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“Theorizing in a Void”:  
Sublimity, Matter, and Physics  
in Black Feminist Poetics

What is it like inside of a black hole?
 — Evelynn Hammonds, “Black (W)holes and  
the Geometry of Black Female Sexuality”

In the modern Western imagination, blackness has no 
value; it is nothing. As such, it marks an opposition 
that signals a negation, which does not refer to  
contradiction. For blackness refers to matter — as The 
Thing; it refers to that without form — it functions as  
a nullification of the whole signifying order that sus-
tains value in both its economic and ethical scenes.
 — Denise Ferreira da Silva, “1 (life) ÷ 0 (blackness) = 
∞ − ∞ or ∞ / ∞: On Matter beyond the Equation of 
Value”

In “The Ceremony Must Be Found: After Human-
ism,” Sylvia Wynter (1984) argues that the “Order/
Chaos” opposition has been essential to the auto-
poiesis, or institution and relatively stable replica-
tion, of Man as a dynamic system. Whereas New-
tonian mechanics gave rise to the idea of chaos as 
a consternating external threat to a linear, predict-
able, and law-like universe, post-Newtonian chaos 
theory challenged this view by no longer inter-
preting the two tendencies — order and chaos — as 
purely oppositional in their origins and effects 
but rather as interwoven: patterns of order arise in 
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chaos and chaos in order. For instance, structure within chaos or constrained 
chaos is known as a strange attractor, and spontaneous chaos potentially 
provides pragmatic benefits to a system by allowing for the discovery of new 
pathways to greater efficiency. Thus chaos is not extrinsic but constitutive 
to the ordering processes of a system. Yet, according to Wynter, black(ened) 
people are recursively conceived as a chaotic threat encroaching from, and 
appropriate to, the margins of a “universalist” system of Order.

By way of introduction, I want to draw out a few key implications of 
Wynter’s insight and engagement with chaos theory: within the logic of an 
antiblack imaginary, blackness functions in extended Newtonian terms as 
external threat, or, to use Wynter’s provocative term, as a signifier of “Ulti-
mate Chaos” against which Man has been able to vertically institute and 
hegemonically figure itself under the heroic sign of Order with attendant 
associations of Progress, Reason, and Beauty, concealing this sense of order’s 
dependence on the abject figures constitutive to it and the systemic historical 
conditions of its emergence and renewal.1 Wynter (1984: 37) writes:

Different forms of segregating the Ultimate Chaos that was the Black — from 
the apartheid of the South to the lynchings in both North and South, to their 
deprivation of the vote, and confinement in an inferior secondary education 
sphere, to the logic of the jobless/ghetto/drugs/crime/prison archipelagoes 
of today — ensured that . . . the “active creation” of the type of Chaos, which 
the dominant model needs for the replication of its own system, would 
continue. It thus averted any effort to find the ceremonies which could wed 
the structural oppositions, liberating the Black from his Chaos function, 
since this function was the key to the dynamics of its own order of being.

As a signifier of blackness, the “Ultimate” in Wynter’s “Ultimate Chaos” 
connotes both the fundamental and finality, or the end of a process, and in 
the context of physics, ultimate denotes the maximum possible strength or 
resistance beyond which a structure or form breaks, in other words, a thresh-
old to rupture (37). This threshold to rupture, Wynter (1990) terms else-
where “demonic ground.” As Katherine McKittrick (2006: xxiv) has noted, 
while notions of the “demonic” are “unquestionably wrapped up in religious 
hierarchies and the supernatural, the demonic has also been understood in 
terms that are less ecclesiastical”; for instance, “in mathematics, physics, and 
computer science, the demonic connotes a working system that cannot have 
a determined, or knowable, outcome.” It is this latter sense, nonlinearity and 
indeterminancy, that I would like to deepen and expand in my reading of 
Wynter’s investigation of “the grounds” that the “absented presence” of black 
female iconicity provides (McKittrick 2006: xxv).
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In “Beyond Miranda’s Meanings: Un/Silencing the ‘Demonic Ground’ 
of Caliban’s ‘Woman,’” Wynter (1990: 361) argues that the “ontological 
absence” of black female iconicity in William Shakespeare’s The Tempest 
points not simply to a silenced social subject and nullification of said subject 
as an object of desire in the play but more profoundly to the occlusion of 
modes of being/feeling/knowing, which are anxiously and persistently, even 
if contingently, signified by the iconicity of “the black female body” in the 
canonized discourses of Humanism.2 These foreclosed modes of being/feel-
ing/knowing, which Wynter terms “demonic ground,” are discontinuous 
(and therefore thought to be irrational) with the racially linear teleology (read 
eugenic schemas) of biocentrism, which include the very hegemonic catego-
ries and ascriptions of the discourse of “gender and sexuality” itself. Accord-
ing to Wynter, this discourse’s universalizing impetus weds an anatomical 
model of sexual difference to a physiognomic model of race in order to ascribe 
a bio-ontologizing relational and hierarchical system of value and desire to 
nature. In other words, the causality of the Human, as an imperious, linearly 
hierarchical, social system, is assigned to the order of matter itself.

Extending Wynter here, I want to suggest that the “ontological absence” 
she describes is not solely operative in the mode of an “absent presence,” but 
arguably when “the black female body” is figured, figuration may paradoxi-
cally intensify a socially imposed opacity (see Browne 2015; Copeland 2013). 
For instance, in the development of the biocentric discourses of biology, med-
icine, and social science of sex/uality and reproduction, “the black female 
body” has functioned as a prototypical specimen and trope of disorder.3 The 
development of scientific and medical images and apparatuses — take the 
speculum, for instance — for putative purposes of magnification and closer 
inspection of corporeal interiors did not progressively lead to greater clarity 
but was just as likely to result in the observation of a deeper opacity.4

As a disorderly material metaphor, “the black female body” marked the 
outer limits both of the “universal” order of sex-gender and of patriarchy. 
This order took the form not of “the gender binary,” as it is often contempo-
rarily referred to, but, instead, of a teleological-relational hierarchy with more 
than two paradigmatic positions, such that the binaristic frame of “cis” and 
“trans” further occludes rather than clarifies the historical logic of biocentric 
discourse as “the black female body” has foundationally and recursively 
been categorized and measured as an other gender and an other sex.5 Such 
recursion conditions and is essential to the poesis and current (re)ordering 
of biocentric discourse.6 In this context, what masquerades as axiomatically 
empirical, “the black female body,” is actually an abject-conditioning mate-
rial metaphor that takes on the social regulatory role of myth in a system of 
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“universal” sex-gender. Yet our critical discourses, Wynter (1990) argues, 
often leave the biocentric basis of our received notions of sex, gender, and 
sexuality utterly unexamined despite biocentrism’s mutually constitutive 
relation to the gendered and sexual normativities of antiblackness and 
empire. The term sexual difference evokes racial difference, even as it symp-
tomatically represses the conditioning function of the “ontological absence” 
to which Wynter refers: in the visual epistemology of “sexual difference,” the 
icon of “the black female body” in particular, in both its alternating and com-
bining presences and absences, has functioned as an aporetic abject referent 
in making sexual difference “real,” legible, and visualizable. Debates con-
cerning (gender and racial) inscrutability and passing, the politics of the 
look, and those concerning the ethics of representing or refusing representa-
tion (i.e., historical violence or police terror) commonly bypass an examina-
tion of the very conditions not only of visual epistemologies of “evidence” but 
also of representability itself, including their foundational biocentric racial-
izing and sexuating violence.7 In other words, such debates further occlude 
the violence that is not (yet) even legible as violence. 

For Wynter (1990: 355–56, 364), “demonic ground” is a “projected” 
“vantage point” in space or a “slot” “outside of our present governing system 
of meaning, or theory/ontology,” yet this “silenced” ground is the condition 
of economies of value, affect, and desire (understood here in the broadest 
sense) and the “universalizing” hegemonic terms of woman and patriarchal 
discourse.8 The phrase “demonic ground” “point[s] toward the epochal thresh-
old” of a mode of being/feeling/knowing with the capacity to rupture the 
current order’s consolidated field of meanings, affect- and behavior-regulat-
ing schemas, and order-replicating hermeneutics (356). Wynter argues that 
such a frame of reference or mode(l), if/when it is approached, should paral-
lel the “‘demonic models’ posited by physicists who seek to conceive of a van-
tage point outside the space-time orientation of the humuncular observer” 
(364). In referencing the displacement of the authority and hegemony of the 
Scholastic theological interpretative model by studia humanitatis and the rise 
of natural science, a history often metonymically recalled in the phrase 
“Copernican Revolution,” I take Wynter to suggest that if we take seriously 
the constitutive absence of standpoint that she terms “demonic ground” and 
subject this structuring absence — which Evelynn Hammonds (1994: 137) 
describes as “a dense and full place in space” — to rigorous examination, 
such an approach would necessarily open onto a mode of thought not simply 
akin to physics (and scientific revolutions of the past) but one that would 
mutate its terms and bring about another mode of science altogether.
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Man is a figuratively coded, boundary-maintaining system. When 
attempting to hierarchically disaggregate Order and Chaos, iconography of 
“the black female body” has been an essential and essentializing mecha-
nism in the determination of Man’s limits. As with the initial reception of 
Benoit Mandelbrot’s set, “the black female body,” in the discourses of West-
ern (social) science and medicine, has been emblematized as paradigmati-
cally dis-aesthetic or a monstrous irregularity, and, as I demonstrate below, 
this is a trajectory that extends into philosophical discourses as well.9

But in the case of Wynter’s demonic ground, neither the iconography 
of “the black female body” nor its fleshly representationalist doubles are 
equivalent to it; rather, demonic ground is a sublime initiating absence that 
signals ontologizing racialization, sexuating domination, and violent gen-
dered assignations, as well as the dense point of potential rupture.10 Demonic 
ground alludes to the sublime because it gestures toward the superempiri-
cal, exceeding the empirical because it sets scale and the terms of scale’s leg-
ibility; therefore, such a sublime capacity requires us to think the limit of 
representation and conceptualization beyond the representationalist terms 
we might associate with the iconicity of “the black female body.” In this 
essay, I want to explore the ways that black feminist and gender theory, such 
as that of Wynter, has already prepared us to do this work.

