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9 .  T H E  L O N G  E M A N C I P AT I O N

Old pirates, yes, they rob I,
Sold I to the merchant ships,
Minutes aBer they took I
From the bottomless pit.
 —  CD8 EF,3'/, “Redemption Song,” from Uprising (#97")

Migration. Can it be called migration? There is a sense of return in migrations  —  a sense of 
continuities, remembered homes  —  as with birds or butterGies or deer or 2sh. Those returns 
which are lodged indelibly, unconsciously, instinctively in the mind. But migrations suggest 
intentions or purposes. Some choice and, if not choice, decisions. And if not decisions, options, 
all be they diHcult. But the sense of return in the Door of No Return is one of irrecoverable 
losses of those very things which make returning possible. A place to return to, a way of being, 
familiar sights or sounds, familiar smells, a welcome perhaps, but a place, welcome or not.
 —  $*D))' C,F)?, A Map to the Door of No Return: Notes to Belonging (!""#)

Movement is central to the shape of the modern world: whether post- 
Columbus European expansion around the globe, the movement of mil-
lions of Africans into the Americas, or the expropriation and movement 
of millions of Indigenous peoples from their traditional lands. Movement 
was also one of the central problematics of emancipated ex-enslaved Black 
people. At the heart of migration and citizenship sit the questions of eman-
cipation and freedom. Recent events in Europe and the Americas make 
such a claim exceedingly clear.I One cannot help but think about the ways 
that people’s movements now sit as one of the central problematics of late 
neoliberal capitalist arrangements. In fact, postslavery movements of all 
kinds are conditioned by the aBerlife of slavery and more speci2cally by 
the twentieth-century anti-Black migration policies of the West. It is pre-
cisely because the ex-enslaved refused to remain on plantations that Asian 
indentureship became a central postslavery phenomenon. Black people 
or the ex-enslaved began to move around internally and externally as an 
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ele ment of their newly emancipated selves. That movement opened up a 
new era of post-transatlantic migrations. African “transshipped” peoples’ 
movement became central to the modern and late-modern world.J The 
ability to move, then, became a central dynamic of freedom in a postslav-
ery world. This movement was not merely within already-set borders (like 
the movement of millions of Black people from South to North within the 
United States) but was also beyond borders in the Caribbean archipelago.

It is not surprising that at yet another moment of signi2cant crisis, this 
time in neoliberal capitalism, Black movement has retained its animating 
force concerning questions of nation, citizenship, and freedom. Indeed, de-
spite claims otherwise, the emancipation of those enslaved in both the then 
British Empire and the United States (#7<:/#7<7 and #76;, respectively) was 
considered 2rst a crisis of capital and then a signi2cant social and cul-
tural problem. Plantations and slaveholders in both places were monetarily 
compensated for their “loss.” The compensation to former slave owners 
marks a signi2cant element of the juridical process of emancipation bring-
ing contract law and monetary policy into the equation, further cementing 
my claim that emancipation is not freedom. Freedom is extralegislative  —  
 freedom exists beyond the con2nes of the law as a mode of experienc-
ing life without bounds. The logics of transatlantic slavery continue to 
shape Black movement and, therefore, Black belonging globally. My par-
ticular concern is with the ways that Black movements, since the period 
of transatlantic slavery, have been circumscribed and animated by a desire 
for freedom and halted by the realities of brutal deaths. These deaths are 
occasioned by the limits of the nation-state to provide avenues of and for 
citizenship that might appear to move toward the promise of freedom for 
Black subjects or what I have come to call the Black life-form. Situating the 
nation-state as central to the legacy of transatlantic slavery and its aBer-
lives unsettles settlement, citizenship, and nation. My attention to situating 
Black life and its deathly limits within the legal process of emancipation is 
to accentuate the diKerence between emancipation and freedom and the 
ways in which the legislative practices of statecraB work to make impossi-
ble Black citizenship and even Black belonging in nations, especially those 
designated Western.

