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Speaking the Hieroglyph

Selamawit D. Terrefe

Abstract Black women, while equally subject to regimes of vio-
lence against Black men, find differing articulations within these 
schemas. I contend that the mourning we refuse for Black women, 
cis and trans, rests upon differentially affected responses to anti-
black violence, not upon a gender differential in its structure and 
practice. Analyzing the psychoanalytic work of Hortense Spillers 
and David Marriott, I argue that a bifurcation between these two 
theorists reflects both a political and ontological impasse: a polit-
ical disagreement about the promise of Black life and the aporet-
ics of Black psychoanalytic discourse on the psychic purchase of 
Black absence and loss.

When the only certainty is the weather that produces a per-
vasive climate of antiblackness, what must we know in or-
der to move through these environments in which the push 
is always toward Black death?

Christina Sharpe1

Intramurally, we are fixated on the broken, wounded “flesh”2 of Black 
men, gazing upon contemporary images of their bullet ridden bod-
ies as though these corpses were conduits for a mourning we refuse 
for Black women, cis and trans. Our affective relations and empathic 
visual identifications have rested with Black men, especially with the 
explosion of literary and visual culture from the early 20th through 
the first decades of the 21st century. But has the Black female imago 
experienced an erasure, or something more insidious? Undoubtedly, 
work on the spectral parameters of antiblack violence against Black 
men from theorists such as David Marriott, among others, is crucial 
for understanding and arguing the extent to how normalized and nor-
malizing white violent fantasies are to our psychic edifice. But how has 
the absented imago of the Black female body aided in the construction 
of this phantasmatic and material violence when the pleasure derived 
from the Black woman’s abjection travels to the space of one’s negated 
psyche? How does one elaborate, convey, confront, mourn or bury the 
traveling of that impulse? An impulse that is the drive and/or desire to 
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mete out a suffering you can only bear when it is upon the flesh of one 
whose annihilation you meet with ambivalence: the Black woman who 
bears the blame—partus sequitur ventrum—for determining Blackness?

Black rupture, absence and loss engenders not only the temporal 
aphasia3 structuring Black waking life throughout the globe, but also 
haunts interpretations of the psyche itself, including its dreams. Freud, 
in Interpretation of Dreams, renders them as follows:

The dream-thoughts are immediately comprehensible, as soon 
as we have learnt them. The dream-content, on the other hand, 
is expressed as it were in a pictograph script, the characters of 
which have to be transposed individually into the language of the 
dream-thoughts. If we attempted to read these characters accord-
ing to their pictorial value instead of according to their symbolic 
relation, we should clearly be led into error. …But obviously we 
can only form a proper judgment of the rebus if we put aside crit-
icisms. …The words which are put together in this way are no 
longer nonsensical but may form a poetical phrase of the greatest 
beauty and significance. A dream is a picture-puzzle of this sort 
and our predecessors in the field of dream-interpretation have 
made the mistake of treating the rebus as a pictorial composition: 
and as such it has seemed to them nonsensical and worthless.4

What if we were to shift our ethico-political and theoretical orientations 
concerning the bodies and imagos of Black women, perhaps reading 
both their construction and our libidinal responses to them as a rebus 
for the psychic life of slavery? Freud adopted a term of translation and 
descriptive transference—the metaphor of the rebus—to describe the 
language of dreams, and similar to Freud’s elaboration of the “error” 
in interpreting meaning from “these characters according to their pic-
torial value instead of according to their symbolic relation,” we must 
do the same with respect to reading the processes and ramifications 
of Black people’s “ungendering” via racial slavery: “the command-
ing terms of the dehumanizing, ungendering, and defacing project 
of African persons.”5 Operating as a “metaphor of social and cultural 
management”6 both internal and external to the Black intramural, gen-
der acts as both a mode of violence and a manner through which our 
understanding of Black suffering writ large affects the deepest levels 
of the psyche. Hence, our political, ethical, and libidinal investments 
appear to focus primarily on Black male abjection—as both specta-
cle and spectacular—for like dream-thoughts, they are “immediately 
comprehensible, as soon as we have learnt them.” However, reading 
the psychic life of slavery through both the rebus of Black female flesh 
as “a text for living and for dying,”7 and a primitive language without 
a grammar—the latent content of dreams, the dream-content itself—
we could practice a mode of thinking with and through the untranslat-
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able in both Black life and death, social or otherwise. In similar fashion 
to Freud’s dream-content, Black women’s suffering operates as invis-
ibly as the Black unconscious writ large, and as the underpinning of 
our interpretations of the (Black) psyche: a psyche which unleashes 
incalculable aggressivities towards the Black woman as the arbiter of 
Blackness itself.

Since any ethical investigation into the intersection of race, gender, 
politics, and violence within contemporary discourse in Africa and its 
diaspora must include a vision of the psychic life of Black subjects as 
theorized by Black people, Hortense Spillers’ oeuvre, I contend, provides 
a critical foundation. Beyond her contribution to the canonical forma-
tion of African American literary and critical theory with essays such as 
“Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book,” Spillers’ 
engagement with and formation of psychoanalytic theory in works 
such as “All the Things You Could be By Now if Sigmund Freud’s Wife 
Was Your Mother’: Psychoanalysis and Race” profoundly catalyze 
and situate the socio-political and ethical import of meditating upon 
the psychic life of slavery. Spillers extends her radical hermeneutic of 
flesh, what she defines as “that zero degree of social conceptualization 
that does not escape concealment under the brush of discourse, or the 
reflexes of iconography,”8 to her subsequent essay, “All the Things You 
Could be by Now, If Sigmund Freud’s Wife was Your Mother,” with 
the introduction of two key concepts. Spillers poses the first, “psycho-
analytics,” differentially to traditional psychoanalytic discourse, and 
charges it with “effecting a translation from the muteness of desire/
wish—that which shames and baffles the subject…into an articulated 
syntactic particularity.”9 The second critical concept Spillers introduces 
is a strategy she terms “interior intersubjectivity,” defining it as both 
a goal and process of “self-reflection” “predicated…on speaking,” “a 
discipline of a self-critical inquiry,” which occurs “in the transgressive 
unpredictable play of language.”10

Until the publication of Spillers’ work, we’ve had limited access 
to theoretical frameworks that begin to discuss the Black female as a 
figuration both outside of and in excess of not only language, but also 
the specular.11 The role of the Black woman, I contend, proves criti-
cal within both the Symbolic and Real, illuminating the psychic pro-
cesses of modernity’s negotiation of life and death, desire and fanta-
sy. In other words, Black women’s flesh—as an outcome and practice 
of conceptions of psychic life/death within pre-modern and modern 
eras (on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean, the Indian Ocean, and the 
Mediterranean Sea)—undergirds and drives the language and dis-
course of not only psychoanalysis but the unconscious itself. The era-
sure and silencing of affective responses to Black women’s suffering 
mirrors her ontological absence, the obliteration of her suffering in our 
collective imagining of antiblack violence and the theoretical appa-
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ratuses Black critical theorists of Black life and Black death deploy. 
Extending the critical work of Spillers, I argue that a hermeneutic lens 
attuned to the hieroglyphics of Black female flesh translates the mute-
ness and ideological purchase of the Black female imago, and by exten-
sion the Black female psyche, from temporal aphasia towards Spillers’ 
goal of “an articulated syntactic particularly.”

