injustices of slavery, but that she has allowed herself to be swept 

 
40 Whitehead, The Underground Railroad, p.173. 
41 Whitehead, The Underground Railroad, pp.147-139. 
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up in its false ideals of progression towards an enlightened future – a notion that is 

repeatedly debunked in Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man (1952), cited by Whitehead as a 

source of inspiration in its intermingling of ‘hope’ and ‘evidence that contradicts that 

idea’ throughout its cycling narrative.42 As Satia reminds us, it was these very same 

ideals of linear ‘social evolution’ that bred white supremacy’s dogma of ‘delivering 

savages to the light’. In this quotation, it is not Satia but Whitehead’s ‘white saviour’ 

character, Ethel, who speaks, preaching the colonial ideologies Satia writes against.43 

hhhh 

Whilst re-telling as ‘premature knowing’ allows authors to draw their readers’ attention 

to the ways that linear conceptions of historical progress overlook new continuations 

of the same old violence, it is reductive to suggest that the Afro-Pessimist notion of 

cyclical ‘social death’ is all that is perceived when a writer sits in the ‘guts of America’. 

Undoubtedly, connected forms of intergenerational violence recur throughout 

Whitehead’s narrative. One only has to look to the story of Cora’s mother, Mabel, 

whose infamous escape (or death, we later learn) leads the slavecatcher, Ridgeway, 

to pursue Cora with a ‘mania over their family [that] flowed from her mother’ – another 

example of optimism burdened by pessimism in its ambiguous depiction of liberation. 

And yet, when Cora declines Caesar’s offer to escape at the novel’s opening ‘[t]his 

was her grandmother talking’; when she eventually accepts, ‘it was her mother talking’; 

and when she is caught, re-caught, and re-captured by Ridgeway only to continually 

evade his grasp, ‘they inhabited that moment as one: the moment when you aim 

 
42 Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man (London: Penguin Classics, 2001); Colson Whitehead, ‘Author Colson 
Whitehead on “the Nickel Boys,” “Invisible Man,” and Racial Inequity’, Wdet.Org 
<https://wdet.org/posts/2020/07/06/89788-author-colson-whitehead-on-the-nickel-boys-invisible-man-
and-racial-inequity/> [Accessed 20th June 2021].   
43 Satia, Time’s Monster, p.297; Whitehead, The Underground Railroad, p.229; The ‘white saviour’ 
refers to white individuals who perpetuate colonial ideologies by professing to ‘save’ non-white victims 
in a manner that actually serves to bolster their own sense of racial superiority.  
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yourself at the north star and decide to run’.44 Importantly, both the Afro-Pessimist 

notion of perpetual capture and the Black Optimist notion of perpetual escape are 

implicated in Whitehead’s depictions of previous generations ‘prematurely knowing’ 

the fates of latter ones. As the figure of the black intellectual, Lander, makes clear 

towards the narrative’s close – whilst recursive forms of ‘knowing’ are fundamentally 

linked to the Afro-Pessimist notion that progressive ‘escape’ from slavery is but a 

‘delusion’, they are equally connected to the enduring, ‘fugitive’ nature of Black 

Optimism which the likes of Moten and Sexton celebrate: 

 

Here’s one delusion: that we can escape slavery. We can’t. Its scars will never 

fade. When you saw your mother sold off, your father beaten, your sister 

abused by some boss or master [...] everything you ever knew told you that 

freedom was a trick – yet here you are. Still we run, tracking by the good full 

moon to sanctuary.45 

   

In his vision of the black ‘necromancer’ seeing the future in the past, Reed, like 

Rankine, suggests that we may gain a more capacious understanding of the ‘racial 

imaginaries’ which continue to dehumanise black lives. And yet, in Whitehead’s 

intergenerational vision of fugitive blackness, there is also a testament to the ways in 

which black Americans have ceaselessly carved out an ‘underground railroad’ through 

the centuries, signalling a recurring hope for freedom though they have not yet 

managed to achieve it. At the novel’s close, it is unclear whether Cora has reached 

 
44 Whitehead, The Underground Railroad, pp.360,3,9,324. 
45 Whitehead, The Underground Railroad, p.340. 
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safety. But she keeps running, which is more important than where she has run or is 

running towards. 

 

In many ways, ‘premature knowing’ straddles Afro-Pessimist notions of ‘social death’ 

and Black Optimist notions of ‘social life’, refusing to sit neatly in either camp. Nowhere 

is this doubleness more acutely felt than in Reed’s fictional works, which engage with 

techniques of satire and farce to present contradictory stances on American history 

that wink knowingly at their reader, suggesting that Reed’s narrators are not ignorant 

of US politics but wise to their inconsistencies as reflected in present-day concerns. In 

his project of re-telling untold moments of history to intervene in the US archive, 

Whitehead’s work can be thought of as greatly informed by Reed’s irreverence for the 

narratives of the progressivist American history-book, making jibes at its claims to 

authenticity and progress in a manner that demonstrates an unbroken connection 

between the two generations: ‘when you write about racial inequities, it’s always 

current because we never make any progress’, Whitehead himself discerns.46 As 

theorist, Dustin Griffin, explains, satire has commonly been used to tackle pressing 

social issues indirectly (but no less frankly) than, say, Rankine’s political commentary: 

hhhh 

unlike pure rhetoric, [satire] engages in exaggeration and some sort of fiction. 

But [it] does not forsake the “real world” entirely. Its victims come from that world 

[and so it] proceeds by means of clear reference to some moral standards.47 

Ggggg 

 

 
46 Whitehead, Colson Whitehead on “the Nickel Boys,” “Invisible Man,” and Racial Inequity [n.page]. 
47 Dustin Griffin, Satire: A Critical Reintroduction (Kentucky: University Press of Kentucky, 1994), p.1. 
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When Reed put a runaway slave on a ‘flight to Canada’ or compared the taste of breast 

milk stolen from slave mothers to that of ‘Coffee Mate’ (founded in 1961), his 

schematic anachronism introduced an element of the absurd into his novels that 

shocked his readers into realising that slavery was not at a comfortable temporal 

distance from the present day, though ‘post-racial’ narratives of societal progress 

might will it so.48 Indeed, re-telling stories of the past shows just how ‘prematurely 

knowing’ they are of much of the racial violence that continues to haunt modernity. We 

see this in the concerns around which Reed’s poem-turned-novel, Flight to Canada 

(1976), revolves – from the white appropriation of the black story depicted in the vilified 

figure of Harriet Beecher-Stowe, to the fetishisation of the black body seen in the freed-

slave Leechfield’s decision to sell himself to the white consumer as ‘Your Slave for 

One Day’.49 By highlighting these issues through humour – a form of ‘social’ release 

in its most basic sense – Reed undermines the authority of the American history-book, 

poking fun at its heroes-turned-villains and their ignorance reflected in contemporary 

attitudes. Notably, more so than in Whitehead’s novels, it is done with heavy dose of 

cynicism, showing how even if Reed’s protagonists provocatively doctor the narratives 

of imperialist history, they nonetheless remain victims in its writing. Perhaps this much 

is clear from the fact that black American authors like Whitehead and his 

contemporaries continue to grapple with these same ambiguities a generation on. 

hhhh 

Although Reed climbs inside ‘tombs’ of the past to make grim predictions about 

present and future forms of violence, the underhand nature of his commentary is best 

interpreted in the manner of Bahktin’s ‘Carnivalesque’ – as brief moments of humorous 

