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Palestine is on fire. And the world’s leaders allow it to burn. But so long as Israel’s impunity fails to register as a problem, we stand as problems ourselves. “We” refers here, naively, to anyone horrified by the current state of reality, which, I should add, has been rotten for longer than most imagine. The truth of this rottenness has never been a mystery for the world’s wretched, but the rest of us are now coming to a similar realization. Writing during America’s war on terror and illegal invasion of Iraq, Edward Said could still find comfort in (the promise of) the university. “For all its often noted defects and problems,” Said maintained, “the American university—and mine, Columbia, in particular—is still one of the few remaining places in the United States where reflection and study can take place in an almost-utopian fashion.” Things have changed. Columbia’s grave capitulation to the unprincipled demands of power touches all of us. The American university—any university for that matter—will not survive in its idealized form (as a place where we cultivate the tools of understanding and harness a passion for justice) if we do not reckon with the world’s tolerance of genocide, if we do not mount an effort to squash what June Jordan described as the “laughter of evil” resounding across the globe, emanating from all the genocidaires and supremacists committed to a hierarchical vision of the world.

This is the painful backdrop behind To Exist as a Problem: Being Black, Being Palestinian. The title was born during an exchange with Daniel Schultz, a friend and colleague at Whitman College. We were both present at the Whitman student encampment for Palestine. It was the end of the Spring 2024 term, and student organizers held space at the camp for curious parents and family members, in town for graduation, wanting to know more about the maligned solidarity movement. Daniel and I were brainstorming about a joint roundtable for the upcoming fall term, exchanging ideas and relating W. E. B. Du Bois’s musings on being a problem to philosophical debates over the Jewish problem, the Palestinian problem, and the afterlives of slavery and coloniality. The fact that these generative ideas took root in a place of political resistance, in a refusal to acquiesce to the dominant anti-Palestinian narrative, is not lost on me. If, in late Spring 2024, the university could still be seen and felt as a site of insurgency (though the crackdown clearly had already begun), at the time I write these words campuses are yielding to the forces of a full counterinsurgency, to a vicious backlash against the university as imagined and cherished by Said and many of us. Hopelessness sets in. Anti-anti-utopianism is what we’re fighting for.

Calling for (more) solidarity is my response to these fascist times. Solidarity for Palestine makes clear that the murderous status quo cannot—must not—go on. Such solidarity compels us to question our ontology and libidinal attachments, to question who counts and who doesn’t. Palestine is bigger than Palestine. I deeply believe that the national and worldwide protests over Gaza are spurred on by the systemic problems that gave rise to the outpouring of support for the movement for Black lives and point to a lingering deep anger and ressentiment at America’s political class and its Western counterparts for the abysmal failures of reform as an answer to the violence of racialized policing and the supremacist order it underpins and supports. For Blacks and Palestinians, the world system does not need fine-tuning—it needs an overhaul. To Exist as a Problem points to the continued need for a vibrant anti-racist, anti-colonial Left, to the urgency of a reignited Black-Palestinian solidarity movement. It is my sincere belief that problems love company.
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Introduction: A Problem of Being

In the first pages of The Souls of Black Folk, W. E. B. Du Bois famously meditates on the question, “How does it feel to be a problem?”1 This is the question white liberals think or want to ask Black people but never pose directly. Rather, they dance around it. They make sure to express their admiration for Black achievements and equally register their outrage at anti-Blackness. Obama was a courageous president. Isn’t Trump just awful? George Yancy rightly draws attention to the ontological underpinnings of the question. What is thematized as a problem is being itself. The question is not “How does it feel to have problems?” but “How does it feel to be a problem?”2 In To Exist as a Problem, I want to think through the ontological dimensions of the problem of racialized and racializing beings, by considering anti-colonial theorist Frantz Fanon’s dark and yet generative notion of the “zone of nonbeing”3 alongside the Black and Palestinian questions, framed together as a problem of and for ontology.

Fanon acknowledges, with some disquietude, the overdetermination of Blackness; there is no neutral ontology to draw from, no neutral arbitrator that would settle the Black question fairly or favorably, that would allow him to resist the aggressive white/colonial gaze determining his being as nonbeing, his lived experience as immaterial and unworthy of humanist concern and meditation:


Ontology does not allow us to understand the being of the black man, since it ignores the lived experience. … The black man has no ontological resistance in the eyes of the white man. From one day to the next, the Blacks have had to deal with two systems of reference. Their metaphysics, or less pretentiously their customs and the agencies to which they refer, were abolished because they were in contradiction with a new civilization that imposed its own.4 