The tension and diKerence between the idea of emancipation and the 
idea of freedom is captured in part by Bob Marley’s “Redemption Song.” 
The song is a masterpiece of analysis because in its moving from the hold 
of the ship to atomic energy it is able, through the economy of the lyric, 
to capture the period from African enslavement to late modernity with its 
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potential nuclear implosion while demonstrating the discontinuous con-
tinuity that constitutes one historical period. In “Redemption Song,” free-
dom and emancipation are in a tense relationship. Emancipation is a prior 
moment to being able to sing songs of freedom, but 2rst minds must be 
emancipated from mental slavery. Marley invokes emancipation and free-
dom as entangled elements of everyday life but, most important, as the 
metapractices that shape how we might respond to the world around us. 
Still in a period of emancipation  —  the long emancipation  —  it is the ques-
tion of unfreedom that animates my thinking here. Marley’s call for eman-
cipation from mental slavery echoes the concern that freedom has not yet 
been achieved. Freedom is still in advance of our desires. As we attempt to 
bring to a conclusion this long process of emancipation, a process that is 
temporally diKerent in diKerent parts of the world  —  the Spanish and Por-
tuguese in Cuba (#776) and Brazil (#777) emancipated the Black enslaved 
later than the English, the French, and the Americans  —  freedom remains 
elusive. “Illegal” forms of slavery existed much longer than the temporal 
period of legal emancipation. The image-archive of post-Columbus slavery 
even 2nds resonance in photographs coming from the continued intract-
ability of Euro-American global empire ongoing in Libya and the postwar 
exposure of the Black enslaved there.

The legal parameters of emancipation in each region were diKerent, but 
in no instance did emancipation give the formerly enslaved the right sim-
ply to leave their surroundings. Attempts by the formerly enslaved to ex-
ercise any form of freedom are met with a torrent of laws that extend the 
enclosure: laws against idleness, vagrancy, or noise; pass laws, and so on. 
The potential for freedom begins, one might argue, in two parts: 2rst the 
refusal of apprenticeship and second the refusal to remain on plantations. 
Taken together, those two refusals were the 2rst salvo in an articulation 
of postslavery freedom that then had to be interrupted. Laws restricting 
Black movement quickly became central to postslave societies buttressed 
by tremendous forms of violent enforcement. The point at which freedom 
of movement is expressed and acted on by the formerly enslaved reveals 
the limits of emancipation. In such instances, the law asserts itself to rein-
state emancipation as a process and an un2nished project that could have 
been one of moving toward freedom. In fact, the British emancipation act 
was not repealed until #997 in a cleanup of English statute law. What the 
cleanup did leave in place, however, was antislavery legislation that was 
heavily inGuenced by, or premised on, the “new” language of antitraHck-
ing laws.
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In each instance in the contemporary where concerns about migration 
take center stage, the Black body, the Black life-form, is read as abundant 
to the problem. Whether we are thinking of fortress Europe or the gates/
borders/walls of North America, the specter of the Black life-form entering 
plays a signi2cant role in state policy marking migration and citizenship. 
While in the popular media in the United States, migration or migrants are 
oBen understood to be Latinx and read, therefore, as not Black, the reality 
is far more complex. In both the United States and Canada, large numbers 
of Black-identi2ed people exist as “undocumented aliens” (and many of 
them are Latinx). The large numbers of non-Black Latinx people who have 
organized and made their desires public have provided a screen to make 
invisible Black others, including those Afro-Latinx people who organized 
with them. One must be clear, however, that it is their existence and pres-
ence that oBen fuel state policies on migration meant to hold Black popu-
lations in stasis in North America. Dating back to the turn of the twenti-
eth century, Canada has had a history of anti-Black migratory practices 
wherein Black people were “deemed unsuitable” for entry, existence, and 
citizenship. In fact, many of the post  –  September ##, !""#, enhanced immi-
gration policies build on earlier policies put in place to limit and demarcate 
Black migration. Put another way, historically and presently, most North 
American and European migration policies have been framed on keeping 
blackness out in order to locate blackness as the constituent outside, and 
to limit the numbers within.

