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Dedication

IN LOVING MEMORY OF 

DWAYNE ROLAND MILLER AND

CORNELIUS DURREL PERRY,

AND FOR MY DEARS

WHO LOVE BLUE.





Epigraph

I notice I am at the edge of a lake. The blue of it is more than the sky, more than any blue I know. More than Lina’s beads or the heads of chicory. I am loving it so, I can’t stop. I want to put my face deep there. I want to. What is making me hesitate, making me not get the beautiful blue of what I want?

—FLORENS IN TONI MORRISON’S A MERCY

For most of your career, you have been a blue writer.

—ARTHUR TO THELONIOUS MONK ELLISON IN AMERICAN FICTION

Blue is one of the largest colors on the earth. You look at the sky it look blue, you look at the water it look blue. Blue is the protection, that color that God gets to you so you have to see it and it carries lots of meaning. Each person in they heart have something to say about blue. But my thing about blue is this: you can’t see the end of blue.

—JOE MINTER, ARTIST AND FOUNDER OF THE AFRICAN VILLAGE IN BIRMINGHAM, ALABAMA
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Our Blue Interior

“WHICH IS YOUR favorite color blue?” I asked Ian, my first cousin Jillian’s youngest child. Even then, when very small, he knew an encyclopedia of shades. He’d refer to objects as teal, burgundy, mustard. This time, he pointed: “That one!”

There, in my grandmother’s bedroom, where we all had slept as children, a tile was missing from where the ceiling had been dropped to save on heating costs. The gap was now a portal. Through it, the original blue of the room was visible. Not pale and grayish like the walls, the blue was bright, like the sky in August.

That one.

Me too, Ian. Me too.

MY BLUE BEGINS here inside her-our-my home. The walls, the shaggy rug, the printed birds that were once perched inside an artificial wood frame by the window, the cotton covers and blue-inked words of prayer on paper tucked in the corner of her vanity. What led her to all that blue? Was it the parade of wildflowers of Alabama: the bluebells, mouse-ears, chicory, bluets, wild hyacinth, dayflowers, aster, or toadflax, and their curving, springing, luscious blues? Was it just our sky, crisp and divine? Was she inspired by her youth in the country, where having the blues lent passion to the sound of gospel in Sunday morning baptismal waters and mixed with amber liquids and guitars after dark?


Black people sing the blues. She did. I do. Our children too (I rage to think of every time this place has broken their young hearts). And our children’s children will, if history is any indication, regardless of whether the center holds or keeps crumbling. Some things are terribly reliable, like suffering. But despite the scourge of injustice and the regularity of misery, we have learned to sing—and therefore live—in a full-throated way, without fear of an ugly mouth or crumpled face. What matters is that our voices are thick and honest. This blue-black living and doing is a bittersweet virtue, mastery in heartbreak, and raw laughter from the underside. We people who created a sound for the world’s favorite color—the blues—offer a testimony. We have looked to the blue expanses of even our most treacherous of landscapes as places of possibility: the North Star in the midnight sky, which led the enslaved to free territories; the celestial morning blue, which somewhere out of sight housed the gates of heaven and relief from endless labor. We have even believed, leaping from slave ships, that the deep ocean waters would return us to freedom by traveling back to the past, before the vicious trade in flesh. In the successive waves of reckonings through the steady meanness of life, we have relied upon a blues-soaked sensibility: sustaining, being, and becoming ourselves.

I imagine my grandmother—the mother of a dozen who acquired a sweet yellow house by hook or crook—picking that blue paint. Charming and pretty, it was a color for homemaking. She, a nurturer and a stalwart, chose it. She was a woman who often chuckled softly while looking at her fingers stretched out, one hand gliding across the other. She made a home inside when outside was Jim Crow humiliation, mean cops, too-hard work for not enough, and eventually crack and its companion: neighborhood decline. Inside that blue room, all danger receded. Contained and abundant, it was and is a place for laughter, rest, self-adornment, and even dying soft. In my grandmother’s bedroom, I learned to love blue. I also learned about the blues. She taught me that we who have the blues also have beauty. Both beauty and the blues, inside and out.


I never asked her whether blue was her favorite color. Those questions we forgot to ask while the people we love were living haunt us. But had I asked, I know she would have laughed. If I had asked more specifically why her room was blue, she probably would have said, “That’s the color I chose,” before reflecting on how pretty it had been when it was first painted. That’s just a guess. But I think it is good one.