In the simplest terms, I turn to questions and concerns of black mater 
because I aim to identify how blackness even in its abstraction is entangled 
with the discursive-material politics of sexual difference. My reading of the 
opacity and aporia structuring black femininity in the not-yet-past of Enlight-
enment thought, suggests that a projected black femininity functions as the 
ground of normativizing and hierarchical arrangement and rearrangements 
of sex-gender in the globalizing West.11 I began this essay with Wynter and 
now proceed to read a tradition of black feminist poetics, whereby poetics 
implies poetry as a mode of writing and theory itself, that collectively suggests 
“a sort of historical a priori” where the ongoing production and nullification of 
black mater is the condition of possibility for relation and the dialectics of the 
Subject.12 In this essay, I am thinking along the lines of Michel Foucault’s his-
torical a priori and contra Immanuel Kant, in that the seemingly self-evident 
ground of perception and conceptualization is not “transcendental and uni-
versal” but contingent, material, and historical. In order to bring the interven-
tions of black feminist poetics into relief, I offer, as a first step, an analysis of 
Edmund Burke’s and Kant’s highly influential approaches to the sublime and 
the racialized and gendered theses undergirding their thought. Whether 
invisible as the absent-presence of the “unthought” or made obscurely visible 
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via the abjection or mythification of black femininity’s fleshly material meta-
phors, a representational strategy we might term “presenting absence” or 
nothingness, both are a foreclosing of the being/feeling/knowing that black 
femininity implies.13 To evoke Denise Ferreira da Silva (2017), black mater 
here should be “taken not as a category but as a referent of another mode of 
existing in the world,” “another horizon of existence.”

What this essay does is attempt to work through the nonidentitarian 
terms of a black femininity, imposed and occluded, yet internal to black 
mater in the Western discourses of Man. This working through investigates 
the meeting of blackness and femininity in/as sublimity, whereby a mythical 
or imagined abject femininity serves as a threshold to blackness’s incalcula-
bly and paradoxically dense yet voided im/materiality. Black femininity here 
is not a figure in the first instance but a historical a priori. When not made 
invisible, the black feminine sublime may become obliquely figurative in the 
form of material metaphors, where these representations are given mythical 
and/or abject representation. This essay attempts to interpret the motifs of 
chaos theory and physics in black gender and feminist theory and consider 
its implications for the increasingly central place of science (physics in 
particular) in recent feminist materialisms. I argue that the turn to physics 
metaphors in black feminism attempts to address two interrelated problems 
concerning representation of a black feminine sublime: scale and paradox or 
absurdity. Here I attempt to interpret to what effect motifs of physics perform 
in black feminist theory.

The Black Feminine Sublime and the Matter of Representation  
in Recent Feminist Materialism

Recent feminist materialisms, despite their nascent development, have come 
to what amounts to a consensus: the primacy afforded “representation” in 
post-structuralist–informed feminist theory has begun to produce dimin-
ishing returns.14 Such criticism contends that feminists’ critical attention to 
the politics of representation has itself become complicit in the blindness 
and even violence of the very discourses they claim to call into question by 
privileging discursivity (what people say about things) at the expense of a 
studied consideration of the force of matter (or the things themselves), which 
seemingly can be gleaned most reliably in the disciplinary discourses of sci-
ence. Moreover, they maintain that even despite what they perceive as post-
structuralism’s now routinized interpellations, matter’s magnetizing pull 
beckons us to come to terms with the irreducible force of things (Barad 
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2003; Bennett 2010; Coole and Frost 2010; Frost 2011). Although it is indeed 
arguable that “matter” is rendered void in some iterations of post-structural-
ist theory, can we, feminists, afford to jettison or even decenter the study of 
the problematics of “representation”? Given that scientific representations 
are still representations, “the politics of representation” would appear to be 
important even to the question of matter’s nullification?15 What is at stake 
when we attempt to invert the representation-matter hierarchy? And, per-
haps most centrally for our purposes, in what ways does this account of fem-
inist representationalism, arguably a quixotic dismissal, obscure the very 
inner workings of matter and meaning signified by black female sex/uality 
or even potentially reintroduce the very representational terms of excess and 
unintelligibility black female sex/uality has been forced to signify?16 Take, 
for example, the aesthetic theories of Burke and Kant: for Burke, the mani-
fest image of the sublime’s powerful threat to visions of totality is a “negro 
woman,” and in the margins of Kant’s third Critique, in a footnote to be 
more specific, the ancient Egyptian goddess Isis paradoxically represents 
that which resists and exceeds representation.17

Despite acknowledgment that Kant’s theorization of the sublime was 
initially a response to that of Burke, it is customary in scholarly, philosophi-
cal discourse to insist on the bifurcation of Burke’s and Kant’s respective 
theorizations of the sublime. Recent scholarship has challenged this conven-
tion by underscoring the primary role of philosophical anthropology in the 
work of both thinkers.18 While Burke’s was a theory of the object’s inherent 
properties and Kant’s Observations referenced a subject’s dispositions to expe-
rience, both made sexuality, national, gendered, racial, and historical charac-
teristics central to the contemplation and conceptualization of their respec-
tive notions of the sublime.19 By the time Kant wrote the third Critique, his 
elaborate typology was subsumed into a “scientific” system that attempted to 
distinguish philistines from civilized subjects based on the purported 
effects of morality and principle and the gendered roles of “masculine” rea-
son and “feminine” imagination in aesthetic judgment.20

In Burke’s A Philosophical Inquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the 
Sublime and Beautiful, “the black female body” and black womanhood, in 
particular, are conjunctively subjected to an aesthetic discourse that made 
black femininity a contradictory emblem of the sublime. In an attempt to 
provide the “invariable and certain laws” of taste, Burke builds his interpre-
tation of the differences between the beautiful and the sublime on his inter-
pretation of sexual difference as “primary” and oppositional (beauty: femi-
nine:: sublime: masculine) (Armstrong 1996: 215).21 He then color coded 
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masculine sublimity as “dark,” and explicitly “black,” and feminine beauty 
as light and white by implication. Yet, in a Burkean constellation of sublime 
and beautiful images, the abject figuration ascribed to the “negro woman” 
projected a sublime image, therefore making the matter of black femininity 
opaque and irresolvable. Consequently, as in the case of the scientific and 
medical discourses discussed above, in Burke’s theory, “negro woman” 
became a chaotic symbol of inverted sex-gender.

And, indeed, the history of medical science is implicated quite directly 
in the Burkean account. Similar to the Kantian case Ronald Judy (1991) dis-
cusses, and I take up in subsequent pages, “negro woman” is a signifier, not 
a material referent. Burke’s “inquiry” has no firsthand empirical content. It 
is based on a secondhand story regarding an encounter between a white, 
blind boy patient and a “negro woman,” as told by doctor and surgeon Wil-
liam Cheselden. In Cheselden’s account, the blind boy, upon gaining his 
sight, shortly thereafter “accidently” sees a “negro woman” for the first time 
and is immediately struck with “great horror at the sight” (Burke [1757] 2014: 
section XV). Burke offers this story as evidence of the inherent “terribleness” 
of blackness.22

Thought to peculiarly and inherently compel sublime vision, the 
“negro woman’s” imagined sublimity simultaneously regulates and con-
founds the organization of desire for orderly racial and gendered difference 
as well as grounds, even as it unsettles the Burkean aesthetic system’s het-
eronormative teleology. For Burke, feminine beauty is a matter of form, not 
cultural inscription. And yet, because he was always concerned with the edu-
cation of desire, for Burke the proper (natural) reproduction of relations 
between the sexes is, nevertheless, an aspirational horizon, one that ironi-
cally entails a cascade of well-tutored passivity: in passively conforming to 
the allure of passive feminine beauty, man becomes a proper subject of gen-
der and desire (and the state), not by mastering nature but by submitting to 
its laws. As Meg Armstrong (1996: 217) puts it in “‘The Effects of Blackness’: 
Gender, Race, and the Sublime in Aesthetic Theories of Burke and Kant”: 
“The submission of the unsteady eye, like that of the feminine, is the desired 
accomplishment of the aesthetic.”23

This prescribed passivity bears implications for a founding premise of 
recent feminist materialism, namely, that activity is coded as masculine form 
and, therefore, privileged over a passivity coded as feminine matter in the 
patriarchal West. However, the passivity ascribed to whiteness (femininity 
and patriarchal masculinity) in Burke’s aesthetic philosophy suggests that 
the terror of racial domination that some might even describe as sublime 
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does not always trade on a discourse that privileges activity over passivity, 
but, in fact, white patriarchal terror, as in the case of the imagined white 
male citizen-subject of Burke’s sublime, also trades on notions of passivity 
and submission.24 So what is important here is not the performance of activ-
ity or passivity, per se, but rather how performance meets up with and affects 
the performativity or poesis of the social systemic conditions and codes of 
domination — which, as in the case of Burke’s sublime, often racially qualify 
and even confound binaristic oppositions between activity and passivity. To 
put it differently, the matter of the “negro woman” has been imagined both 
within the terms of a hyperfeminized inert objecthood and, contrarily in the 
case of Burke’s sublime, as an emblem of a pathological and indefinitely gen-
dered hyperactivity or, more specifically, as an innately aggressive, terror-
inducing threat to the physiological inner workings of the eye and visions of 
totality more generally. But, as I argue here and elsewhere (Jackson 2016a), 
in both cases the matter of black(female)ness must contend with an imposed 
demand for formlessness due to a discursive-material order that apprehends 
blackness, paradoxically and with a singular intensity, at the register of ontol-
ogy itself.

