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ABSTRACT 

This study explores an emancipatory politics of being human by asking what is at stake for a 

world predicated on the human being as subject. I commence with a critique of modernity and its 

tenet of human exceptionalism as the logical basis for our separation from social, ecological, and 

material others. I argue that humans, as beings inextricable from these others, are not separate 

subjets, but rather assemblages of the social, ecological, and material that merit representation as 

such. I demonstrate this by recruiting two human faculties conventionally considered evidence of 

both our human exceptionalism, or separation from perceived others, and its correlate of 

subjectivity: memory and emotion. I then demonstrate how even emotion and memory, as 

supposed wellsprings of subjectivity, in effect undermine the very premise of it in light of their 

assemblaged nature. I situate this study in Mauritania, where I investigate the politics and 

spatialities of slavery and abolition. There, I demonstrate how memories, emotions, and the 

humans that experience them are both consituents and products of human-environment 

assemblages. I then reveal both the discursive and material repercussions of remembering, 

feeling, and representing the world as subjects separate from this world. Finally, I suggest 

alternative avenues for geographic research in pursuit of a politics of being human beyond the 

human being as subject.   
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Neglect of heritage and forgetting its effect, O people, is worth remembering 

It quakes the soul and makes one weep and stay up at night 

I don’t mean by that to cry over the ruins and the past 

Of the deserts where the tents used to stand and of the striking, dignified way of life. . . 

But, O my family and neighbours, what makes me sad has become greater 

Than the obligations of the world, time, life, death and grave 

Because now I see young men, women and others 

Our children who have neglected the tongue of our dialect and customs 

All this is due to imitating seductive types of heritage from others 

As it melts one’s existence and becomes enrooted in him 

Changing skin and pursuing the falsehood and expanding mirage 

 

- Neglect of Heritage by Saharawi1 poet Mohamed Jghagha in Deubel (2012, pg. 302) 

A Subject Unto Itself  

This search for a better way to attend to our relations to that which lies beyond the 

human…forces us to make ontological claims - claims, that is, about the nature of reality 

(Kohn, 2013, p. 9). 

 

This study seeks to unveil the political consequences of a world predicated on 

subjectivity. That is, it queries what is at stake for a world of unequally empowered people and 

things when people come to feel, remember, and represent themselves as separate from the world 

of things, from one another, and as a result, from themselves. It attempts this by surveying the 

intersections of identity, representation, and subjectivity through the lens of memory and 

emotion.  

Though its title may suggest otherwise, this study does not focus primarily on 

epistemologies of the subject, fields that query how senses of the self or ‘I’ take form in and 

among different bodies. While my research does attend, albeit obliquely, to subject formation as 

                                                 

1 Saharawi is the national identity of Western Sahara. Like Mauritania, Western Sahara is home to populations of the 

Bidhan and Haratine, the alleged perpetrators and victims (respectively) of the type of slavery I study in Mauritania.  
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a process of identification and representation, I am more concerned with elaborating an ontology 

of being that challenges an ontology of the subject. My aim in doing so is to expose what is at 

stake for humans and the worlds we represent when, as humans, we come to identify ourselves as 

subjects: that is, as separate from the world of objects.  

In other words, I am less interested in how subjects are constituted (though this remains a 

critical question for political research, even my own) than of what they are constituted. To this 

end, I first argue, as others have, for an assemblaged, more-than-human ontology of the world. 

This purview rids itself of human exceptionalism, replacing it instead with a reverence for and 

curiosity about the agency of the ‘natural’ and ‘material’ elements of existence, as well as how 

these elements coalesce with human bodies to form socio-ecological assemblages. I then seek to 

show how emotion and memory, as assemblages themselves, shape our senses of self. From this 

ontological point of departure, I explain what ensues from a failure to feel and remember our 

inextricable, assemblaged interconnection with these other elements. Out of this objective 

emerges the central question of this study: How do emotion, memory, and their representations 

as assemblages inform a politics of being beyond the subject?  

In addressing this question, I investigate how memory and emotion as assemblages 

illuminate the politics of nature and the nature of politics, otherwise conceived as the relations 

that dis/connect humans, non-humans, and their environments. I situate this inquiry in 

Mauritania, where I investigate the politics and spatialities of slavery and abolition. From there, I 

recruit memory and emotion as two human faculties conventionally considered evidence for 

human exceptionalism and its correlate of subjectivity. My aim in this analysis is threefold. First, 

I demonstrate how even emotion and memory, as supposed wellsprings of subjectivity, actually 

undermine the very premise of it.  Second, I reveal the political, spatial, and representational 
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repercussions of espousing subjectivity as an ontology of being using illustrations from 

Mauritania.  Third, I suggest alternative avenues of representation for future researchers wishing 

to imagine – and even enact – a politics without subjects. I will begin, however, with a visit to 

the subject.  

Before proceeding, I wish to clarify my use of the term ‘being’ as opposed to that of 

‘becoming.’  Although I align with a conception of ‘being’ as fluid, contradictory, and 

metamorphic, I strategically avoid defaulting to the Deleuzian and Guattarian (1987) vernacular 

of ‘becoming’. This is not due to a disagreement with them and others about the nature of being; 

I do, in fact, conceive of ‘being’ as ‘becoming’ in the ways they describe. Rather, I aim here to 

coax a collective reexamination of being that does not rely solely on the established literary lens 

of ‘becoming’ (which I discuss further in Chapter IV). Thus, by using the term ‘being’ in 

addition to that of ‘becoming’, I aim to inspire a re-imagining of the former beyond any pre-

conceived, concretized notions of the latter.  

Identity and Subjectivity 

Identity is clearly a performative process in which the trajectories of the past (body, memory, 

culture, family) are continuously folding into the circumstances of the present, in and through 

affective and emotive transmissions (Jones, 2013, p. 6). 

 

To anchor my study, allow me to first trace a genealogy of the subject. What gives a 

human body a sense of self? At what junctures of time and space, and under which material 

conditions, does a body come to recognize itself as such – as an ‘I’ different from you, we, or 

they? Is it in our abilities as humans to think, feel, and to remember our thoughts and feelings 

that we come to recognize ourselves as separate from others? Is it really true that I am because I 

think, and that, as separate from me, you are because you think, too?   
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For Descartes, subjectivity indeed proceeds from objectivity, or the ability to think of 

oneself as a self.  But humans and their worlds are much more expansive and complex than this 

formulation admits. In light of this, philosophy and social science have made admirable strides in 

impugning Cartesianism and its dissection of subject and object: a chapter in the anthology of 

modernism still serving as the instruction manual for capital, colony, and other forms of empire. 

What the literature review (Chapters II and III) of this study attempts to show, however, is that 

even in their valiant efforts to rip this manual to shreds, social theorists have managed, 

oftentimes unwittingly, to reproduce the fallacy of modernism: that humans, in their ability to 

rationally objectify themselves and others, have minds that are separate from their bodies, and 

bodies that are separate from others in a society that is itself separate from nature.  

The question I thus ask is how might we reconsider memory and emotion, faculties 

typically extoled as evidence of a human exceptionalism that distinguishes us from other beings 

and things, as actual evidence of our inseparability from them? The answer to this question 

necessitates, first and foremost, a moment of reflection on representation. It demands a 

deconstruction of how studies of memory and emotion, particularly in geography, have managed 

to inflate, rather than puncture, a modernist discourse of our perceived psychic, emotional, and 

material separation from social, ecological, and material others.  

The neo-Cartesian subject: I (fill in the blank), and therefore I am 

Leaning away from Cartesianism, but not too far, is anthropologist Eduardo Kohn (2013), 

who in advancing an ‘anthropology beyond the human,’ purports that subjectivity takes root in 

representation. That is, what makes humans human and what makes them identifiable with other 

non-human living beings, is their ability to represent the world through non-symbolic semiosis: 

"What differentiates life from the inanimate physical world is that life-forms represent the world 
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in some way or another, and these representations are intrinsic to their being...Signs make us 

what we are” (p. 9). But paradoxically, in publishing a more-than-human editorial within a 

conventionally Cartesian canon, Kohn re-inscribes the modernist hallmark of rationality as the 

root of human exceptionalism, the only difference being that he extends this exceptionalism to 

other forms of life:  "In fact, along with finitude, what we share with jaguars and other living 

selves - whether bacterial, floral, fungal, or animal - is the fact that how we represent the world 

around us is in some way or another constitutive of our being” (p. 6). He continues: "…how 

humans represent jaguars and how jaguars represent humans can be understood as integral, 

though not interchangeable, parts of a single, open-ended story (p. 9)…All life is semiotic and all 

semiosis is alive...life and thought are one and the same: life thinks; thoughts are alive” (p. 16). 