In 2023, when I asked another elder, Mother Annie Abrams, a retired teacher who runs a museum out of her home in Little Rock, Arkansas, about her bright blue house that sits bold on the corner, and why she painted it that way, she said, “That’s the color it was,” and looked at me as if to say, “Case closed.” I smiled. Another answer I already should have considered.

Still, I wondered, why so much blue? And what makes it matter? What makes it mournful and hopeful and Black? How did the ones who Curtis Mayfield called “we the people who are darker than blue” come to be?






Writing in Color

IN THE BEGINNING—WHEN I was just calling this “my blue book”—I read books and essays about colors. I loved how the writers ran through the science, symbols, and feelings associated with various hues. Some of these works read more like ornamental lists than narratives. And as much as I enjoyed them, I knew my task was different from their authors’. I didn’t want to write an exegesis on blue. I realized I wanted to write toward the mystery of blue and its alchemy in the lives of Black folk.

As far back as I can remember, I was aware of belonging to a group for whom the word “color” was potent. “The color of your skin,” “colored people,” “colorful people,” and “people of color” are all phrases that are associated with us Black Americans. And while “black” is our nominal color, even though our bodies range from alabaster to jet, the blues are our sensibility, hence the designation made famous by the writer Amiri Baraka: “blues people.”

Like most of my skin folk, I would guess, I have an intuitive sense of what it means to be “Black.” But when I have tried to use my scholarly training to offer accounts of the how and why we are this—for lack of a better word—thing, my descriptions feel distorting. Disquisitions about the political economy, about race as an ideology and/or social construct of modernity, something a little bit phenotypic (brown, coily-haired) but not completely reducible to that at all, genealogical but certainly not biological, an existence born of empire, ships, captivity, colonies, and trade, a living molded by bias and bigotry—all of it feels too clinical. These concepts can’t fully capture important truths like how it was that people held in the bottoms of slave ships survived so many figurative shipwrecks. And literal ones too. Academic descriptions of Blackness fail to explain how at the heart of being Black is a testimony about the universal power of existence. I wanted to write you (and me) something more. I wanted to offer truth with a heartbeat. And so, I steadily collected Black stories of blue and the blues—both literal and figurative. As I plotted them out, I found that my collection of tales was already bound together in a tight weave. I wasn’t constructing a story; I was revealing and witnessing, quilting something present. Along the way, I learned much more than I already knew about what it means to be a blues people—events, artifacts, sound, color, breath, death, and depth spoke to me and through me. And that is this book. In it, loose threads and frayed patches are as important as seamless compositions and straight-stitched stories. Perhaps more so, because life is neither tidy nor done; it is doing.







Blue Goes Down

I CLOSE MY eyes and conjure up our home house, a term Black Southerners use for the dwelling where the family gathers. That yellow house with that blue bedroom was built in 1940. It was part of a development intended for White steel mill workers. My Black family was not imagined inside it when it was built. And yet we—or better yet they, because I wasn’t born yet—along with a host of other Black folks, moved into the neighborhood in the 1960s, as segregated sections of Birmingham gradually opened up. My family settled in a place that wasn’t made for us and called it home. How is that for a metaphor of Black American life? Indeed, I could write hundreds of pages about the color blue right there in the “Magic City,” as Birmingham is nicknamed. But Blackness, no matter how specific the experience, organically reaches across borders. And I followed it. Having lived over five decades, I have heard and seen blue ringing through Black life at every corner of the world, from Malian music and Yoruba cosmology to the testimonies of rural Colombians. In my blue notebooks, I steadily collected blue blues.

There was one story I found unexpectedly from Liberia that especially resonated with me. Maybe that was because it was recorded at roughly the same time that our home house was first built. I love archival coincidences. Maybe it stuck with me because it felt like the kind of cautionary tale I needed to carry with me as I reveled in the seductions of color. But it was, as I said, unexpected, having been written down by Esther Warner—a White Iowan woman who set sail for Liberia, West Africa, in 1941 with her husband, Robert. Esther and Robert had met in college in Iowa. He was a scientist and she was an artist. He was employed by Firestone, the tire company, to work in Liberia as a researcher, and she followed him there.