“The Ship’s Hole”; or, Do Dreams Belong to the Law of the Living, 
or the Dead?

Even though the European hegemonies stole bodies—some of 
them female—out of West African communities in concert with 
the African “middleman,” we regard this human and social irrep-
arability as high crimes against the flesh, as the person of African 
females and African males registered the wounding. If we think 
of the “flesh” as a primary narrative, then we mean its seared, 
divided, ripped-apartness, riveted to the ship’s hole, fallen, or 
“escaped” overboard.

Hortense Spillers12

Spillers describes the scene of the “ship’s hole” as a “primary narra-
tive” of the “wounding,” searing, and annihilation of African “per-
sons” as they discursively transform to “flesh.” Concomitant with her 
discussion of an American grammar rooted in the violence constitutive 
of racial slavery and the construction of the New World, Spillers pres-
ents a radical reformulation of what in common parlance within the 
Humanities would be referred to as (white) abjection. “Black sounds,” 
or Blackness in general, open the similarly titled section of Kristeva’s 
Powers of Horror: “Throughout a night without image but buffeted by 
black sounds…I have spelled out abjection.”13 For Kristeva, the abject 
possesses properties of both subject and object, retaining “only one 
quality of the object that of being opposed to I.”14 More pressing for our 
discussion of Spillers’ work is the relationship between Kristeva’s the-
ory of abjection and Spillers’ notion of the flesh. The corpse is abject—
“what disturbs identity, system, order,”15 according to Kristeva. Yet it 
is worth repeating that Spillers theorizes the “primary narrative” of 
“flesh” as “that zero degree of social conceptualization that does not 
escape concealment under the brush of discourse, or the reflexes of 
iconography.”16 For Kristeva, however, the primary aspect of the abject 
upon which its existence hinges is jouissance:

It follows that jouissance alone causes the abject to exist as such. 
One does not know it, one does not desire it, one joys in it [on 
enjouit]. Violently and painfully. A passion…Hence a jouissance 
in which the subject is swallowed up but in which the Other, in 
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return, keeps the subject from foundering by making it repugnant. 
One thus understands why so many victims of the abject are its 
fascinated victims—if not its submissive and willing ones.17

Kristeva, here, implies that victims of the abject may be “willing ones,” 
finding in “sublime alienation, a forfeited existence.” Yet if we follow 
Spillers’ hermeneutics of flesh, what subtends the transubstantiation 
of Black bodies into flesh concerns: “a theft of the body—a willful and 
violent (and unimaginable from this distance) severing of the captive 
body from its motive will, its active desire. Under these conditions, we 
lose at least gender difference in the outcome, and the female body and 
the male body become a territory of cultural and political maneuver, 
not at all gender-related, gender-specific.”18 For Spillers, Black female 
flesh remains “ungendered,” and marks the quintessential slave – an 
object void of jouissance in itself. Serving as a conduit for the jouissance 
of white, or non-Black, people whose subjectivity, or status as Human, 
hinges upon the construction of slaves, or the Black, as antihuman, the 
Black body constitutes and exceeds Kristeva’s abject—“what disturbs 
identity, system, order”—for it is the very object against which identi-
ty, system and order within modernity are formulated.

In Kristeva’s thought, entry into the social order is predicated on 
abjection, or separation from the mother, which precedes and precip-
itates the child’s entrance into the Symbolic, or law of the Father. The 
Black, however, lacks a similar corporeal tie with the maternal, instead 
revealing the ontological, psychic, and material ruptures reflective 
of a political ontology borne of the Trans-Atlantic slave trade.19 For 
Black motherhood is sutured to a history of property relations, rather 
than kinship ties, and is illuminated by the state’s and civil society’s 
reach which extends from and beyond the ship’s hole: the severing 
of kinship ties of ascent and the erasure of maternal claims to descen-
dants, whether on the plantation or via the foster ‘care’ and carceral 
systems. Blackness as deathly marker within the Symbolic, Imaginary, 
and Real is so intimately tied to the metaphoric and material reality of 
the corpse (and we have thousands of bones laying in the bottom of the 
Atlantic ocean to support this claim) that Spillers’ elaboration of the 
reduction of African bodies into flesh illuminates a critical facet: the 
material and psychic violence attendant to the construction of racial 
Blackness—in and through chattel slavery and its successive itera-
tions—precedes one’s subjective and phenomenological experience of 
it. For antiblackness as a political and ontological outcome of a series 
of historical events—Sub Saharan racialized slavery, the Trans-Atlantic 
slave trade and the birth of modern racial capital—is prior to one’s 
entrance, but perhaps not one’s formation, in language or the Symbolic 
Order. Temporal aphasia operates by way of retraction where what 
remains unsymbolizeable in language—the Real, or the violence that 
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precedes the id for Black people—gives way to speculative theories 
such as from Spillers who reveals the distinction between searching 
for communicability versus the rules of order, for understanding and 
expression versus systems of power: language versus her aim to “posit 
a grammar of a different ‘subject of feminism’.”20 And if violence is the 
a priori psychic and ontological construction undergirding Blackness, 
our methods for interpreting and articulating not only the machina-
tions of the Black psyche, but also Black intramural relations, must 
be attuned to the effects of these “high crimes against the flesh” of 
“African females and African males” who still register this foundation-
al “wounding”—what Spillers defines relationally as “social irrepara-
bility.” In so doing, we may glean a better understanding of how not 
only Frantz Fanon, but also David Marriott and Spillers alongside and 
through Fanon, agree that Freud’s Oedipal Complex eludes the Black.