As Armstrong (1996: 220–21) succinctly states, the “negro woman” 
“represents a point of contradiction, a lack of intelligibility, in Burke’s aes-
thetic theory itself”: “a collecting pool for all that is imagined as excessive to 
the ideology of Burke’s aesthetic.” In Burke’s theory, “negro woman” 
emblematizes the terror and pleasure of upending both gendered hierar-
chies of activity and passivity as well as norms governing the “passions,” in 
particular, recalling “the passionate eye’s” recalcitrance to regulation. The 
terror and ambivalence that surrounds the image of the “negro woman” 
concerns her perceived excess that troubles (where it also thrills) aesthetic 
vision (215). We can read this thrill as exoticism when it discards the drama 
of identification and the transcendent and marks the sheer ecstasy of imag-
ined difference. As Armstrong notes, exoticism attempts to contain the dis-
ruptive power of difference not by transcending it but by simply basking in 
it or, I would add, in the particular case of the “negro woman,” affecting it 
(transmuting the grotesque abjection ascribed to the black Venus into exot-
icizable difference) (214).

While the third Critique is often regarded as Kant’s signature work on 
aesthetics, it builds on, even as it partially obscures, its indebtedness to ear-
lier work, in particular Kant’s own anthropological philosophy (rehearsed in 
Observations) and Burke’s aesthetic treatise on the sublime and the beautiful, 
which evoked “culturally unintelligible,” “foreign” (Armstrong 1996: 213) 
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people as sublime objects or phenomena — not readily comprehensible, rep-
resentable, or conceptualized — thereby placing the peoples that Europe was 
contemporaneously enslaving and colonizing in a constellation of sublime 
images alongside the more traditional “natural” objects or “majestic scenes 
of nature” (mountains, oceans, vast spaces) evoked by prior philosophies of 
the sublime (213). In the third Critique, Kant offers a systematic philosophy 
of transcendental “pure” judgments of beauty and sublimity. By locating the 
sublime within “the fortress of the faculties,” he believed his system was iso-
lated from the historical and cultural contingencies that troubled Burke 
(221). However, prior to locating sublimity in the purported isolated space of 
the faculties (“bodies” in the mind), he commenced a protracted investiga-
tion of dispositions toward aesthetic experience thought consequent to gen-
der and national affiliation (221).

Before publishing the Critique of Judgment, Kant’s less well-known 
Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime, published in 1763, 
just six years after Burke’s treatise, extends Burke’s investment in the philo-
sophical pursuit of a “logical” relationship between aesthetic “feelings” and 
sexual difference as well as systematizes Burke’s inchoate references to “the 
effects of blackness” and people of “duskier complexions” (Armstrong 1996: 
221). Creating an elaborate, detailed classificatory schema of aesthetic dispo-
sitions based on national characteristics, Kant’s typology attempted to cata-
log different national subjects’ propensity for beautiful or sublime feeling. 
Kant, of course, infamously declared that “the Negro” lacks altogether any 
nobility and “by nature “ has absolutely no capacity for any feeling of the sub-
lime, and he ultimately concluded that “the Negro” has “no feeling that rises 
above the trifling”25 (Kant 1960: 110). Armstrong’s (1996: 224) observation 
that Kant’s ideas on non-European peoples are based on his knowledge of 
travel writing, gossip, and the reports of others “from the most ancient and 
fabled times” is consistent with Judy’s conclusion regarding Kant’s concept 
of “the Negroes of Africa” when Judy (1991: 6) states that “the black remains 
a perception. There lies the rub,” because “the Negro” “is not a perception 
but rather a conception. The danger is in confusing one for the other.” For 
Judy (1991: 14), “the Negro” is a metaphysical concept and “completely tran-
scendental,” composed of what Kant himself called “illusory knowledge”:

The Negro problem is a proper problem of and for the Transcendental Critique. 
It is the problem of how to think about the Negro, not as an appearance, or 
undetermined object of an empirical intuition, but as an intellectual concept 
whose origins are wholly in the Understanding, containing nothing whatso-
ever of empirical impression. Insofar as the Negro problem is thus a problem 

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/south-atlantic-quarterly/article-pdf/117/3/617/535937/1170617.pdf
by UNIV OF SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA user
on 12 July 2018

The Briscoe's
Highlight

The Briscoe's
Highlight

The Briscoe's
Highlight

The Briscoe's
Highlight

The Briscoe's
Highlight

The Briscoe's
Highlight

The Briscoe's
Highlight



Jackson  •  Sublimity, Matter, and Physics in Black Feminist Poetics 627

that involves categorical origins it is discursive; and any attempting to address 
this problem necessitates a critique of the categorical determination under 
which the conceptual Negro is thought: The Negro as a concept of Understand-
ing, This, however, is saying a lot, in fact, a lot more than Kant himself was 
prepared to say. (10)

In other words, while the apprehension of black(ened) people, the matter of 
their color, for instance, may entail empirical intuition, Kant’s “Negro,” how-
ever, emerges via an inferential relation rather than through empirical expe-
rience. Moreover, color as an intuited appearance has no significance in 
itself; it must be subsumed under a concept in order to acquire meaning 
(Judy 1991: 13). To put it yet another way, “Because Kant’s knowledge of The 
Negro is the sort of knowledge which has no empirical content, it is properly 
a concern of the transcendental logic,” and when understood within the 
terms of Kant’s own philosophy, then, Kant’s “Negro” is a paralogism, an 
“empty concept, a purely formal invention of the mind” (Judy 1991: 39). 
Quoting Kant directly, Judy states that the “empty concept” is a concept: “the 
possibility of which is altogether groundless, as [it] cannot be based on expe-
rience and its known laws; and without such confirmation [it is an] arbitrary 
combination of thoughts, which . . . can make no claim to objective reality” 
(42).26 That said, once again, I want to underscore that the scene of the 
empirical can also be a site of the performative reiteration of sociosystemic 
aporia and opacity. The “metaphysical” and the “empirical” are not distal 
from one another but entangled.

In the third Critique, Kant has ceased to “nationalize” the various 
imaginations and tastes. A general or universal intelligence replaces national 
characters, yet the third Critique remains a master narrative that masks hier-
archy in the no-less-troubling palimpsest of the “universal” (Armstrong 
1996: 226).27 Indeed, with respect to the third Critique, Armstrong offers the 
following provocation: “A distinctive feature of the sublime is that it inevita-
bly rationalizes away the threat (or subversive promise!) of the vision of for-
eign bodies confronted in Observations. . . . The imagination’s impasse in the 
third Critique might then be read as indicative of a larger failure to articulate 
the ideological processes by which an aesthetic totality emerges to repair the 
ruptures created within an increasingly fragmented, inchoate, and global 
network of culture, images, and signs” (227). Whereas Judy (1991: 39) argues 
that Kant’s “Negro” is “an effect of discursivity,” a concept that arises out of 
the process of relating concepts to other concepts, black femininity, as I 
elaborate here, is an essential feature of the historical a priori for both 
perception and conceptualizing in the context of global raciality and, 
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therefore, according to the logic of Kant, unavailable to “knowledge” precisely 
because standard protocols of evidence such as direct observation and 
measurement are unavailable. The black mater(nal) marks the discursive-
material trace effects and foreclosures that generate the fleshly material 
metaphors of the black feminine sublime.28 Thus I investigate black feminist 
theory’s critical approach to both the sublimity attributed to the “negro 
woman” in the Western imperial imaginary and the sublime violence that 
conditions, and develops in the wake of, that attribution. Therefore, in my 
work, I am most interested in processes of sense making that do not get 
subsumed under the masculinized force of the Kantian concept as well as 
the antiblack, sexuating consequences of sublimity as an aesthetic attribution 
and judgment, whereby, I argue, the unsettling excess attributed to “negro 
woman” holds both terrifying and liberatory potential.