In this way, Kohn endorses the primary premise of modernist thought: that what makes 

humans human is our ability to think about the world through signs, or rationally objectify and 

represent ourselves and our environments semiotically. Kohn therefore claims that this 

rationality, expressed through our faculty of representation, vindicates human identity as 

distinctive from other identities. Moreover, the fact that he opens this category of identity to non-

human living beings as equally capable of semiosis does not rid his argument of human 

exceptionalism. After all, this worldview presupposes a disconnect between humans and the 

inanimate world, and is therefore antithetical to a more-than-human, assemblaged ontology of it.   

Identity 

I applaud Kohn’s endeavors to unveil the interconnections between humans and other life 

forms. I do, nonetheless, take issue with his notion of identity, namely how he conceives of the 

links between identity and subjectivity. For him, semiosis gives rise to the subject: our abilities 

as living creatures to represent the world through signs affords us a sense of ‘I’. But in likening 
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non-human life to human life given their shared capacity for semiosis, he is defining their 

connection based on his perceptions of their sameness. This method of identification, in which 

certain entities are included within a category of identity given their perceived similarity, 

excludes from this category all others not perceived as similar (in Kohn’s case, all non-living 

entities incapable of representation). Kohn’s technique of identification, then, necessarily 

depends on practices of alterity, or the disavowal of others based on their perceived differences 

(Derrida 1976).  

Departing from Kohn, I believe that any method of identification that treats perceived 

similarities, rather than differences, as a basis for unity ultimately leads to its dissolution. This is 

because inclusion based on perceived similarily necessitates the exclusion, if not the exploitation 

and violation of, other people and things identified as dissimilar. Unlike Kohn, I conceive of 

identity as a medium used to represent a world of pure difference, difference that is prior to our 

discursive and material colonization of it as semiotic and differentially empowered beings 

(Deleuze and Guattari 1987). Unlike Kohn, I propose that this very difference, rather than 

(perceptions of) sameness, form the basis for our interconnections with everything else. I ground 

my ontology of identity in Deleuze and Guattari (1987)’s metaphor of the rhizome as the atomic 

particle of an unpredictable, constantly metamorphosing world of pure difference. Hence 

identification, enacted by the state as “apparatus of capture”, is the process of seizing, codifying, 

and classifying this difference, otherwise conceived as the striation and re/territorialize of it. 

This striation of difference along lines of identity has been aptly expounded by other 

theorists of discourse, each relevant to my study of memory, emotion, and the politics of slavery 

and abolition in Mauritania. Each has its traction in explaining how socio-ecological difference is 

represented discursively, or how the semiotics of language and statistics are the stencils by which 
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boxes of identity are traced, checked, and tallied. So while my ontology of difference and 

identity is closest to Delueze and Guattari’s, I affirm these other theorists who map the process 

of identification as a rendering of difference into discourse; and how these renderings of identity 

twirl and twist and tug at bodies and objects, magnetizing some - and repelling others - into 

messy socio-spatial and political entanglements of solidarity and segregation, enfranchisement 

and alienation, dependency and emancipation.  

To reiterate, I claim that difference is prior to our symbolic, linguistic, and semiotic 

representation of it; that is to say, prior to our classification of limitless difference according to a 

limited number of classifiable identities. Identities, then, are socially constructed and performed, 

rather than reflecting any (imaginary) essence of the objects they represent (Butler, 1999). This 

method of identification depends on constructions of alterity - a disavowal of perceived others 

that, in their otherness, become the very traces that link and co-constitute us (Jacques. Derrida, 

1976). Identification, then, as a process of eliding difference, is inherently political: identities, as 

well as the elements of excess that leak out of them as plastic and temporary “nodal points” 

(Laclau & Mouffe, 2001), become the very basis for relations of power and dis/privilege.  Not 

only that, but as Woodward, Jones III, & Marston (2012) exhibit, these elements of excess, 

which they describe as the “noisy remainder,” casts a shadow of doubt on a subject anterior to 

politics: 

“This noisy remainder, we suggest, is the first sign of a rupture in the threads that 

tightly bind politics to subjects. For, when the excesses erupting from botched 

performativity begin to produce material effects in the world, we become skeptical 

that politics is merely the domain of subjectivity, and that a subject must function 

as the agent-author of political action. Thus, we do not reject the subject or its 
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important political work, but ask only what else is at work that the scope of our 

subject-imaginary is unable to recognize. Does this or that instance of materiality, 

in its actualization, point the way toward conceptualizing, mediating and 

understanding politics free of the gravity of the subject altogether?” (p. 208) 

I argue with the authors that the subject, or subject-imaginary, occupies an important space in 

politics. And in responding to their invitation to entertain a politics without subjects,  I attempt in 

this study to do just that, while also disclosing the consequences of an ongoing fidelity to it. 

Subjectivity 

Returning to our discussion of Kohn’s ‘anthropology beyond the human’, and 

notwithstanding my critique of it, I do align with his foundational theory of subject formation as 

a product of exposure to the objects in our entourage (see also Rose (2010) for a theory of 

identity and exposure).  Using the metaphor of a cane, he depicts how, in representing the objects 

in our reach, we constitute (our ideas of) ourselves as subjects: “Footing for the unsteady, a guide 

for the blind, a cane mediates between a fragile mortal self and the world that spans beyond. In 

doing so it represents something of that world, in some way or another, to that self” (p. 6). The 

use of a cane, in other words, leads to one’s self-recognition and identification as a cane user.  

Subjectivity, then, is neither static nor singular, but ultimately relational. Thus our senses of self, 

represented via identities, are molded through our relations with the objects in our field of orbit.  

In a similar vein, Judith Butler (2015) defines subjectivity as a product of our 

susceptibility to the world, a world perceived via senses the likes of passion, touch, and desire. 

To Butler, the sequence of susceptibility and subjectivity is relevant: she argues that a subject’s 

susceptibility to the world, while generating a recognition of the ‘I’, actually precedes this 

recognition: “My point is to suggest that I am already affected before I can say “I” and that I 
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have to be affected to say “I” at all” (p. 2). For her, this is the aporia of subjectivity: “To say I am 

affected prior to ever becoming an “I” is to deliver the news by using the very pronoun that was 

not yet put into play, confounding this temporality with that one” (p. 4).  

My project intersects with Butler’s not by way of a need to unravel the origins of subject 

formation. Instead, I share with her an urgency to engage certain fundamental aporias, or 

contradictions, of the human experience. In her case, the aporia of interest derives from the fact 

that the very thing that breathes life into the subject – susceptibility - actually precedes the 

subject, even though this susceptibility cannot even be recognized by the subject before s/he 

becomes one. My objective, on the other hand, is not to probe the aporia of subjectivity, but 

rather its representation. This is propelled by two inquiries. First, in what ways do social 

scientists, even those embracing an ontology of assemblage, continue to represent humans as 

subjects separate from the rest of the world? And second, how might social science, particularly 

human geography, more soundly represent humans as both products and constituents of more-

than-human assemblages?  

Hence, my purpose in researching the politics of slavery and abolition in Mauritania is to 

reveal what happens when we take subjectivity for granted. That is to say, what results when we 

presuppose the existence of the subject, when this very presupposition implies a separation of 

subject and object, self and other, and humans and non-humans?  More specifically, I am 

concerned with what transpires when we identify ourselves as subjects rather than as parts and 

products of socio-ecological assemblages; how this subject identity spawns a sense of separation 

from the other agents in our assemblaged surroundings; and how this perceived separation incites 

senses of alterity and acts of ‘othering’ – embodied practices that produce the very stuff of 

slavery – subjugation, heirarchization,  and exploitation.  
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My goal is thus twofold, as I engage concerns of both ontology and methodology. First, I 

posit, and present evidence for, a theory of humans as immanently interconnected, or 

assemblaged, with our social, ecological, and material worlds. Second, I explore two methods of 

more accurately representing humans in light of their assemblaged qualities, and more justly in 

consideration of the politics of representation that tend to disempower them in the research 

process. As I elaborate further in the following chapters, this intention to render representation 

more ‘just’ involves, as it were, doing less of it. That is to say, I explore methods of 

representation that lower the volume of my own voice as representer in an aim to amplify those 

of the people I represent. To do so, I use memory and emotion as prime interventions into the 

contradictions of representation in light of their (mis)characterization as hallmarks of human 

exceptionalism and proof of our separation from socio-ecological ‘others’. Moreover, in 

reflecting their inseparable nature, I entwine memory and emotion by investigating what I call 

emotional memories and memorial emotions, formulations which I explain more fully in the 

empirical chapters. I thereby demonstrate how both memory and emotion are themselves socio-

ecological assemblages, as well as constituents of the broader assemblages of which humans are 

a part.  

Research questions 

With respect to this purpose, my research poses the following overarching and subsidiary 

questions:  

How do emotion, memory, and their representations inform a politics of being beyond 

the subject?  

Sub-questions: 
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How are emotions and memories examples of human-environment assemblages, and how 

does their ontologization and representation as such inform a politics of being beyond 

the subject?  