 
48 Ishmael Reed, Flight to Canada (New York: Open Road, 2013), pp.8,311. 
49 Reed, Flight to Canada, p.143. 
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chaos which unsettle the calcified social order without offering complete liberation from 

it.50 As Griffin suggests, Reed, a satirist, charts new ‘moral standards’ by pulling apart 

the graves of the old ones, intermingling historical periods, depicting the future within 

the past, and eschewing the burdensome pressures of truth-value all as a means of 

offering a way for black Americans to reclaim their story by flying in the face of 

historical convention. Nevertheless, unlike Whitehead, Reed is not so much 

concerned with what is being re-told as with who is doing the re-telling: there is a fine 

line between recounting and stealing a story, as Flight to Canada makes abundantly 

clear. If ‘a man’s story’ is ‘his gris gris’; ‘his Etheric Double’ – that which connects his 

physical body to his spiritual place in the world – then one must handle ‘his story’ with 

care, lest one risk robbing him of ‘the thing that is himself’.51 While it is possible to 

climb inside the ‘tombs’ of Slave Narratives to ‘prematurely know’ the forms of suffering 

that will rebound upon African Americans in the present and future, unless one sets 

out to disrupt the white-authored history-book in doing so, Reed implies that they risk 

participating in yet another form of violent erasure – re-telling as overwriting. 

hhhhhhhhh 

Whilst Whitehead samples a broad spectrum of literary and cultural artefacts in his 

work, Reed orientates his narrative around specific tales from the American archive, 

re-visited from multiple, contradictory perspectives. In doing so, like Whitehead, Reed 

imaginatively undermines restrictive, ‘factual’ notions of history which speak over black 

voices, engendering new forms of suffering by. ignoring patterns of recursion and even 

prostituting black suffering for white commercial gain. His project is not the complete 

 
50 Mikhail Bakhtin’s notion of the ‘carnival’ first originated in Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics (1929) 
and was later developed in Rabelais and His World (1965).  
51 The ‘etheric body’ is a concept in Theosophy introduced by C.W. Leadbeater and Annie Besant to 
denote the lowest plane of the aura or human energy field which connects the physical body to the 
higher realms of spiritual existence; Reed, Flight to Canada, pp.13-14. 
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dismissal of American history as it has thus far been conceived, but the proposition of 

an anachronous, imaginative stance towards the historic which ‘negate[s] the sense 

of history as a linear evolution’ or ‘measure of progress’ where the sufferings of the 

past foster a greater society in the present, as Richard Walsh discerns. The 

‘accumulation of detail’ in Reed’s novel – that which Walsh calls a marker of 

‘authenticity’ in the original Slave Narrative – is hence used to undermine the truth-

value of his protagonist’s account, straining it with overlapping chronologies and 

opposing stances that hint more towards contemporary perspectives than those of the 

post-Emancipation period the book is set in.52 Is Abraham Lincoln a foolish 

‘backwoodsman’ or a clever manipulator of black rights for political gain? Does the 

protagonist’s return to America signal a renewed potential for freedom in the USA or 

a dismissal of the escape Canada represented? We don’t know and nor should we; 

such a project would be undermined by the neat ordering of its fragments. Still, in 

offering his reader a more contradictory vision than that of Whitehead, Reed also 

suggests that re-telling as ‘premature knowing’ is complicit in the creation of self-

fulfilling prophecies. While ever black Americans are stuck re-telling their own ‘social 

death’, perhaps they are stuck participating in it too – such is the damning implication 

of Flight to Canada’s freeing yet imprisoning conflation of storytelling and farce. 

hhhhhh 

What makes Reed’s narrative so destabilising is not that it undermines the meta-

narratives of American history, but that it supposedly offers to correct them in doing 

so, proposing amended depictions of key historical events that risk being overlooked 

as mere absurdism if the reader fails to notice the difference between farcical 

 
52 Richard Walsh, ‘“A Man's Story Is His Gris-Gris”: Cultural Slavery, Literary Emancipation and 
Ishmael Reed's “Flight to Canada”’, Journal of American Studies, 27:1 (1993), pp.59,61. 
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portrayals and factually-grounded ones. Take the ‘Uncle Tom’ character of the 

narrative, Uncle Robin, as an example. He is the slave who stays on his master’s 

plantation in line with the plot of Beecher-Stowe’s 1851 Abolitionist classic – a re-

telling itself, based on the appropriated story of Josiah Henderson who was left 

uncredited and uncompensated while Beecher-Stowe made record sales, as Reed 

makes a point of informing us.53 This notion of Uncle Tom as the archetypal ‘sell-out’ 

figure permeates every facet of Reed’s depiction of Beecher-Stowe’s re-telling: it is a 

gesture of appropriation that serves to glorify its white characters and distort the truth, 

turning slavery into the tale of ‘what it felt like being the house man of one of the most 

rich and fabulous men in the world’ without a single mention of black resistance. Unlike 

Reed’s insistence on Henderson’s real historical presence, Beecher-Stowe is 

presented as a hyperreal, cartoon super-villain of his narrative, calling ‘from the plush-

carpeted walnut-wooden offices of Jewett Publishers’ to demand a best-seller that will 

buy her ‘a new silk dress’, while the owner of the story receives ‘pig money’ for his 

input, as Cato mockingly reminds him. In this sense, Uncle Robin is doubly maligned 

by history’s caricatured re-tellings of him, exploited by the villainous tactics of the white 

publishers and disapproved of by the black populace who see him as a willing 

participant in his own mistreatment – a ‘black infidel’, as Cato puts it. Nevertheless, 

Uncle Robin is also one of the only black characters in Reed’s novel who succeeds in 

intervening in the white-authored historical archive to assert his presence within it, 

seen in his doctoring of his master’s will to leave himself ‘this Castle, these hills and 

everything behind’.54 It is, in the manner of the Carnivalesque, a fleeting liberation, 

leaving us wondering if Reed has not so much set the record straight on Uncle Tom 

 
53 Harriet Beecher-Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin (London: Vintage Classics, 2015). 
54 Reed, Flight to Canada, pp.310,309,100. 
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as momentarily, fictionally disrupted it. At the novel’s close, we are no surer of who 

Josiah Henderson is than we are of the success of Uncle Robin’s escape – both are 

farcical and unsatisfactory portrayals, demonstrative of the types of self-fulfilling 

prophecies Reed’s novel both critiques and participates in, albeit self-consciously. 

hhhh 

By appropriating the will in his re-telling of its contents, Uncle Robin symbolically 

intervenes in the legalistic structures that allowed slaves to be bought and sold even 

after they considered themselves freedmen – the re-capture of Leechfield in 

‘Emancipation City’ is a grim reminder of this. Of course, he knows that symbolic 

freedom is not true freedom: he is ‘too old to go over the wall’ of the prison now, as he 

himself discerns. Economic freedom is not true freedom either: it is revealed to be little 

more than a mirage by Reed, when the slavecatcher who captures Leechfield issues 

him a taunting reminder – ‘did you think you could just hand history a simple check’? 

It does not ‘let you off’ that easily.55 Nevertheless, the tension between Uncle Robin’s 

story as re-told in Beecher-Stowe’s exploitative version and Reed’s briefly liberating 

one is an effective means of raising questions about not only what gets re-told, but 

who it gets re-told by and for what purpose. Climbing inside the ‘tombs’ of the past to 

‘translate’ their tales across generations can be disruptive and productive, as 

contemporary writers like Rankine and Whitehead imply. But it is neither of these 

things by default – Reed’s confusing and cynical approach makes this much clear. 

hhhh 

Writing nearly half a century after Reed, authors like Whitehead and Rankine inhabit 

a very different historical moment, though it seems almost counterintuitive to this 

discussion to say so. Evolving during the Black Arts Movement of the 60’s and 70’s, 

 
55 Reed, Flight to Canada, pp.319,315. 
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Reed’s novels express his scepticism of the movement towards Black Nationalism and 

Black Separatism that he discerned in the work of his contemporaries, seeing them as 

manifestations of a desire for monoculture that risked ventriloquising the ideologies of 

the white supremacism that begot it.56 It is important that we make a distinction 

between Whitehead and Reed’s novels in that the former is concerned with the ways 

African Americans are at risk of being enslaved by society, and the latter is concerned 

with the ways African Americans are at risk of being enslaved by their own mentalities. 