Liberia has an unusual history. The nation was established as a colony in the early nineteenth century to address the problem of Black Americans. Not the problems of Black Americans, mind you, but Black Americans as a problem for the Americas, particularly the United States. Between 1822 and 1861, over 15,000 Black people of the Americas settled there, encouraged by political leaders who could not imagine free Black people fitting into the New World. Some of the Black settlers went feeling like it was the chance to set history right, a return to the continent from which their ancestors had been so cruelly torn. But their return to West Africa created new problems for those who had been there all along. The Black Americans were installed by the US government as elites. And their English surnames, once a sign of their captivity, were treated as a matter of distinction. Upon returning to Africa, they were transformed from being seen as those who bore the badges of enslavement into colonial rulers.

Even though, as a child of the 1970s and a student of history, I knew a fair amount about the dashed hopes of post-colonialism and how it has revealed that Black people have the capacity for injustice like anyone else, it keeps striking me as astonishing that people who had been so recently enslaved could pivot into colonization and domination so quickly. Learning the history of Liberia is a lesson in the vexing complexity and always just-around-the-bend hypocrisy of human beings.


Although Liberia claimed independence from the United States in 1847, the country was quite vulnerable. Militaristic encroachments from France and the United Kingdom steadily reduced its territory. Liberian leaders struggled to find a firm economic footing. Even with American support (and influence), it was hard to build a Black nation in a world dominated by Western empires. They were pressured—under existential threat—to make some shady deals.

In 1926, Firestone Tires set up business in Liberia. The company was rewarded with an astounding agreement: a million acres for their use at the price of six cents per acre for ninety-nine years. It proved a boon for Firestone. During World War II, the Allied powers turned to them to make the rubber for war machines quickly and cheaply. In turn, Firestone employed Native Liberians on rubber plantations. “Employ” is too polite a word, however. The Native Liberians were reduced to a status akin to slavery. As the fruits of their labor were being used to fight fascism, they were made unfree in all but name. The contradictions went even deeper. The Americo-Liberian rulers, people who had once been subject to the violence of the American plantation system, grew to be masters of the neo-plantation colonial system that served American economic interests most of all and concentrated power in their minority hands. The shared color and even shared genealogy between the captives and colonizers did little to blunt the brutality, extraction, and exploitation of Africa and her people.

WHEN ESTHER ARRIVED in Liberia, a protest movement was burgeoning. But far as I know, she didn’t write about it. She did, however, write a great deal about Liberian people. Esther was fascinated by their culture, and she would ultimately refer to the country as home. Of course one has to be cautious when elite settlers claim a place as home. As a many-decades-deep student of race, and an all-my-life Black person, I was immediately skeptical of her writing about Liberian culture. I’ll admit I initially wondered, who was this White American woman to lay claim to these stories? But I read them anyway. And I felt thankful that she recorded and published them so that they were in books for me to read.


Notwithstanding the fact that these stories had been filtered through Esther, they resonated with me. And that is the tricky part. We human beings are built to love and share stories. It is one of the best ways to connect. Lore transcends difference. And yet storytellers who belong to powerful groups are reasonably met with suspicion because of how the world has been carved up and stratified. They do not speak with voices of the many but rather as members of the privileged few and usually reflect those interests. Wariness is reasonable. After all, the world being the unequal rat race that it is means that even the deepest forms of love must be watched carefully for selfishness and greed. So of course colonials who love native cultures must be too. I loved Esther’s stories, and found myself wanting to retell them, especially one called “Blue Goes Down.” But was I just like Esther? Maybe. Like her, I wanted to make a home inside Liberian storytelling, even though it isn’t “mine” in any organic way. Perhaps that means that I also deserve to be treated skeptically. In fact, I am sure it does. I am American, Black American, as were the colonizers of Liberia. But I’m also likely a distant cousin, a descendant of one or many once stolen away. I am made of colonizer and colonized, with respect to these stories and to history itself. That strange intersection makes it hard to name my relation to people of other nations, languages, and territories, even if we belong to the same “race,” according to the history of modernity. Even Ancestry.com’s detailed and seductive mapping of genes by geography can’t untangle all those threads; in fact, it scrambles them more. And yet I have the nerve to want to tell stories about Black in Blues that extend far beyond my national origin. And Esther Warner offered me a shot with an old story I loved about blue in Black life. It is a folktale about the origin of indigo. According to her elegant rendering, the beautiful dye is recompense for grief. In it, a holy woman named Asi disastrously allows her child to die while she gorges herself eating the blue sky. I turned the strange details over in my head, eventually attempting to re-narrate it to earn (and learn) its lesson. I wrote at least a dozen versions, each time adding more “color” by adding in details that made it my own. Zora Neale Hurston described a cultural habit of adorning stories in her famous essay “Characteristics of Negro Expression.” I seem to possess it. So here is my home-written version of “Blue Goes Down”:

Back before what we call the “Norman” days—when American Blacks and their Whites came and never left—

But after the high gods had already stepped beyond human reach (our wanting ways having been too much)—

A blessed mother, Asi, was tired of her responsibilities, that have-to have-to every day from dawn to dusk.

