Jonathan Howard
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The spearheading of this thrust towards an external observer position will be necessarily carried out by those Liminal categories who existentially experience the mode of Chaos to the mode of order of the governing system of figuration, whose will to affirmation, like that of the original humanists, depends on the unwriting/rewriting of the present schema and order of knowledge. 

—Sylvia Wynter, “The Ceremony Must be Found”: After Humanism

I. Introduction

If, as Michel Foucault contends, “in civilizations without boats dreams dry up,” it is not because any fundamental antagonism exists between civilization, on the one hand, and dreams and boats on the other. In fact, quite the opposite is true of Western Civilization, since it especially may be understood not only to have conceived itself on boats—and here I am thinking primarily of those engaged in the Trans-Atlantic slave trade—but also to have been dreamt. And to the degree that this is not readily apparent, civilization is glad. Still, if no more than a dream, western civilization and its attendant systems of valuation are precisely those dreams that, in Foucault’s words, have dried up. That is to say, appealing to both its connotations, that these dreams have gone sober, forsaken the uncertain ground of the sea and boats, and, with the assurances of terra firma, gained their footing enough to congeal into orthodox densities drained of fluidity. One way to think about what it is that we confront in the ongoing crises of our human history, then, is the menace of our dry dreams. That menacingly dry dream which primarily concerns this paper is the racialized conception of the human and the crisis of the Other outlined within the western ontological and political philosophical traditions; that is, the conception of human subjectivity such so that it “necessitates or instigates the exclusion of the other.” And even if this particularly violent mode of conceiving the human may be said to have stabilized itself by an eventual disavow of the uncertain and fugitive ground of water and boats, the logics of the ontological architecture it instantiates are profoundly visible and operative within, if not originally founded upon, the disavow of relation implied within spatial arrangement of what Édouard Glissant has called, in reference to the slave ship, the “closed boat.” 

 Yet, there are those for whom this disavowal of the sea and boats is complicated by how both have come to represent a kind of origin, those whose conveyance to the New World bore all the momentous symptoms of a veritable genesis. During an interview conducted aboard the Queen Mary II on a voyage from Paris to Fort-de-France, Édouard Glissant remembers this beginning. 

when you lean over the ship’s railing, you can’t stop thinking about the Africans at the bottom of the sea. It’s not the same route—this one is further north, while the caravels followed a more southerly route. So it’s not the same thing, but you think about it just the same. It seems to me that it’s another way of meditating on what’s happened in the world…Christopher Columbus had left for what was called the New World and I’m the one who returned from it (laughter). And being on this boat—well, it’s not exactly revenge, which would be the stupidest thing to say—but it’s amusing to know that my ancestors had left for the New World in terrible conditions very much unlike these.  

The attention which Glissant pays to the sea precedes him. For before him, the Africans at the bottom of the sea first leaned over the ship’s railing. Perhaps this is why he can’t help but remember them as he re-members (that is the literal lending again of his members to the performance of) how they readied to jump ship. If the dry dreams of western civilization—and the rigid conception of the human in particular—have something to do with a disavow of the sea and boats, then in contrast, the attention which Glissant and his antecedent shipmates pay to water might be understood to give rise to a perpetual renewal of that dream. Thus, I will argue that within the slave ship we can isolate two modes of conceiving the human—one from the perspective of the top deck, and the other from the perspective of the hold (what Glissant calls the abyss)—both of which have an important after life after the fact of Middle Passage. In consideration of this after-life especially, we will consider how the experience of passage, and the black experience to which it gave rise, point us towards a more just way of thinking the human not in terms of isolation, but in terms of relation and the imperative to loose ourselves (that is, to shed the Western project of the self while also being careful not to eradicate difference or singularity, these being the necessary preconditions of relation) so that we might find ourselves within it. 

II. The View From Over the Rail

Olaudah Equiano’s account of his very first encounter with the ocean while standing at the threshold of a radically unfamiliar an utterly original world of slavery bears all the momentous symptoms of a veritable genesis.

The first object which saluted my eyes when I arrived on the coast was the sea, and a slave ship, which was then riding at anchor, and waiting for its cargo. These filed me with astonishment, which was soon converted into terror when I was carried on board. I was immediately handled and tossed up to see if I were sound by some of the crew; and I was now persuaded that I had gotten into a world of bad spirits, and that they were going to kill me. 