To more fully account for Black movement in the contemporary world, 
we might want to spend some time thinking with Walter Rodney’s book 
How Europe Underdeveloped Africa. The force of Rodney’s argument is 
that colonial management coupled with the history of transatlantic slavery 
produced within Africa the very conditions that prohibited its develop-
ment on the terms that the West states are the terms of development. The 
carving up of Africa in #77: and the prior theB of its peoples continue to 
shape the continent’s registers of life. Rodney’s critique of colonial power 
remains useful despite some critics’ claims that it is a too-simple analysis. 
In fact, reading Rodney alongside Sylvia Wynter, one sees more clearly 
the ways that the logics of development are decidedly cast against Africa 
and blackness. One sees that the project of development in a still-colonial 
globe means that even with the contemporary discourse of “Africa rising,” 
Africa will remain perpetually “underdeveloped” and “behind.”L Thus, the 
desire of Africans to leave the continent, as evidenced by the crossing of 
the Mediterranean at the Strait of Gibraltar, is a crucial and not surprising 



The Long Emancipation <9

outcome of a history of what Rodney termed “planned and unplanned” 
migration for African peoples. The ejection of Africans and their subse-
quent migration are a direct result of those planned underdevelopment 
policies. It should be clear from this argument that Africa is a central part 
of the long emancipation, since independence from former colonial mas-
ters has not reshaped global relations in ways that we might call freedom. 
In fact, the ongoing global colonial relations are the central backdrop for 
why some Africans need to move, because postcolonial independence is a 
continuation of juridical and legislative emancipation. While some might 
suggest that the postcolonies of Africa are not ex-enslaved colonies and 
therefore the language of emancipation does not apply, I suggest that the 
nature of the colonialism that produced those postcolonial states is in part 
also the lineage of transatlantic slavery. In the Americas we get freed, and 
in Africa they get independence.

If we join Rodney’s thought with Fanon’s and Wynter’s, we see every-
where that the “bio-evolutionary dysselected peoples of African and Afro- 
mixed descent” 2nd themselves marked as outsiders.M Thus, the question of 
citizenship bears a weightiness in regard to one’s proximity to those marked 
as dysselected peoples and to “their degrees of nearness to or distance from 
its signi2er status as the ultimate marker of genetic non-being.”N This is why 
a phenotypically “white-looking” Latinx person can become the face of the 
migrant movement in the United States and Canada. In short, the logics 
of anti-Black racism structure even the resistance to migratory regulations 
in our time. In order to adequately gauge these disturbing conditions of 
Black being, we must be able to notice the severe limits that everywhere 
mark the Black life-forms’ conditions of possibility. The limited bound-
aries provided by emancipation and postcolonial nation-states mean that 
Black migratory practices occasion the breaking of those boundaries of 
con2nement and containment, and open up new possibilities.