She was resentful of the burdens of divine prognostication and virtue. Indulgently, she took a grave bite of heaven and had no one to tell her otherwise. Eating sky was supposed to be reserved for moments of piety and devotion. But Asi gorged on her own desire. Reckless, each bite was thick like stew and smooth like wine. It made her warm, delighted, and head-spun.

Lying on a cotton lappa, with her baby tucked at her side, Asi’s toes pulled merrily at tall blades of grasses.

Her eyes turned fish-blue shimmer

Her body turaco-blazed azure

Tongue coated sweeter than cane juice and thicker than beach swell

To want and take was everything

With a soaked mouth, she sang wild

Floated high away from duty—no oracle, no rite, no responsibility—

Like lightning, she was stricken hot and bright,

Then glimmered: no body, not obliged, no having-to

Just sky drunkenness, beyond sated

She gulped fast, coughed on clouds, drooled rain, spiraled out

Till spent.

At midnight just shy of pitch

Asi came to. She reached to her side. Her heart shook, then dived.

The baby had rolled away like the stone, face down,

A puddle under tiny hips shone blue in the moonlight

Naver string cut now, not just once but forever

All two had breathed, now childless mother alone

Brayed and howled

She clutched the lifeless body tight

Shoved sasabiya beads into her eyes

Anguished, spastic freezing—she jerked to depletion.

Dawn came with the gall turned bitter-breath and her throat raw

It was unbearable

Asi reached a crooked arm up for a taste of heaven

Just a little softness, she whispered, because my baby is gone

But the sky had risen

The high gods had left her

And us once again

This time they’d taken their heavens with them

Divinity spoke in a chorus:

To hold blue now

sinew and mind must be exerted.

The ash of evening fires

shredded leaves

and tears

will be worked together.

Indigo

What was the point of this tale? Maybe the Native Liberian who told Esther the story of Asi was offering her wisdom. Maybe it was intended to warn her about the dangers of greed and irresponsibility. Maybe they hoped she would repeat it to her Firestone-employed husband, and that he, one of the bosses, might choose decency over cruelty. And if so, maybe the story is also a clue about why Esther’s marriage to Robert failed. Maybe she wanted nothing to do with the greed of rubber plantations. Maybe we, I, need to remember the moral.

Having a having way about you—that is, wanting too hard—can make you do terrible things. Certainly, blue is beautiful. And so is yearning for beauty. But greed is ugly, as is any obsession over possession. And that, along with everything one might want to say about gunpowder, empire, and political economy, is at the root of how Black people became Black, as such, that is to say blue-black.

Oral storytelling is improvisational. Like poetry, it explodes the difference between nonfiction and fiction. Imagination, details, and knowledge are all flexible tools in service of the lesson. People, especially elders, repeat stories over and over again with purpose. In the arrogance of youth, we often think they do it because they are absent-minded. Now I know they repeat themselves because they’ve whittled life down into observations that should not be forgotten. They are authoring scriptures of their own.

But once a story is published, and not just spoken, it qualifies as something else: a document. And it stands alongside other documents, including the official ones that make laws and judgments, punishment and property. Some of these supplements, alternatives to official documents, are necessary to add flesh and blood, heart and soul, to what we know. They might even expose the lies of the official tales.

I clung to the story of Asi, turned it over with my imagination, and a new version to print, because it helps me remember there was a time before Black, but not before blues.






The Land Where the Blues Began

In 1502, the first shipment of African slaves reached the island of Hispaniola. As the Spanish, and then the Portuguese, the Dutch, the French, and the English established systems of slavery in their American colonies over the next century and a half, the Atlantic slave trade grew from a trickle to a flood . . . [S]lavery in the Atlantic world took on a racial definition that identified slave status with Africans and the black color of their skin. Over the next three and a half centuries, approximately 10–12 million Africans survived the misery of the middle passage to toil in the mines, plantations, factories and households of the Western Hemisphere. Until the 1830s more Africans than Europeans crossed the Atlantic.