 

How do emotions and memories as assemblages shape the politics of slavery and 

abolition in Mauritania?  

 

How can emotions, memories, and the humans that express them be more justly 

represented in geography? 

 

In the subsequent introductory sections, I construct a backdrop of slavery and abolition in 

Mauritania, followed by an overview of the methodology used to investigate them.  

Slavery and Abolition in Mauritania 

Site 

At some moments in time and in some places, we might encounter those residuals and move 

through pasts to possible futures and return differently to presents. Places are thus both 

personal and social, made of human and non-human lives. Through making and 

maintaining places, individuals sustain the mazeways and enacted assemblages created 

through personal, bodily, social, and material worlds (Till, 2012, p. 10). 
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The Islamic Republic of Mauritania2, situated on the Atlantic coast of West Africa at 

20.0079°N and 10.9408°W, is bordered by Western Sahara and Algeria to the North, Mali to the 

East, and Mali and Senegal to the South. The infertile Sahara makes up the northern 80% of the 

country, while the southern 20% is predominately Sahelian. Mauritania receives an average 

                                                 

2 Map of Mauritania. (n.d.). Retrieved April, 17, 2017 from: http://israj.net/english/wp-

content/uploads/2015/12/Mauritania-physical-map1.gif. 

Figure 1: Map of the Islamic Republic of Mauritania 

http://israj.net/english/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/Mauritania-physical-map1.gif
http://israj.net/english/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/Mauritania-physical-map1.gif
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annual rainfall of 300 to 600 mm in a single rainy season of 1.5 to 3 months in the summer.3 In 

the 2016 United Nations Human Development Report4, Mauritania scored 157 out of 187 

countries, a slow but steady decline since its ranking of 137 out of 177 in 2007. The country 

earned a per capita annual income of $1,370 in 2013 and a Gini coefficient5 of 32.7 in 2016.6 7 

Over half the country practices agricultural livelihoods of farming, livestock production, or both, 

which equal  14.9% of its Gross Domestic Product (GDP). Fisheries provide 25% of government 

revenue, while the extractive industries account for 29%, more than double its proportion in 

2006.8 In addition to these sources, the nation’s GDP of $4.158 billion is generated by industry at 

48% and services at 37.1%. These figures represent an augmentation of labor in service delivery 

at the expense of rural livelihoods.  These socio-economic changes correspond with the rapid 

urbanization transpiring in Mauritania over the last two decades, during which time over half of 

Mauritania’s population has migrated to the capital city of Nouakchott.  

                                                 

3 Famine Early Warning Systems Network (FEWSNET) Mauritania. (n.d.). Retrived April 15, 2017 from: 

http://www.fews.net/west-africa/mauritania.  

4 United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) Human Development Report (2016). Retrieved April 15, 2017 

from: http://hdr.undp.org/en/2016-report.  

5 The Gini coefficient measures income distribution on a scale from 0 to 100, with 0 indicating complete income 

equality and 100 indicating perfect inequality. Mauritania’s score of 32.4 is lower (i.e. more equal) than in previous 

years, ranking alongside Mongolia at 32.0, Poland at 32.1, the United Kingdom at 32.6, Nepal at 32.8, and scoring 

more favorably than the United States at 41.1.  

6 The World Bank World Development Indicators (2017). Retrieved April 15, 2017 from: 

http://data.worldbank.org/data-catalog/world-development-indicators.  

7 These are the latest statistics published for both indicators. 

8 Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) Factbook for Mauritania (2017). Retrieved April 15, 2017 from: 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/mr.html.  

http://hdr.undp.org/en/2016-report
http://data.worldbank.org/data-catalog/world-development-indicators
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/mr.html
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Demographics 

Mauritania’s population of less than 4 million is comprised of five principal groups: 

Black Moors (Haratine) at approximately 40%, White Moors (Bidhan) at 30%, and black 

African Fulani, Wolof and Soninke, which collectively comprise the remaining 30%.9 This 

research focuses on relations between Black and White Moors, who share Hassaniya, a dialect of 

Arabic, as their common language. All other ethnic groups in Mauritania speak their own unique 

language. The schematic below displays the names of these ethnic groups and their Roman 

transliterations in Hassaniya.  

 

 

                                                 

9 CIA Factbook for Mauritania (2017).  Retrieved April 15, 2017 from: https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-

world-factbook/geos/mr.html.  

Table 1: Ethno-linguistic Groups and Their Translations in Hassaniya Arabic 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/mr.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/mr.html
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To avoid any potential confusion, I will henceforth make consistent use the terms ‘Bidhan’ to 

refer to Arabo-berber or White Moors, and ‘Haratine’ to denote Black Moors of any status, 

including slaves and former slaves. In addition, I will use the term Arabophone, in light of the 

language they share, as a modifier in referring to both communities.  

Predating its independence from France in 1960, Mauritania has been home to several 

ethnic conflicts. Of premier relevance to this study is that of the Haratine and Bidhan as slaves 

and masters, respectively, of the type of slavery I study. In addition to the Haratine, the black 

African populations of Mauritania have also been long enthralled in ethno-political strife with 

the dominant Bidhan. For example, after an extensive dispute with Senegal, the state expelled 

approximately a fourth of Mauritania’s black African population from the country in 1989, 

euphemistically known as the “1989 Events”. The majority of this population had been dwelling 
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in Southern Mauritania’s Senegal River Valley, though thousands of blacks in other regions also 

fell victim to this misinformed policy (Magistro, 1993).  

Since independence, Mauritania has also weatherd serial coups d’état. Among those 

documented are six successful military putsches. In an effort to end four and a half decades of 

dictatorial rule, the military staged its fifth such insurgency in 2005, deposing President Taya and 

his parliament. Democratic elections were subsequently prepared, and a new parliament and 

President Sidi Mohamed Ould Cheikh Abdellahi, head of the 2005 putsch, were elected in 2006 

and 2007, respectively. On August 6, 2008, the military ousted President Abdellahi in yet 

another military coup, confining him to house arrest in his native village of Lemden. A group of 

twelve military officers under the title of “High State Council” assumed head of state. After 

nearly a year of political stagnation and anti-putschist resistance, the junta executed another 

round of presidential elections in summer 2009 that were (ostensibly) won by the head of the 

junta himself, the incumbent President Mohamed ould Abdel Aziz. At the end of his first term 

five years later, Aziz reran for president, defeating Haratine abolitionist leader Biram ould Abeid 

by a landslide, in spite of overwhelming predictions to the contrary. According to many of the 

Mauritanians to whom I spoke, both rich and poor, Bidhan and Haratine alike, Aziz doctored the 

election results in his favor in both 2009 and 2014, a suspicion shared by international 

observers10.  

                                                 

10 “Declaration By Candidate Biram Dah Abeid After Mauritania's Presidential Elections” (2014, June 24). 

Unrepresented Nations and Peoples Organization. Retrieved April 15, 2017 from: http://unpo.org/article/17252 
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Slavery: a schematic 

My research attends to the persistence of slavery and slave-like conditions, as well as the 

efforts of abolitionists to halt them, between the dominant Bidhan and subservient Haratine.11 In 

Mauritania, slavery is hereditary and matrilineal: a slave is born into slavery by virtue of being 

birthed by one. An important distinction of slavery in this part of the world compared to others is 

that in Mauritania, slaves are considered members of their masters’ tribes. This is because 

slavery is an extension of the traditional caste system of Arabophone nomads wherein elite 

families enfranchise into their tribes other families considered to be of inferior castes. In 

exchange for tribute, elite families, who are entrusted with the tribe’s decision-making power, 

offer subsidiary families physical and socio-economic protection, inclusion in the rituals and 

events of tribal life, and the permission to boast the title of the tribe. The latter represents a 

critical qualification in Mauritanian society. In addition to caste identity, tribal reputation 

determines to a tremendous extent one’s rights to personal and professional privileges. Thus in 

theory, if a tribe’s elite has managed to uphold an honorable stature in the wider society, the 

subsidiary castes that carry its name will benefit, for example, from better employment and 

marriage prospects.  

The six castes that populate an Arabophone tribe are depicted in the schematic below. 

The identity of each caste signifies its productive role in society, or the type of labor it performs. 

In terms of racial identity, I should note here that the top five castes identify as Bidhan, which 

                                                 

11 This dissertation does not focus on the intricacies of the actual practice of slavery in Mauritania. For a more 

detailed account of this, please refer to my master’s thesis (El Vilaly, 2010).  
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translates as ‘the whites’ due to their lighter skin color as Arabo-berber. The only blacks in an 

Arabophone tribe are its slaves, or Haratine.  

Starting at the zenith of the hierarchy and descending to its base, the six castes of an 

Arabophone tribe include: 

 

Warriors: charged with physically defending the members and territories of a tribe.  

