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Foreword

Devin Zane Shaw and T. Storm Heter

Tendayi Sithole describes his work as “Azanian existentialist thought.” He is the author of numerous works on political thought and aesthetics, including Steve Biko: Decolonial Meditations of Black Consciousness, The Letter in Black Radical Thought, The Black Register and Mabogo P. More: Philosophical Anthropology in Azania. (More is the author of the second book published in the Living Existentialism series, Sartre on Contingency: Antiblack Racism and Embodiment.) Much like his recent book on More, Sithole’s Hortense J. Spillers: Subject, Abject, and Insurgent in Black Radical Thought is the first monograph dedicated to exploring Spillers’s thought.

The Living Existentialism series is dedicated to fostering a space for investigating the diverse lineages of existentialism and thinking its future possibilities. Some critics, as Jean-Paul Sartre once noted, are like “cemetery watchmen” who treat the library as an archive “washed clean of the sin of living;” they open the canonical texts to lend their bodies “to the dead in order that they may come back to life.”1 As we know them, these cemetery watchmen patrol the disciplinary boundaries of philosophy, and here they may evince skepticism that an analysis focused on literary critic Hortense J. Spillers fits “properly” within the philosophical discourse of existentialism.

Such a cemetery watchman belies a degree of historical amnesia; perhaps he has been reading the canon only for his edification. We need not contest that Sartre intended Being and Nothingness to be a critique and response to the great philosophical systems of Western philosophy. Nonetheless, Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir were so successful in remapping the boundaries of Western existential philosophy that we take their pathbreaking works from the mid-1940s forward as the unfolding of existentialism’s immanent potential rather than forays beyond the Western tradition’s self-construed boundaries, toward the outside, or, as Sithole would say, toward experiments in thinking otherwise.

We must remember the intellectual shock occasioned when Sartre published “Black Orpheus,” the preface to Anthologie de la nouvelle poésie nègre et malgache (1948), an anthology of Negritude poetry edited by Léopold Sédar Senghor. Or when Beauvoir published The Second Sex (1949), which drew from the socially lived experience of women as the Other subordinated within French heteropatriarchy. In both, literary criticism informs and is informed by the theoretical contours of existential analysis. In both, existentialism confronts philosophy’s outside, embracing practices of freedom and thought of the otherwise. In other words, these existentialist analyses transgress disciplinary boundaries and the Western tradition’s soliloquizing attempt to critique and yet salvage its supposed inner coherence, its attempt to theoretically recover its fundamental project—one which Sartre, Beauvoir, and Frantz Fanon sought to dispense with.2 That these efforts no longer appear as shocking speaks to their success in reconstruing the boundaries of existential inquiry.

Sithole draws on Spillers’s “radical feminist stance to dissect and critique the racist heteropatriarchal forces that cement antiblackness” (chapter 1). Hortense J. Spillers: Subject, Abject, and Insurgent in Black Radical Thought is divided into three parts. In the chapter “The Subject in Black Thought,” Sithole examines how there is an ontological break between the subject and “the black” in an antiblack society. While the subject may be “split,” a site of conflict or tension, this conflict or tension may be restored through repairing the subject’s relation to others or to the world. By contrast, he contends, “the black” is dehumanized through their exclusion from recognition and relationality. In “The Abject in Black Thought,” Sithole discusses the limits of Eurocentric concepts of the abject, contending that authors such as Julia Kristeva occlude the production of abjection through racialization. Finally, in “The Insurgent in Black Thought,” the trajectory turns toward a horizon of liberation through a project of insurgent writing, a way of thinking otherwise that also reclaims the capacity to name. These practices have “nothing to do with seeking recognition or being legible” within the normative framework of an antiblack society (chapter 3). Instead, Sithole writes, “the insurgent force of Spillers is the will to live and that, having been denied, is what makes the existential struggle to continue to cultivate the ways of living that are in the realm of the otherwise” (chapter 3).

Such themes—writing, naming, thinking otherwise—run throughout Sithole’s work. Naming, he argues, contests the project (such as the South African settler-colonial project) whereby the oppressor controls and patrols the capacity for making a common world of intersubjective meaning, one that excludes and marginalizes the oppressed and their names, sense of place, and epistemologies. As an example, we may consider Sithole’s description of his work as “Azanian existential thought.” The term “Azania” was adopted by the Pan-African Congress and the Black Consciousness movement to replace the colonial name of South Africa. Both Sithole and Mabogo More refer to their work as Azanian to shift the geography of reason, to show that Black liberation struggle calls forth fundamental existential questions—such as “What does it mean to be Black in an antiblack world?”—as much as addressing such questions points toward the necessity of Black liberation.3 And both are critics of the “false independence” of post-1994 South Africa: although political power was transferred to the African National Congress and apartheid was formally dismantled, the ANC did not take measures to dismantle the economic power of the white capitalist class.4 Hence Sithole also emphasizes that “Azania” names a liberatory horizon beyond the status quo of post-1994 South Africa, a horizon that is both antiracist and anticapitalist. It should be evident, then, that the task of naming in itself is not sufficient; it is the dialogical or discursive register of material, revolutionary transformation. To return to the matter at hand, Sithole shows that Spillers’s work offers a Black, feminist political thought that refuses liberal consensus and mere symbolic recognition. Instead, their respective works point toward thinking otherwise, namely, toward a liberatory horizon.









Introduction

By this time, just like what precedes it, the imperative has been to insist on Black radical thought.

The stakes, to say the obvious, are high and that has forever been the case. So, then, at this exact time, and what is yet to unfold, the task is to insist on Black radical thought. This has been carried out through various forms and formulations to the extent that Black thought is a constellation of traditions, and what is insisted upon, as well, is its radical mood and mode. These forms and formulations also operate in fixed and/or flexible ways. This, therefore, attests to the fact that Black radical thought is not a singular affair. Here, by way of another, a distinct one at that, what is taken on is the violation of the Black as the figure that is denied thought, and how, as a counter to that, another form of thought or simply taking a disposition that is otherwise becomes a way of a form and formulation that refigures reality. This is done against being unwanted in the world, and such a form and formulation has been the question that is not of belatedness. It is, indeed, the making and unmaking of this time. In other words, Black radical thought is an urgent task, the matter of the now—say, what cannot be deferred.

To think while being denied thought is the imperative of articulating a radical critique and this is not a luxurious affair, but the necessity of doing so as this is what must be done in order to set a different set of conditions apace, and that as well, being the figuration of reality and the world which, in actual fact, demands a radical change from it being inhabitable and deadly in its antiblackness. Black radical thought as a critical undertaking against antiblackness has always been a kind of a direct address, whose lucid passion does not seek to appease the do things at the expense of Blackness, but to be in the interests of freeing Blackness from whatever that is against it.

Here, Hortense Jeanette Spillers is meditated upon, rightfully so, as the figure of thought. And, she is, as it is obvious, the figure who figures things out, and she always does so in a magisterial way, differently. By this, it means that Spillers is a daring thinker. It is not only what she thinks, but what she does while thinking, and what this thinking does since it is so daring. More specifically, the matter is how thought is the embodiment of the otherwise which, for all its intents and purpose, emerges as the matter of struggle because it is the denied being doing the thinking. So, thought is what stands without the finality of the resolve and this attends to the unfolding of a discourse. But then, just to ask: What is in this otherwise? What is it that informs its radical form and content and, also, to what ends and why
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