—ALBERT RABOTEAU, CANAAN LAND: A RELIGIOUS HISTORY OF AFRICAN AMERICANS

“IN FOURTEEN HUNDRED and Ninety-Two, Columbus sailed the ocean blue.”

The grade school couplet is deceptively cheery. In the US we often start here. And for several generations there has been an effort to re-narrate that beginning and make it less romantic and more honest. In that vein, I’ll call him by his native Italian name—Cristoforo Colombo—and tell you that he was overwhelmed and confused when he landed in the “New World.” It was, to his mind, monstrously beautiful. Upon landing, Colombo and his mates piously and fearfully carved crosses out of tree grape branches, a wood so sugary that sea creatures liked the taste. Tree grapes grew irregular and knotty in the Caribbean, but the European sailors sliced it into symmetrical lines. Of the twenty-nine crosses they made, one remains today. It has long since been capped in metal because so many people over the years had taken bite-sized chunks out of it, carrying a bit with them for good luck.


The Europeans were surrounded in blue, sky and sea. As we all know, Colombo’s trip shaped global history. The storm of feeling you have when looking out onto the water might reveal something about the past five hundred years and where your people fit into it. Wonder is a near universal response to deep rivers and vast oceans. But for some, the water also evokes terror. In it, I see God and slave ships both.

Another truth is important to remember but easy to forget. Long before the tragic world-making of the age of conquest-exploration-empire for which Colombo is symbol and synecdoche, humans were already cruel and confusing. War, theft, and domination came before the transatlantic slave trade, before Black was a race, and before Colombo was riding across the Atlantic. And as far back as the first time people wanted to possess blue, not just see it, the color was already a party to some of the worst human impulses, as well as some of the sweetest. Wanting blue was well inside human cultures by the time imperial conquest organized the world, and that desire was carried through its unfolding. Let’s tarry there.

The indigo trade is an early and clear example of a global desire to harness blue beauty into personal possession. Indigo blue bound up the world’s taste, and traders crisscrossed the earth on merchant pathways to satisfy the yearning for it. By the dawn of the sixteenth century, it had been prized for hundreds of years in Africa, Asia, and Europe. Indigo wasn’t the only source of blue—variations of the color were also produced by woad in England and with sea urchins by the Tuaregs, as well as by various flowers—but indigo was the most resilient and potent of them all.


Indigo doesn’t just compel the eye. It attacks multiple senses. It leaves a strong scent and stiffens cotton so much that it has the texture of stale wedding cake and the firmness of a middling branch.

European explorers in West Africa, agents of the transatlantic slave trade, often noticed the predilection for and production of indigo along the African coast. In Kano, Nigeria, there are deep pits in the ground that serve as cauldrons for dyeing indigo that date as far back as the late fifteenth century. Bordered circles, they look like blue polka dots in sand from an aerial view. We can imagine that the Europeans eyed the landscape awash in blue curiously.

In his diary of 1693 Thomas Phillips, the captain of a slave ship called Hannibal, offered his observations of indigo use in Benin: “The women are most employ’d in making Whidaw cloths, mats, baskets, canchy, pitto. The Whidaw cloth is about two yards long, and about a quarter of a yard broad, three such being commonly joyn’d together. It is of diverse colours, but generally white and blue . . .”

Approximately a hundred years later, Mungo Park, a ruddy-faced and blue-eyed Scottish explorer in West Africa, described the method of dyeing indigo he witnessed in his book Travels in the Interior Districts of Africa. Park’s ambition was to be a first. He wanted to be the first White man to finally travel down the Niger River to the storied city Timbuktu, the center of the Songhai empire. Timbuktu, known for elegant geometric sand-colored edifices against a blue sky, was home to a major university established in the sixteenth century. Europeans had heard tell of architecture and education there for many years, but none had reached that far into the African interior. Park failed as well. But he left documents of his efforts, including a record of learning the Mandingo method of indigo dyeing, which began with the combination of ashes and water filtered through an earthenware pot:


This potash called “Sai gee” was then poured over indigo leaves half full and left for four days with occasional stirring. After four days the pot would be completely filled with the sai gee and stirred often. The cloth was then put directly into the water to be dyed. Cloth had to be dipped repeatedly in the fermented dye, exposed briefly to the air, then re-immersed. The number of dippings, and the strength and freshness of the dye determined the intensity of the resulting colour. After the dyed cloth had dried it was customary to beat the fabric repeatedly with wooden beaters, which both pressed the fabric and imparted a shiny glaze. In some areas additional indigo paste was beaten into the cloth at this stage, subsequently rubbing off on the skin of the wearer in a much-desired effect.