Indeed, the “negro woman” sublime, in and as abjection, evokes a par-
adoxical latent power or capacity to potentially activate a threat to visions of 
totality that we might perceive as generative.29 While some Western philo-
sophical thinkers, Kant in particular, have claimed that “the negro” does not 
possess the capacity for sublime judgment, nevertheless, a sublime attribu-
tion has been imposed on blackness generally and on the “negro woman” in 
particular. The “negro woman’s” association with darkness — and the cul-
tural association of darkness with opacity and irrationality — threatens the 
power and integrity of a gaze that apprehends such a troubled and troubling 
image. The black female figure as imagined in Western discourse evokes 
Burke’s terror-filled sublime as well as the mathematical (counting) and 
dynamic (magnitude and power) sublime of Kant’s third Critique (recall 
Kant’s paradoxical evocation of Isis). For Burke, the sublime is a property of 
a thing, and for Kant (of the third Critique), it is a judgment of a thing, but for 
me, the sublime function of the black mater(nal), which I am calling black 
femininity, is an antecedent to both perception and knowledge of a thing in 
a post-1492 context.30 Therefore, I am not so much talking about the sublime 
of trauma theory, or a historical experience or event or memory, as I am 
evoking the infinite antecedent of experience in a post-1492 context.31 As we 
will see, black feminist discourse has attempted to approach the black 
mater(nal)’s paradoxical capacities through the metaphorical use of theoreti-
cal physics and in a manner markedly different from the uses of theoretical 
and applied physics in feminist new materialism.

In naming and admonishing a perceived excess as an overinvestment 
or misplaced preoccupation with concerns of representation, I argue that 
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feminist new materialism, to date, has circumvented a rigorous examination 
of the enabling racialized and sexuated conditions of discursivity. As a result, 
the field leaves unexamined the normative, representational paradoxes con-
stituent to the sociopolitical performativity of discourse, conditions and log-
ics that feminist new materialism inherits and extends — recursive anti-
black, sexuated economies of exchange and assignations of meaning, value, 
and significance that have resulted in the black(ened)’s dematerialization in 
the name of the proper regulation of excess. In the process, the field risks 
further obfuscation of the arguments and stakes of black feminist theory’s 
preoccupation with representation, which I argue, in fact, anticipates femi-
nist new materialists’, in particular Karen Barad’s (2003), attentiveness to 
performativity or the iterative, mutually constitutive effects of discursivity 
and materiality. I argue that black feminism has, in the main, been preoccu-
pied with questions of representation due not to a naive fidelity to represen-
tationalism but rather to a sense of urgency regarding how representation 
performs in discursive-material terrains of antiblackness and empire.

The classic problem of representationalism is that of referentiality or 
the nonalignment of sign and referent in space-time. The problem under 
consideration in this essay is not simply that of the gap between the referent 
and the sign, or the thing and its representation, but rather that of a sublim-
ity attributed to signifiers such as, but not limited to, “black female body” or 
“negro woman” and the dematerialization this attribution engenders. In con-
trast to the theories of Kant and Burke and presuppositions of recent materi-
alisms, I interpret black feminist preoccupation with representation as a tar-
rying with the impossibility and violence of prevailing notions of the 
indexical image and a consideration of the promise and perils of a threaten-
ing image, or sublime function, which Wynter provocatively terms a figure 
of “Ultimate Chaos” or “demonic ground,” which I prefer to call the black 
mater(nal) primarily because I want to further emphasize not a subjectivity 
or standpoint but the sublime antiblack and sexuating conditions of discur-
sivity itself. Recall Wynter’s (1990: 364) clarification that demonic ground 
implies a racially sexuate “situational ‘ground’” and a “systemic behavior 
regulatory role or function as the ontological ‘native/nigger,’ within the moti-
vational apparatus by means of which our present model of being/defini-
tion-of-the-human is given dynamic ‘material’ existence, rather than merely 
the vantage point of her/our gender, racial, class or cultural being.” I want to 
stay with and extend the way Wynter’s “demonic ground” troubles even as 
it identifies the interrelation of antiblack representationalism and identity. 
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The black mater(nal) is precisely not a standpoint (cis, trans, or otherwise) 
but a place in space that conditions standpoint. Its figuration is a matter of 
history and proximity.32

Rather than index an identity category or fixed embodiment, the black 
mater(nal) at once marks the antiblack, sexuating logics of trace and its 
effects (probabilities, proximities, and intensities) as well as gestures toward 
said logics’ point of rupture. As the sublime enabling condition of the 
Human, or Man, the black mater(nal) cannot be comprehended as a unified 
object with definite identifiable endpoints; it invokes the infinite in size and 
power, appearing boundless on both registers, and, therefore, resists a men-
tal form in the mind or imagination as well as understanding or conceptual-
ization. Moreover, one could not “know” the serialized empirical content of 
the black mater(nal) in its all at-once-ness or as it presumably exists but could 
know it only in its serialized conception, which due to processual capacities 
of thought and finitude would always remain incomplete.

The black mater(nal), as mater, as matter, points toward a web of entan-
gled signifiers such as black(ened) femininity, womanhood, maternity, natal-
ity, materiality, and relation to the mother (again) rather than indexes a fixed 
place in the fields of subjectivity and identity. While we can discern a particu-
lar intensification of the black mater(nal)’s sublime function in the historical 
unfurling of the iconography of “black womanhood,” “the black female body,” 
and “black female sexuality,” I argue that said iconography principally reveals 
the inner workings of myth and its prismatic effects even, or especially when, 
these tropes are produced under the guise of empirical scientific fact, or posi-
tivism, in other words, representationalism bestowed with scientific authority 
or acting in accordance with the ideology of scientific naturalism. To put a 
finer point on it, the black mater(nal) is not a standpoint but the foreclosure of 
standpoint; yet affiliation and proximity to that which is denied standpoint is 
both a disorderly space of immeasurable terror and potentiality.

Representation and Physics in the Poetics of Black Feminism

Black feminist analysis has worked on dual registers with respect to 
representation(alism): thought that investigates and exposes how antiblack-
ness generates and sustains indexicality as a mode of fraudulent referential-
ity and thought that more radically forgoes the mimetic imperative in order 
to approach, via gesture and metaphor, the nonrepresentability, or sublimity, 
attributed to black femininity in the prevailing grammar of the Human 
(which necessarily requires something in excess of mimesis). In light of 
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Hortense Spillers’s “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar 
Book” (1987), I investigate two meanings of representation in the discursive 
practices of imperial Western humanism: representative and re-presentation. 
The black mater(nal), as mater, as matter, is non-represent-ability because the 
black mater(nal) here gestures toward the foreclosed, enabling condition of 
the grammar of the Human: a dense im/material space of self-differentiation 
but linguistic undifferentiation, nonsense, or aphasia and, therefore, corre-
spondingly without a representative in the “I and thou” dialectical processes 
of recognition, judgment, value, and decision. Regarding re-presentation, in 
the grammar described, when figures of the black mater(nal) (or representa-
tions) appear, if they appear, they function at the register of myth and, there-
fore, reveal that representation performs rather than functions mimetically as 
the notion “re-presentation” suggests. By suggesting that representation 
performs, I mean to imply a doing and an implementation that forestalls 
the vertical bifurcation of representation and matter into respective planes 
of transcendence and immanence and, instead, places both on the same 
plane in the (un)making of being.33 Or as Wynter (2001: 38) once put it, in a 
gloss of the work of physicist David Bohm: “Transformed meanings have led 
to transformed matter, to a transformed mode of experiencing the self.” 
Thus sensorium and its faculties are “culturally determined through the 
mediation of the socialized sense of self, as well as the ‘social’ situation in 
which the self is placed” (37). In what follows, I investigate both understand-
ings of representation — representative and re-presentation — and trace 
how each works on the other according to and within the genealogy of black 
feminism in order to analyze the stakes of (in)visibility for the reigning order 
of the Human.34

In light of black femininity and black female sex/uality’s predicament 
in discourse or, more accurately, at and as the vestibule of discourse, I ask: 
Why have black feminists turned to physics metaphors, in particular, to 
articulate a paradoxical space of visibility/invisibility in the grammar of the 
Human? I argue that a burden of nonrepresentability, or sublimity, has been 
imposed on material metaphors of the black mater(nal) in a manner that 
eschews Aristotelian norms of logic that attempt to stave off aporia and opac-
ity, such as the law of the excluded middle, the law of noncontradiction, and 
the law of identity. Black feminist gesture and metaphor convey movement 
at the limit of thinking, where standard protocols of evidence are inoperable, 
and physics metaphors permit the bending, if not outright contradiction, of 
Aristotelian logic constituent to the predicament of black femininity and 
female sex/uality (Aristotle 1998).
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A black feminist poetics has emerged to investigate the trace effects of 
blackness and explore the limits of conceptualization and representation in 
light of the challenge that the black mater(nal)’s ghostly, diffuse conditioning 
power and magnitude pose to thought and representation. If, as Spillers 
(1987) instructs, black female sex/uality and maternity signify an enabling 
metaphor, a myth of world historical proportions, Hammonds (1994: 129) in 
“Black (W)holes and the Geometry of Black Female Sexuality,” too, estab-
lishes the problem of referentiality at the outset when she states that “meta-
phors reveal as much as they conceal.” And indeed, Hammonds’s (1994: 
135–36) inf luential work interrogates a metaphoric “conception of black 
women’s sexuality in general,” one that prefigures and preconditions the 
range of black female sexual identities and expressions in and as apposi-
tional terms “within an already pre-existing deviant sexuality,” regardless of 
how sexuality is practiced by those assigned black and female. This meta-
phoric conception of black female sex/uality, Hammonds maintains, under-
writes the casting of sexuality in the generic, hegemonic terms of opposition 
or transgression with respect to a (hetero)normativizing Law.