Black problemhood is always in the white eyes of the beholder.5 Without a metaphysics, or a symbolic order of his own, the unsovereign Black man stands exposed. The “white man” falsifies Fanon’s facticity, inscribing him in a past phantasmatically constructed “out of a thousand details, anecdotes, and stories.”6 An “ontological explanation”7 of Black being is wanting; the white racist gaze not only distorts the being of Blacks, it also compromises how Blacks perceive themselves since the grammar of ontology is white, inhospitable to racialized non-Europeans. Whiteness engulfs Fanon’s very being: “The white man is all around me; up above the sky is tearing at its navel; the earth crunches under my feet and sings white, white. All this whiteness burns me to a cinder.”8 White ontology excises Black people from the human family, driving them further and further into the zone of nonbeing, a state indistinguishable from social death. Black being embodies the figure of the antihuman, its being is sous rature, under erasure, and better described and visualized as Black being (I return to the significance of this barring below). In the “afterlife of slavery,”9 as Saidiya Hartman importantly terms it, the “atmosphere”10 of anti-Blackness permeates white civil society, residing in its collective unconscious. Nothing crystalizes anti-Blackness’s enduring quality more clearly and paradoxically than the “freedom” of the freed slave. Formal emancipation turned freedom into a source of cruel irony for those who were no longer legally objects of possession but still lacked the material equality and socioeconomic opportunities needed to perform the liberal and capitalist modes of self-possession now required of them by the law. Or as Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor puts it, glossing Hartman, “freedom from bondage” came to be lived excruciatingly as “freedom to starve.”11

Today’s anti-Black racism is not a remnant of a regrettable past that only occasionally manifests its ugly head in hate crimes and police brutality—as the stubborn “bad apples” thesis would have it, thereby tossing the (anti-Black) status quo a lifeline. No, anti-Blackness is a central and systemic problem, intrinsic to white civil society, its tentacles rooted deep in our collective unconscious. Blackness conjures and designates barbarism, baseness, and sexual violence.

In Citizen: An American Lyric, Claudia Rankine recounts anti-Blackness’s many eruptions in everydayness. In one of her vignettes, the narrator, who is presumably going to see a trauma counselor to help her cope with her exposure to anti-Black racism, confronts a white therapist who initially treats her with same racism from which she is seeking refuge:


The new therapist specializes in trauma counseling. You have only ever spoken on the phone. Her house has a side gate that leads to a back entrance she uses for patients. You walk down a path bordered on both sides with deer grass and rosemary to the gate, which turns out to be locked.

At the front door the bell is a small round disc that you press firmly. When the door finally opens, the woman standing there yells, at the top of her lungs, Get away from my house! What are you doing in my yard?

It’s as if a wounded Doberman pinscher or a German shepherd has gained the power of speech. And though you back up a few steps, you manage to tell her you have an appointment. You have an appointment? she spits back.

Then she pauses. Everything pauses. Oh, she says, followed by, oh, yes, that’s right. I am sorry.

I am so sorry, so, so sorry.12


In making the appointment, the therapist must have imagined the narrator white—a case of “the epidermalization of sound,” as Yancy calls it.13 And here no matter your class distinction (as a Black academic), your body—your flesh—poses a threat. The individuality of her Black body is evacuated in the white psyche. The “racial epidermal schema” turns her into a “phobogenic object.”14 Her skin—reduced to a disfigured and disfiguring image, to a surface ontology, if you will—triggers white anxiety.

Incidentally, the narrator represents for whiteness the exception that proves the rule: Blacks are unacademic. To sound Black is to sound vulgar, uneducated, primitive, and, of course, dangerous. In the white supremacist imaginary, your fantasized voice must match your fantasized body! The narrator (because she is Black) is an ontological outsider, always already a trespasser, who doesn’t belong to the therapist’s world of care. The narrator seeks help, entry into the human world, but she is thematized instead, objectified, and nullified by the therapist’s negrophobia.

As with Rankine, Fanon laments such ontological setbacks: “Yet this reconsideration of myself, this thematization, was not my idea.”15 If you’re (thematized as) Black, the world rarely acquiesces to your rhythm and bodily orientation. The space you’re in has already been colonized by whiteness. You’re caught in an anti-Black huis clos; giving Sartre’s play a racial twist: hell is white people. Basic assumptions about what the workings of the world are met with agonizing disappointments. Consider the full implication of Rankine’s demoralizing example: if a trauma counselor—who, ironically, is a seemingly ideal interlocutor, as an “expert” in identifying and caring for the pain of others—is so deeply caught up in the anti-Black libidinal economy, what are the chances that a non-expert—someone less self-reflective and thoughtful about others—will do any better to manage her white gaze? And even the apology raises further questions: Is the therapist apologizing because she got caught? How sincere is she really? Is the apology sufficient enough to undo her ingrained anti-Blackness? Is the therapist unconsciously blaming you for trying to fake your cursed ontology by sounding
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