There is relatively little written documentation about indigo in the nineteenth century or earlier that comes from an African perspective. An exception is The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African, an autobiography that was first published in 1789 in London. It is one of the most detailed narratives we have of the transatlantic slave trade written by an African. Equiano was born in the Kingdom of Benin, into an Igbo village in the southeast portion of present-day Nigeria. He and his sister were kidnapped from their homes as children and sold to slave traders. As an adult, with the tragedy of slavery behind him, he recalled the love of blue in his early free life in Benin. He wrote:


As our manners are simple, our luxuries are few. The dress of both sexes is nearly the same. It generally consists of a long piece of callico, or muslin, wrapped loosely round the body somewhat in the form of a highland plaid. This is usually dyed blue, which is our favourite colour. It is extracted from a berry, and is brighter and richer than any I have seen in Europe. Besides this, our women of distinction wear golden ornaments; which they dispose with some profusion on their arms and legs. When our women are not employed with the men in tillage, their usual occupation is spinning and weaving cotton, which they afterwards dye, and make it into garments.

Craft is living history. Over time, even in its most piously traditional form, meanings must change. For example, for centuries in Yorubaland, long before colonialism and the slave trade, those who produced indigo were people who honored the deity Iya Mapo, a governess of craft. According to the Yoruba, indigo had a spiritual significance. And its cyphers are visible yet muted today. In Nigeria, a nation almost evenly divided between Christianity and Islam, traditional patterns of adire cloth are sold in Nigerian markets, a resist-dyeing method that produces fabric with dizzying geometric patterns and multiple hues of blue. According to traditional Yoruba cosmology, blue effects balance and harmony. But with the slave trade, a harrowing change came. Blue became a tool of global imbalance. Imagine being a craftsperson, fulfilling a divine purpose, exchanging your blue for other goods in a bustling market. And then one day you find your meanings turned upside down. You no longer sell or trade the blue. You yourself are sold.


A block of indigo dye could be traded for a “hand,” meaning a working slave, a person made tool. Shackled, but to where? Did your sister escape? Does your father know what happened? Could it be true, what they say happens on the ships? Will you see that floating underworld for yourself? You might eye a fine indigo wrapper, so fine perhaps intended for a king, deep blue—and you experience an uncanny moment: you too are now thing, not an agent but material for the use of rulers. Prisoner of war or prisoner of the Whites, or both—your counted value is now equivalent to what you once mastered. That unequivocal disorientation was one step toward what was coming in global history: Black, not just as a color but as a way of sorting humans. Every film in your memory bank, plus muscle memory tingling in your restrained hands, told you it was untrue. You were more than thing. But it would be easy to forget in hell—dark, shit, vomit, rocking, flesh to flesh, stinking-ass disease-ridden ship bottom.

THE BEAUTY AND ingenuity of human beings often coincides with their cruelty. Slavery was and is old, and also global. The word itself makes the point with an etymological root in Slavic captivity. But today slavery is associated with Black people in collective global public memory, largely because the empires that provided the foundation to modernity enslaved dark-skinned, coily-haired people and did so in the service of desires for accumulation and goods. The devastation happened in waves over centuries. Estimates hover around ten million people when it comes to the Arab African slave trade, which began in the seventh century and by some accounts lasted until the mid-twentieth, and as Professor Raboteau wrote, in the epigraph to this chapter, between ten and twelve million for the later European transatlantic slave trade. Over generations of capture, Blackness was produced. These people, as the logic developed, in these types of bodies, were to be used rather than treated as peers, construed disposable as humans yet indispensable to the project of the modern world.


There was nothing unique about the love of indigo in the era of the transatlantic slave trade. Nor was there anything unusual to the condition of unfreedom. But both, together, offer a window into the story of what Black Africa would become in modernity, a continent named from the outside gaze and coalesced underneath the seduction of trade and the reality of violence.