Marriott’s initial theoretical contributions—the essays “Bonding 
over Phobia,” published in the edited volume Psychoanalysis and 
Race21 and “Bordering on: The Black Penis”22—entered the field of crit-
ical inquiry after the publications of Spillers’ “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s 
Maybe” and her most significant work on psychoanalysis and race, 
“All the Things You Could Be by Now if Sigmund Freud’s Wife was 
Your Mother.” A formidable cultural critic attuned to the need for 
extended psychoanalytic investigation of the violence governing the 
lives of Black folk in the African diaspora, Marriott’s commitment to 
psychoanalytic inquiry and his sustained engagement with Frantz 
Fanon’s contributions in Black Skin, White Masks mark him as a cru-
cial interlocutor into the field. Marriott has situated his work at the 
interstices of visual media, literature, poetics, and psychoanalysis, 
hence, when coming across his essay, “In Memory of Absent Fathers: 
Black Paternity and Social Spectatorship,” the author’s rare mention of 
Spillers in addition to his text’s attendant critique of her engagement 
with psychoanalysis proves puzzling.

I place the work of Spillers, in particular her essays “Mama’s Baby, 
Papa’s Maybe” and “All the Things You Could be by Now, if Sigmund 
Freud’s Wife Was Your Mother,” in conversation with the oeuvre of 
Marriott, beginning with Spillers’ profound, albeit unacknowledged, 
influence on the direction of his work. Both Spillers and Marriott write 
under the weight of and engagement with Fanon’s interventions with-
in the discourses of psychoanalysis, phenomenology and ontology. 
Examining their respective interpretations of Fanon’s rendering of the 
split Black psyche in chapter six of Black Skin, White Masks, “The Negro 
and Psychopathology,” I argue that a bifurcation between Spillers and 
Marriott reflects both a political and ontological impasse: a political 
disagreement about the promise of Black life and the aporetics of Black 
psychoanalytic discourse on the psychic purchase of Black absence and 
loss. For Marriott interprets Spillers claim that “the African-American 
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male has been touched…by the mother, handed by her in ways that 
he cannot escape,”23 by defining her conception of “the maternal as 
an historically constituted horizon of touch, as the trace of a prom-
ise.”24 Notwithstanding, whether in her refutation of Fanon’s asser-
tion that “the Oedipus complex is far from coming into being among 
Negroes,”25 the relevance of Freud’s theory of neurosis regarding the 
Black psyche, or her concept of “interior intersubjectivity,” Spillers’ 
work gestures in the same direction as Marriott’s—meditating upon 
psychic dimensions of Blackness. My reading of the aporia between 
these two theorists’ work emerges through two vantage points. First, 
through the omission of the Black female imago in Marriott’s studies 
of the psychic effects of antiblack violence and Frantz Fanon’s similar 
absenting in his discourse of negrophobia. I contend that this exclusion 
rests upon differentially affected responses to the effects and displays 
of antiblack violence against Black women and men, not upon the 
construction of a gender differential in the logic, structure, or practice 
of antiblackness. Delineating the function of the Black woman within 
the concomitant production of psychoanalytic discourse and the prac-
tice of chattel slavery through Spillers’ concept of Black female flesh, I 
locate a raced psychic plane determined by modernity’s construction 
of the African as Black.

Second, I argue that until the 2017 publication of Marriott’s essay, 
“On Decadence: Bling Bling,”26 the nearly two decades long exclud-
ing of Spillers within Marriott’s work is subtended in a (political) 
disagreement about the promise of living. While Spillers’ essay con-
cludes with positing potential, if not hope, for Sapphire’s “claiming 
the monstrosity (of a female with the potential to ‘name’),”27 Marriott 
maintains “there are certain lives already dead to the future; lives, 
in other words, whose promise is inextricable from the most deadly 
psychic and social fantasies; lives for whom paternal abandonment is 
only one part of the necessary violence of the life as lived.”28 A cursory 
look at the distinction between these two scholars’ theoretical dispo-
sitions may reveal their respective foci on gender and/or the role of 
the maternal or paternal in the psycho-social and political develop-
ment of Black people in the U.S., as well as the mediums from which 
to theorize the ideology and spectrality of Blackness. However, the 
centrality of Spillers’ work to Marriott’s subsequent critical interven-
tions in his text Haunted Life: Visual Culture and Black Modernity has yet 
to be examined. For Marriott’s later inquiries into “the interstices of 
cultural fantasy and racial anxiety, abjection and desire”29 echo and 
extend Spillers’ elaboration on African bodies turned into “flesh,” of 
“the violent formation of a modern African consciousness” and the 
“hunger of recorded memory.”30 Yet these echoes and extensions rest 
on a primary site of irreconciliation: whether or not the violence of 
Black relationality—the Black psyche—reflects its impossibility. For 
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Spillers’, the praxis of “self-critical inquiry” relies on the assumption 
of a coherent, agential self whereby Black people could, perhaps, act 
as agents amongst one another. Conversely, Marriott contends with 
the possibility that the Black psyche is one that must “live with hatred 
as our most intimate possession,” presenting it as “the truly difficult 
task of our dreams.”31 Marriott, here, displays a recourse only through 
the possibility of death, even if only through dreams. This is remi-
niscent of what Freud defines as “the royal road to a knowledge of 
the unconscious activities of the mind; it is the securest foundation of 
psychoanalysis and the field in which every worker must acquire his 
convictions and seek his training. If I am asked how one can become a 
psychoanalyst, I reply: ‘By studying one’s own dreams.”32 A key site, I 
maintain, for excavating the machinations of the Black unconscious in 
general and “the securest foundation of psychoanalysis,” as practiced 
and theorized by Black people, is the Black woman. How we proceed 
after recognizing the ontological dead space that is indicative of rup-
ture—a psyche split from a non-self, inaugurated and governed by 
absence and loss—becomes the task of contemporary theorists of both 
Black life and death.

The Foreclosure of a Horizon

How can we explain, for example, that the unconscious represent-
ing base and inferior characteristics, is colored Black?