As Uncle Robin makes plain in his rejection of freedom towards the narrative’s close: 

hhhh 

I guess freedom, like Canada, is a state of mind. [...] I couldn’t do for no Canada. 

Not me. I’m too old.57  

 

Like Reed, the character of Uncle Robin should not be taken at his word, lest we risk 

overlooking his shrewd manipulation of his position in the master’s house. Although 

Robin is acutely aware of his deference to the white oppressor, he pokes fun at his 

master’s ignorance by playing up to the stereotype of the loyal slave, effectively 

granting himself the power to run the house he works in by doing so. In moments of 

Carnival upheaval like the role reversal of the slave controlling the master, albeit more 

tempered, we see the Black Optimism discerned in Whitehead’s vision of ‘tracking the 

good full moon to sanctuary’ even though ‘everything you ever knew’ is telling you that 

you will never arrive. As Uncle Robin suggests by almost confessing to pushing his 

master into the fire directly after claiming to reject freedom, knowing oneself as 

 
56 C.f. James Smethurst, The Black Arts Movement: Literary Nationalism in the 1960s and 1970s 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005). 
57 Reed, Flight to Canada, p.317.  



Page. 33 
 

enslaved does not foreclose the possibility of acting against one’s enslavement:  

hhhhhh 

Yeah, they get down on me an Tom. But who’s the fool? Who pushed Swille 

into the fire? Some Etheric Double? The inexorable forces of history? A ghost? 

Thought? Or all of these?58  

 

 

In this action which turns the exploited into the exploiter, Reed shows his reader the 

chaotic potential of climbing inside the American archive and using ‘the inexorable 

forces of history’ to turn its ingrained power dynamics inside out, even if this entails 

partially reinforcing them. Admittedly, it is a brief and incomplete form of resistance – 

not a complete overhaul of history so much as a fleeting deviation from its norms. 

Nevertheless, as Black Optimist discourse makes clear, liberation needn’t be complete 

to be of value. Conflicted and sceptical though it may be, Reed’s ‘flight’ to Canada 

(which never arrives) is proof of this, promising not so much escape as the disruptive 

intervention of present knowledge in the stories of the past. 

 

On the surface, the Neo-Slave Narrative’s ‘prematurely knowing’ impulse to re-tell 

earlier narrations of enslavement as a means of commenting on their new 

proliferations seems to present something of a hopeless, Afro-Pessimist vision of a 

nation where histories of violence endlessly loop. Nevertheless, this ceaseless pull of 

the past upon the future also promises something more: fleeting moments of liberation, 

for one, and the enduring perseverance of the human spirit, for another, seen in the 

persistence of ‘social’ forms of humour used to confront even the darkest of topics. 

 
58 Reed, Flight to Canada, p.319.  
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Jacobs was haunted by her memories of the children that were taken from her, and it 

was this human longing for a return to motherhood that motivated her escape to be 

united with them once again. History cannot and should not promise progress, this 

much we have learned. Nevertheless, when reconceptualised as a cyclical form of 

prophecy, what is to say it cannot better attest to the humanity of its victims by 

scrutinising their subjugation and celebrating the enduring optimism of their 

resistance, simultaneously? By drawing on ‘prematurely knowing’ testimonies of 

enslavement ‘in their telling’ anew, it is more important than ever that ‘we make new 

history’ as Satia rightfully proposes. In its making anew, we may find that history is 

warned, empowered, and ultimately even humanised by its own recursiveness: 

hhhhhh 

History can have no end; the struggle to renew humanity is an end in itself’.59 

gggggg 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
59 Satia, Time’s Monster, p.298. 
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Africanism is the vehicle by which the American self knows itself as not enslaved, but 

free; not repulsive, but desirable; not helpless, but licensed and powerful; not history-

less, but historical; not damned, but innocent; not a blind accident of evolution, but a 

progressive fulfilment of destiny [...] narrative is used in the construction of a 

history and a context for whites by positing history-lessness and context-

lessness for blacks. 
 

 

- Toni Morrison 

 
 
 
 

II. Recursion and Processing Trauma 

 
 

 

In any discussion of history and blackness in the collective American imagination, the 

presence of contemporary African American author, Toni Morrison, looms large. 

Posing something of a controversial intersection between Afro-Pessimism and Black 

Optimism, her work has divided critics as much as informed this chapter’s 

understanding of what re-telling as a means of processing the trauma of black 

American identity might usefully be allowed to mean. As she proposed in an interview 

with Paul Gilroy in 1993 – if the trauma of slavery can be understood as the condition 

of modernity itself, then the notion that ‘modern life begins with slavery’ debunks 

contemporary fallacies of ‘post-racial’ progress even as it maintains that it is possible 

to move away from modernity’s brutal beginnings.60 Anachronistic but not completely 

antihistorical, Morrison’s notion that slavery is re-told in the underpinnings of modern 

consciousness offers something of a detour from Whitehead and Reed’s disruptive 

 
60 Toni Morrison, Paul Gilroy, Small Acts: Thoughts on the Politics of Black Cultures (London: 
Serpent’s Tail, 1993), p.221. 
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anti-chronology even as it concurs with the Afro-Pessimist view that the trauma of 

Antebellum America recurs in the racism we see in the present day. As she states: 

hhhh 

Slavery broke the world in half, it broke it in every way [...] Racism is the word 

we use to encompass all this.61 

 

 

As something of a foreshadowing – or ‘premature knowing’, perhaps – of Whitehead’s 

debunking of linear chronology on a narratological, literary level, much of Morrison’s 

analysis is dedicated to showing how racism has been written into the American 

oeuvre, as outlined in her seminal lecture-series-turned-essay-collection, Playing in 

the Dark (1990).62 Nevertheless, unlike Bell’s notion of racism as the desire for 

blackness to cease to exist, Morrison finds blackness and whiteness to be held in an 

inextricable tension in the collective American imagination, hence complicating any 

easy embracing of recursion as an inherently disruptive form. Wherever blackness 

(termed ‘Africanism’) has been conceived of as ahistorical, anti-chronological, and 

anti-ontological, whiteness has been represented as its opposite in every sense, seen 

as historical, progressive, and self-affirming. As her well-cited essay, ‘Romancing the 

Shadow’ (1992), concludes: ‘[n]othing highlighted freedom’ and its notions of progress 

and forward motion ‘like slavery’ and the narratives of entrapment and recurrence it 

imposed upon constructions of black American selfhood.63 It thus follows that literary 

notions of repetition and re-telling may serve to both debunk and highlight the 

opposition drawn up between whiteness and blackness at once – one in which the 

 
61 Morrison, Small Acts, p.221. 
62 Toni Morrison, Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1992). 
63 Morrison, ‘Romancing the Shadow’, in Playing in the Dark, p.38.  



Page. 37 
 

latter has been symbolically dehumanised and utilised as a vehicle through which the 

privileged humanity of the former may be continually re-affirmed. 