 

Islamic Scholars or Clerics: uphold the reputation of the tribe as pious; perform its 

religious and spiritual labor; and, along with the Warriors, exercise their decision-making 

power as the tribal elite. 

 

 Performers: entertain with music and dance at tribal rituals and events; sustain the oral 

histories of the tribe; and defend the tribe’s reputation by spreading word of its honor, 

grandeur, and generosity (the latter being a chief metric of dignity in Arabophone 

society).  

 

Artisans: craft the objects of daily life: tools, bags, jewelry, saddles, cooking and eating 

utensils, blankets, clothing, and the like. 

 

Shepherds and sharecroppers: possess no herds or farms of their own, but either tend to 

the livestock or cultivate the fields of others in exchange for monetary or in-kind 

remuneration.  
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Slaves (Haratine): work as domestic servants and agriculturalists (both herders and 

farmers, depending on the region) for no compensation (if slaves) or minimal financial or 

material compensation (as manumitted slaves).  

 

Figure 2: Traditional Socio-political structure of an Arabophone Tribe 

 

 

The hierarchy depicted in the schematic above is, of course, a mere heuristic of socio-

political relations of power in Arabophone Mauritania. In reality, and especially in an 

increasingly urbanized and privatized context, the lines that separate these strata are somewhat 

permeable in regards to the social mobility one may negotiate over a lifetime. For example, a 

member of an inferior caste may manage to obtain employment not normally conferred to 
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someone of her or his caste, by virtue perhaps of having parents of pristine reputation or 

possessing an exceptional capacity to perform the work (though the latter is unlikely to be a 

deciding factor if the former were not also true). Nonetheless, caste identities are static and 

permanent: when one is born into a caste, one carries her or his caste identity until death. S/he 

assumes the labor of that caste and cannot ascend to a higher one. Traditionally, therefore, only 

performers play music and only artisans craft jewelry. A warrior would never learn to play a 

drum (in fact, it would be disgraceful to do so), nor would a cleric ever be caught soldering 

silver.  

Still, however malleable these caste identities may become in modern Mauritania, they 

continue to marshal bodies in coherence with their structural logic of stratification. It should 

come as no surprise, then, that this logic is also scalar, producing a spatial correlate that persists 

in rural Arabophone tribes and, to a certain extent, also in urban ones. Below is an idealization of 

this spatialization.  

 

Figure 3: Traditional Spatial Structure of an Arabophone Tribe 
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Throughout history, competing tribes periodically enclosed upon one another’s 

territories, and oftentimes by way of surreptitious attacks. And this spatiality reflects this: the 

decision-making warriors and Islamic clerics securely occupy the nucleus, or hella in Hassaniya, 

while the subsidiary castes dwell in its peripheral rings. Thus, the outermost ring of the slaves or 

Haratine, known as the edebay, was always the first to absorb any assaults from foreign tribes. 

This spatial location signals an important contradiction in their identity as slave caste. On the one 

hand, the slaves’ occupation of the outermost periphery, a position that renders them most 
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vulnerable to attackers, reflects their expendability in the eyes of the elite.  On the other, elites 

entrust their slaves, and only their slaves, with the task of defending them during an onslaught. 

Thus despite their view of slaves as disposable dependents, elites also depend on their slaves’ 

loyalty, work capacity, and unwavering willingness to sacrifice their own lives for their masters’. 

This contradiction highlights the slave’s indispensable role in a society that otherwise deems 

them disposable. 

Slavery today 

While the US Department of State identifies Mauritania as a source and destination 

country for human trafficking, no data substantiate this claim. In 2003, the national government 

ratified a Law Against Trafficking in Persons. Since then, only one case of trafficking as defined 

by this decree has been prosecuted, with the court acquitting the accused. It should be noted that 

the US Department of State makes no distinction between slaves who acquired their status by 

birth and freedpersons captured and trafficked into bondage.12   

Although slavery in the Islamic Republic of Mauritania has been abolished on more than 

one occasion13, the practice continues today (Bales, 2012; Boustany, 2008; Klein, 1993; Ruf, 

1999; Saleck, 2003; Villasante-de Beauvais, 1998). The United Nations estimates Mauritania’s 

population of roughly 3 million to consist of an estimated half a million slaves, or 20% of its 

                                                 

12 “US Department of State 2015 Trafficking in Persons Report for Mauritania” (2015). United States Department of 

State. Retrieved April 15, 2017 from: https://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/countries/2015/243490.htm.  

13 Slavery was officially abolished in 1905 and 1981, and was criminalized in 2007.  

https://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/countries/2015/243490.htm
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population14. The Global Slavery Index, on the other hand, estimates slavery to affect only 1% of 

the population, ranking it 7 out of 167 countries with the highest prevalence of slavery.15  

Naturally, these discordant estimates call into question the methodologies used to 

estimate the prevalence of slavery. But more fundamentally, they also raise questions about the 

very definition of slavery these estimates deploy: what constitutes a slave, and who has the 

power to identify a human body as such? Such questions of epistemology, identification, and 

representation were central to my master’s work on slavery: Lines in the Sand: Memory, identity, 

and rationalized oppression in Mauritania (El Vilaly 2010).   

Still, notwithstanding the disagreement about the magnitude of its persistence, slavery as 

a whole has declined in Mauritania since 1981, the year the government staged a second attempt 

at global manumission. Since then, thousands of slaves have been officially emancipated 

(personal communication, 2009-2015). However, many of them continue to weather widespread 

social stigmatization, marginalization, and economic exploitation as members of the subservient 

Haratine caste. 

 Yet the emancipatory experiences of former slaves have been anything but uniform. 

Many have managed to subvert socio-political oppression in remarkably different ways: while 

some remain living with, working for, and dependent upon their former masters, others have 

slackened the bonds of the past by shifting from former relations of subjugation to more self-

                                                 

14 “UNPO-IRA Report To ICCPR Outlines Widespread Continuation Of Slavery In Mauritania” (2013, February 

26). Unrepresented Nations and Peoples Organization. Retrieved April 15 2017 from: http://unpo.org/article/15553. 

15 Global Slavery Index for Mauritania (n.d.). Retrieved April 15, 2017 from: 

http://www.globalslaveryindex.org/country/mauritania/ 

 

http://www.globalslaveryindex.org/country/mauritania/
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determined positions in society. Still others sway somewhere on the continuum between the two, 

wrestling with the seemingly indelible boundaries of class, race, and ethnicity. Such boundaries 

sanction discrimination against and exploitation of former slaves – injustices that are embedded 

in a colonial legacy that has only reinforced their institutionalization in Mauritanian society.  

The Haratine 

Slavery in this region of the world pre-dates the advent of the Trans-Saharan Slave Trade 

in the 10th century. Since this era and continuing to the present time, Arabo-berber populations, 

including the Bidhan of Mauritania, have enslaved black Africans. The Arabo-berber of 

Mauritania, Western Sahara, and Morocco all refer to these blacks as Haratine, or “the liberated 

ones.” The origins of this exonym, coined by the Arabo-berber, remains unknown. In many 

cases, this appellation is deceptive, as thousands of so-called Haratine remain slaves. 

Nonetheless, the national administration and its constituency continue to gainsay the existence of 

slavery in the country  El Vilaly, personal communication, 2009-2015). Unsurprisingly, the 

Mauritanian government has been repeatedly accused of failing to penalize perpetrators of 

slavery and other related human rights violations, including forced labor and the sex trafficking 

of women and children (Adepoju, 2005; Ruf, 1999). 

This is not to say, however, that all Haratine remain slaves. On the contrary, thousands 

have fled the grips of their Bidhan masters over the last decades, either through lawful 

manumission or by escaping a master defiant of their legal right to emancipate. Thus in essence, 

the term Haratine has become a universal term for all Black Moors historically dependent on the 

Bidhan, whether as slaves, manumitted slaves, indentured servants, freepersons, or otherwise. In 
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2013, the United Nations estimated that half of all Haratine, which comprise approximately 40% 

of the nation’s population, still live under conditions of de facto slavery.16  

The social status and roles of the Haratine have evolved alongside a turbulent 

reconfiguration of the country’s demographic landscape. The population of the capital city of 

Nouakchott has nearly doubled over the last twenty years.17 Naturally, this rapid urbanization has 

yielded an explosion of service jobs in Nouakchott. Many Haratine have migrated to the city to 

pursue positions as household workers, drivers, guardians, or masons – work they traditionally 

performed as slaves. In fact, the Haratine – and to a lesser extent, Negro-Africans from 

subservient castes - historically comprise the only Mauritanian population to provide these 

services (Ruf, 1999).  