Frantz Fanon33

Black women have been so uniquely, intimately, and violently tied 
to the reproductive function that they operate now as the emissaries 
of the transmission of Blackness, at the very least in the New World. 
Fanon summarizes the boundless resentment and aggressivity dis-
played unconsciously toward the Black woman when he states: “the 
negro is a phobogenic object, a stimulus to anxiety”34 Recalling how the 
Black female slave, as Hortense Spillers notes in “Interstices: A Small 
Drama of Words,” is made to occupy the place of the “vestibular”—the 
“principal point of passage between the human and the non-human 
world,”35 I argue that examining the role of the Black female imago 
within both Primary and Secondary processes of the psyche proves 
crucial to understanding contemporary Black intramural relations.

Returning to the scene of the “ship’s hole” and the two specters 
haunting this essay, Spillers and Marriott, I argue that Marriott’s, 
and by extension, Fanon’s, absenting of the Black female imago, and 
ultimately psyche, cohere via a chiasmic resonance: a crossing and 
intersection of dissociative states—a gesture towards a self-reflective 
interiority for a subject without a self. Indeed, Marriott’s earlier work 
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references and briefly engages “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe,” and, 
until very recently, his subsequent writings of almost twenty years 
have excluded her. Given Spillers’ call for psychoanalytic discourse 
as a “supplementary protocol” for a “revised and corrected social-po-
litical practice,”36 a concept to which I will return later, it is difficult to 
imagine the trajectory of Marriott’s work independent of Spillers’ opus. 
Placing Fanon, Spillers, and Marriott’s engagements with the Oedipal 
complex in context demonstrates critical bifurcations that engender 
new insights into analyses of not only intrapsychic machinations and 
intramural relations relating to desire, identification, and aggressivi-
ty, but also illuminate divergent interpretations of a metaphysics of 
Blackness respective to how one views the mimetic function of the 
Black female imago. Hence, Marriott’s first text to critically engage 
Spillers’ insights, “In Memory of Absent Fathers: Black Paternity and 
Spectatorship,” appeared two years after Spillers’ “All the Things You 
Can Be by Now if Sigmund Freud’s Wife Was Your Mother,” and pre-
sented a critique of Spillers’ most lauded work: “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s 
Maybe.” Marriott’s main issue with Spillers’ essay hinges upon her 
deployment of the concept of mimesis: “legal enslavement removed 
the African-American male not so much from sight as from mimetic 
view as a partner in the prevailing fiction of the Father’s name, the 
Father’s law.”37 Marriott establishes his critique of Spillers with the fol-
lowing bold claims:

[W]hat her arguments perhaps leave uninterrogated is precisely 
this question of the legacy of the violated Black father for those 
sons and daughters who could not help but identify with him as 
the necessary condition of their own social identities...

Spillers fails to clarify the precise link between the Black father’s 
symbolic death and his loss from “mimesis”… is Spillers, in her 
account of Black filial identification, assuming that identification 
with the father only takes place if it is with a positive image of 
paternity? In which case is she not overlooking a more psycho-
analytic notion of mimesis defined as a “primordial tendency” to 
identification, a drive towards identity which brings, in turn, the 
desiring subject into being, and not the other way around in the 
form of a psychic voluntarism (Borch-Jacobsen 1989:47)? If so, and 
despite her complication of a naive account of looking as identifi-
cation, of visibility as recognition, Spillers’ use of the word “mime-
sis” appears to restrict it to an equally problematic voluntaristic 
account of social identification.38

The precondition for Marriott’s interpretation of Spillers’ definition of 
mimesis is bound to a reading of “her account of Black filial identi-
fication” as a “voluntaristic account of social identification.” Yet, the 
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body of Spillers’ text elaborates the “social ambiguity and chaos” of 
paternity for the Black child, contingent upon the historical conditions 
of slavery—beyond “an enforced state of breach,” it’s the “bizarre axi-
ological ground” from which contemporary modes of signification, 
mimesis, and identification articulate.39 In other words, I do not read 
Spillers’ essay as an endorsement of social identification as a matter 
of choice—the choice of which subject to be. What we see in terms of 
Oedipality in the case of the Black family40 (now we enter the realm 
of both being and having—object choice) is a condition not born of a 
matriarchal complex, but rather a structure within the antiblack and 
white supremacist hierarchies established during racial slavery (as far 
back as the Sub Saharan slave trade41).

For the Black/African, I argue, the processes of identification out-
lined within traditional psychoanalytic discourse fail to determine 
‘healthy’ sexual/object- choice and attachments (critiques of the het-
erosexism of Freud’s account notwithstanding) outside of the para-
digmatic racial structures that govern all prevailing social and power 
relations post racial slavery. Due to the historically specific relations of 
power undergirding Black maternity as banished, partus sequitur ven-
trem, we must examine the processes of identification and desire incip-
ient to the Oedipal complex and its relevance to Black people globally. 
Using Borch-Jacobsen’s conception of mimesis as a “desire of,” rather 
than for, others as its necessary precondition, one is forced to ques-
tion Marriott’s immediate dismissal of Spillers’ reading of mimesis 
and his resort to Rene’ Girard’s definition for buttressing his critique. 
Girard has outlined, in Violence and the Sacred, a “sacrificial crisis” “at 
the height” of which “man’s desires are focused on one thing only: 
violence. And in one way or another violence is always mingled with 
desire.”42 Rather than cathedralizing mimetic identification as sutured 
to desire to be or to have a particular object, Girard discusses:

[A] third presence as well: the rival. It is the rival who should be 
accorded the dominant role. We must take care, however, to iden-
tify him correctly; not to say, with Freud, that he is the father; or, in 
the case of the tragedies, that he is the brother. Our first task is to 
define the rival’s position within the system to which he belongs, 
in relation to both the subject and object. The rival desires the same 
object as the subject, and to assert the primacy of the rival can 
lead to only one conclusion. Rivalry does not arise because of the 
fortuitous convergence of two desires on a single object; rather, 
the subject desires the object because the rival desires it. In desiring an 
object the rival alerts the subject to the desirability of the object. 
The rival, then, serves as a model for the subject, not only in regard 
to such secondary matters as style and opinions but also, and more 
essentially, in regard to desires.43
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Perhaps, here, begins an illumination of how the Black mother—and 
by extension all Black women—is always-already a rival for more than 
just the Black child, regardless of gender. This object of desire is what 
Frank B. Wilderson III has elaborated as “gratuitous freedom”: “an 
ontological, rather than experiential, question,” its status “an ethical 
purity,” “freedom from the world, freedom from Humanity, freedom 
from everyone (including one’s Black self).”44 Spillers’ interventions, 
if read carefully, force us to extend the parameters of psychoanalytic 
inquiry to account for the “syntactic particularity” of the socio-cultural 
impact of New World slavery on the Symbolic registers. These include 
the symbolic father—this patronymic to which the Black man is ban-
ished—as well as Black fathers and Black children. As such, is not Black 
“female flesh” born of slavery’s violence established through a state 
of “breach,” in Spillers’ lexicon: a “breach” animating a violence that 
precedes Freud’s conception of the id, characterized by both an instinc-
tual drive and that which is repressed—“There is nothing in the id that 
corresponds to the idea of time; there is no recognition of the passage 
of time…Wishful impulses which have never passed beyond the id, 
but impressions, too, which have been sunk into the id by repression, 
are virtually immortal” 45 and “the dark, inaccessible part of our per-
sonality”46? Hence, the id is sutured to the Black woman as both “sub-
jected to repression” in constructions of modern notions of gender and 
femininity, and the “dark continent”47 of Freud’s female sexuality. The 
process of identification for Black people is inseparable from the a pri-
ori status of absence that situates Blackness, which is already to say 
an absence of Black femininity. In so doing, banished Black maternity 
restructures the pre-Oedipal in Freud’s configuration, a passion/desire 
for the mother, the child’s entry into desire—a foreclosure of desire for 
the mother. Concurrently, this entry into desire, which is also a foreclo-
sure, functions as both an opening and suturing of aggressivity. The 
Black maternal-as-rival receives violence directed against her for being 
the very negation of the phallus. For instance, contrary to Freud and 
Lacan’s theorization which fails to account for Blackness in relation 
to the phallus, the white female also functions in multiple registers as 
a form of the phallus since she is a conduit of power with the social 
relations established within chattel slavery. In other words, although 
for Freud love, or object-libido, prefigures identification, Marriott fails 
to see how Spillers’ reading of the Black father’s loss of “mimesis” 
demonstrates how Black fathers (as well as Black sons, daughters, and 
non-binary children) can adopt white scopic pleasures. These pleasures 
are constituted by an id that has repressed the banishment of Black 
“female flesh,” and the Black maternal by extension, from the catego-
ry of Other: a category of negation as well as representation. Hence, 
if the Black mother and woman as subject or sexual object-choice is 
neither foreclosed to a white Other nor available in the Symbolic and 



Terrefe | Speaking the Hieroglyph 135

socio-cultural registers to Black children or object-choices, this dou-
ble bind constitutes her abjected body and imago. Her vulnerability 
to violence via this double bind precipitates the abjection meted upon 
Blackness writ large and illuminates the psychic, phenomenological 
and ontological condition par excellence affecting Black intramural 
relations: outside of thought and consciousness, Blackness is a void 
unto a Black (non) self.

If our conceptions Black people’s identifications were to veer away 
from possession—to be or to have an object-choice bound by white 
fantasies embedded in our own Black psyches—we cannot begin to 
answer the question about the “woman of color” to which Fanon abdi-
cated: “I know nothing about her.”48 Much has been theorized about 
Fanon’s relationship to the woman of color in the context of his state-
ments on not only rape fantasies regarding Black men and white wom-
en, but also the woman of color’s rape fantasies involving the ‘darker,’ 
Senegalese. However, it is worth noting that unlike his exploration of 
the Black man in relation to non-Black women or even lighter hued 
Black women (the “woman of color” in his lexicon), Fanon is relative-
ly silent on exploring the condition and psychosexual development 
of Black women specifically. This relative silence, I argue, is another 
unconscious repudiation of the Black female imago as she relates to 
the ghost of slavery haunting Fanon’s oeuvre, a repudiation that Kara 
Keeling has insightfully elaborated as “the woman of color is not the 
Black man’s other, she is subsumed into the Black,” “she is without rep-
resentation,” and “eludes representation by colonialism’s structures.” 

49 Fanon indeed states that “The real Other for the white man is and 
will continue to be the Black man. And conversely. Only for the white 
man, the other is perceived at the level of the body image…unidentifi-
able.”50 Hence, I argue that not only is the Black woman a real Other for 
the white man, but also that Black women, men, and non-binary persons 
cannot be real Others for one another. We must return to Fanon, this time 
via Marriott, to investigate the ways in which we can read the missing 
Oedipal crisis for Black people, specifically how the psychic ramifica-
tions of ontological negation concatenate via misrecognition and failed 
incorporation between Black men and women to view what Marriott 
has elaborated as follows:

What does it mean for Oedipus to go missing? This is a question 
with profound ontological consequences, of course, and one that 
returns us to the earlier point about real fantasy: if the Black has 
no Oedipus, is this because identification follows on from an ear-
lier catastrophe and on that, to put it simply, precedes what it 
means to be a subject? …Yet to say that Oedipus is absent is to 
gesture toward a subject immobilized, forever in abeyance, caught 
up in an uncanny, disturbing moment of traumatic belatedness. 
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By giving a different version of Oedipus, which is all to do with 
a fetishized relation to whiteness, Fanon is, then, saying that 97 
percent of Antillean families are without legitimacy or differenti-
ation in culture—but only if Oedipus continues to name the laws 
of symbolic difference, inheritance, the legitimate assumption of 
a culture. The net result is an image of the Black as insufficiently 
alienated (as a being who has not had to face the threat of cas-
tration and so confront the price we pay for entry into sexuality 
and culture). It would seem that the encounter with racist stereo-
types is when the Black child’s “real apprenticeship begins,” and 
it is doubtless from the same encounter that “reality proves to be 
extremely resistant.51

Indeed, Marriott’s affirmation of the ontological consequences of a 
missing Oedipal complex for Black people proves critical. I identify 
the psychic machinations attendant to the Black who is both “insuf-
ficiently alienated” in the context of the “laws of symbolic difference, 
inheritance, the legitimate assumption of a culture,” yet also “forever 
in abeyance, caught up in an uncanny, disturbing moment of traumat-
ic belatedness” as compelled by a foundational trauma prior to “the 
encounter with racist stereotypes.” This crisis is an encounter with-
out a relation that is the material and mimetic encounter between a 
non-self and a barred encounter with the Black female imago that rep-
resents one’s ontological negation.