 

On the surface, Morrison’s study of the ‘Africanist presence’ in American literature 

reinforces many of the claims made by Afro-Pessimism – namely those proposing that 

America’s conception of blackness has been constructed around cycling notions of 

death and enslavement. This vision of slavery as an open wound constitutive of African 

American identity is as fundamental to Morrison’s novels as it is to her theoretical 

works, though critics sceptical of her quasi-Sentimentalist brand of fiction have often 

been loath to admit it. In the repetitious narrative structure of her most widely 

acclaimed novel, Beloved (1987), Morrison re-tells the story of an enslaved woman, 

Margaret Garner, to explore how recursion is intrinsically linked to the psychological 

victimisation of racism. In her depiction of events encountered in a news article from 

1856, Morrison’s emancipated protagonist suffers from a post-traumatic compulsion 

to cycle back that leaves her unable to conceive of herself as free and unshackled to 

the horrors of the past. Instead, she inhabits a cycling present in which everything that 

has happened is ‘going to always be there waiting for you’, ready to ‘happen again’. In 

this vision, recursive forms of ‘premature knowing’ are symptomatic of the ontological 

violence of slavery rebounding on the present, as Jacobs’s account similarly implies.64 

hhhh  

As a reflection on slavery and its descendants’ struggles to move beyond it, Beloved 

extends the trauma represented in the originary Slave Narratives to the foundations of 

African American identity in the modern-day, suggesting that black Americans are 

bound to the past in a manner that defies notions of linear chronology, rendering them 

 
64 Toni Morrison, Beloved (London: Penguin Random House, 2004), p.44. 
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‘history-less’ in opposition to the ‘progressive fulfilment of destiny’ that defines 

whiteness as their ontological counterpart. Albeit a more psychologised depiction, hers 

is a similar project to the previous chapter’s examination of ‘premature knowing’ – like 

Whitehead and Reed’s re-telling of a whole host of Slave Narratives, Morrison’s re-

telling of Garner suggests that representations of contemporary African American 

‘social death’ recapitulate an antagonism to linear chronology that was, in many ways, 

‘already effective in the virtual’ in the ontological violence inflicted upon black 

Americans in the Antebellum era. In line with Afro-Pessimism’s focus on black trauma 

in the forms of death and enslavement, criticism of Beloved has traditionally navigated 

psychoanalytical plains, with many theorists regarding it as fertile ground for 

explorations of the repetitious cycling of the post-trauma brain. As Sheldon George 

proposes in his Lacanian analysis of Morrison’s text: the protagonist, Sethe, is 

psychologically ensnared by her investment of Lacan’s ‘Real’ (a state of pure need 

which cannot be vocalised in language so evades the ‘Symbolic order’) into ‘Sweet 

Home’ (the farm where she was enslaved).65 As he goes on to discuss, the 

consequence of this investment of the ‘Real’ into Sethe’s enslaved past is the 

deterioration of her selfhood, or more precisely put, the cultivation of a lack thereof: 

hhhhh 

[as] slavery comes to represent the Real [...] it visibly repeats and makes 

manifest in the Symbolic man's true psychic condition of lack, his enslavement 

to a Symbolic universe in which he is ever deprived of a full sense of being. [...] 

Slavery and the racism that emerges with it confront these racialized subjects 

 
65 Sheldon George, ‘Approaching the “Thing” of Slavery: A Lacanian Analysis of Toni Morrison's 
“Beloved”’, African American Review, 45.1/2 (2012) [n.page]. 



Page. 39 
 

with an identity that threatens to shatter [...] the fantasies of self that mask the 

traumatic fact of lack.66 

 

 

To purse with Lacanian terms, Sethe’s racial identity is formed around the very notion 

of ‘lack’ – be it of selfhood, freedom, or autonomy. Conversely, the slave-owner, 

‘Schoolteacher’, and the white supremacist identity he represents in Morrison’s novel 

is constructed as Sethe’s ontological opposite, existing as a figure with the power to 

enter her ‘yard’ and take ‘her best thing’ away from her at a time of his choosing – a 

prophecy she obsessively repeats throughout the narrative’s cycling dialogue. For 

Morrison and Afro-Pessimism more widely then, whiteness is ‘parasitic’ in its relation 

to blackness; it affirms its ‘wholeness’ by confronting blackness’s cycling ontological 

‘lack’ and seeing it as ‘other’ in order to sustain its fantasies of ‘self’.67 As Wilderson 

cogently puts it, blackness’s recurring ‘social death’ is whiteness’s progressive ‘social 

life’ – a sentiment inscribed in the Beloved trilogy in contexts spanning the Antebellum 

South right up to the turn of the millennium.68 

 

To focus on Morrison’s positioning of slavery as the condition of modernity with 

recursion as its instrument is not to suggest that linear chronology has no place in her 

project. In fact, it is only through introducing an element of linear temporality to her 

narrative that Morrison implies black America may learn to reconceive of repetition as 

a therapeutic means of healing and moving forward – a sentiment distinctly at odds 

with Whitehead and Reed’s complete debunking of the notion of linear progress, seen 

 
66 George, Approaching the “Thing” of Slavery, p.117. 
67 The description of whiteness as ‘parasitic’ is a reference to Morrison’s use of this phrasing in ‘Black 
Matters’, Playing in the Dark, pp.29-60.  
68 C.f. Wilderson, Afropessimism [n.page]. 
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as implicated in overlooking the warning signs of future violence yet to come.69 This 

notion of repetition as a traumatic means to a redemptive end is the essence of what 

this chapter defines as the processing of black American trauma through narrative. 

Though its roots may be in Afro-Pessimism, this connection has not prevented it from 

being aligned with Black Optimist discourse too; ‘there is cause for [black] optimism 

so long as there is need for optimism’, as Moten famously discerns.70 Indeed, Morrison 

is well-critiqued for the optimism expressed in her fictional works – take Whitehead, 

for example, who suggested that the Pulitzer Prize-winning Beloved teeters on the 

brink of a disturbingly ‘post-racial’ hopefulness in his New York Times article, ‘The 

Year of Living Post Racially’ (2009). Written in the year of Barack Obama’s presidential 

victory, Whitehead’s satire on the notion of US racism being ‘over’ found Morrison’s 

novel, with its ‘invitingly post-racial’ title, to be only a few small changes away from 

embracing Liberal ideologies of linear progress to the point of blind ignorance and 

erasure. ‘Make the eponymous ghost more Casper-like [...] without making her 

Casper-looking’, he joked, and you can ‘change the aesthetic intent of the book’ to 

make it palatable to a white audience keen to move beyond race into an era of ‘colour-

blindness’.71 In her alliance of repetition and linear chronology, perhaps critics rightly 

discern an impossible wish to use ‘the master’s tools’ to ‘dismantle the master’s house’ 

in Morrison, as Audre Lord famously put it at the ‘Second Sex Conference’ in 1979.72 

hhhh 

 
69 For a discussion of narrative therapy in the work of Morrison and beyond c.f. Michelle Balaev, 
Contemporary Approaches in Literary Trauma Theory (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), pp.43-69.  
70 Moten, Black Op, p.6.  
71 Colson Whitehead, ‘The Year of Living Postracially’, The New York Times (2009) 
<https://www.nytimes.com/2009/11/04/opinion/04whitehead.html> [Accessed 6th May 2021]. 
72 Audre Lord, ‘The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House’, Second Sex 
Conference (1979). 

https://www.nytimes.com/2009/11/04/opinion/04whitehead.html
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Whilst we should take Whitehead’s provocative rhetoric with a pinch of salt, it 

nonetheless speaks to Morrison’s suggestion that there is hope for her protagonist to 

be freed from her relationship to ‘the past [that] was still waiting for her’ by disrupting 

its re-telling – manifested in the spectre of Sethe’s daughter, Beloved, who acts as an 

embodiment of the recurring threat of enslavement which drove her to commit 

infanticide.73 In line with Derrida’s ‘Hauntology’ – a portmanteau of ‘haunting’ and 

‘ontology’ itself – Morrison invokes Gothic tropes to allude to repressed memories in 

the ‘prematurely knowing’ black American psyche, as theorist, Charles Crow, discerns: 

 

The key moment in a Gothic work will occur at the point of boundary crossing 

or revelation, when something hidden or unexpressed is revealed, and we 

experience the shock of an encounter which is both unexpected and 

expected.74 

 