This account of the creation of the New World bears profound resonances with that of the biblical Genesis narrative in which “the earth was without form, and void” and “the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters.” That which distinguishes the creation of this New World, however, is glimpsed in the conversion of Equiano’s astonishment into terror which occurs at precisely the moment he was “carried on board,” that is, when he understood that the ship “waiting for its cargo” was waiting for him. Equiano’s New World, then, is founded upon a set of conversions or (from the Latin prefix con-, meaning altogether, and the verb stem vertere, meaning to turn) altogether turnings: of awe into terror, but also of persons into objects, in so far as the latter are distinguished by their availability to being owned, their susceptibility to the hold of ownership. Embedded within the logics of this altogether turning are the structural oppositions constituting the axis that may be said to bear its momentum, the binaries about which this New World (and what had yet to solidify as its racialized conception of human subjectivity) may be understood to order itself: whiteness/blackness, being/nonbeing, personhood/objecthood, human/nonhuman. This conversion and the implied structural oppositions on which it turns represent so many manipulations of and creative decisions about the initially formless and unordered chaos Equiano confronts in the Atlantic, literally the cutting off (from the Latin de, meaning off, and caedere, meaning to cut) of a social order from an otherwise infinitely variable expanse by the “bad spirits” Equiano encounters moving over the face of the waters. Thus, one way to think about the function of water in this instance is as that which, for better or worse, occasions the turning out of New Worlds and the turning over of Old Ones. 
But if the Spirit of God conceived the world in the creative utterance “Let there be light,” the “bad spirits” responsible for the creation the Equiano’s New World effectively uttered “Let there be darkness.” Thus, Equiano writes, “We were all put under deck, so that we could not see how they managed the vessel.” In addition to the conversion of black bodies into objects, then, the New World may also be understood to have been founded upon a prohibition against black looking. We may therefore understand the spatial arrangement the ship, especially those planks consitutiting the dividing line between the hold and deck to impose an ensemble of impossibilities: namely the impossibility of looking and being (a subject). 

Yet, the irony of this turn that, like the interpellating turn of Althusser’s parable, is also a worlding is that at the very same time that it carves out its way, it lays out the terms of revolution, of re-turn, of this:

Two of the white men offered me eatables; and, on my refusing to eat, one of them held me fast by the hands, and laid me across I think the windlass and tied my feet, while the other flogged me severely. I had never experienced anything of this kind before, and although, not being used to the water, I naturally feared that element the first time I saw it, yet nevertheless, could I have got over the nettings, I would have jumped over the side. 

And also this:

Often did I think many of the inhabitants of the deep much more happy than myself. I envied them the freedom they enjoyed, and often wished I could change my condition for theirs. 

A re-turn to water, then, to this site of Genesis and generativity that is also the difficult and traumatic occasion of enslavement. While Equiano does not physically jump ship, his re-turn nevertheless registers as desire, yearning, wish, and imagination. What, then, are we to make of the apparent impossibilities and contradictions of this re-turn or the claim that it might, in some way, be revolutionary? Can we make such a claim without trivializing the violence that motivated this re-turn or the reality that those who jumped, did so to their death? To speak of this re-turn in the positive terms of revolution is to take seriously the impossible possibility of inhabitation Equiano glimpses “over the side,” the life he seems to claim for the “inhabitants of the deep.” This jarringly ambivalent characterization of those we know to be dead pushes back against the strictly negative explanation of the appeal of water in terms of what it is not or what it provides an escape from, namely the violence of slavery, and invites us to imagine what water might be, positively, for slaves and their descendants. 

III.  The Closed Boat

When we consider the Eye of “Look! A Negro!”, the infamous look narrated by Frantz Fanon in the fifth chapter of Black Skin, White Masks, there is a sonic coincidence that merits attention if only because it alerts us to the profound and enduring relationship maintained between subjectivity and looking. By this I mean to suggest that the Eye of this look is not unrelated to its “I,” is its I, and constitutes its I as such. If, indeed, this coincidence is more than merely homonymic, and if, as Kelly Oliver contends, the subjectivity-constituting benefit of alienation is maintained as an implicitly white, European, and male privilege, then it is no wonder that this ontological privilege would show up at the level of the visual, or that the right to be
 would bear some relation to what Nicholas Mirzoeff has called the “right to look.” 