Marriott closes the foreword to On Black Men with the following, 
“And what psychoanalytically speaking, would it mean to risk our-
selves knowing that the contempts of culture are already inside us…? 
To live with hatred as our most intimate possession becomes, then, 
the truly difficult task of our dreams.”52 May we read, here, a return to 
Spillers’ interior intersubjective, “a discipline of a self-critical inquiry,” 
effectively traversing primary and secondary processes? Marriott ends 
Haunted Life with a return to a notion of risk, via Fanon, stating:

We too must descend into the icy depths like Orpheus if we are 
to experience that endless death that pierces us and that we pre-
serve inside ourselves like a lump of ice. Only by returning toward 
absence or loss can we grasp the gaze that petrifies and arrests at 
the very point of experiencing it, the essential deathliness of Black 
experience: the irony and perversity of a haunted life.53

In a return to Fanon’s investigation, and ultimately suspension, of the 
disalienation of the Black (man), Marriott’s recourse is to the possibili-
ty of death, a possibility that would signal the Black’s escape from his 
nothingness of being, yet in and through another return: “returning 
toward absence or loss.” Marriott meditates on this possibility through 
mining and challenging the revolutionary thought of Fanon, but only 
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through the disarrangement of misrecognition: the Black woman is 
effectively buried in the mise-en-scène of racial intrusion, misrecog-
nized as Other. Put differently, the very condition of possibility, which 
is the possibility of death, may be a rendering through “female flesh 
‘ungendered,’” as myth. This is forged through Spillers’ summons to 
“[claim] the monstrosity (of a female with the potential to ‘name’),” 
and for Black men to regain the “heritage of the mother… as an aspect 
of his own personhood—the power of ‘yes’ to the ‘female’ within.”54

Both Spillers and Marriot attempt to address how to deploy, nego-
tiate, and “live with” the negative ontological space constituting the 
Black psyche.55 Spillers constructs a “psychoanalytics” that could serve 
as a practice beyond technê, as epistêmê or an accounting for one’s self 
through the power of the mother as a way to advance life and possi-
bility. To this, Marriott’s work provides a sharp rejoinder, refusing an 
emancipatory logic either through a return to the law of the mother in 
a symbolic sense—a rejection of the “monstrosity,” the “Sapphire” with-
in—or through the possibility of speech. Spillers’ later work is decid-
edly oriented toward the intramural, aiming for a collective and social 
practice at the level of phenomenology, at times refuting and placing 
her ontological positing of Black absence, loss and negation in her ear-
lier work in stark relief against the possibility advanced in the correc-
tive practice of “interior intersubjectivity.” Marriott’s work orients us 
neither to a praxis in particular nor theory writ large, but to an orien-
tation that excavates the “task of our dreams.” It is both in the antici-
pation of Spillers’ “psychoanalytics”—a theory and praxis borne from 
Black suffering, “of unprotected female flesh—of female flesh ‘ungen-
dered’”—and Marriott’s refusal to bifurcate death from the lived expe-
rience and (non)ontology of Black people, that we may contemplate 
the Black woman as both an object of the gaze in the scopic register and 
as a “text for living and for dying.”56 However, the unavoidable mis-
recognition that both Fanon and Marriott display, and theorize, illumi-
nates the propagation of a rivalry against the Black woman: one which 
masks the relationship of aggressivity towards Blackness writ large, 
towards all Black “flesh ‘ungendered’.” One must command an ethical, 
political and scopic orientation toward the Black woman’s absented 
imago, her suffering under erasure.

Thus, I must pose the following question: if the racial fetish under-
girding the phobias and anxieties violently cathected towards Black 
men has no equivalent in terms of the Black woman’s jouissance, 
whether one posits or rejects she is void of such, what can we say 
about the level of anxiety, threat, and aggressivity leveled against her? 
This question requires a response beyond what discourses concerning 
the Symbolic alone can bear, and due to dissociative states of desire, 
affect, and political will, the Black woman remains more of a threaten-
ing idea—the horror of one’s anti-ideal, the excess of the Real—than 
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an object of desire, an object of valuation, affection and/or sensuality. 
Henceforth, from the “ship’s hole,” she becomes the content against 
which affects, desires, and defenses are split within not only the Black 
intramural, but also the larger global imaginary. The Black woman’s 
body has never remained under the purview of prohibition for both 
white and Black men, or for non-Black women for that matter, as the 
system of chattel slavery encouraged both a political and libidinal 
economy subtended on the rape and forced breeding of Black female 
slaves—the vessel and proxy through which white capital functions 
in a plantation system. But if we are to investigate the realm of the 
Real and the height of aggressivity, desires, fantasies, and violence 
buttressing contemporary manifestations of anxiety deployed against 
Black women, are we to look no further than Fanon’s own sentiments 
on Black women, or lack thereof? For when Fanon writes, “whoev-
er says rape says the Negro,” we understand the imago of the Black 
man as the object of fear, but we are still fighting to register the captive 
female as the quintessentially obscured—nameless and faceless—vic-
tim, a sentient object who suffers, along the lines of this syntax if it 
were inverted. Marked and branded by the sexual-sadistic machina-
tions attendant to racial slavery (also evident in the Arab slave trade’s 
concubinage of African bodies), the Black captive female carries a chi-
asmic resonance even in the work of the most prominent theories of 
the Black male psyche who absent her in their work. For if we place 
Spiller’s dictum that “the monstrosity (of a female with the potential 
to ‘name’)” against and alongside Fanon’s assertion that “it is implicit 
that to speak is to exist absolutely for the other,”57 we begin to broach 
the temporal aphasia, the speechlessness that surrounds the psychic 
life of slavery.

Spillers maps for us an imaginary that serves as a psychic, ontolog-
ical and political landscape engendering a dual patronymic wherein 
Black women are banished “out of the traditional symbolics of female 
gender.” But this imaginary also inaugurates Black people’s banish-
ment—an “enforced state of breach”58—from the fields of Being, gen-
der, and the domestic sphere, or relationality, within the intramural. 
Moreover, when we discuss scopophilia in the context of the Black 
female imago, we are as much discussing the absence of Black men’s 
psychic investments in addressing her obliteration as we are discuss-
ing Black women as bearers of looking (at) themselves. For Marriott, 
spectrality, and spectatorship, are parallel to dreamwork—the dream-
work enunciated on a film screen, or photo—for he illuminates dream-
work as “a wish to remember and inability to forget.”59 But is not his 
absenting of Spillers work also indicative of a dreamwork that excises 
Black women’s phenomenology, attempting to carve out theories of 
the Black psychic terrain primarily in and through the homo social? 
Spillers’ Black female, the “quintessential ‘slave,’”60 as the only one to 
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“stand in the flesh” “in a play of paradox,” enunciates the raw materi-
al of the Real, that which cannot be accessed through the Symbolic or 
internalized in the Imaginary: what she deems “monstrosity.”61