Maintaining an urban livelihood presents challenges of its own for the Haratine. Lacking 

the resources to purchase or rent housing, most Haratine dwell in informal settlements or reside 

with the families for which they work. In many cases, these families are their former Bidhan 

masters. In a form of indentured servitude, Haratine accompany them to urban centers like 

Nouakchott to work for minimal monetary or in-kind remuneration. In other cases, Bidhan 

compensate Haratine for their service not monetarily, but by simply feeding, clothing, and 

lodging them. This arrangement, whether taking place in a rural or urban setting, points to the 

psychological dimension of slavery and dependency: that the only difference between this form 

of servitude and outright slavery is the supposed belief on the part of the Haratine that they are 

                                                 

16 “UNPO-IRA Report To ICCPR Outlines Widespread Continuation Of Slavery In Mauritania” (2013, February 

26). Unrepresented Nations and Peoples Organization. Retrieved April 15 2017 from: http://unpo.org/article/15553 

17 Office Nationale de la Statistique en Mauritanie (n.d.). Retrieved April 15, 2017 from: http://ons.mr 
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free to leave the Bidhan’s hearth at any time, to make their own way in the world without 

returning – or being returned – to their Bidhan families of origin. Yet even if the Haratine were 

to embrace this belief, material conditions would not necessarily allow for their independence.  

Abolition  

Fire your bullets -- our hearts are already ablaze 

       In this land, grief wells up from my distress 

Fire your bullets -- you villain -- for I 

       Won't play at murder or run away 

My blood fertilises and refreshes this land 

       And plants a promising generation that is fully conscious 

Limbs grow from seeds of shrapnel 

       Hands are formed and crowns spring 

That bet this land will always be their home -- 

       In every corner they stand their ground 

Wherever I am, this land is my passion 

       Nostalgia is fused with this timeless love 

I don't care if there are explosions 

       I don't mind the annihilating thunder 

 

- Message from a Martyr by Mauritanian poet Mbarka Mint Al-Barra18 

It is late summer 2015 in Nouakchott. The long-awaited rainy season has yet to arrive. 

The Harmattan winds encroach upon the city from the bush, swirling up a storm of sand and 

coating cars, buildings, and bodies with its suffocating opacity. It is not my favorite time of year. 

But this summer feels different. In previous Harmattan seasons, at the first menace of a sand 

storm I would scramble to lock every window and door, and to obstruct any and every opening 

of whatever vehicle, office, or home I happened to find myself in.  This was usually a shack of a 

                                                 

18 Poetry Translation Center (n.d.). Retrieved April 22, 2017 from: 

http://www.poetrytranslation.org/poems/message-from-a-martyr 
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former slave, an overcrowded taxi, or the inferno of an office that was the National Human 

Rights Commission. In 2009, while conducting my master’s research, I spent many a day in this 

office working alongside the current president of the abortionist movement, Biram ould Abeid, 

who was sacked from his post later that year for charges of dissidence (i.e. liberating too may 

slaves).  Thus for me, the Harmattan season meant sweaty, stifling days behind closed doors in 

concrete rooms baking beneath the Saharan sun.  

But this year feels different. I sit in the home of a newly minted abolitionist leader, a 

four-story villa with air conditioning in each room. Of Haratine origin, its owner is a former 

sociology professor-turned-entrepreneur recently repatriated to the country from France. 

Frustrated with his inability to gain government contracts for his waste management business, 

which he blamed on anti-Haratine discrimination, he decided to re-channel his energetic and 

financial resources towards the movement. As I sit in his salon, sipping on ice cubed-hibiscus 

juice and half-listening to the news of France24 through his satellite television, I catch myself in 

a state of cynicism, wondering what self-interests might drive a man of his stature to join the 

movement. Realizing my hypocrisy, I chuckle to myself: what do I care? This air conditioning 

feels amazing.   

Then and now 

Many changes have taken place since your last visit, my dear. The movement has 

changed. The political consciousness of the Haratine has changed. The only thing 

that has yet to change, dear Audra, is the mentality of the Bidhan. As you know, 

those in power are never fond of change (Ibrahim19, Mauritanian abolitionist leader, 

2015).  

                                                 

19 All names of informants have been changed in an effort to protect their identities.  
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Since my first field study of slavery in 2009, Mauritania’s abolitionist movement has 

undergone a dramatic reformation. In 2009, it consisted in a small collective of activists closely 

surveilled by the state. Since then, it has swollen in numbers and garnered global recognition, 

resulting in increased funding, heightened publicity abroad, as well as mounting international 

pressure on the national government to dissolve the institution once and for all.  

However, what has not changed since 2009 is the movement’s legal status. Given that the 

government has never allowed the movment to register itself as a lawful organization, the 

movement is still considered illicit. This holds a number of implications for its activists, their 

activities, as well as the efficacy of its struggles to abolish in practice, not just in law, the 

institution of slavery. For one, the movement cannot legally collect funds, hold meetings, 

demonstrate publicly, or deliver official statements or appeals to the government.  Moreover, its 

members are at constant risk of discrimination and incarceration for their involvement in the 

movement’s activities. Thirdly, the risks posed to its members have resulted at certain times in 

the attrition of its leadership: multiple members have retreated from the struggle after receiving 

threats by the government to dispossess them of their jobs, businesses, and homes for their 

association with the movement.  

Efforts to overcome the legal barriers to its work as a movement signal important changes 

in its strategy and orientation in recent years. When I first began this research, the movement 

functioned as an informal collective that pooled its own limited resources to redistribute among 

the slaves it helped liberate from their masters. As I observed closely in 2009, the movement was 

internally focused: it paid little attention to the government’s position vis-à-vis slavery, save for 

the precaution it took to evade undercover intelligence agents and conceal the location of its 
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conventions. Activists did not demonstrate or hold public meetings to attract attention to its 

activities. From my vantage point, the work in those days of liberating slaves and caring for them 

post-emancipation was a quiet undertaking, a kind of familial labor that seeks no thanks or 

recognition.   

Today, the movement is loud. It makes noise. Its leaders use bullhorns at public meetings 

and publish articles about slavery on the internet, unapologetically posting the names of their 

authors. It has managed to magnetize journalists from abroad eager to sensationalize slavery for 

an international audiences (see, for example, CNN’s 2012 expose20). Moreover, the movement 

has made itself known to every last UN delegate in country, whom it recruits to publicize the 

ongoing human rights atrocities sanctioned, indeed practiced by, the Mauritanian state21. It has 

satellite organizations in the United States22 and France23; its president, Biram ould Abeid, even 

owns his own web domain24.  

A controversial character, Abeid, who unsuccessfully ran for president in 2014, compares 

himself to Martin Luther King, Jr. and Malcom X. He was imprisoned for apostasy in 2012 after 

burning a collection of Islamic texts at a public demonstration, an act he told me, “…was 

                                                 

20 “Mauritania: Slavery’s Last Stronghold” (2012). CNN. Retrieved April 15, 2017 from: 

http://www.cnn.com/interactive/2012/03/world/mauritania.slaverys.last.stronghold/ 

21 “UN rights expert urges Mauritania to turn pledges into deeds in the fight against slavery: (2014, February 27). 

United Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner. Retrieved April 15, 2017 from: 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=14286&LangID=E. 

22 Initiative for the Resurgence of the Abolitionist Movement (n.d.). Retrieved April 15, 2017 fromL http://ira-

usa.org/ 

23 “L’action de IRA France Mauritanie et de OICEM” (n.d.). Retrieved April 5, 2017 from: 

http://biramdahabeid.org/laction-de-ira-france-mauritanie-et-de-oicem/ 

24 http://biramdahabeid.org/ 

http://www.cnn.com/interactive/2012/03/world/mauritania.slaverys.last.stronghold/
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completely justified due to their characterization of slavery as a justifiable practice” (personal 

communication, 2016). A man of striking intellect and charisma, he is accused by many to whom 

I spoke of manipulating the international community’s ignorance of Mauritania’s political and 

cultural contexts in order to seduce them into supporting the movement. Putatively, he 

accomplishes this through a discursive reduction of the complexity of Haratine-Bidhan rapports, 

depicting them as monolithic and totalizingly oppressive relations of violence and exploitation.  

And his alleged strategy is successful: to date, Abeid has won almost a dozen major 

human rights prizes, including the 2016 James Lawson Award from the International Center on 

Nonviolent Conflict, the 2015 Human Rights Tulip awarded by the Dutch government, the 2013 

Front Line Defenders Award, and the 2013 United Nations Human Rights prize, among others. 