Taking looking and being as the contiguous and colluding privileges of the modern subject, “Look! A Negro!” may be understood to open, in the blink of its eye, the way to subjectivity for itself by simultaneously foreclosing that same way to the “black man,” who Fanon points out is no man at all, but rather (just as the conversion undergone by Equiano) “an object among other objects.” The section of Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit (1807) that Fanon quotes in chapter seven helps to elucidate the specific way to subjectivity that is barred to the black man by looking of this sort.  

Self-consciousness exists in itself and for itself, in that and by the fact that it exists for another self-consciousness; that is to say, it is only by being acknowledged or recognized. 

In other words, the specific way to subjectivity barred to the black man is that which is steered through and mediated by the other. Sartre put it even more plainly when he described the Other as the “indispensable mediator between myself and me.” For Hegel, the encounter with the Other initiates a “struggle to the death,” an ontological process characterized by the original alienation that the Other introduces into an encounter that is then remedied by mutual recognition, the moment when two parties to an encounter “recognize themselves as mutually recognizing each other.” It is in this moment of recognition, when being passes from subjective certainty into objective truth, that the alienation threatened by the other is remedied and one becomes a self-conscious subject. Nonetheless, that the other serves as a mere prop escorting me to myself, signals a measure of appropriation disavowing the relation or being-together that otherwise exists between the self and the other. 

In The Social Contract (1762), Jean-Jacques Rousseau elaborates a notion of political subjectivity in which the Other similarly demonstrates this propensity to, after inflicting an original alienation, conduct me to myself. Following Rousseau, the occasion for political organization is the resolution of the crisis instigated by the ineluctable encounter with the Other within, what he terms, “the state of nature.” 

We will suppose that men in a state of nature are arrived at that crisis, when the strength of each individual is insufficient to defend him from the attacks he is subject to. This primitive state can therefore subsist no longer; and the human race must perish, unless they change their manner of life. (11)

Just as with Hegel, for Rousseau the presence of Others also instigates an ineluctable “struggle to the death,” one giving rise to the necessary alienation of the social contract. Rousseau offers the following gloss of the social contract: “All the articles of the social contract will, when clearly understood, be found reducible to this single point—THE TOTAL ALIENATION OF EACH ASSOCIATE, AND ALL HIS RIGHTS, TO THE WHOLE COMMUNITY.” While perhaps not immediately apparent from Rousseau’s summation, this alienation constitutive of the political subjectivity of the citizen, indeed assembles a community, but to the complete disavow of relation. Rousseau’s delineation of the particular crisis for which the social contract is the solution helps to illuminate this last point. 

Where shall we find a form of association which will defend and protect with the whole aggregate force the person and the property of each individual; and by which every person, while united with ALL, shall obey only HIMSELF, and remain as free as before the union? Such is the fundamental problem, of which the Social contract gives the solution. (12)

Here, Rousseau elaborates a fantasy of sociality in which the individual is able to exist in relation with Others—“united with ALL”—in such a way that, in fact, spares him the trouble of having to be in relation with anyone but HIMSELF. The problem, then, for Rousseau, for which the social contract is the solution, is precisely the problem of the Other—flattened here into the mere threat of violence—and the imposition that the Other makes upon our freedom. In this way, the social contract proposes to return us to ourselves through our alienating, though no more than nominal relation with the Other, and to do so in such a way that we remain “as free as before.” Thus, Rousseau conceives of freedom outside and before the fact of relation as precisely a freedom from the Other. 

It is for this propensity of the Other to conduct me to my “self” by way of our mutual recognition or political consolidation, then, that Fanon appeals to what should be, under normal conditions, the “liberating gaze” of the Other. 

Locked in this suffocating reification, I appealed to the Other so that his liberating gaze, gliding over my body suddenly smoothed of rough edges, would give me back the lightness of being I thought I had lost, and taking me out of the world put me back in the world. But just as I get to the other slope I stumble, and the Other fixes me with his gaze, his gestures and attitude, the same way you fix a preparation with a dye. (89)

The “subjectivity constituting alienation” that Oliver identifies as the “perverse privilege” of the modern subject is figured here in the Other’s power to take “me out of the world.” Here, the remedy prescribed for this alienation threatened by the other is mutual recognition. Fanon, however, is denied this remedy. Far from liberating, here, the white gaze imprisons the black man by refusing to extend its recognition. The white other, in this case, is not the mediator between the black man and himself, but rather the black man and an image of his body that is “solely negating.” Fanon writes:

And then we were given the occasion to confront the white gaze. An unusual weight descended on us. The real world robbed us of our share. In the white world, the man of color encounters difficulties in elaborating his body schema. The image of one’s body is solely negating. It’s an image in the third person. (90)

In other words, the white gaze returns the black man to himself as a pure negation (that which is irremediably held in negative relation to whiteness), and importantly a negation whose meaning he has no share in constructing and upon which he cannot elaborate. Further clarifying this point, Oliver argues that “as the white man’s Other [the black man] is not permitted to overcome otherness and regain himself.” Rather he is eternally given over as “the Other against whom the privileged subject feels alienated and then recuperated,” but who is himself withheld from this recuperation. (6) 

In this way, the white gaze sees the black man to what Fanon describes in the introduction of BSWM as “a zone of nonbeing” and ocularly coerces his “descent into a veritable hell.” 

There is a zone of nonbeing, an extraordinarily sterile and arid region, an incline stripped bare of every essential from which a genuine new departure can emerge. In most cases, the black man cannot take advantage of this descent into a veritable hell. (xii)

The incline above prefigures and anticipates the “slope” down which Fanon stumbles in chapter five when fixed by the look sounded in “Look! A Negro!”  Read together, we are given to understand that being/non-being, subjectivity/object-hood, and whiteness/blackness constitute the opposing ends of this incline-slope, where these pairings are all analogous and their terms figure the top and bottom of the incline-slope respectively. That the black man meets the white man on an incline (that is, within a hierarchy), as opposed to a level plane, is precisely the perversion which coloniality introduces into the Hegelian dialectic, thereby precluding the possibility of mutual recognition. Yet, what Oliver asserts as the crucial insight of Fanon’s work (though I am unsure if Fanon actually makes this point himself so much as his insights invite it) is that much less than having to be introduced as a perversion, this (Manichean) slope was always already a part of the ontological structures of being. So that, Oliver writes: 

the black man is the dark, invisible underside of the privilege of subjectivity constituting alienation. For him, the alienation of oppression does not constitute his own subjectivity, but undermines it even while it is constituting the subjectivity of his oppressor. (3)

In other words, the conception of subjectivity at issue here always included within its ontological architecture a hierarchical slope, always had as its underside a zone of non-being or veritable hell to which non-subjects needed to be relegated in order to create the very conditions of possibility of subjectivity. 

It is no mere coincidence, then, that at the very same time that Hegel and Rousseau are theorizing ontological and political subjectivity respectively, the holds of slave ships are brimming with slaves. I submit that the hold of the slave ship functions as the physical correlate, if not also the original instantiation of, the underside of the privilege of subjectivity-constituting alienation. Furthermore, I contend that the disavow of relational identity we have thus far observed at the heart of Western ontological and political philosophical conceptions of the human is purchased at the expense of disproportionately concentrating and submerging the potential risks and perils of relation within the hold, so as to create what is ultimately the effect of the autonomous individual. 

Here, Samira Kawash’s remarks regarding the gestures of exclusion characteristic of racial politics ring true of the particular ordering of space aboard the slave ship, which may be understood as a technology— 

aimed, whether implicitly or explicitly at the realization of the fantasy of social purification, the escape from contingency, the elimination of occasions for the risky, contagious encounter. Such acts of exclusion are absolutely necessary to sustain the effect of the autonomous individual. (217)

On way in which the hold might be said to sustain the effect of the autonomous individual is by yielding to whiteness a particular sensation of ground as (ontological) possession, in so far as slave traders could be recognized to have stood their ground no less actively when the voyage was made without incident as in spectacular times of uprising; this ground upon which whiteness could stand and purport to be, precisely in distinction to the blackness of the hold. 
Just as the ground distinguishing the hold from the deck, the social contract might also be said to give rise to a similar notion of ground by establishing the conditions of possibility wherein we too might stand our ground.  Rousseau writes:

In fine, each person gives himself to ALL, but not to any individual, and as there is no one associate over whom the same right is not acquired which is ceded to him by others, each gains an equivalent for what he loses, and finds his force increased for preserving that which he possesses. 