In Morrison’s version, the repressed return of Beloved’s ghost is counteracted by the 

thrust towards black ‘social life’ provided by Sethe’s surviving daughter, Denver, who 

offers the reader a cross-generational vision of moving beyond the past in a manner 

that processes the trauma of African American identity, treating her family history as 

a story she must internalise, digest, and repeat anew to her community. As she goes 

to visit Janey towards the end of the novel in a bid to find work to help her family to 

survive, the importance of re-telling as a therapeutic means of moving forward is made 

explicit in Denver’s realisation that ‘[n]obody was going to help her unless she told it – 

told all of it’.75 Her role is to tell her mother’s story, vocalising the traumas of her past 

 
73 Morrison, Beloved, p.54. 
74 Charles Crow, American Gothic: From Salem Witchcraft to H.P Lovercraft, an Anthology, 2nd edn. 
(Sussex: John Wiley & Sons, 2013), p.58. 
75 Morrison, Beloved, p.298. 
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that continue to destroy her whilst they remain unsaid, perpetually barred from entering 

into the ‘Symbolic order’. This recognition precipitates the novel’s climactic ‘encounter’ 

with the ghosts of slavery’s past – to use Crow’s terms – where Sethe is finally 

exorcized of Beloved’s haunting by the women from her community ‘building voice 

upon voice’ (or telling upon re-telling) to create a ‘sound wide enough to sound deep 

water and knock the pods off chestnut trees’.76 With the power of communal 

storytelling – of both remembering and processing anew – the narrative tense switches 

from past to present and chronological order prevails. Before the women utilise the 

’social’ power of re-telling, Sethe ‘opened’ the door and ‘took’ Beloved by the hand in 

the past tense. Afterwards, Sethe ‘feels’ her eyes ‘burn’ and ‘looks’ up at the sky in the 

present tense, where she sees ‘not one touch of death’, be it ‘social’ or otherwise.77 

hhhhhh 

Whilst Morrison highlights how repetitious cycles of haunting are a painful yet 

formative element of black American identity, she also suggests that repetition is a 

vital part of progressing towards a linear chronology that confronts, digests, and moves 

beyond the traumas of the past collectively. In Beloved’s closing remarks that it both 

‘was’ and ‘is not a story to pass on’, the reader finds the ambivalence of this vision of 

re-telling encapsulated.78 In order to envisage a time in which the trauma of slavery is 

no longer ‘passed on’ to future descendants, one cannot ‘pass on’ America’s violent 

past by ignoring the ways in which the psychological victimisation of slavery rebounds 

upon black Americans in the present. ‘The world does not become raceless or will not 

become unracialized’, Morrison reminds her readers in ‘Romancing the Shadow’, 

hence ‘pouring rhetorical acid on the fingers of a black hand’ in optimistic visions of 

 
76 Morrison, Beloved, p.308. 
77 Morrison, Beloved, p.308. 
78 Morrison, Beloved, p.324.  
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‘post-racial’ progress will simply ‘destroy the prints but not the hand’.79 Indeed, the 

hand in all its complexity can serve as a useful allegory for the black American identity 

Morrison’s writing gestures towards. Its ‘prints’ are passed down genetically, linking it 

to generations gone before and the traumas they have suffered. And yet, in its texture, 

its markings, and its decorations are the workings of a present unfettered by the past. 

In this vision of repetition as a forward-moving process of communal therapy, Morrison 

sees the ontological ‘lack’ of slavery become ‘wholeness’. 

 

In keeping with Morrison’s genetic metaphors, African American author, Jesmyn 

Ward, appears in many ways to be the offspring of the Morrison family tree – an 

organism which branches out to align contemporaries such as Alice Walker with more 

recent black writers like Tayari Jones or Jericho Brown, whose works similarly confront 

themes of processing trauma with a view to moving beyond it.80 Whilst Ward deals 

with many of the same ghosts as her predecessors, like Jones, her writing is less of a 

Neo-Slave Narrative in the traditional sense and more of an exploration of slavery’s 

contemporary proliferations – modern forms of imprisonment which encompass (but 

are not limited to) the racial inequality in the US prison system and the socioeconomic 

disenfranchisement of black Americans. As theorist, Justin Edwards, proposes, 

insofar as ‘the American gothic’ is ‘haunted by slavery’, so is ‘the nation itself’, if we 

concur that ‘political discourses [...] have always been embedded in the gothic’.81  

Fittingly, Ward’s second National Book Award-winning novel, Sing, Unburied, Sing 

(2017), traces Gothic manifestations of intergenerational trauma through the story of 

 
79 Morrison, ‘Romancing the Shadow’, in Playing in the Dark, p.46. 
80 C.f. Alice Walker, The Colour Purple (Boston: Harcourt, 1982); Tayari Jones, An American Marriage 
(New York: Workman, 2018); and Jericho Brown, The Tradition (London: Picador, 2019). 
81 Justin Edwards, Gothic Passages: Racial Ambiguity and the American Gothic (Iowa: University of 
Iowa Press, 2002), pp.xviii-xix.  
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Jojo, a young boy with the hereditary ability to see the ghosts of a dead child from 

Parchman prison and his murdered teenage uncle, thus revealing the extent to which 

the processing of black American trauma is implicated in generations of violence, 

poverty, and imprisonment.82 Ward’s recursive narrative brings to the fore the lived 

experience of history repeating itself in a manner that Morrison’s optimistic visions of 

psychological recovery does not. The result is a more pragmatic depiction of the 

practical limitations of healing – limitations Morrison gestures towards but sees merit 

in overlooking, instead asking her readers: ‘what’s the world for if you can’t make it up 

the way you want it?’83  

 

Ward’s tempered vision of Black Optimism borne of Afro-Pessimism declines 

Morrison’s offer to make the world up the way you want it, as she discusses in an 

interview from 2016:  

 

[I write with] a willingness to bring secrets and despair and hope and all those 

other messy human emotions to life. To express what it means to be born and 

grow up into the cycle of poverty that has been bequeathed to so many of us 

[...] with a kind of courage born of desperation.84 

 

For Ward, the act of re-telling the stories of slavery is remedial in the sense that it 

allows history’s buried narratives to come to the fore again, transforming the historical 

archive from a catalogue of black dehumanisation to an affirmation of the ‘messy 

human emotions’ of black life, as she sees it. Nevertheless, as her depictions of 

 
82 Jesmyn Ward, Sing, Unburied, Sing (London: Bloomsbury, 2017). 
83 Toni Morrison, Jazz (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1992), p.208.  
84 Jesmyn Ward, Danille Taylor, ‘Literary Voice of the Dirty South: an Interview with Jesmyn Ward’, 
CLA Journal, 60.2 (2016), pp.267-68.  
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systemic oppression demonstrate, so long as the ‘cycle of poverty’ rebounds on black 

Americans in the present, racism’s socioeconomic ghosts need just as much 

exorcizing as its psychological ones. Perhaps Edwards’s analysis of the Gothic warns 

us as much, or perhaps it was Morrison’s celebratory Gothic mode that ‘prematurely’ 

necessitated Ward’s more pragmatic engagement. 