The project of Black movement, however, is not only conditioned by 
African or Black enslavement and continental exploitation and “under-
development.” Black movement is also conditioned by global articulations 
of race and blackness conceived in the time of transatlantic slavery and 
African colonization and partition. Jemima Pierre’s book The Predicament 
of Blackness, an anthropological study of race in Ghana, demonstrates per-
suasively that global ideas of race, racism, blackness, and whiteness perme-
ate the African continent in ways, for example, that are both similar to and 
diKerent from New World blackness. Pierre’s argument suggests that only 
faulty thinking takes Africa outside of the global logics of race. Using the 
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way in which the language of the “native” comes to take center stage in the 
African colonial project, she highlights how the word native works to ra-
cialize Black people into subordinate and inferior roles: “Nativization was 
racialization but this racialization worked through ethnicization  —  the con-
stitution and reorganization of a constellation of tribal groupings whose 
incorporation into colonial society depended on mediating its racial and 
cultural separation from the ‘civil’ and ‘civilized’ society of White European 
colonizers.”O Colonial Ghana was structured through forms of segregation, 
pass laws, and all the other forms of racialization that marked the slave-
holding Americas. Thus, the idea that race and racialization were not a 
part of the African colonial project is a rather odd one that has nonetheless 
had much currency over the years. But equally important, Pierre shows 
how the mark of “native” came to serve larger social, cultural, and eco-
nomic contexts that in the long run also helped to produce the push toward 
migration for some Africans both past and present. Taking Pierre along-
side Rodney and Wynter, we get the full force of the conditions that mark 
Black/African movement around the globe. Those conditions  —  economic,  
cultural, social, and otherwise  —  constitute the belly of European colonial 
practices and the reordering of the globe on their own terms as the only 
terms for living a life.

P*Q%,' 9.#. Libyan coastguardsman stands on boat during rescue of immigrants, 
!"#5. Photo by Taha Jawashi/RP0; courtesy of Getty Images.
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Stuart Hall writes that “migration is the joker in the globalization pack” 
and that both planned and unplanned migrations demonstrate that “mi-
grants have an ambivalent position in contemporary globalization.”S Hall 
sums up the problematics of contemporary migration in this way:

Migration constitutes a disruptive force with globalization. Unlike 
earlier phases, where the problems of religious, social, and cultural 
diKerence were held at a safe distance from metropolitan homelands, 
contemporary migration intrudes directly into, disturbs, challenges, 
and subverts, metropolitan cultural space. It projects the vexed issue 
of pluralism and diKerence into the epistemic rupture, generating the 
thematics of a new problematic  —  that of the postcolonial moment.T

It is postcolonial pushes of various sorts, from poverty to war to eco-
nomic adjustments and trade imbalances, that have further occasioned 
the re2ning of migratory policies aimed now at “returning” or 2xing the 
formerly colonized in their place so that, as Hall states: “Only labor  —   
people  —  are supposed to stay still.”U And yet people move despite the sig-
ni2cant attempts to hold them in their places, “a sort of deregulated glo-
balization-from-below.”IV In places such as Canada, where Temporary 
Foreign Worker Programs are signi2cant, labor moves in and under very 

P*Q%,' 9.!. Group of people who claim to be Haitian prepare to cross the border 
from New York into Canada, !"#5. Photo by GeoK Robins/RP0; courtesy of Getty 
Images.
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proscribed terms. The fear for neoliberal politicians and late capitalism 
is that such “moving” labor might become unruly; thus, its numbers are 
limited. Asylum seekers, migrant labor, illegal, undocumented, dreamers, 
refugees, sans papiers are some of the ways in which, for some, relations to 
the nation-state and the lack of citizenship are marked. But it is precisely 
because the state remains the arbiter of citizenship and because citizenship 
suggests settlement that these forms of naming mark a relational condition 
to the state and remain wholly inadequate for what is being experienced in 
this moment of global crisis. These names and conditions mark the insuf-
2ciency of the nation-state as an avatar for producing Black life and instead 
point to it as a site of multiple violences.
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In his articulation of tidalectics, Edward Kamau Brathwaite has argued 
that Caribbean culture is a submerged culture. From Lampedusa, Italy, to 
the Caribbean Sea, Black life is submerged culture because of the multiple 
ways in which its watery existence comes into being. The question of the 
ship, already pre2gured in these pages by Wynter’s “transshipped culture,” 
brings with it the dreaded possibilities of death. But Brathwaite refuses to 
take death as 2nality.I Instead, he oKers the submerged as a double articu-
lation of death, catastrophe, and a rebirth that requires that we rethink the 
very terms of life itself. The submerged culture is neither a counterculture 
nor an alternative culture, but a living critique of the past and the present.