In “Black (W)holes,” Hammonds principally thinks with and troubles 
Lorraine O’Grady’s well-known summation of black female sex/uality’s bur-
dened relationship with representational doubles. Quoting O’Grady (1992: 
14): “To name ourselves rather than be named we must first see ourselves. 
For some of us this will not be easy. So long unmirrored, we may have 
forgotten how we look. Nevertheless, we can’t theorize in a void; we must 
have evidence.” But is this not precisely what black feminists have been forced 
to do — theorize in a void? Think of Kimberlé Crenshaw’s (1992: 403) critical 
observation that black womanhood is spatially located “within the overlap-
ping margins of race and gender discourse and in the empty spaces between, 
it is a location whose very nature resists telling.” In The Witch’s Flight, Kara 
Keeling (2007: 2) describes the black femme as “a figure that exists on the 
edge line, that is, the shoreline between the visible and the invisible, the 
thought and the unthought.” Similarly, in Hammonds’s (1994: 129) essay, 
black female sex/uality is alternately described paradoxically as “not-absent-
though-not-present” and in the inverse, “absent yet-ever-present.” Hammonds 
asks what methodologies are available to identify and know that which has 
already been perceived void and gauge its direct and indirect effects on the 
structure of visibility itself. Extending Michele Wallace’s metaphor of the 
black hole, Hammonds observes: “There seemed to me to be two problems: 
one, the astrophysics of black holes, i.e. how do you deduce the presence of a 
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black hole? And second, what is it like inside of a black hole?” (137). As 
Hammonds instructs, one detects the presence of a black hole by its effects 
on the region of space where it is located, as in the case of observing a binary 
system in which a visible star circles an invisible companion. The existence of 
a black hole is not seen optically but rather is inferred from its ability to distort 
the orbiting star. The forces observed within the system could not be produced 
solely by the visible star, but instead gesture toward that which withdraws 
from direct empirical observation. As Hammonds further clarifies: “The 
observer outside of the [black] hole sees it as a void, an empty place in space. 
However, it is not empty; it is a dense and full place in space” (137).

With Hammonds I ask, how might this “perceived void,” which is 
actually a “dense and full place in space,” confound the very representation-
alist terms of “empirical” evidence and its perception? In the case of 
black(ened) female sex/ualities, Hammonds’s metaphor implies the need to 
further develop reading and critical practices that allow us to approach that 
which resists and exceeds representation: the constitutive trace effects that 
black(ened) female sex/uality produces in relation to the generic terms of 
gender and sexuality’s legibility. Rejecting the pursuit of mere mimesis or 
re-presentation, Hammonds (1994: 140) contends: “Visibility in and of 
itself . . . is not my only goal. . . . The appeal to the visual and the visible is 
deployed as an answer to the legacy of silence and repression. As theorists, 
we have to ask what we assume such reflections would show. Would the 
mirror black women hold up to themselves and to each other provide access 
to the alternative sexual universe within the metaphorical black hole?” Here 
neither re-presentation nor increased visibility is synonymous with the lib-
eratory ideal of an ethical plane of sociopolitics, but rather representation 
indexes exposure to “depersonalization” precisely because the modes and 
means of recognition are initiated and renewed by the racially sexuating 
foreclosures of what I am calling the black mater(nal), whereby black(ened) 
female sex/uality is an abjected or voided, oblique signifier of that fore-
closure. Said foreclosure seeks in the abjecting and voiding of black female 
sex/uality the stable arrangement of gender and regulation of sexual expres-
sivity’s characteristic queer plentitude — its necessary failures to know and 
exhaustively regulate capacity is both cause for celebration and a profound 
site of incalculable and insatiable violence.

Moreover, and as such, neither a look into a mirror nor black women’s 
self-authored attempts at re-presentation guarantee a transformation of the 
structure and terms of representation. Hammonds (1994: 140) continues:
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An appeal to the visual is not uncomplicated or innocent. As theorists we have 
to ask how vision is structured, and, following that, we have to explore how 
difference is established, how it operates, how and in what ways it constitutes 
subjects who see and speak in the world. . . . [T]he goal cannot be merely to be 
seen: visibility in and of itself does not erase a history of silence nor does it 
challenge the structure of power and domination, symbolic and material, that 
determines what can and cannot be seen. The goal should be to develop a 
“politics of articulation.”

“This politics would build on the interrogation of what makes it possible for 
black women to speak and act” rather than solely interrogate existing repre-
sentation or generate new ones (140). In light of an ongoing history where 
“black femininity has circulated as both discursively empty and materially 
full” and been “excluded from the realm of symbolic power,” Rizvana Bradley 
(2016) extends the work of Hammonds with the claim that “the negative space 
blackness is constantly imagined and re-imagined as, demands an interroga-
tion of the gendered ontology of the negative space blackness is imagined to 
activate and occupy.” “In the ‘war of representation,’” Hammonds (1994: 140) 
concludes, black female sexualities are not simply identities or subjectivities; 
rather, “they represent discursive and material terrains where there exists the 
possibility for the active production of speech, desire, and agency.”

By the close of the essay, Hammonds has signaled and performed a 
shift from a preoccupation with whether or not representation in/accurately 
mirrors to a concern for the way representation performs in the “discursive 
and material terrains” of agency, desire, and signification, or the way repre-
sentation works on itself. Not only does Hammonds’s evocative use of meta-
phor to advance an argument regarding black female sexuality’s ineffability 
recall that of Spillers, Crenshaw, and Wynter, among others, but also Ham-
monds’s attentiveness to the performativity of representation in and as met-
aphor rather than indexicality can be read productively with Dionne Brand’s 
evocation of resonance. Early in Brand’s A Map to the Door of No Return 
(2012: 18), one finds the following:

The Door of No Return — real and metaphoric as some places are, mythic to 
those of us scattered in the Americas today. To have one’s belonging lodged in 
a metaphor is voluptuous intrigue; to inhabit a trope; to be a kind of fiction. To 
live in the Black Diaspora is I think to live as a fiction — a creation of empires, 
and also self-creation. It is to be a being living inside and outside of herself. It 
is to apprehend the sign one makes yet to be unable to escape it except in radi-
ant moments of ordinariness made like art. To be a fiction in search of its 
most resonant metaphor then is even more intriguing.

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/south-atlantic-quarterly/article-pdf/117/3/617/535937/1170617.pdf
by UNIV OF SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA user
on 12 July 2018

The Briscoe's
Highlight

The Briscoe's
Highlight

The Briscoe's
Highlight

The Briscoe's
Highlight

The Briscoe's
Highlight

The Briscoe's
Highlight

The Briscoe's
Highlight

The Briscoe's
Highlight



Jackson  •  Sublimity, Matter, and Physics in Black Feminist Poetics 635

Here, as is the case with Hammonds, fiction and metaphoricity are the pre-
sumed starting places of representation. Representation’s metric is that of 
metaphor’s resonance and ontological effects rather than indexicality. The 
world historical consequences of fiction and myth for the fleshly mattering 
of black existence is captured in the searing resonance of, perhaps, Spillers’s 
(1987: 68) most well-known aphorism: “Sticks and bricks might break our 
bones, but words will most certainly kill us.”35

Bradley (2016), once again, extending the claims of both Hammonds 
and Spillers, further elaborates a reading of black femininity’s metaphoric-
ity: “[The] displacement of race onto the black woman constitutes the black 
woman as such. In other words, black femininity becomes the bearer of the 
burden of the racial mark, and of blackness.” In a manner that recalls the 
figuring of the statue of Isis in Kant’s third Critique, the material metaphor 
of black female sex/uality signifies a sublime function, which I have termed 
black femininity in “the discursive and material terrains” of onto-epistemol-
ogy, one that exceeds the very normative protocols of evidence, namely, direct 
observation, measurement, and calculation.

Black feminists have often thought about the indefiniteness of black 
womanhood’s location in ontological discourse in terms of liminality, inter-
stitiality, or, to use Spillers’s term, vestibularity, but I am going to provision-
ally put forward another concept — superposition — which stresses virtuality 
and indeterminacy rather than teleological passage or “in-betweenness.” 
According to the Human’s gendered ontologizing metrics, as in the Burke 
example, black femininity is figured as a superposition or the state of occu-
pying two distinct and seemingly contradictory genders simultaneously — a 
predicament that underwrites the separation of both “masculine” and “fem-
inine” in Western ontological discourse and exposes the impossibility of 
consistently keeping them apart. I have argued elsewhere (Jackson 2016a) 
that the “evacuated and overfull” appearance of the black(ened) body with 
respect to ontologized and ontologizing polarities, such as human-object, 
human-animal, for example, clears the way for a plasticization and potential 
fluidification of embodied minds and the fleshly matter of existence.36

In putting forth superposition as a way to approach black femininity’s 
troubled and troubling ontological status vis-à-vis sex-gender and other 
ontologizing polarities, I want to insist on the role of measurement in pars-
ing and ontologizing such distinctions. It is measurement (a mode of know-
ing that is also a means of doing/making or worlding) that parses whether 
figures of the black mater(nal) provisionally appear on one side or another of 
Humanism’s reigning dualisms, which in fact are not dualisms at all but 
relational hierarchies — or, as I suggest, such appearances are undergirded 

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/south-atlantic-quarterly/article-pdf/117/3/617/535937/1170617.pdf
by UNIV OF SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA user
on 12 July 2018