However, Marriott’s precarious engagement with Spillers’ work 
operates through dismissal, and her interventions, in my estima-
tion, operate via suspension throughout his work. Marriott’s claim 
that Spillers locates the Black maternal as “an historically constitut-
ed horizon of a touch, as the trace of a promise he cannot escape” 
and the “promise of an authentic future,” 62 foregrounds the aporia 
between the two theorists, determined by their respective orientations 
towards a “horizon.” I do not interpret Marriott’s curious judgement 
of Spillers’ discussion of African American males ungendering—Black 
men are the “only community of males” in the US that have “the spe-
cific occasion to learn who the female is within himself”63—as wholly 
motivated by a critique of her “use of the word ‘mimesis’ appear[ing] 
to restrict it to [a]…problematic voluntaristic account of social identifi-
cation.”64 Marriott posits an unusual slippage in transcription: he ren-
ders Spillers elaboration of “enslaved offspring” by positing a hyphen-
ate—“kinless, semi-orphan state”—where none appear in her essay. 
In fact, Spillers refutes orphanage as an enumerating term, as follows:

In the context of the United States, we could not say that the 
enslaved offspring was “orphaned,” but the child does become, 
under the press of a patronymic, patrifocal, patrilineal, and patri-
archal order, the man/woman on the boundary, whose human 
and familial status, by the very nature of the case, had yet to be 
defined. I would call this enforced state of breach another instance 
of vestibular cultural formation where “kinship” loses meaning, 
since it can be invaded at any given and arbitrary moment by the prop-
erty relations.65

I find no reservation in Spillers’ text concerning the unequivocal rup-
ture constructing African and African descended people’s “enforced 
state of breach.” Hence, Marriott’s reading of a partial breach, “semi-or-
phan,” in lieu of Spillers’ description of the ramifications of deracina-
tion is beyond curious. This slippage-as-critique is subtended, I argue, 
in a refusal to account for the ways in which Spillers’ essay implicates 
how the fantasy of gender coherence, and coordinates, operate for all 
Black people, “the man/woman on the boundary.” And it is precise-
ly against this figure “on the boundary” that “can be invaded at any 
given and arbitrary moment by the property relations” that Marriott 
dismisses, whether in his avoidance of the figure of the Black woman, 
refusal of Spillers’ psychoanalytic insights, or his return, which is also 
a reply, to Fanon.

Spillers, too, returns to Fanon in “All the Things You Could Be 
Right Now if Sigmund Freud’s Wife was Your Mother,” referring to 
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“markings on the social body of New World Africanity” as “stripes of 
an oedipal crisis.” Claiming that “Fanon…might well have been right” 
as she articulates the need for an “apposite psychoanalytic protocol for 
the subjects of ‘race,’ broken away from the point of origin, which rup-
ture has left a hole that speech can only point to and circle around,”66 I 
am left to wonder if this is the same raced subject of her earlier essay, 
“Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe.” Conjuring Fanon, Spillers locates the 
mythic implications of the “abandoned son”—African Oedipus—as 
demarcating a “discontinuity” demanding “a new article of faith...in 
the discovery of the Law of the living, not the dead, and in the circu-
lation of a new social energy that confronts the future, not the past.”67 
The specificity of Black “female flesh,” constituted by an ontological 
breach so vividly imagined in her seminal work, has all but vanished 
here, despite the paralysis of temporal aphasia evincing and transfer-
ring the “rupture” of the Middle Passage delineated in her previous 
essay. As such, Spillers’ recourse to the “law of the living” proves as 
puzzling as Marriott’s interpretation of the Black maternal as a “hori-
zon,” only if we were to forget that Marriott defines this horizon as a 
“trace of a promise [African American men] cannot escape”: “the touch 
and hands of the mother as the place where the kinless can re-imag-
ine the promise of an authentic future.”68 Alongside aporias such as 
recourses to laws of the living and the laws of the dead, paradoxes 
between what is, or what can be, promised to Black life, or death, as 
products of a breach, not only conjure the dreamwork involved in 
illuminating the “ship’s hole”—“a wish to remember and inability to 
forget”—but also express different visions of possibility within states 
of breach and foreclosure. These alternatives include Spillers’ contem-
plation of a “psychoanalytic hermeneutic” which would “recover it 
in a free-floating realm of self-didactic possibility that might decen-
tralize and disperse the knowing one,”69and Marriott’s disclosure of 
the “inheritance passed on from black fathers to brothers and sons: 
an inherited assurance that there are certain lives already dead to the 
future.” Additionally, Spillers identifies a potential agency through 
“claiming the monstrosity (of a female with the potential to ‘name’),” 
which Marriott misrecognizes as a promise of return, in addition to 
her theorization of “[T]he interior intersubjectivity [that] would substi-
tute an agent for a spoken-for, a ‘see-er,’ as well as a ‘seen’.”70 Marriott, 
too, traces a possibility, yet rendered through “a right to death” which 
I maintain is equally “riveted to the ship’s hole” as Spillers’ work, 
regardless of its failure to account for the specific ways in which Black 
women and femmes’ suffering both constitutes and is elaborated by a 
metaphysics of Blackness enumerated by (her) erasure: “Blackness, I 
repeat, is a right to death in which dying has no value and is no longer 
sovereign. It is a death in which sovereignty is marked by unreal cru-
elty and night makes visible a room full of wounds one can no longer 
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look on.”71 But what processes of the unconscious mind are altered to 
conceal this disjunction between Blackness as a death that cannot die, 
as Marriott maintains, and Spillers’ assertions that we cannot afford to 
live without an “ethical self-knowing?”

Considering Black “female flesh,” which is not exclusive to the 
black “female [who] stands in the flesh, both mother and mother-dis-
possessed,”72 as the latent source of Blackness—our conceptions, dis-
placements, desires, and revulsions surrounding Blackness—would 
provide a path to address the determinative, the inaugural of the 
hieroglyph of the flesh. As “a text for living and for dying,” practic-
ing the untranslatable grammar of the latency of ontological negation 
invokes reading the determinative of Black suffering through the logo-
gram of Blackness writ large. Put differently, the hieroglyphics of Black 
flesh, as described by Spillers, provides us with an ethical impetus and 
mode of thinking Black suffering in and through erasure, through a 
state of breach read as both foreclosure and return: more specifically, 
the erasure and absented suffering of Black women in particular, both 
in proximity to Black men, yet recognizing it as a proximity without 
recognition of a relation. For a crisis of “Oedipus go[ne] missing” is an 
encounter with a relation that is the material and mimetic encounter 
between a non-self and a mythic primary Other, but only in dream-
thoughts: the Black woman as the chiasma of the Black man. Hence, 
what mimetic wonderwork do visual representations of the Black ima-
go serve for a Black psyche that may remain illegible to that self?