In this way, the social contract effects the augmentation of personal force such so that the individual subject is now able to do that which he formerly, as a function of his being-together with the Other in the state of nature, could not; that is, to preserve and guarantee “that which he possesses,” including himself. In other words, rather than that which restores us to some original condition of freedom from the Other as discrete and autonomous beings, the social contract is, in fact, that which makes such a being possible. And what we must understand is that the social contract makes this autonomous subject possible precisely by way of its mitigation of the precariousness of what we are perhaps now prepared to acknowledge as our original condition of being in relation with the Other. It is precisely this mitigation of our being-together with the Other (as is the case on board the slave ship) that gives rise to and transforms the encounter with the Other into an occasion to express the preoccupation with guaranteeing our possessions or, put differently, standing our ground. 


Another manner in which the slave ship, and the hold more specifically, sustain the effect of the autonomous individual is by its differential allocation of the right to look. In this way, we take notice of the ways in which the “descent into a veritable hell” instigated by the white gaze that Fanon delineates is not unlike that descent which slaves made into the holds of slaves ship centuries prior. Indeed, I want to argue that the eyes/I’s which saw slaves to the hellish hold (quite literally fulfilling the responsibilities of their watch) should be understood as the antecedents of the eyes/I’s of “Look! A Negro!”, and that the former instance of visuality helps us to understand the real situation and stakes of the latter. In this way, the Eye that fixes Fanon with its gaze may be understood to hold him as the very anchor of whiteness in the turbulent and formless seas of ontology, just as the slaves in the hold may be understood to have constituted the ground upon which whiteness could originally stand and purport to be. 

Further consideration of the watches performed on slave ships will help to illuminate this point and its further implications for being. Cycles of maritime labor and their sailors were organized into starboard and larboard watches. This moniker was perhaps no more appropriate than during the trans-Atlantic slave trade, where, once slaves were b(r)ought aboard the slave ship, Marcus Rediker asserts, “the primary purposes of the sailor’s work were now to keep a vigilant watch.” Rediker offers the following description of the vigilance peculiar to the slave ship:

As the ship filled up, sailors oversaw the routines of the captives on both the lower and main decks. Below deck the sailor would assist in “stowing” the slaves—that is, the assignment of a particular space where each person was to lie or sit whenever below deck, while on the coast and during the Middle Passage. The chief mate and the boatswain…supervised stowing the men; the second mate and gunner, the women. The sailors helped to pack the enslaved together tightly, “adjusting their arms and legs, and prescribing a fixed place for each.” 

“Stowing”—considered here as primarily an ocular act—entailed the seeing of slaves to and the supervision of slaves within their assigned spaces below deck, but also, lest we forget the jettisoned, the bottom of the Atlantic. Stowing as the prescribing of fixed places, then, was as a phenomenon as functionally ocular as it was manual. We may narrate the technology of looking otherwise known as stowing thus: the sailor looks on upon the socially pornographic descent of the slave below deck, and a moment later still sees the slave there, either by a literal sighting or a recognition of the slave’s absence above deck. The silent elapse of time separating either look, the slave’s still being there, constitutes the ocular (re)production of the spatial order of the slave ship. In this way, the stowing look actively (re)produces and polices the spatial order of the slave ship, as it is delineated by the boundary distinguishing the deck from the hold. Equiano’s depiction of stowing in his Interesting Narrative reveals still another capacity of this species of vigilance. He writes, “We were all put under deck, so that we could not see how they managed the vessel.” Thus, stowing not only functions to (re)produce the spatial dimensions of the hold, but also to secure the right to look as an exclusive one, in the imposition of a blindness to, in Equiano’s estimation, “how they managed the vessel.” 

The visual situation of the slave ship, then, anticipates the operations of Look! A Negro, in that it both stows slaves within the veritable hold of blackness and forecloses within its very structures the possibility of mutual recognition. The elaboration of this vision of human subjectivity—predicated on mutual recognition or mutual submission to the terms of a social contract—at a time when these privileges was largely withheld from slaves in the holds of slave ships belies the fact that subjectivity constituting-alienation was indeed, a white European and male privilege. 

In this way, the hold, by serving as a kind of receptacle for the world’s disavowed relation, establishes the original conditions of possibility for the autonomous and individual subjects conceived by Rousseau and Hegel. And it is in this sense that I argue racialized conceptions of the human subjectivity first conceive themselves on ships and gesture toward the more-than-orthographic-legacy of the -ship in citizenship. 

Until now we have attended to looking and being as the colluding and exclusive privilege of the white subject. But what of the black man’s looking and (non)being? For Fanon, the black man’s vision is characterized by a flaw. 