In 2014, Foreign Policy named him one of 100 top global thinkers25; two years later, the US 

State Department listed him as a hero in the battle against human trafficking26. It was Abeid who 

launched IRA (Initiative for the Resurgence of the Abolitionist Movement), what is now the 

most prominent human rights organization in Mauritania. Despite the incarceration of many of 

its members27,28, IRA has made commendable strides in the struggle against slavery. For 

example, due to mounting pressure from the movement and its international partners, the 

                                                 

25 “A World Disrupted: The Leading Global Thinkers of 2014” (2014). Retrieved April 15, 2017 from: 

http://globalthinkers.foreignpolicy.com/ 

26 “Trafficking in Persons Report 2016 (2016). Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons, US 

Department of State. Retrieved April 15, 2017 from: https://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/2016/258692.htm 

27 “Mauritania: Court Sentences Anti-Slavery Activist, Acquits Others” (2011, September 1). Global Legal Monitor, 

US Library of Congress. Retrieved April 16, 2017 from: http://www.loc.gov/law/foreign-news/article/mauritania-

court-sentences-anti-slavery-activist-acquits-others/ 

28 “Campaigners celebrate slavery prosecutions in Mauritania” (2016, May 24). The Guardian. Retrieved April 16, 

2017 from: https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2016/may/24/campaigners-celebrate-slavery-

prosecutions-in-mauritania-activists-release 

http://www.loc.gov/law/foreign-news/article/mauritania-court-sentences-anti-slavery-activist-acquits-others/
http://www.loc.gov/law/foreign-news/article/mauritania-court-sentences-anti-slavery-activist-acquits-others/
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2016/may/24/campaigners-celebrate-slavery-prosecutions-in-mauritania-activists-release
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2016/may/24/campaigners-celebrate-slavery-prosecutions-in-mauritania-activists-release


 44 

Mauritanian government has established a new court for the specific purpose of trying cases of 

slavery29. Since the criminalization of the practice in 2007, however, only two convictions have 

been made, with the guilty receiving abbreviated sentences and embarrassingly early releases 

from prison.30  Notwithstanding these setbacks, IRA’s efforts have not been in vain. By 2015, it 

had convinced the government to adopt an official roadmap to abolish the practice once and for 

all,31,32 though skepticism abounds about the state’s will or capacity to enforce these new 

measures33,34 especially given that the country’s own president denies the very existence of the 

slavery.35 

The changes witnessed since 2009 signal a watershed in the movement.  In the early days 

of my research, I encountered a movement seeking to mitigate the injustice of slavery via an 

ethics of care for, and collectivism among, its victims. Today, it endeavors to eradicate slavery 
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by invoking legal and judicial change within the state. That is to say, instead of relying on itself 

to provide for and empower the Haratine, the movement now appeals to the state to assume this 

task in its place. 

I worked daily with Abeid in 2009, back when he was a modest militant of an 

underground movement in a little-known desert nation.  During my visits in 2014 and 2015, I 

communicated with him only via the cellphones of fellow activist leaders, as he was imprisoned 

during this time for illegally staging a demonstration along the Senegal River border city of 

Rosso.36 My last meeting with Biram, which occurred in August of 2016, was a completely 

fortuitous encounter. While on an extended layover at the John F. Kennedy airport, I was eager 

to assuage my boredom by playing with the perfumes in one of its duty-free shops. Out of the 

corner of my eye, I spotted a woman walking in the terminal, donning the traditional Mauritanian 

veil, or melhafa. As I gazed at her from behind, the woman suddenly turned towards the shop, 

her eyes swooning over a display of French cosmetics. She tugged at the arm of her companion, 

who reluctantly turned around.  

And there he was. Fresh out of prison, Biram and his wife, Leila, were en route to 

Senegal from Washington, where he had been conferred the prize of Trafficking in Persons (TIP) 

Report Heroes Award by Secretary of State John Kerry.37 I barely recognized him. He had aged 

three decades, not three years. He was not the same vivacious Biram, full of gusto and hope for 

the emancipatory future of this country. Upon parting, he said to me, “We have made progress, 
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Audra, but the rest of the world still does not understand our plight. Nor do they care. Who here 

has even heard of Mauritania? There is still much work to be done, ma soeur.” 

Methodology 

Data collection  

Between 2014 and 2016, I traveled numerous times to Mauritania from my domicile of 

Benin and then Senegal, spending a collective ten months collecting data in country. My research 

consisted primarily of spending day after day on the abolitionist ‘scene’. I became a kind of 

shadow to a core collective of abolitionist leaders, accompanying them through their daily tasks 

of keeping the movement operative. We brought food to newly manumitted slaves; picked up 

pens and notebooks at the market; dropped off medications to various sisters and mothers-in-law; 

and visited activists in the hospital who had been injured by police during demonstrations. In this 

way, I became a kind of companion to these leaders along their daily circuitry of social 

reproduction.   

One might call this participant observation, though I have never been quite comfortable 

with the term given its formality, not to mention its ocularcentric and objectifying connotations. 

After all, many of the people I observed over the years also became friends. We ate food from 

the same plate and drank tea from the same glass. We squished into the same seat in 

overcrowded taxis while exchanging intimate details about ourselves, our partners, and our 

children. And as good friends often do, we even annoyed each other at times and had frequent 

misunderstandings of epic intercultural proportions.  

I remember one such occasion vividly. I had driven across town to pick up my research 

assistant, Mohamed, to attend a meeting of the movement. Abnormally stoic that day, Mohamed, 

a normally loquacious lad, sat silently in the passenger’s seat, sighing out the window. I 
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presumed he was vexed by the recent arrest of a pair of his fellow activists. I was wrong. In 

breaking a long stretch of silence, he finally threw his hands in the air, “Oh, you white people! 

You always drive so slow!”  

This scene reminds me that as much as I would have liked to consider myself a 

participant of the abolitionist movement in those days, I was still an outsider looking in. 

Naturally, I was also there to extend solidarity to its activists. Though admittedly first and 

foremost, I was present to observe and listen, record and transcribe, and ultimately represent 

them, or at least my interpretations of my observations of them.  

I punctuated these long stretches of participant observation with oral history interviews 

(n=47). I employed oral history as my primary method of research first and foremost because of 

its attunement to memories and acts of remembrance, but also in light of its spacious, organic 

structure (George & Stratford, 2016), which gives respondents the latitude to narrate the most 

personally significant parts of their remembered autobiographies. More fundamentally, I chose 

oral history as a method supportive of a political commitment to witness the testimonies of 

victims of violence, personal truths which otherwise remain undocumented (McDowell, 2003). I 

do not mean to insinuate here a positivist approach to oral history: as Riley and Harvey (2007) 

remind us, oral history also exposes the unreliability of memory, which Perks and Thomson 

(2015) deem an actual strength of the method, given its ability to lend insight into meaning-

making, identity, subjectivity, and the narrator’s relationships with the past and the present.  

I also led several focus group discussions (n=9) with various constellations of slaves and 

activists. These included women, youth, slaves, former slaves, elders, leaders of the movement, 

and, on two occasions, a combination of all six. During these interviews, I was particularly keen 

on observing the synergies - and dissynergies - of reflection, remembrance, and narration among 
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the participants. For geographer Iain Hay (2000), this makes focus group discussions “…an ideal 

research method; the multiple meanings that people attribute to places, relationships, processes, 

and events are expressed and negotiated, thereby providing important insights into the practice of 

knowledge production” (p. 204). 

For me, there is a magic that emerges from the sociality of focus group discussions. This 

alchemy of the group setting is for me most palpable when one participant conjures the courage 

(or is simply unafraid in the first place) to ask a question or offer a response that might under 

normal circumstances be considered culturally inappropriate. When this happens, it often sparks 

a suite of related responses that would otherwise remain unsolicited, responses which are often, 

in light of their taboo nature, of paramount significance for my research.  Before I know it, the 

conversation takes a line of flight that, were it not been for the renegade respondent, might be 

otherwise impossible. 

I conducted my interviews in both French and the local Arabic dialect of Hassaniya, 

depending on the linguistic abilities and preferences of my informants. During the interviews 

with non-French speaking respondents, I hired one or more Haratine activists to accompany me 

to help translate, if necessary. Though I can carry on a conversation in Hassaniya, in order to 

express myself fully, I sometimes slip into classical Arabic, which I have studied more 

extensively. This would often confuse (or get a chuckle out of) Haratine who had never received 

a Quranic education and were therefore unfamiliar with this formal way of conversing.  My 

research companions also helped decrypt any comical commentary or colloquialisms for which I 

had no lexicon, in addition to any idiosyncrasies in body language, inflection, gestures, or other 

non-verbal insinuations I may have missed on my own.  
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Data analysis 

After departing Mauritania for the last time in 2015, I began transcribing my interviews. I 

was able to do this mostly myself, but again had to rely on the help of Mauritanian friends and 

family to decipher some of the recordings in Hassaniya. As a language enthusiast, it fascinated 

me to no end to revisit the translations of my research assistants, listening closely to how they 

expressed concepts in one language that had been originally communicated in another. This 

exercise reminded me of both the cogency and impotence of language in representing the 

complexities of human experience.  