 

Richie, the malevolent spirit of Ward’s novel, returns to haunt the family of her young, 

mixed-race protagonist, Jojo, after his mercy killing at the hands of Jojo’s grandfather, 

Pop, at Parchman prison. As a former plantation transformed into a prison farm in 

1901, Parchman has continued to disproportionately incarcerate African American 

inmates since its inception, forcing them to work in conditions viewed by activists as 

the new face of slave labour: ‘it’s like a snake that sheds its skin’, Richie observes, 

‘the outside look different when the scales change, but the inside always the same’.85 

Like Sethe, Richie’s character is constructed around the trauma of his enslavement, 

appearing only to plague Jojo to persuade Pop to tell the story of Parchman in the 

right order, though this is not the way Pop chooses to tell it. As with Sethe’s post-

traumatic cycling, Pop repetitively tells ‘some parts of Richie’s story over and over 

again’, never allowing Jojo to ‘hear the end [...] they were just bad poems, limping 

down the page’ without the linear chronology of a story.86 Jojo grows convinced, like 

Denver, that re-telling as a therapeutic means of processing trauma is all that is 

needed to transform the ‘moth eaten shirt’ of Richie’s memory into a ‘shirt hang[ing] 

new’, complete with ‘tails’ that represent the end of his story and haunting.87 But Richie 

represents more than his death, he is the violent legacy of Parchman itself – a place 

 
85 Ward, Sing, Unburied, Sing, p.172. 
86 Ward, Sing, Unburied, Sing, p.72.  
87 Ward, Sing, Unburied, Sing, p.157. 
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where both Jojo’s father and grandfather were incarcerated while the white relative 

who killed Jojo’s uncle, Given, walked free. As the reader is forced to realise, 

exorcizing intergenerational trauma is not just a psychological or narratological task. 

xxxxxx 

Ward thus suggests that institutionalised racism is the force that drew Richie’s spirit 

back from the past, not the individual’s need to tell their story, or remedy a lack thereof: 

 

How could I know that after I died, Parchman would pull me from the sky? How 

could I imagine Parchman would pull me to it and refuse to let go? And how 

could I conceive that Parchman was past, present, and future all at once? That 

the history and sentiment that carved the place out of the wilderness would 

show me that time is a vast ocean, and that everything is happening at once?88 

 

In line with the Afro-Pessimist view that blackness is not only founded upon but also 

inescapably bound to notions of death and enslavement, Ward’s narrative blends 

‘past, present, and future’ in the spectre of Parchman to align perpetual enslavement 

with the foundations of black American identity, showing how generations of racial 

violence do not simply ‘transpose’ one another, they ‘translate’ into each other in an 

unsettling vision of coexistence. She thus accords with the view that ‘for Blacks to 

have faith in the system as it currently exists [...] is to capitulate to a structure of White 

Masters in which Black bodies remain objects to be hyper-exploited’, as Ryan Poll 

surmises in his Afro-Pessimist analysis of Jordan Peele’s Get Out (2017) – a horror 

film in which the ghosts are not human spectres, but the haunting white supremacy 

 
88 ‘Richie’ in Ward, Sing, Unburied, Sing, pp.186-187.  
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ingrained in American society.89 Repeating Richie’s story in ‘a manner in which it can 

be digested [...] in which the memory is not destructive’, as Morrison proposes, is not 

sufficient to exorcize his ghost. One cannot move so swiftly beyond racism’s systemic 

trauma because it is incompatible with linear chronology at the most fundamental level, 

even with the healing of forms of therapy which invoke telling and re-telling anew.90 

hhhh 

This is not to suggest that therapeutic healing is not possible for the black American 

community depicted in Ward’s novel. After Pop reaches the end of his story, Richie 

does momentarily disappear ‘like he done sucked all the light and darkness over them 

miles, over them years, into him’, leaving ‘soft air and yellow sunlight [...] where he 

was, and me and Pop embracing in the grass’ in a poignant image of cross-

generational consolation.91 Perhaps the main difference between Ward and Morrison’s 

visions of re-telling as a means of processing trauma is not their varying degrees of 

pessimism, but the extent to which the narrative form is a means to an end versus an 

end in itself. Whilst Morrison suggests that re-telling is a way of leaving the past in the 

past, Ward eschews this move towards linear chronology, conceiving of storytelling as 

only a partial form of healing, with recursion offering a means of liberation in and of 

itself, albeit partial and fleeting. In her novel’s climactic exorcism of Jojo’s dying 

grandmother, Mam, it is through the repetitious language of the Voodoo ritual that 

Ward suggests Richie’s malevolent grip is loosened. Even if he doesn’t leave the world 

entirely, Richie leaves the family in peace when Jojo reminds him towards the close 

of ‘the Litany’ that there ‘ain’t no more stories for you here’; the re-ordering of trauma 

 
89 Ryan Poll, ‘Can One “Get Out?” The Aesthetics of Afro-Pessimism’, The Journal of the Midwest 
Modern Language Association, 51.2 (2018), p.94. 
90 Marsha Jean Darling, ‘In the Realm of Responsibility: A Conversation with Toni Morrison’, Women's  
Review of Books, 5.6 (1988), p.5. 
91 Ward, Sing, Unburied, Sing, p.257.  
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into a linear narrative is not freeing, but Voodoo, with its incantations passed down 

from ancestors, offers the family reprieve from generations of trauma.92 Indeed, when 

Richie’s spirit is banished, Mam’s murdered son, Given, re-enters the scene as if 

‘push[ing] through whatever held him’, climbing into bed with Mam to ‘look upon [her] 

with love’ so she may peacefully pass onto the afterlife without becoming a ghost.93 In 

this image of the past rebounding upon the present in consolation, Ward demonstrates 

how the processing of African American trauma is possible, if only partially, through 

embracing the recursion inherent to ‘building voice upon voice’ – albeit in a religious 

rather than communal context – as a route towards therapeutic healing and salvation. 

dddddd 

At the novel’s close, it still remains to be seen whether Richie’s ghost will ever be laid 

to rest completely, as he leaves to join a spectral family tree where generations of 

black Americans ‘wanting peace the way a thirsty man seeks water’ congregate in 

‘rags and breeches, T-shirts and tignons, fedoras and hoodies’ – their clothing marking 

every era of American racism.94 Though the spectres are moved to ‘something like 

relief, something like remembrance’ by the singing of Jojo’s sister, Kayla – a vision of 

a future generation not yet cognisant of racism’s legacies – they ‘do not leave’ in the 

course of Ward’s novel, rather tellingly so.95 Not quite the complete exorcism of 

Beloved’s ghost, Ward’s depiction of forms of re-telling offers a means of processing 

African American trauma which is incomplete but not hopeless, ending in the 

attempted (and partially successful) consolation of a repeated musical refrain. It is ‘a 

hymn to the possibility of singing while running for your life’ – to use the terms Charles 

Linscott employs to describe Moten’s musicological depiction of Black Optimism – a 

 
92 Ward, Sing, Unburied, Sing, p.268. 
93 Ward, Sing, Unburied, Sing, p.269. 
94 Ward, Sing, Unburied, Sing, pp.236,283. 
95 Ward, Sing, Unburied, Sing, p.284. 
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joyous outburst of life in the face of death and disenfranchisement which continue to 

recur in America’s present day.96 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
96 Charles Linscott, ‘All Lives (Don't) Matter: The Internet Meets Afro-Pessimism and Black Optimism’, 
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Haunted rhythms and Hip Hop – a brief musical ‘cut’ 

 

 

 

In her explanation of her writing process for Sing, Unburied, Sing, Ward connects song 

with liberation in her discussion of the intergenerational network of musical reference 

points she used to inform her narrative:  

 

In [the epigraph of] Sing, you'll see that I have a quote from Big K.R.I.T. there 

because I always have Southern hip-hop on the brain. [...] My editor actually 

gave me a package that contained a book and several field recordings from 

Parchman prison [too] [...] so I listened to that when I was working on the 

revision. [...] [These musical sources] informed my ideas that I had about song 

and singing and music as providing evidence of some kind of order in the 

afterlife, or some kind of harmony[.]97  

 

The notion that black American musical traditions spanning the Antebellum era to the 

present day provide collective evidence of ‘harmony’ and ‘order’ in the next life can be 

thought of as another form of Reed’s ‘necromantic’ process of looking to the ‘tombs’ 

of the past to comment upon the future. In Ward’s depiction, doing so enabled her to 

sustain rather than foreclose a vision of black liberation. And yet, the songs she 

invoked also spoke to America’s interconnecting legacies of slavery in their lyrical 

 
97 Taylor Bryant, ‘Jesmyn Ward on Her New Novel and How the South Really Won the Civil 
War’, Nylon.Com (2017) <https://www.nylon.com/articles/jesmyn-ward-sing-unburied-sing-interview> 
[Accessed 14th June 2021]. 
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content and contexts, manifesting a tension between optimism and pessimism that is 

fundamental both to the novel they inspired, and to the broader genre it is situated in. 