The Briscoe's
Highlight

The Briscoe's
Highlight

The Briscoe's
Highlight

The Briscoe's
Highlight

The Briscoe's
Highlight

The Briscoe's
Highlight

The Briscoe's
Highlight



636 The South Atlantic Quarterly  •  July 2018

by the black mater(nal)’s virtuality, or indeterminacy and incalculability 
(rather than epistemological uncertainty).37 Barad (2012b: 6) clarifies, “Mea-
surements are agential practices, which are not simply revelatory but 
performative: they help constitute and are a constitutive part of what is being 
measured.” In other words, the means and modes of measuring are 
inseparable from the iterative material-discursive phenomena of the black 
mater(nal). Measurement and mattering, metric and object, are inextricable 
and co-constitutive or, to use Barad’s term, “intra-active within phenomena,” 
not interactions: “Measurements are world-making: matter and meaning do 
not pre-exist, but rather are co-constituted via measurement intra-actions” 
(6). Measurement is agential and constitutive with what is measured rather 
than disinterested; thus it matters how some thing is measured. Take the 
case of the famous wave/particle experiment: when electrons (or light) are 
measured using one kind of apparatus, they are waves; if they are measured 
in a complementary way, they are particles. As Barad explains: “What we’re 
talking about here is not simply some object reacting differently to different 
probings but being differently. What is at issue is the very nature of nature” 
(6). In considering the black mater(nal), what this suggests is that there is no 
preexisting “black female body” with determinate boundaries and properties 
that precede interaction but only black mater(nal) phenomena or material-
discursive intra-actions at every scale, processual differentiation of objects-
within-phenomena: “cutting together-apart, entangling-differentiating (one 
move)” (7). Measurement, in the form of the Humanist grammar of 
representation, as Spillers (1987) has shown, iteratively, recursively, and 
perniciously marks with signifiers of abjection, lack, nullification, negation 
that which according to Hammonds (1994) has already and necessarily been 
deemed a threshold to the supersensible and immeasurable.

To put it another way, New World slavery established a field of demand 
that tyrannically presumed, as if by will alone, that the black(ened) via their 
relational proximity to black femininity in their humanity could function 
as infinitely malleable lexical and biological matter, at once sub/super/
human. What appear as alternating, or serialized, discrete modes of (mis)
recognition — sub/super/humanization or privation/superfluity — are in 
practice varying dimensions of a racializing demand that the black(ened) 
be all at once, a simultaneous actualization of seemingly discontinuous 
and incompatible virtualities. In examining the implications of virtual 
particles for questions of ontology, Barad (2012a: 210, 214) has described 
virtuality as a kind of thought experiment the world performs that eschews 
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the metaphysics of presence: “They [virtual particles] do not exist in space and 
time. They are ghostly non/existences that teeter on the edge of the infinitely 
fine blade between being and nonbeing. . . . Even the smallest bits of matter 
are an unfathomable multitude. Each ‘individual’ always already includes all 
possible intra-actions with ‘itself’ through all the virtual Others, including 
those noncontemporaneous with ‘itself.’” Barad (2012b: 16) further critiques a 
disavowal at the heart of representationalism; representation stills and there-
fore forestalls an acknowledgment of the infinite constituent to all material 
finities: “Representation has confessed its shortcomings throughout history: 
unable to convey even the palest shadow of the Infinite, it has resigned itself to 
incompetence in dealing with the transcendent, cursing our finitude.” But 
what if the ever presence of ghostly potential is quantized in accordance with 
and at the behest of a racialized demand such that it places being in peril? And 
how does one represent peril when one’s peril is that of representing the 
threshold to the infinite in all its unsettling and inarticulable power?

The ontologization of racial blackness implies the polymorphous but 
not seriality, in other words, the collapse of a distinction between the virtual 
and the actual — or an un/doing of the distinction between being and becom-
ing as space-time matterings such that the “play of (quantum) in/determina-
cies” (Barad 2012a: 214) and threshold effects regulating the actual and the 
virtual are under erasure if not overwritten. In short, antiblackness presup-
poses and, indeed, demands that blackness signify neither an interstitial 
(in-between) nor a liminal (teleology) ontology but a virtual ontology.

In conclusion, our current moment, as Markus Gabriel (2014, 2015) 
has suggested, might be best characterized as a period that attempts to reduce 
all (im)material things to elementary particles — DNA, neurons, quarks — in 
an attempt to satisfy a stubborn desire that “nature,” “reality,” “the universe” 
be fully cognizable in a “theory of everything.”38 Moreover, quite often, such 
a pursuit is undergirded not only by a desire for nature denuded but also 
by a craving for a deterministic foundation for understanding “higher” 
order processes. For instance, once it became clear that DNA was far more 
recalcitrant to a deterministic understanding of biology than most ever 
expected, the attention was then turned to the brain as the new frontier and 
fundamental structure of the human being in an ever-evolving scientific 
foundationalism. I ask, then, how might black feminism model a “general 
theory” of representation and imagine a relation to science, physics in 
particular, that offers a challenge to the microfundamentalism of our present, 
particularly that of biological reductionism, our current mode of the Human, 
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which Wynter has termed biocentricism?39 Moreover, how might black 
feminist (astro)physical and quantum metaphoricity alert us to and per-
form a critique of the logic of microfundamentalism, even when the funda-
mentalism is the Saussurean signifier as Barad and other recent feminist 
materialists charge? As black feminists have shown, the “higher” scalar dis-
courses of subjectivity, identity, and being are insufficient for making con-
ceptual and representationalist sense of the black mater(nal) precisely 
because the foreclosing constituent to the black mater(nal) organizes “the 
discursive and material terrain” for delineating (at the very least) the ideals 
and failures of normative (gendered, sexual, and reproductive) subjectivity 
(and more, much more, incalculably more). Black feminists’ physics meta-
phors are not proposing collapsing distinctions of scale — subatomic and 
macroscopic; rather, quantum theories, not purported quantum facts produced 
to speculate about the subatomic scale, are generative metaphors for 
approaching the contrary mechanics of the subject when that subject is 
black female sex/uality, femininity, and womanhood. The representational 
quagmire of the black mater(nal) and the black hole reminds us that the 
seduction of synthesis is a fantasy of wholeness, but wholeness is also the 
danger because no synthesis can be totality; rather, it is a selective bringing 
into order, one that presents entropy as ectropy based on a pursuit of an 
unassailable indexicality between representation and entities structured by 
incalculable processes of differentiation.

Even as the sublimity of blacken(ed) mater, or nonrepresentability in 
discourse, pulls black feminist theorizing in a nonrepresentationalist direc-
tion, black feminism, nevertheless, is minimally committed to both provid-
ing an account of antiblack representation and investigating where such rep-
resentations come from. Acknowledging that discursive practices and matter 
are co-formative is essential, but accounting for how and in what mode spe-
cific speech acts or discursive traditions are co-formed with specific matter-
ings, at specific times, and in specific contexts is something else. At and as 
the vestibule of the Subject, material metaphors of black femininity have not 
been disaggregated from mater in a manner that approximates a subject in 
discourse, and, therefore, black feminist critiques of representation speak to 
this peculiar predicament — one that can never be fully described because it 
exceeds the concept — the weight of which can only be approached via ges-
ture. There is likely never going to be enough language to describe the black 
mater(nal)’s sublime function, and therefore, from my view, our studied cri-
tiques of it are never excessive — even if and perhaps especially when our 
conclusions are debatable.
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Notes

 1 See the discussion of antiblackness and black aesthetic movements in Taylor 1996.
 2 Some critics have been troubled by Wynter’s deployment of the notion of “Caliban’s 

‘woman’” as a place marker for an absent presence she wants to analyze, but, in my 
reading, part of the reason Wynter uses the awkward phrase is that she is trying to 
question and problematize, rather than reify, “woman”; Wynter’s quotation marks 
would appear to suggest as much. Wynter wants to trouble the nonreflexive circulation 
of a notion of sexual difference — hence the critical reference to Luce Irigaray at the 
beginning of the essay — that presumes its terms are “universal” rather than historical 
and local. Such a conception globalizes a biologically reductive notion of “woman,” 
whereby “woman” follows “biological sex” or is synonymous with “female,” in particu-
lar. The linearity of such an account is precisely what she wants to call into question, by 
naming its hegemony as Western and imperialistic, but, even more precisely, as an ide-
ology predicated on discursive-material violence directed at a subject that we typically 
refer to as “black woman” — a term both inside and exceeding the logic of this system. 
That being said, Wynter’s term “Caliban’s ‘woman’” runs her right into the problem of 
heteronormativity; her discussion of a particular “ontological absence” wants to trou-
ble, particularly as this “ontological absence” functions in the eugenic production of 
gender, desire, and reproduction. Here I, too, am questioning the seemingly inescap-
able terms of “sexual difference,” or that of the discursive-material production of sex/
gender, but in a manner that presupposes neither dimorphism nor a teleological rela-
tion between sex and gender but rather is interested in tracking both the function of 
black femininity as an “absented presence” and the violence necessary to contain its 
ground-shifting power that can be imaged and targeted across a range of subjectivities. 
For another work by Wynter that attempts to think through the stakes of biocentrism as 
it pertains to the imperialism of “sex-gender,” see Wynter’s “‘Genital Mutilation’ or 
‘Symbolic Birth’? Female Circumcision, Lost Origins, and the Aculturalism of Femi-
nist/Western Thought” (1996).