It didn’t have to be that way. In the Middle Ages, the people we now call Black were referred to by the English as “blew,” or blue. To themselves, they were variously named: by language, faith, people, region, a continental motley. They differed by body and belief, language, ritual, and culture. The words we know now for calling them/us, a banner under which they were gathered, prescriptions for global ordering, arrived in inconsistent eruptions. “Africa” as an idea was not a foregone conclusion. The word is of uncertain and debated origin, both linguistically and historically. According to most theories, some visitors from another place made up the word, and it gained traction in the seventeenth century: perhaps a reference to the Aourigha, a Berber tribe, or Afer, a grandson of Abraham. Maybe it was a Greek description of a Yemeni leader? By other speculations, it came from within, a word born in ancient Egypt, but not as a matter of identity as much as a description of a territory that is now uncertain. Even earlier, at least in English, the term “guinea,” for Black people, came directly from the Portuguese word “Guine,” which emerged in the mid-fifteenth century to refer to the lands inhabited by the Guineus, a generic term for the black African people south of the Senegal River, in contrast to the “tawny” Zenaga Berbers above it. “Sudan” was an Arabic-origin word meaning “land of black people” before it was designated a country. There were other words: “Moor,” “Muslim,” “North African” (which sometimes meant Black from a European gaze), and “blackamoor,” a slur or description, or all of the above. “Ethiopian” was once a Greek term for black-skinned peoples generally, and for people specifically from the Kingdom of Kush, one among so many others over epochs: Mali, Songhai, Nubia, Meroë, Ghana, and so on. Ethiopia (the country) was historically referred to as Abyssinia by Arab people. Both terms are in the Bibles we read in English, though we aren’t certain precisely what piece of earth they mean. Simply put, the words we say now don’t necessarily indicate where and what they once did. And not a one of them has ever been fixed, certain, or permanent. That is what it means when we say “race is socially constructed.” It didn’t, doesn’t, mean now what it always did or will. And it never has had to mean what’s been made of it.


More important than all that is that this massive many-languaged landmass with more genetic diversity than any other continent—Africa—is where humanity and civilization began. It has been ascribed and described and diminished in multiple ways over the past five hundred plus years. Much of that description has denied its vastness and variegation. Its people and their descendants call themselves and are called by enough names to fill ten books, and we have held on to our specificity despite the pervasiveness of single signifiers like “African” and “Black.” Over millennia, some of our internal distinctions have seemed incommensurable. Nevertheless, sometimes common feeling persists because history—that term of art for document-based imperial storytelling—has collected us. Even when we don’t care for each other, we know we have something to do with one another. Today we can say that if “African” is too precisely geographical, and “Negro” too dated, “Black” does mean something, but what exactly is up for debate.


The truth is this: Black, as such, began ignobly—through conquering eyes. Writing that makes me wince because I hold my Black tightly, proudly even. Honesty requires a great deal of discomfort. But here’s the truth: we didn’t start out Black. Nor did we choose it first. Black was a hard-earned love. But through it all, the blue blues—the certainty of the brilliant sky, deep water, and melancholy—have never left us. I can attest. You might be thinking by now that this blue thing I’m talking about is mere device, a literary trick to move through historic events. And if blue weren’t a conjure color, that might have been true. But, for real, the blue in Black is nothing less than truth before trope. Everybody loves blue. It is human as can be. But everybody doesn’t love Black—many have hated it—and that is inhumane. If you don’t already, I will make you love it with my blues song.







True Blue

It is the color of ambiguous depth, of the heavens and the abyss at once . . .

—ALEXANDER THEROUX

BABY SUGGS, THE grandmother in Toni Morrison’s 1987 novel, Beloved, is a chastened curate: resentful, lapsed, depressed. When her hopes for a new life after slavery are dashed by tragedy, she takes to her bed and abandons the work of tending souls. Instead, she contemplates color. I remember, in 1987, when I first read that Baby Suggs says, “Blue never hurt nobody.” But surely it did. The word even denotes “hurt.” “Blue” has been a word for melancholy in English for centuries. The blue devils haunted people’s lives. “Blue” is how pathetic drunkenness was referred to as far back as the eighteenth century. But I can understand her mistake. Blue is lovely too. Blue is contrapuntal. It is itself and its opposite: sweet and bitter.

After Baby Suggs dies, a ghost baby who was called “Beloved” on her headstone returns to their doorstep as an enfleshed woman. Her body is drenched. Beloved is an embodied sorrow—the returned dead—who has to be contended with, coming from the water. Morrison knew Black life is a sea epic—a story of encounters with deep blue. There was no other way to get us so far from where our ancestors began.


Montesquieu was the most widely cited philosopher by the Founding Fathers of the United States. He was particularly praised by James Madison for his theory of the separation of powers. It is
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