In the weltanschauung of a colonized people, there is an impurity or a flaw that prohibits any ontological explanation. Perhaps it could be argued that this is true for any individual, but such an argument would be concealing the basic problem. Ontology does not allow us to understand the being of the black man, since it ignores the lived experience. For not only must the black man be black; he must be black in relation to the white man. (90)

Fanon further develops this flaw in the “weltanschauung of a colonized people,” which initiates from the refusal of recognition, when he writes:

As long as [the black man] has not been effectively recognized by the other, it is this other who remains the focus of his actions. His human worth and reality depend on this other and on his recognition by the other. It is in this other that the meaning of his life is condensed. (191)

Thus, the black man’s vision is flawed in that he is made to inhabit a visual field that is intensely circumscribed, in which whiteness forecloses and comes to stand in for its horizons. Put differently, the black man is subjected to a narrowing of focus, a kind of tunnel vision, which takes whiteness as its ineluctable and unrealizable visual telos. The prospects for vision under such conditions appear as grim as those in the slave ship’s hold, whose horizon is hemmed in by a wooden deck spatially rendered white. 

If the operations of the white gaze yield a full subjectivity, the being associated with the circumscribed looking described above, according to Fanon, exceeds the terms of ontology, since “not only must the black man be black; he must be black in relation to the white man.” In Poetics of Relation, Édouard Glissant similarly argues that “it would not be possible to base ontological thinking on the existence of entities such as these, whose very nature is to vary tremendously within Relation.” (142) Yet, while Fanon calls our attention to the colonial perversions of relation and the foreclosure of ontology to the black, Glissant guides us to a more holistic characterization of the black weltanschauung by prompting us to consider not only the horizons of subjectivity foreclosed to black looking, but those horizons of relationality which are opened up to it precisely as a function of this “veritable descent into hell.” 


This, returns us to the profound ambivalence of Fanon’s formulation that, “In most cases, the black man cannot take advantage of this descent into a veritable hell.” How might we think the possible advantage of the descent into the veritable hell of blackness in terms of an aptitude for relation? And how might blackness, as the lived experience of relation yield a perspective from which it becomes possible to conceive, in Oliver’s words, “of subjectivity such that it does not require alienation, especially insofar as that alienation necessitates or instigates the exclusion of others.” (31) How is what Bonheoffer conceives of theologically in terms of our being in fundamental relation—a relation to the Other that we have seen is disavowed and diluted within western philosophical and political constructions of subjectivity—elucidated and made manifest in the lived experience of blackness as a more robust experience of and attentiveness to relation? What would it mean to see or think the human from the hold? And how might the imperative to theorize from the position of those in the hold of relation bear out the groping after a new humanism that Sylvia Wynter insists must be “necessarily carried out by those Liminal categories who existentially experience the mode of Chaos to the mode of order of the governing system of figuration?” (49) Oriented by these questions, I take up the black weltanschauung, not as a flaw, but as what Glissant terms a “vision of relation.” Such a vision, if occasioned by a flaw, also constitutes the visual conditions of possibility for that flaw’s eradication, a “loophole of retreat” from the hierarchical structures of modern subjectivity unto a fuller and more genuine openness to the fact of our relation.  


We begin our thinking about the advantage of the descent into the veritable hell of blackness by considering the particular sensation of ground that it may be argued to instantiate, namely that of groundlessness. In response to Sartre’s critique of Negritude as a minor term in a historical dialectic, Fanon writes the following: 

Truthfully, I’m telling you, I sensed my shoulders slipping from this world, and my feet no longer felt the caress of the ground. Without a black past, without a black future, it was impossible for me to live my blackness. (117-8)

This sensation of groundlessness I take to be emblematic of an experience of blackness that is echoed elsewhere in the text. One passage is particularly worth mentioning for the way that it resonates with Glissant’s characterization of the black experience during the Middle Passage. Fanon writes:

I was unable to discover the feverish coordinates of the world. I existed in triple: I was taking up room. I approached the Other…and the Other, evasive, hostile, but not opaque, transparent and absent, vanquished. Nausea. (92)

In the opening pages of Poetics of Relation, Glissant writes in a similar fashion of the radical uprooting endured by middle passing slaves. 
The first dark shadow was cast by being wrenched from their everyday, familiar land, away from protecting gods and a tutelary community…Imagine, if you can, the swirling red of mounting to the deck, the ramp they climbed, the black sun on the horizon, vertigo, the dizzying sky plastered to the waves. But that is nothing yet. 