 3 The literature here is long, but for work that investigates the function of “the black 
female body” as icon, specimen, and material metaphor in the bioscientific/medical 
history of sex-gender, specifically as it pertains to the mutually constitutive develop-
ment of intersex, trans, and homosexuality as legible terms, see Doane 1999, Gilman 
1985, Reis 2009, Schiebinger 1993, Somerville 1994, and Stepan 1986.

 4 Observation here is meant to imply both the act of empirical sense making and a state-
ment based on sense making.

 5 The popularization of the terms cisgender and cissexual has been credited to Julia Ser-
ano (2016).

 6 And as I have argued elsewhere: “The violence that produces blackness necessitates 
that from the existential vantage point of black lived experience, gender and sexuality 
lose their coherence as normative categories. . . . [T]he black body has been rendered the 
‘absolute index of otherness.’ . . . While particular nonblack sexual and gendered prac-
tices may be queered, blackness serves as an essential template of gendered and sexual 
‘deviance’ that is limited to the negation not of a particular practice but of a state of 
being” (Jackson 2011: 359).

 7 An obvious exception is Hartman 1997.
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 8 Greg Thomas (2001: 107) cautions against an overly narrow understanding of desire:

While “desire” may be routinely associated with the sexual, it is reductively associ-
ated with it. It is reduced to the purely physical or the yearning for a particular sex-
ual act. It is always “sexual” desire and never “social” or “cultural” desire, for lack of 
a better term, in which sexuality has a central place. This misunderstanding of 
“social” desire leads to distortion and misunderstanding of “sexual” desire, so to 
speak. For Wynter, it is the cultivation and control, the regulatory production or 
generation of “desire” and “aversion” (or “non-desire”), in the broadest sense, that is 
primarily at issue: the production and policing of what will be “desirable” or “unde-
sirable” in terms of our very subjectivity, “social” subjectivity in general and per-
haps “sexual” subjectivity in particular.

 9 As was the case with the Mandelbrot set, establishing beauty has been imagined as nec-
essary for the recuperation of intrinsic value. One might be tempted to simply dismiss 
such an aesthetic value or value in aesthetics as problematic, if aesthetic orders were not 
so deadly. The irony is that the invention of fractal geometry has been attributed to Man-
delbrot’s work in the 1970s, when ethnomathematicians like Ron Eglash (1999) have 
shown that fractal geometry (including algorithmic fractal practices) has been practiced 
in diverse design practices across continental Africa for centuries.

 10 I am drawn to the metaphor of dense point offered by Rizvana Bradley’s (2016: 14) 
reading of the work of Houston Baker because I think it resonates with that of Wyn-
ter and highlights the way Wynter’s argument speaks to that of Hammonds. Addi-
tionally, one of the ways the infinite has been reimagined is via density rather than 
immensity.

 11 This article is in conversation with, rather than teleologically follows from, my recent 
article “Sense of Things” (Jackson 2016b). The current article was written before, 
during, and after the publication of that article. This publication is another attempt to 
articulate and elaborate the relation between black femininity and the sublime. In 
“Sense of Things” (Jackson 2016b), in a reading of Nalo Hopkinson’s Brown Girl in the 
Ring, I rehearse a version of this argument that is not limited to the racially ontologiz-
ing terms of sex-gender but rather places the question of sexual difference in a larger 
exploration of how black mater structures the terms of the empirical, more generally, 
or the meeting of the Kantian imagination with that of the understanding.

 12 Michel Foucault ([1966] 1994: 157–58) describes the historical a priori as follows:

It concerns a fundamental arrangement of knowledge, which orders the knowledge 
of beings so as to make it possible to represent them in a system of names. . . . This 
a priori is what, in a given period, delimits in the totality of experience a field of 
knowledge, defines the mode of being of the objects that appear in that field, pro-
vides man’s everyday perception with theoretical powers, and defines the condi-
tions in which he can sustain a discourse about things that is recognized to be true.

Similarly, on the prompting of Rachel Jones, I am thinking with Luce Irigaray’s 
(1993) “sensible transcendental,” or the metaphorical junction of mind/body, flesh/
word, immanence/transcendence, abstract/embodied, time/space, form/matter, in 
An Ethics of Sexual Difference, but, following Hortense Spillers (1987), I am thinking 
more about its psychoanalytic resonances as it pertains to matter-symbol than inquir-
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ing into its theological implications, which is how the “sensible transcendental” is 
usually taken up. Last, my discussion of abjection also follows and revises the theory 
of abjection in the work of Julia Kristeva (1982).

 13 My use of the term mythification evokes and is informed by the work of James Snead 
(1994) but is primarily a response to Spillers’s (1987) reading of Roland Barthes’s 
Mythologies ([1957] 1972: 302–6) and the use of the term myth in her essay “Mama’s 
Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book.”

 14 On the promise and perils of recent materialist approaches in feminism, see Tompkins 
2016.

 15 For an elaboration of the term politics of representation, see Hall 1997. See also Graham 
Harman’s (2011) critique of a potential scientific naturalism in materialist discourse.

 16 In putting forward this argument, I am entering into conversation with Ferreira da 
Silva. I am grateful for her argument in “To Be Announced” concerning staying with 
excess as “the gifts of The Thing” and “The Thing’s promises” (Ferreira da Silva 2013: 
47). Ferreira da Silva maintains, “the disavowed sexual female body” in “modern know-
ing” “is still the most prolific signifier of excess”; that is, “it is the determinant of value” 
and an “unrepresentable” figure that “exposes, without resolution or apologies, the vio-
lence of racial/colonial subjugation” because her sexuality exists in representation as 
“object, other, or commodity.” Ferreira da Silva seeks to demonstrate that “the sexuality 
of the female body refers to a power other than the sovereign’s,” “one that is beyond and 
before the re/productive capabilities of the fe/male native/slave body” (49–50). In this 
essay, and elsewhere (Jackson 2016b), I approach similar questions regarding represen-
tation and excess, but I approach them through a reading of black femininity in the 
genealogy of black feminist theory vis-à-vis feminist new materialism and discourses 
of the sublime. I am compelled by Ferreira da Silva’s centering of “the sexual female 
body,” as Aristotelian hylomorphism, the concept of “mater” in particular, presupposes 
the confluence of femininity, motherhood, and materiality. I try to read hylomorphism 
against the grain of this tradition and diagnose its implications for the representational 
politics of (anti)blackness. I am also trying to think carefully about the ways that signi-
fiers of black femininity gesture toward an excess that is not a subjectivity or desire or a 
liberating promise we can know in advance but a virtuality that is indeterminate and 
without guarantees (Ferreira da Silva 2013: 47). My thanks to Saidiya Hartman and 
Anna Agathangelou for bringing this text to my attention.

 17 For a fantastic and generative reading of the figure of Isis in Kant’s Third Critique, see 
Freeman 1995. I am following Freeman here with respect to the black femininity of 
Isis. This is not to say Isis is a black woman, as Isis is an ancient Egyptian goddess and 
not an actual black woman. That said, I am also saying, like Isis, actual black women 
are not empirically black women but only figuratively black women and, therefore, not 
actually black women either — if actual implies empirical content or pre-discursivity.

 18 In the case of Kant, his lectures were most frequently in the area of “the empirical 
study of man” or anthropology rather than practical philosophy. Consequently, the 
insistence on the separation of Burke’s and Kant’s aesthetic philosophies is ostensibly 
at least partially based in an attempt to keep Kant’s “precritical” Observations on the 
Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime (published in 1763) and his anthropological efforts 
from tainting the supposed purity of his practical philosophy in the Critique of Judg-
ment. As Matthew Hachee (2011) notes, while contemporary criticism minimizes the 
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importance of Kant’s anthropological efforts, they, in fact, were central to how he 
understood the scope of philosophical inquiry. For instance, in the Introduction to 
Logic, Kant ([1800] 1963: 15) argues, “The field of philosophy may be reduced to the fol-
lowing questions”: 

1. What can I know? 
2. What ought I do? 
3. What may I hope for? 
4. What is man? 

The first question is answered by metaphysics, the second by morals, the third by reli-
gion, and the forth by anthropology. In reality, however, all these might be reckoned 
under anthropology since the first three questions refer to the last (15). Kant’s anthropo-
logical commitments precede and are, according to Kant, central to the practice of phi-
losophy, more generally, including his own. Hachee (2011) maintains that, of all Kant’s 
lecture courses given over his forty years of university teaching, he lectured on “moral 
philosophy” twenty-eight times, “metaphysics” forty-nine times, and “anthropology” 
seventy-two times. On Kant’s philosophical anthropology, see also Armstrong 1996, 
Eze 1995, Judy 1991, and Mikkelsen 2013. Thanks to Eva Hayward for bringing the 
Hachee paper to my attention.

 19 Yet, as Meg Armstrong (1996: 213) observes in “‘The Effects of Blackness’: Gender, Race, 
and the Sublime in Aesthetic Theories of Burke and Kant,” contemporary theorists of the 
sublime have nevertheless commonly “neglected to mention the prevalent association 
between the sublime and various, embodied forms of difference.” Armstrong suggests 
that perhaps such silence stems from a certain mystification of the sublime itself in aes-
thetic discourse, such that an imagined chasm between aesthetic experience and histor-
ical and cultural contingency, or a turn away from the relevancy of embodied forms in 
the discourse, underwrites the supposed transcendental nature of aesthetic vision. More-
over, the repetitive motions with which the national, cultural, racial, or gendered bodies 
of the sublime are erased in order to assert the “naturalness” of aesthetic vision indicate 
a persistent anxiety and ambivalence surrounding the relationship between subjectivity, 
aesthetics, and the production of images of difference (213).