I approached these dialectical differences and the meanings they symbolize as forms of 

Derridian différance. For Derrida (1976), the incapacity of words to fully express their intended 

meaning leads to a constant deferment – the summoning of an endless string of signifiers to 

attempt the impossible task of linguistic signification. This in turn engenders a relation of 

spacing between signifiers whereby their meanings are structurally differentiated, such as in the 

construction of binary oppositions.  As I write this, I am reminded that my field research and the 

drafting of this dissertation have both been prolonged exercises in différance: my struggle to 

break through the barriers of signification that render my representations of slavery unsatisfying, 

sometimes horrifyingly so.  And in all truthfulness, this struggle has resulted at times in a 

deferment of this task and my own emotional spacing from the subject matter.  

Eventually, though, I re-assumed the task of transcribing and analyzing my interviews. 

I relied on content analysis to spot recurrent themes in my transcribed data. Once identified, I 

used discourse analysis to deconstruct the apparent meanings of the repeated words and phrases I 

had detected. As Paul Atkinson and Sara Delamont (2008) note, discourse analysis 

“…establishes the fundamental and pervasive principles of order…Order in this sense displays 
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itself through a remarkable array of socially shared devices, the operation of which produces and 

reproduces orderly conduct” (p. 295). This method of analyzing the discursive structures of 

language made space for me to query both the origins of these structures and my own 

interpretations of them. To do discourse analysis is to ask why people come to speak, move, 

react, and relate to one another as they do. It asks how the social world has been ordered to allow 

for meaning to be articulated in particular ways, in and through certain registers. Furthermore, to 

speak of an “ordering” implies that someone or something is doing that ordering. Discourse 

analysis, therefore, stages an interrogation of the relations of power that permit certain orderings 

– and not others – to take hold.   

What then led me to the excerpts I ended up inserting into the dissertation were my own 

feelings and recollections pertaining to my field research: an affinity I felt with this woman, a 

disarming smile I recalled on the face of that man. These remind me that research, as well as 

representation, are forever imbued with one’s own emotional, affective, and memorial 

encounters with the places, bodies and objects of the field site. I cannot, as such, justify my 

selection of excerpts in this study solely by way of a formal research method. Nor can I explain 

them in words. I chose them based on sense and intuition, an inexplicable force of feeling that 

lassoed them from my transcriptions and flung them into the present document. As such, I 

attribute their selection to the atmospheres in which these interviews transpired, what Ben 

Anderson (2009) refers to as the interstices of emotion and affect as inter- and transpersonal 

experiences. For him, atmospheres are:  

“…indeterminate with regard to the distinction between the subjective and 

objective. They mix together narrative and signifying elements and non-narrative 

and asignifying elements. And they are impersonal in that they belong to collective 
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situations and yet can be felt as intensely personal. On this account atmospheres are 

spatially discharged affective qualities that are autonomous from the bodies that 

they emerge from, enable and perish with. As such, to attend to affective 

atmospheres is to learn to be affected by the ambiguities of affect/emotion, by that 

which is determinate and indeterminate, present and absent, singular and vague.” 

(p. 80) 

In light of this, memory, emotion, and affect, more than any other sources, have molded my 

methodology of collecting, analyzing, and incorporating data into the current monograph. 

But wait, is that all?  

As a final qualification of my research methodology, and with relevance to my last 

comment on its emotional, affective, and memorial dimensions, I will admit to shrinking the 

scope of this methodology in light of the actual trepidation and trauma I weathered in executing 

this study. I will not elaborate here on the difficulties of conducting this field research. Suffice it 

to say that while rewarding in certain respects, researching slavery in Mauritania has also been 

distressing. As with any case of trauma, I fall short of making sense of it, despite repeated 

attempts to enthrall myself in its rawness. In light of this, my work has felt at times like an 

emotional overexposure, a kind of self-imposed overwhelm resulting from my failure to properly 

calibrate the aperture of my own openness to the world. Admittedly, my recordings of the 

shadow side of this world in Mauritania have at times captured far more darkness than light. And 

yet after eight years of meddling in the subject, I have come to recognize that all of our relations 

with the world, even slavery, are always comprised of both.   

But without elaborating on the personal difficulty of conducting this research, I will attest 

to the near impossibility of it due to the extreme sensitivity of the subject matter in Mauritania. 
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For the same reasons abolitionists are incriminated for seeking to expose and eradicate slavery 

and other human rights violations, I, too, was disciplined by the state for attempting to 

understanding and publicize these practices. This took the form of tapped phone calls; late night 

visits by members of the intelligence service; said members posing as family friends in order to 

collect information from me about my research; confiscation of what the government mistakably 

believed to be my audio recordings and field journals; and repeated threats to deport me from the 

country and place a ban on my re-entry.  

For these reasons, as well as many others, I lacked the courage to undertake more 

creative approaches to ethnography, such as photography, videography, sketching, and 

participatory and autoethnographic journaling. I stripped my methodological toolkit of any 

method that would produce a trace of itself. I did so to shield myself as researcher, for certain. 

But foremost, I aimed to protect my research informants and assistants, most of whom are 

already menaced by the state for their subordinate social standing, illicit activism, and oftentimes 

both. And unlike me, they lack the luxury of departing Mauritania and returning to the comforts 

of a land of relative civil liberties.  Thus, my rather drab research methodology resembles a 

skeleton of a rather stiff and antiquated anthropology. In the future, I hope to incorporate more 

artistic methods of representing slavery and abolition in Mauritania. But for the time being, I 

remain grateful that I accomplished what I did, when I did without endangering myself or anyone 

else in the process.  

A note on contradiction 

There is a paradox subverting the logical premise of this project, namely that it 

challenges modernity’s glorification of subjectivity while simultaneously leveraging it as a mode 

of objectification and representation. Simply stated, I commit the very crime I critique in others: 
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I reify myself as a subject by objectifying other human subjects and their environments in 

Mauritania in order to represent them. I do so using fixed categories of identity that purportedly 

reflect their stable essences as beings and things that are recognizably discrete from the other 

beings and things in their surroundings.  In other words, I contradict myself.  

In deconstructing excerpts of Heidegger’s Being and Time (1996) (a task I take on myself 

in Chapter V), Jacques Derrida (1993) defines the contradiction of representation, of which this 

project is just one example, as aporia. For Derrida, an aporia is an impasse, a site of 

irreconcilable doubt or difficulty at which semiotic structures begin to deconstruct themselves. 

This is because ultimately, the realities they represent are entirely unstructured; that is, the real 

has no limits, no boundaries: 

“…the non passage, the impasse or aporia, stems from the fact that there is no limit. 

There is not yet or there is no longer a border to cross, no opposition between two 

sides: the limit is too porous, permeable, and indeterminate. There is no longer a 

home [chez-soi] and a not-home [chez l’autre].” (p. 20) 

In tackling the aporia of representation, this study inevitably becomes an aporia itself, 

one that crystallizes, and then shatters, most poignantly in the empirics of Chapters IV and V. As 

you will detect in Chapter IV, I represent the emotional memories of Mauritanians using the 

same identarian trappings of subjectivity that I seek to dismantle. While to a certain extent 

unavoidable, the aporia I depict in juxtaposing these two chapters is also tactical: in Chapter IV, I 

wish to map the general vicinity in which the sub-discipline of human geography still loiters in 

terms of its representations of human subjects as subjects. This differs from Chapter V, in which 

I experiment with what I suggest is just one way of approaching a geography of human subjects 

as non-subjects. My aim in structuring this project as an aporia is to skirt the quagmire of 
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traditional representational practices that, in dismissing the dialectics of identification and 

deconstruction, subduct the nuances of political phenomena like slavery and abolition, coating 

them instead with a veneer of extremes. By this I mean a tendency to sublate their contradictions 

by portraying them as dualities of evil and good, perpetrators and victims, or villains and 

hero(ine)s.  Such representations obscure the prismatism of human being/s by collapsing 

difference, stabilizing identity, and ignoring the reality that all that we are (becoming) and do 

comprises both ends of the extreme: we are all, by definition, aporias.  

To summarize, this project critiques deployments of difference, identity, and 

representation that reproduce a politics predicated on the human being as subject in order to 

explore an emancipatory politics of being human. This emergent politics treats humans, both 

discursively and materially, as inseverable from the other humans and non-humans in their 

environs. In imagining such a politics, I proceed in the subsequent chapters by way of the 

following: In Chapters II and III, I ground my interrogation of the politics of difference, identity, 

and their representation in Mauritania with a review of two fields of literature that pave the way 

for their ontological and methodological examination in later chapters: Politics, Nature, and 

Memory (or Why We Have Never Been Modern); and Emotion, Representation, and Assemblage. 

Thereafter, I proceed to empirically intertwine these two themes by explicating the relevance of 

Emotional Memories (Chapter IV) and Memorial Emotions (Chapter V) to slavery and abolition 

in Mauritania. Finally, I conclude (Chapter VI) with a summary of my research findings and a 

discussion of their broader contribution, which I hope to be an innovative appreciation and 

representation of being in human and more-than-human research. 
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II. POLITICS, NATURE, AND MEMORY (OR WHY WE HAVE NEVER BEEN MODERN) 

Time goes on, it always goes 

leaving calluses on the hands 

of history. 