It is within the language of dream-thoughts that we interpret the 
intramural as primarily a space of violence, subtended in these catego-
ries of distinction easily transposed from the slave master’s purview. 
We speak and theorize too hastily if we fail to excavate the dream-con-
tent through what can be exhumed for the purposes of emancipation, 
our desires for political revolution and for Black love (non-mutually 
exclusive categories): emancipation as much from our non-selves as 
from the world of rivalries and misidentifications. Moreover, Black 
women’s status as ungendered, flesh(ed), unprotected, whipped, 
tortured—her figurations and representations not only register as an 
absence from prohibition, or lack of desire, but also the at once bound-
lessly temporal and indeterminately eclipsed spatial determinative 
that Blackness is yet to be free. In fact, it has yet, as Marriott states, 
been allowed to die. And in our responses to theories of Black life and 
Black death—filled with our anxieties, revulsions and aggressivities 
towards those concepts, towards a metaphysics of Blackness that feels 
like the unrequited love that is thwarted freedom—we must ask our-
selves if we are willing to have the courage to dream in and through the 
imago of the Black woman its untimely demise.

Germinating in the phonetic scripts of dreams, these glimpses of 
Black (female) flesh and their temporal aphasic displacement indicate 
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a raw grammar of the psyche. This hyperstatic grammar never signals, 
but rather dreams of a possible extramural, a prohibition comprised of 
the constraints of our desires. Perhaps living with hatred “as our most 
intimate possession” is to do as Spillers has proscribed, to claim “the 
monstrosity,” but in excess of a “a female with the potential to ‘name’.” 
Embracing the monstrous may entail interrupting desire as much as it 
pertains to its construction. One question remains: if the metaphys-
ics of Blackness illumines the foreclosure of catalyzing desire—desires 
outside of identifications coterminous with revulsions, if not drives for 
its own obliteration—from what mimetic, psychic, and political posi-
tions can Black people read and articulate the psychic life of slavery? 
Differently put, reading the composition and terrain of this life through 
the violent revelation that a chasm exists where we once perceived a 
self may necessitate the imposition of additional libidinal breaches in 
place of what appears most coherent to the ego. Without so doing, we 
opt for a distortive dreamwork like Black Orpheus: one that mistakes a 
reflection for a horizon, subjectivity for a promise of return.

Marriott posits a recuperative reading of Fanon’s Black Orpheus, 
shifting the traditional interpretation of Orpheus’ descent into the 
depths of Hades to return his wife, Eurydice, from the underworld, 
forbidden from gazing upon her until their return to the living. In 
the classical narrative, fearful of her absence Orpheus returns to gaze 
upon her only to lose her once again to the darkness of the under-
world. Marriott’s interpretation, if not corrective, to Fanon’s rejoinder 
to Sartre73 is that we, too, must descend like his, and Fanon’s, Orpheus, 
turning toward that “absence or loss” which “petrifies and arrests.” 
Yet for Marriott:

in Fanon’s retelling, it is not Eurydice who disappears after having 
been set free by the gaze, but Orpheus…It is through his powerful 
unveiling of the power of the negative, both within and outside 
himself, that Fanon is able to resist the entrapments and lures of 
Eurydice in defiance of Orphée noir and, ultimately, in defiance of 
that within his innermost self.74

The true “Other,” “both within and outside himself,” for Marriott 
and Fanon is not only the white man articulated in Black Skin, White 
Masks, but also the white woman—Eurydice. And only by disavow-
ing that which is the mirror “both within and outside himself,” the 
Black woman, does the Black man in this scenario escape, “resist[ing]..
entrapments and lures….in defiance of that within his innermost self.” 
This resistance and defiance is achieved at the expense of concealing 
the “power of the negative” within the Black intramural, refusing to 
grapple with the intrapsychic relations of violence that still undergird 
Fanon’s unfinished project in Black Skin, White Masks. Thus, I must ask 
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why is our urge to look away, Black Orpheus’ resistance in walking 
away, stronger when confronted with the Black woman’s suffering, her 
imago and her dreams, than it is with the Black man? Perhaps the resis-
tance displayed by Fanon and Marriott’s Black Orpheus is premature.

The task at hand, now, for those who read, theorize, and practice 
in the wake of Spillers and Marriott, is a mode of return to foreclo-
sure: returning to the originating moment of woundedness, a state of 
breach, the “ship’s hole.” This return may signal both a liberatory poli-
tic and an intramural psychoanalytic practice within the “hole”—a “psy-
choanalytics”—to excavate the buried and transferred content of our 
dreams. I am neither advocating for mimetic representation of a figure 
that exceeds and anticipates her own erasure, nor am I attempting to 
bring Black women out of erasure. In other words, rather than posit 
further entrenchment into traditional conceptions of a gender binary, I 
am looking at how the Black female imago operates as a mythic site in 
the unconscious. In so doing, I suggest we excavate its machinations to 
learn about the future of Black revolutionary politics. Namely, can we 
ever make this figuration central to the service of Black liberation? For 
to speak of a Black unconscious is to see the world unfold at a destruc-
tive rate and against telos; with the barrel of a gun, the targeting light 
of a Taser, and the discomfort of civil society. But how can what hap-
pened on that ship be the same thing that happens in the welfare line? 
Is it the same unconscious that carried Harriet Tubman’s identifica-
tions, deciding whom to shoot or whom to save as she traversed the 
passageways to a freedom that wanted nothing to do with her kind? 
Or is it akin to the unconscious that drove Miriam Carey to a securi-
ty checkpoint at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue one autumn day in 2013? 
Indeed, promises are unfulfilled, and are impossible to sustain, but 
they are indicative of desires without expectations, of endings where 
we begin, “riveted to the ship’s hole, fallen, or ‘escaped’ overboard”75 
as we travel the impossible fissure—the breach of Black relationality—
between the New World and Africa.
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