 

Paradoxically, Ward found a sense of ‘harmonic’ wholeness in the coming together of 

cross-generational sounds of black ‘social death’. This notion has strong musicological 

grounding, especially when one examines the musical structure of Hip Hop, composed 

around repeating points of rupture – known as ‘cuts’ or ‘break beats’ – which are 

‘looped’ into rhythmic ‘equilibrium’ from the ‘chaos’ of fragmentation.98 As 

musicologist, James Snead, explains, cuts are often sampled from musical 

predecessors like the work songs Ward references, invoked as a means of linking 

together the fragments of diasporic black identity into a vision of rhythmic cohesion. 

This is not so much evidence of ‘harmony’, as Ward proposes, since ‘harmonic 

progression’ is a traditionally white, Western musical priority. It is, however, evidence 

of repetition being used in the service of cross-generational ‘order’ – an embodiment 

of a distinctly black set of musical priorities, as Snead expands: 

 

Black culture, in the “cut”, “builds” accidents into its coverage, almost as if to 

control their unpredictability. [...] In European culture, repetition [denotes] 

accumulation and growth. In black culture, the thing (the ritual, the dance, the 

beat) is there for you to pick up, [...] [black musical tradition] relies upon the 

ongoing recurrence of the beat.99 

 

 
98 A ‘cut’ is a short a piece of audio that has been clipped to introduce a different section of a song 
without harmonic progression. A ‘breakbeat’ is a rhythm composed of repeated ‘breaks’ (musical 
interludes which deviate distinctively from the main content of the piece). C.f. Tricia Rose, Black Noise 
(Conneticut: Wesleyan University Press, 1994).  
99 James Snead, ‘Repetition in Black Culture’, Black American Literature Forum, 4.15 (1981), p.150. 
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The musical understanding informing the writing of Sing, Unburied, Sing can be 

viewed as constitutive of much of the text’s thinking about the liberating potential of 

cross-generational patterns of call-and-response. Pop re-telling Richie’s story to his 

grandson; Mam teaching her daughter centuries-old voodoo incantations; Kayla 

singing the spectres of every era of American racism to a state of peace: all of these 

moments are informed by the powerful perseverance of ‘social life’ seen in Ward’s 

network of musical reference points – a chain connecting today’s ‘Southern rappers’ 

with the ‘men who were working in the field’ from centuries before, thus highlighting 

the continuity of ‘order’ and ‘harmony’ in the midst of centuries of violent oppression. 

As Latour reveals, by tracing forms of ‘social’ connection, narrative or otherwise, we 

may form a deeper understanding of the ways in which ideas or experiences are not 

‘transposed’ but actively ‘translated’ across contexts, acting as powerful sources of 

resistance and fugitivity as opposed to victimisation. To use Moten’s terminology, such 

a sense of connectivity is as much a testament to the ‘sociability’ of black protest as it 

is to the endurance of black ‘social death’. Albeit a vast connection to draw between 

rap and Antebellum work songs, such is the relation Ward, like this thesis, promotes. 

hhhhhh 

Whilst re-telling in the work of African American writers is often used to express the 

Afro-Pessimist sentiment that blackness is defined by the repeated experience of 

enslavement, as Ward implies, it achieves something radically different in the 

intertextuality of African American musical tradition. It is something radically resistant, 

or radically Black Optimist, perhaps, which suggests that forms of musical re-telling 

offer more than just a means of connecting generations of black musicians across 

continents; they also provide a way of undoing their systemic erasure. In this, the 

notion of the Neo-Slave Narrative as a form of therapeutic recursion can be usefully 
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expanded beyond the realm of the literary, similarly heard in the musical intertextuality 

that is clearly apprehended in Hip Hop’s penchant for raising ghosts from the black 

musical archive. Take Trinidadian American rapper, Nicki Minaj, for instance, whose 

song, ‘Barbie Dreams’ (2018) – a remix of The Notorious B.I.G’s ‘Just Playing 

(Dreams)’ (1994) – demonstrates how rapping over the beats of one’s predecessors 

is a process of affirmation; a way of solidifying their position as a ‘classic’ of the genre. 

For Minaj, her sample signalled an ‘RIP to B.I.G – classic shit’, as she proclaims over 

the introduction of B.I.G’s bassline.100 In actual fact, it signalled more than this, offering 

an ‘RIP’ to a whole host of musical forerunners ranging from James Brown (who B.I.G 

sampled to create his track) to Lil’ Kim (who recorded a pseudo-feminist remix of 

B.I.G’s version in 1996 that reversed its misogynist lyrics from the objectification of 

‘RnB bitches’ to ‘RnB dicks’).101 In its practice of revisiting the work of black artists to 

add new layers of meaning to their songs, Hip Hop is an example of a black musical 

tradition that is inherently dialogic – or ‘heteroglossic’, to use a Bakhtinian term – in a 

manner that is as antagonistic to a sense of linear chronology as so much of the 

African American literary oeuvre this dissertation has explored. Its sampling 

recapitulates the past in a more celebratory vision than Ward or Morrison’s usage of 

the American Gothic. As musicologist, Tricia Rose, explains, the Neo-Slave Narratives 

told in Hip Hop music are testaments to black ‘social’ life: 

 

sampling in rap is a process of cultural literacy and intertextual reference [...] 

functioning as a challenge to know these sounds, to make connections between 

 
100 Onika Maraj (aka Nicki Minaj) et al., ‘Barbie Dreams’, in Queen (California: Young Money, 2018) 
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_bvLphVWHpo> [Accessed 31st May 2021]. 
101 James Brown, ‘Blues and Pants’, in Hot Pants (London: Polydor, 1971) <https://www.youtube.com/ 
watch?v=3MMofmipZxk> [Accessed 1st June 2021]; Lil’ Kim et al., ‘Dreams Freestyle’, in Hard Core 
(New York: Atlantic Records, 1996) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fx9OS80w7iU> [Accessed 
1st June 2021]. 
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the lyrical and musical texts. It affirms black musical history and locates these 

‘past’ sounds in the ‘present’ [...] in the foreground of black collective 

memory.102 

 

 

Just like the tempered form of Black Optimism that Sing, Unburied, Sing presents in 

its visions of partial, intergenerational healing, the Hip Hop that informed it can be 

viewed as both Black Optimist and Afro-Pessimist in its own cross-generational 

‘sociability’. As with every example in this dissertation, these strands of Black Studies 

transcend an ‘either/or’ relationship, inhabiting one of ‘both/and’, as Sexton clarifies: 

hhhh 

this pushing back is really a pushing forward [...] in this perverse sense, black 

social death is black social life. [...] The most radical negation of the antiblack 

world is the most radical affirmation of a blackened world. Afro-pessimism is 

“not but nothing other than” black optimism.103  

 

This self-negating, self-affirming paradox – the ‘not but nothing other’ which Sexton 

borrows from Moten –  can be well-perceived in Hip Hop artist, Lauryn Hill’s, song, 

‘Black Rage’ (2014) – a subversive sampling of Julie Andrews’s ‘My Favourite Things’ 

(1959) released online during the Ferguson protests that followed police officer, 