 20 Regarding sexual difference and the faculties, see “Section Three: Of the Distinction of 
the Beautiful and Sublime in the Interrelations of the Sexes.” There Kant lays out a 
detailed gendered bifurcation of “feminine” and “masculine” sciences. Regarding the 
“fair sex,” according to Kant (1960: 78–79), “her philosophy is not to reason, but to 
sense,” and “deep meditation” and “long-sustained reflection” are better left to the 
“opposite sex,” the “noble sex.”

 21 A similar color coding is seen in Kant’s Observations (1960: 54) as well: “Dark coloring 
and black eyes are more closely related to the sublime, blue eyes and blonde to the beau-
tiful.” Relatedly, the beautiful and the sublime are also gender coded in the following: 
“The fair sex has just as much understanding as the male, but it is a beautiful under-
standing, whereas ours should be a deep understanding, an expression that signifies 
identity with the sublime” (78).

 22 John Locke asks why we must consider darkness terrible when exposure to excessive 
light is painful to the sense, thereby suggesting that the equation between darkness 
and the terrible is a result of habit. Burke ([1757] 2014), in attempting to refute Locke’s 
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claim that darkness is not inherently terrible but merely associated with the terrible, 
also implies that physical blindness is terrible by analogy and develops a vast reserve of 
putative anatomical and anecdotal evidence to make his case.

 23 Armstrong’s (1996) reading of Kant and Burke is simply superb, and, as far as I can 
tell, Armstrong’s is the only systematic study of race and gender in Burke’s and Kant’s 
aesthetic philosophies. As far as I am concerned, Armstrong is essential reading and 
indispensable to the work I am doing here.

 24 bell hooks in Representing Whiteness in the Black Imagination (1992) describes the spec-
ter of terrorizing white domination and violence as sublime under conditions of “racial 
apartheid.” See also Paul Gilroy’s (1993) “slave sublime.”

 25 On a discussion of this episode, see Judy 1991. However, the declaration arises along-
side a reported joke between a black male carpenter and a white male, Father Labat, 
concerning the question of the carpenter’s abuse of his wife, to which Kant suggests 
that the carpenter’s reported defense of his actions might be instructive for his fellow 
countrymen. I have not yet come across an analysis that stays with the gendered nature 
of this fabled episode. Kant’s commentary can be found in Kant 1960: 13.

 26 As Judy (1991: 42) instructs, it is crucial to recall Kant’s distinction between “thought” 
and “knowledge,” as the judgment of the sublime turns on this distinction; the sublime 
concerns what you can “think” but not “know”: “Knowledge entails both the Category 
through which an object in general is thought, and the intuition through which it is 
given. As far as thought is concerned, even without and given intuition corresponding 
to the Category, the Category would still be formally thought. In that case there would 
simply be no possible knowledge of anything empirical.”

 27 Unlike Kant, Burke’s foray into psychology was preparatory to a classification of objects, 
which produce feelings (pain, pleasure, delight), and he believed that the eye was most 
effective at conveying and regulating the passionate excess associated with the power, 
magnitude, and obscurity of sublime visions (Armstrong 1996: 217). The imagined 
subject of Burke’s aesthetic experience is a reactionary one, not one who actively con-
structs categories of aesthetic judgment. The emphasis is placed on the properties of 
objects themselves in aesthetic experience as they affect the eye, the perceived primary 
organ of sensibility rather than on the function of particular faculties (217). However, 
as Armstrong notes of the theory of disposition that bridged Burke’s and Kant’s philo-
sophical aesthetics: “Of course, since the beautiful and sublime are, in fact, disposi-
tions of ‘external things’ or bodies which themselves are judged to partake of beauty or 
sublimity to various degrees and kinds (i.e. the sublime American Indian or Arab), the 
distinction is somewhat blurred” (221).

 28 The black mater(nal) as I describe it here is closely related to what Fred Moten (2003: 
205) in In the Break describes as the “silenced difference” of “black materiality” at the 
meeting point of discursivity and materiality: “In a fundamental methodological move 
of what-has-been-called-enlightenment, we see the invocation of a silenced difference, 
a silent black materiality, in order to justify a suppression of difference in the name of 
(a false) universality.”

 29 My thinking regarding paradoxical power is informed by the work of Darieck Scott. We 
don’t want femininity and gendered undifferentiation to signify, simply and exclusively, 
as marks of degradation. Whereas this essay is focused on the interrelation of discourses 
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on sublimity and mater/iality as they relate to the manner in which black femininity 
functions as the ground of normativizing and hierarchical arrangements of sex-gender, 
Kara Keeling (2007) and Scott (2010), via Frantz Fanon, explore the generative potential 
of excess, gendered undifferentiation, inversion, and queer/ing femininity, where such 
a process gives way to “introducing invention into existence” (Fanon: 1967: 229). See 
also Toni Cade Bambara, “On the Issue of Roles” (1970). Thank you Kai Green for 
bringing Bambara’s essay to my attention. Along the lines of the generative capacity of 
opacity, see Glissant’s Poetics of Relation (1997).

 30 Judy (1991: 15) argues that if “‘the negro’ is not empirical but entirely discursive or tran-
scendent, then knowledge of The Negro is the sort of knowledge which has no empirical 
content, [and] the negro, therefore, is properly a concern of the transcendental logic.” 
But my concern is with sense making that does not get subsumed under the masculin-
ized force of the concept. And the black mater(nal) I describe is perhaps closer to the 
idea of something like Kant’s theory of space and time as forms of intuition and, there-
fore, unavailable to knowledge — because it is a part of the condition of possibility for 
perception and conceptualizing. What I am saying is that black femininity is appre-
hended as an intuition or perception but becomes neither apperception (arrangement 
of perception into the figurative) at the register of the imagination nor concept at the 
register of the understanding, but instead resides in feeling. Kant’s transcendental is 
not temporal but universal and necessary; mine is historical. My black mater(nal) is not 
empirical, but holds the potential to rearrange the terms of reality and feeling, there-
fore rewriting the conditions of possibility for the empirical.

 31 See Toni Morrison’s (1988) discussion of unspeakability. Barbara Claire Freeman 
(1995) offers a fantastic reading of Beloved, unrepresentability, and the Kantian sub-
lime. See also Gilroy’s (1993) “slave sublime.” Therefore, I am not talking about the vir-
tue of suffering or sanctifying victims, nor am I talking about a sublimity that can be 
recuperated into a monument to the self or the dominion of reason. While I assume the 
infinity of all things, my concern is with the nature of how this thing, in particular, 
which I am calling the black mater(nal), resists synthesis in a manner where we can 
never arrive at this thing but can only approach it. Nevertheless, I do not approach this 
sublimity through a romance with history. I do not assume it can be comprehended 
historically or that we can know what it is (ontology) in any final sense, but such a view 
does not absolve us of the ethical duty to contemplate it but rather confronts us with the 
limits of (our) conceptual tools or knowledge.

 32 I want to thank the debaters and coaches at the “Genres of Speculation” conference 
held at the New School on February 26, 2017, for pushing me to clarify this point 
regarding standpoint, which I have attempted to do while also attending to the material 
histories and stakes of the discourses of sex-gender and sexuality.

 33 On the notion of performance/performativity, here I am thinking with Barad (2003: 
802), who states the following: “The representationalist belief in the power of words to 
mirror preexisting phenomena is a metaphysical substrate that supports social construc-
tivist, as well as traditional realist, beliefs. . . . A performative understanding of discursive 
practices challenges the representationalist belief in the power of words to represent pre-
existing things. . . . The move toward performative alternatives to representationalism 
shifts the focus from questions of correspondence between descriptions and reality (e.g., 
do they mirror nature of culture?) to matters of practices/doings/actions.”
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 34 And, in fact, in “Sense of Things” (Jackson 2016b), I suggest representationalist logics 
are maintained by a hegemonic mode of antiblack visuality.

 35 For another reading of blackness, gender, and queerness as it pertains to the Moynihan 
Report engaged by Spillers, see Ferguson 2004.

 36 The phrase “evacuated and overfull” is borrowed from Bradley (2016: 9).
 37 Here I am thinking processes of differentiation with and along the lines of Barad, in 

her work on diffraction. Quoting Barad (2014: 175):

Meaning is not ideality; meaning is material. And matter isn’t what exists sepa-
rately from meaning. Mattering is a matter of what comes to matter and what 
doesn’t. Difference isn’t given. It isn’t fixed. Subject and object, wave and particle, 
position and momentum do not exist outside of specific intra-actions that enact 
cuts that make separations — not absolute separations, but only contingent separa-
tions within phenomena. Difference is understood as differencing: difference-in-
the-(re)making. Differences are within; differences are formed through intra-activ-
ity, in the making of “this” and “that” within the phenomenon that is constituted in 
their inseparability (entanglement).

I thank Kathrin Thiele for bringing this text to my attention.
 38 For a similar argument, see also Harman 2016.
 39 On “general theory,” see Chandler 2013.
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