The Haitian movement in the Caribbean Sea has caused panic for the 
“Black” island nations of that region and the United States and even Can-
ada. One reason is because the submerged memories of transatlantic slav-
ery’s horrors surface as still present to the region of the Americas, and Hai-
ti’s historic revolution remains a repressed event of the death zone of the 
Americas. The movement of these Haitians 2nds its corollary in the Afri-
can crossings of the Mediterranean Sea to Lampedusa, Italy. The crossing 
of the Strait of Gibraltar by Africans has been characterized as a second 
Middle Passage. In the long emancipation, such crossings are an extension 
of the Middle Passage and are not a new Middle Passage. Indeed, the Mid-
dle Passage cannot be pluralized; its uniqueness as the ongoing project of 
coloniality demands otherwise. If we take seriously Rodney’s claim of the 
underdevelopment of Africa due to transatlantic slavery and colonial theB, 
we are able to see, as uniquely its own, the extensions and evidence of the 
Middle Passage into the present.

As Sylvia Wynter argues, in her unmaking of the notion of “natural 
scarcity”: “These archipelagoes of joblessness and poverty function at a 
world-systemic level as the chaos to our First World ‘developed’ societies, 
in as lawlike a manner as the inner cities’ dystopia negates the behavior- 
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orienting goal of the ‘aWuent pursuit of happiness’ of those who live in 
the utopia of the suburbs.”J It is the lawlike practices, not just the laws, 
that continually fashion a certain Black out-of-placeness everywhere, and 
those practices are the basis of migratory practices and policies in the “de-
veloped” West. Those practices have their foundational originality in the 
ongoing long emancipation from transatlantic slavery to the present now 
governed by the laws of movement globally constituted out of and by old 
and new empires.

Three interlocking ideas or concepts have been useful for me to think 
through this problem: catastrophe, the wake, and hauntology. Together, 
these concepts allow us to access something about how anti-Black logics 
of the globe shape the ways in which Black life-forms are prohibited from 
citizenship and belonging in nations. These three ideas make sense of the 
broader dynamics of how blackness has been globalized as the life-form 
to be avoided or, as Frank B. Wilderson terms it, “always already void of 
relationality.”L Kamau Brathwaite further develops his articulation of sub-
merged culture in what he calls the literature of catastrophe. I replace lit-
erature with culture in order to argue that culture of catastrophe signals 
the deadly arrival of Africans in the Americas and the life that comes from 
crossing the Middle Passage or Atlantic into a new world. The deadly living 
that comes of that crossing and its resultant histories of survival provide 
the template for the long emancipation. Emancipation was and is a com-
promise meant to retain control over Black bodies, Black life-forms, and 
our movement while appearing to oKer signi2cantly changed conditions 
from those of enslavement and colonization. The struggle was for freedom, 
not emancipation, and it began before the slave ships leB the African coast.

Importantly, then, Christina Sharpe’s articulation of “the wake” adds 
immeasurably to my proposition of the culture of catastrophe because it 
allows us the respite to meditate on the longue dureé of moving toward 
freedom. Sharpe’s articulation and formulation of the wake require that we 
grapple with death, with the necessary and functional Black dead as the 
resource toward making modernity and capitalism. Sharpe tells us, in con-
versation with Saidiya Hartman, that

to encounter people of African descent in the wake both materially 
and as a problem for thought is to encounter that * in the grand nar-
rative of history; and, in the conditions of Black life and death such 
as those delineated by Hartman (“skewed life chances, limited access 
to health and education, premature death”) and the ways we are po-
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sitioned through and by them, the ways we occupy the “I” of Hart-
man’s “I am the aBerlife of slavery” (Hartman !""7, 6).M

The signal importance of Sharpe taking up the concept of the wake is that 
it contends with the work that Black death does in this world. Asking if 
the Black womb is a tomb, Sharpe pre2gures Black life as almost always 
already dead in a postslavery world that continually 2nds Black people to 
be out-of-place and waste. To be in the wake, then, is to live in the desire 
to work toward freedom in the face of death. And yet Sharpe’s articulation 
reaches beyond the pessimistic to provide us with a conceptual turn that 
allows us also to mark the cultures that Black people make as forms of life 
with death. The practice of the Black wake is about more than death. In 
the moment of death, the wake works to honor lives lived and to provide a 
conduit for those leB behind so that life might be experienced as more than 
merely that of subjection.