What is terrifying partakes of the abyss…First, the time you fell into the belly of the boat. For, in your poetic vision, a boat has no belly; a boat does not swallow up, does not devour; a boat is steered by the open skies. (5-6)

I take Fanon’s Nausea and Glissant’s vertigo to index the precarious relationship which blackness, beyond the fact of its uprooting in Middle Passage, maintains with ground, both as a function of coercion, but also as a matter of insistence after the fact. Such a relation to ground amends the preoccupation of the Rousseauian subject with securing the ability to stand his (ontological) ground in freedom from the Other, and opens up the possibility of thinking freedom as Bonheuffer does, that is, precisely as a freedom for the other. 

The likeness, the analogia, of humankind to God is not analogia entis but analogia relationis. What this means, however, is firstly, that the relatio too is not a human potential or possibility or a structure of human existence; instead it is a given relation, a relation in which human beings are set, a justitia passiva [passive righteousness]! And it is in this relation in which they are set that freedom is given. 

Elsewhere, Bonheuffer puts it even more succinctly when he writes that freedom “is a relation and nothing else.”

Unlike the posture of those who stand their ground or take ontological property in the ground, nausea and vertigo as the lived experience of blackness/relation represent the dizzying sensation of placelessness, what happens when one’s place in the world is rendered indefinite and multiple as Equiano’s on the slave ship. It is something like being at sea or in limbo, where one’s certainty of their place in the world is thrown radically and acutely into question. It is the ontological ground figured by the deck of the slave ship upon which western civilization has staked its Self, suddenly giving way. It is precisely this ground, the ground of what Glissant calls the “closed boat,” that the philosopher has in mind when he writes that in the “poetic vision” of the slaves, “a boat has no belly.” His remarks in an interview about this moment in the text are helpful here: “the Africans had never seen a covered boat. They didn’t understand this boat that wasn’t open. Their politics was a politics of the open boat, not the closed one.” 


Thus, we might think the advantage of the descent into the zone of nonbeing or what Glissant would call the abyss, as the ceding of the well-worn grounds of ontology afforded by the closed boats of western civilization—those which prioritize and sustain the effect of the autonomous individual—for a fuller embrace of the contingencies of our being-together. This signals, to paraphrase Samira Kawash, the shift from “my relation to you” to the prioritization of the “relation that gives us.” (216) Thus, Glissant contends that after falling into the “belly of the boat,” this veritable receptacle of western civilization’s disavowed relations, the survivors of Middle Passage emerged with a “knowledge of the Whole, greater from having been at the abyss and freeing knowledge of Relation within the Whole.” (8) 


To conclude, then, I want to turn, somewhat counterintuitively, to still another example of the subjectivity constituting alienation that Oliver maintains is the perverse privilege of the modern subject. This time, as it is depicted in the following illustration of the encounter between the “I” and “Other” in Sartre’s Being and Nothingness. 

Thus suddenly an object has appeared which has stolen the world from me. Everything is in place; everything still exists for me; but everything is traversed by an invisible flight and fixed in the direction of a new object. The appearance of the Other in the world corresponds therefore to a fixed sliding of the whole universe, to a decentralization of the world which undermines the centralization which I am simultaneously effecting. 

The event of the Other in the ontological drama depicted by Sartre above, in which he describes the symptoms of “being-seen-by-another,” yields yet another representation of the subjectivity constituting alienation maintained as the privilege not only of the white, European, and male subject as Kelly Oliver contends, but also of the figure of the citizen, which we have understood from our reading of Rousseau. However, I am interested in Sartre’s interpretation of the Other as that which not only puts the world to flight—interesting in itself in so far as this fugitive world resists its own territorialization in the hold of ownership—but also that which sets the world flowing. For now that the other has seen me, Sartre writes, “It appears that the world has a kind of drain hole in the middle of its being and that it is perpetually flowing off through this hole.” What if we were to understand this phenomenon, not as a crisis, but rather as the gracious lesson of the Other? What would it mean to be open to the terra firma flowing beneath our feet as the given ground of human being, as our real ontological situation and not that which we seek to consolidate or stabilize? What if when we met each other, we consented to walk on water, to be found upon the given relation that gives us, and so, in this way, to join the rank of the “inhabitants of the deep”? 

� That is, more precisely, the right to be a self-conscious and self-possessed subject in the sense delineated by Hegel and characteristic of the European philosophical tradition more generally. 