Darren Wilson’s, acquittal.104 As that which Rose calls a ‘cultural vehicle for open 

social reflection’, Hip Hop has been imbricated in socio-political debate about new 

 
102 Rose, Black Noise, p.89. 
103 Sexton, The Social Life of Social Death, p.37.  
104 Lauryn Hill, ‘Black Rage (sketch)’, released on Soundcloud (2014) 
<https://soundcloud.com/mslaurynhill/black-rage-sketch> [Accessed 3rd June 2021]; Richard Rogers, 
Oscar Hammerstein II, ‘My Favourite Things’, performed by Julie Andrews, in The Sound of Music 
(New York: Rogers and Hammerstein, 1959).  
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forms of black imprisonment since its inception.105 Over a sparse accompaniment 

consisting of a steady drum-beat and a few stripped-back chords, Hill gives a four-

minute, anti-chronological history of a ‘Black Rage’ that is inextricably linked to her 

musical genre, founded upon slavery’s ‘two thirds a person’ constitutional 

compromise; on today’s ‘squeezed economics’ and ‘blatant denial’ of ingrained 

systemic disenfranchisement; and on ‘greed, falsely called progress’ transcending 

every era of racism in the USA. Like sampling’s capacity for raising musical ghosts 

from the dead, Hill’s piece is haunted by lyrical relics and extradiegetic sounds of anti-

black violence. Yet, when she charts this course, she feels not hopeless but fearless:  

 

When the dogs bit 

When the beatings 

When I'm feeling sad 

I simply remember all these kinds of things  

And then I don't fear so bad.106 

 

By conceiving of blackness as a state of constant, Afro-Pessimist fear, Hill validates 

the rage she feels whilst celebrating the resistance it elicits, focussing on the ‘black 

life insisted from death’ that is evident in the sounds of children playing in the 

background of her track, recorded in one take in her living room.107 Though it seems 

counter-intuitive, Hill suggests that black ‘social life’ is and always has been 

inseparable from black suffering; to recognise this is not to resign oneself to the notion 

that blackness is nothing but pain. Instead, it is to affirm the resilience of black 

 
105 Rose, Black Noise, p.18. 
106 Hill, Black Rage [n.page]. 
107 Sharpe, In the Wake, p.17. 
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American identity, commending it to ‘embrace the underprivilege of being sentenced 

to the gift of constant escape’, as Moten puts it.108 By drawing inspiration from musical 

forms of resistance-come-liberation, it is this spirit that Sing, Unburied, Sing channels: 

the haunted yet hopeful sound of community heard in every layer of Hip Hop creation. 

Hhhh 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
108 Moten, Black Op, p.1745.  
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Conclusion 

 

 
 
 
When George Floyd told Derek Chauvin that he couldn’t breathe a total of twenty 

times, the police officer replied: ‘it takes a heck of a lot of oxygen to talk’.109 In this 

image of a white arbiter of a justice system built upon slave-catching silencing a black 

man to death, it is not difficult to perceive the ways in which the originary violence of 

slavery recurs in the ‘social’ and physical death to which black Americans are 

continually subjected.110 Yet, whilst Afro-Pessimist discourse rightly condemns the 

societal structures which perpetuate the violent erasure of black lives, Black Optimism 

reminds us that there is value in remembering that African Americans have not been 

passive victims but active resisters and revolutionaries. It does take a lot of oxygen to 

talk; it takes even more to do so with a constricting force on your neck. But Floyd used 

his last breath to issue a simple request for his life. As with the re-telling of Slave 

Narratives from centuries prior, in Floyd’s death, his words accrued new ‘social’ life in 

the communal protests of the #BLM movement that proceeded him, albeit disturbingly. 

 

Sadly, Floyd’s pleas fell on deaf ears; it is important we acknowledge this lest we risk 

heroizing his tragic murder. Nevertheless, it is also important that we point out how his 

were the words used in protests following the death of Eric Garner, an unarmed black 

 
109 Jordan Freiman, ‘Derek Chauvin Told George Floyd ‘It Takes a Heck of a Lot of Oxygen’ to Talk 
during Fatal Arrest, Transcript Shows’, CBS News (2020) <https://www.cbsnews.com/news/derek-
chauvin-george-floyd-arrest-oxygen/> [Accessed 19th May 2021].  
110 For an analysis of the US Justice System’s roots in slave-catching c.f. Ben Fountain, ‘Slavery and 
the Origins of the American Police State’, GEN (2018) <https://gen.medium.com/slavery-and-the-
origins-of-the-american-police-state-ec318f5ff05b> [Accessed 19th May 2021].  
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man killed by police officer, Daniel Pantaleo, after a fatal incident involving a chokehold 

in 2014. Garner’s final words – ‘I can’t breathe’ – were emblazoned on placards and 

public monuments in the wake of his murder, becoming a trending Twitter hashtag 

overnight used to catapult black perspectives to the forefront of public consciousness. 

The fact that they were also Floyd’s last words is certainly a grim reverberation of the 

same old violence, though it is also a reminder that the strength of black protest is 

borne of the pain of black suffering. The two are, in many ways, inextricably bound. 

vvvvvv 

The notion that history ceaselessly doubles back on itself in new proliferations cannot 

be read in any single way, be that Afro-Pessimist or Black Optimist. The prophetic 

vision of ‘premature knowing’ depicted in Slave Narratives (Neo or otherwise) shows 

us both how cycles of violence rebound century upon century, and how notions of 

historical progression can be productively undermined by drawing attention to this. 

Correspondingly, the retrospective processing of trauma portrayed in black-authored 

ghost stories exhibits a similar antagonism to linear chronology that is both traumatic 

and redemptive, suggesting that the notion of ‘historylessness’ needn’t necessarily 

foreclose the possibility of liberation when implicated in cross-generational forms of 

healing. What it means to re-tell is multitudinous in and of itself, it cannot be consigned 

to any one thing, though it’s clear to see how its various manifestations can be linked 

across movements and generations like the violence that begot them. In this regard, 

we might wonder why contemporary #BLM discourse which draws on notions of 

historical recursion garners such criticism for being too much of any one thing. Too 

anti-establishment for some, not revolutionary enough for others, what many fail to 

notice is that the strength of the movement is in its capacity for multiplicity. This 

dissertation has sought to emphasise the plurality inherent to the ‘Neo-Slave Narrative’ 
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in a similar manner – not to undermine the cohesiveness of the genre, but to 

demonstrate how navigating contradictory impulses is a task that is as inextricable 

from black American writing as it is from blackness itself. To say so is not to undermine 

its various, contradictory strands, it is to understand them better. 

 

Combatting the violent erasure of African American personhood presented in every 

chapter of the American history-book necessitates an engagement with what historian, 

Susannah Radstone, calls ‘memory’s temporalities’. Defined as the ‘non-linearity, 

circularity or timelessness of memory’, they function to undermine notions of historical 

progress by showing how the chronologies of memory ‘are antithetical to this’, moving 

‘against historical temporality’s linear flow’.111 Though it professed to chart ‘slavery’s 

time (out of) line’, in doing so, this dissertation actually charted slavery’s memory. It 

did not represent that which has happened, happens, or will happen, but that which is 

sensitive to the machinations of remembrance, excavating the human presence 

erased by slavery even as it continued to perceive its erasure in new, contemporary 

forms. Re-telling and thereby connecting narrations of enslavement across various 

eras of US racism may be both Afro-Pessimist and Black Optimist at once if it can be 

thought of as an act of memory – necessarily variable and overlapping. If we want to 

write against slavery’s violent legacies, let us embrace recursion on every level – from 

narrative construction to research methodology – so we are better equipped to do so. 

hhhhhh 

 

 

 

 
111 Susannah Radstone, ‘Reconceiving Binaries: the Limits of Memory’, History Workshop Journal, 
59.1 (2005), p.14.  
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