The culture of catastrophe, as one lives in the wake, moving toward 
freedom, might be understood as a hauntology. Jacques Derrida, in con-
cert with Sharpe, argues that the learning of life is “only from the other 
and by death.”N Derrida, in Specters of Marx, is an excellent companion 
for Brathwaite and Sharpe, since his concern with specters is also con-
cern with “a politics of memory, of inheritance, and of generation.”O Both 
Brathwaite and Sharpe take memory and inheritance seriously as powerful 
points to and for Black life. It is precisely the ways in which legacies of the 
past condition present circumstances that allow for Black lives to exist in a 
space of unbelievability. Derrida reminds us as he moves toward, but does 
not arrive at, a de2nition of hauntology that the ghost is both an event and 
a 2rst time, but, importantly, it is also a repetition.

The simultaneous value and lack of value for Black life, hinted at ear-
lier in my discussion of James and lynching, is most evident in the ways 
that Black people, their bodies, and their practices are spectacularized. Fol-
lowing Derrida, it is at the point of event and repetition that Black life 
is made both present and unbelievable. Black life generally 2nds itself in 
a repeated cycle of being spectacularized, oBen through visual represen-
tations in popular culture (found in sport, in music, on social media, in  
memes and Q*Xs, in movies, etc.). At the same time, and more speci2cally, 
the state violence that is repeatedly inGicted on Black people is seen as oth-
erworldly and somehow not believable. And yet, this repeated spectacular-
ization of violent events occasions a frenzied gaze and the repeated view-
ing of the brutality inGicted by non-Black people on Black people. Black 



:6 The Long Emancipation 

people bear witness to this disbelief with the certainty that, for example, 
the police who murder Black people or those white people protected by 
“stand your ground” laws in the United States will not be convicted even as 
their acts of violence are spectacularly displayed on our collective screens. 
The video-recorded evidence and the body of the dead Black person are 
not enough to secure belief that what has taken place is, in fact, a murder. 
Thus, through a logic of disbelief, Black life is produced as both immedi-
ately present and immediately absent  —  appeared and disappeared.

YD> ?*? D%, -3F+' past become our emancipated, neoliberal present? 
Because we are not yet free, our slave past haunts and mars our attempt 
to render the past as past and the foundation for a future to come. The 
persistence of the past announces itself in discourses and practices of di-
versity, equity, multiculturalism, and antiracism policies, all of which can 
be tied to the logics of legislative emancipation’s juridical form. This, too, 
is the long emancipation. Those modes of adaptation that are oBen em-
braced as transformation and change meant to signal the shiBing foun-
dational arrangements of our societies are actually grounded in the ex-
tended logic of the terms and conditions juridical emancipation set out for 
Black life. These terms and adaptations are tutelage, and their trace lies in 
apprenticeship.

Indeed, hauntology requires that every moment of claimed change be-
comes suspect; or, as Derrida phrases it, “Haunting belongs to the structure 
of every hegemony.”S Emancipation as a mode of freedom is a hegemony 
that haunts. It is the persistence of Black life-forms that continually both 
show up and oKer other possible ways of living a life beyond all bounds 
that makes evident the haunting nature of emancipation as a limit on what 
freedom might be. Black life-forms always 2nd ways to exceed the bound-
aries of capital and other forms of containment as a way to imagine, build, 
and produce conduits that lead to collective self-referential lives.
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