 

The years rush by 

like pearls falling from a rosary 

of the long-lived memory 

of exile. 

 

Providence carves 

our steps toward tomorrow 

on a path without arms, 

with no flowers at the edges, 

and without you on the horizon. 

 

Time goes on, it always goes 

dragging the scars of the universe 

towards an apotheosis. 

 

The days fly, without noise, 

like birds of prey, 

the roof of this rootless home 

where the dream of our children nests. 

 

Time goes, it always goes. 

 

- Time goes on, by Saharawi38 poet Luali Lehsan, translation my own, in San Martín & 

Bollig (2009) 

 

As an initiation for my empirical analysis, this literature review, which spans two 

chapters, provides an analytical cross stitching of modernity, memory, and emotion as they relate 

                                                 

38 Saharawi is the national identity of people from Western Sahara, home to both Bidhan 

and Haratine.  
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to humans, nature, and the subjects that attempt their delineation. In the present chapter, I canvas 

a selection of studies that present modernity as an attempt to separate humans from the rest of the 

world, and the political and ecological crises this provokes. I then proceed in the next chapter to 

review studies of Emotion, Representation, and Assemblage. Both these surveys reveal that even 

memory and emotion, conventionally represented as proof of our exceptionalism and hence 

separability as humans, are themselves reflections of our inextricability from, or assemblage 

with, social and ecological worlds.   

The current chapter sketches this problematic in detail: how modernity has treated both 

emotion and memory as corroboration of our being-human as subjects who objectify a world of 

others.  It has done so by portraying emotion as a product of the internal nature of humans – the 

non-rational, wild side of the subject that must be tamed by the will through its objectification. In 

contrast, modernity has celebrated memory as a form of rational capacity thought to substantiate 

the human subject as such - that is, as separate from other subjects and from nature - by way of 

its capacity to objectify them through recollection.   

Memory, then, creates the mirage of modernity as the source of our conceptions of time 

and change. To remember the past as the past creates the impress of now - the artifice of the 

modern. In manipulating memory, modernity has also molded our relationships to time and 

change by proselytizing its subjects to the teleological deities of constant progress and 

development as the metrics of social and ecological worth.  In so doing, modernity as a 

philosophy of ethics has fueled a politics and economics of capitalism, neo/liberalism, and 

neo/colonialism. Thus, modernity’s memory of the past as traditional, wild, and backward 

anachronism produces in the present a politics of the future that is dependent on the ever-waxing 

objectification and exploitation of human and non-human others.  
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In Sudan’s Blood Memory: The Legacy of War, Ethnicity, and Slavery in Early South 

Sudan, Stephanie Beswick (2004) demonstrates how trees have become sacred as objects for 

remembering the past.  This is reflected in the testimony of one of her Dinka informants: 

“My great-great-grandfather is said to have been found in the hub of this [Rual] 

tree in the forest where no people live in the dry season, only insects [kom]. He 

was therefore considered to be very holy and named Mayual Cikom because the 

people believed he had been an insect which formed into a human being and that 

his father was the sacred tree, Rual.” (p.105) 

By deconstructing oral histories like this one, Beswick reveals how the act of remembering, like 

all other productive acts, is not performed by a subject separate from the object of nature, but 

rather in unison with it. This idea is shared by Tim Ingold (2000), who in his book The 

Perception of the Environment: Essays on Livelihood, Dwelling, and Skill, attempts to locate the 

role of memory in identity formation. He insists that contrary to colonial misapprehensions of 

what makes indigenous people indigenous, identity is not articulated through the inter-

generational passing down of memory.  Instead, memories and senses of self are cultivated 

through one’s immanent and ever-contingent interactions with the environment. I concur with 

Ingold, and would venture even further by defining memory not only as a cognitive process 

engaging both the conscious and subconscious mind, but one that transgresses both mental and 

corporeal registers, and whose retrieval depends in large part on stimulation from the 

environment. Memories, then, are both constituents and products of assemblages cohering 

minds, bodies, and their environments.  

In this section of the literature review, I explain how social theorists, particularly 

geographers, have used memory to study political and environmental phenomena. In doing so, I 
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first advance an ontology of memory as assemblage. I then reveal how memory, conceived as 

such, can operate as a methodological mode of resistance to the state’s modus of representation 

that reproduces a modern human subject separate from nature, while also revealing the 

ramifications this separation has for the subjects that perceive of it.  I accomplish this by 

underscoring the utility of memory work in neutralizing the discursive and material violence of 

the state in its various forms.  

In the following section, I begin to unveil the assemblaged nature of memory, 

commencing with an examination of the interrelations between the two objects of intervention 

examined in this study: memory and emotion.  

Memory and emotion 

My eye and heart hurt and watered after your departure. Two 

Slaves are a branch in the green Egyptian willow. Water flows 

On one side of it, when a fire, kindled on its other side, blazes.  

 

- Untitled poem by Mauritanian Mu’awiya ould al-Sadd al-Tandaghi, in (Norris, 1968, 

p. 58) 

 

Perhaps the clearest depiction of how memory operates through the aggregate of mind-

body-environment is in the study of memory and emotion, or psychological trauma more 

specifically. Bessel Van Der Kolk (1994), world-renowned Harvard psychiatrist and expert on 

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), explicates the roles of the psyche, body, and external 

stimuli in patients who experience PTSD. Traumatic memories, he states, can be dissociated 

from consciousness but remain in the body. Though repressed in the mind, these events can be 

retrieved by the working memory through exposure to visual, olfactory, and tactile stimuli. 

In regard to emotional trauma, other cultural theorists share this idea of memory as both a 

cognitive and corporeal process of responding to external stimuli. Arthur and Joan Kleinman 
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(1994), for instance, assess the linkages between social memory and bodily experience by 

investigating how trauma, torture, and political oppression are remembered in Chinese society. 

In particular, they seek to understand how terror and resistance transect public space to 

traumatize inner space before flowing back out again as collective experience. What they 

discover is that:  

“...experience is an assemblage of social processes that together create a medium 

of interaction that flows back and forth through the social spaces of institutions and 

the body-self...So joined, social rhythms resonate with (and indeed are 

interconnected with) psychobiological rhythms.” (p. 712) 

Taking up a similar interest in psychosomatic memory, this time in the form of nostalgia, 

Margaret Farrar (2011) describes this type of emotional memory as the body’s recollection of a 

particular place: “When we experience nostalgia (a longing for a particular place and time), it is 

a bodily experience, often prompted by sensory data (a particular smell or taste), and producing 

physical effects (depression, illness)” (p. 728). Both Farrar’s and Kleinman’s and Kleinman’s 

studies recognize the interdependencies of mind, body, and milieu in the process of remembering 

one’s emotions and emoting while remembering.  

Finally, locating the bindings of somatic memory and emotional trauma calls for the 

integration of affect as an analytic bridge between the two. Affect, for which pioneering scholar 

Nigel Thrift (2004) attests there is no real definition, is described by Massumi (2002) as the non-

cognitive, and therefore non-discursive, precursor to emotion. As McCormack (2008) 

approximates, affect is “…a kind of vague but intense atmosphere…” sensed as “…that 

atmosphere felt in the body” (p.6).  
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The non-representational turn in geography has placed affect center stage in the 

everyday, felt, and embodied theater of human experience (Anderson, 2006; Anderson & 

Harrison, 2006; Harrison, 2008; Lorimer, 2008; McCormack, 2003, 2006, 2007, 2008; Pile, 

2011; Nigel Thrift, 2008; K Woodward, Lea, Smith, Pain, & Marston, 2010). Though curiously, 

memory, despite its obvious cross-fertilization with affect, has yet to fully enter this stage. 

Presumably, memory’s near absence from non-representational geography (nrg) is due to its 

conception as a strictly cognitive, and hence representational, phenomenon, rather than as a 

constituent and product of socio-ecological assemblages that include affect as an essential 

component of their constitution.  

One exception is Jones (2011) who refers to the work of Tolia-Kelly (2010) on ecologies 

of memory as a more-than-personal phenomenon, one that transects concentric spheres of public 

and private domains, individuals and communities, and the texts, images, and senses of memory 

itself. In doing so, Jones appeals to the discipline of geography to engage memory in studies of 

affect, a vital element in ecologies of memory: 

“I challenge nrg to more fully engage with memory’s role in the affective, 

performative practices of everyday life, in ways which can address the complex 

ecologies of memory (and forgetting) which interlink through individual practicing 

bodies, texts, materialises, past ⁄ resent ⁄ future timespaces to make the present time 

deep ⁄ complex rather than flat ⁄ pure.” (p. 876) 

I concur with Jones’ argument about the ecological nature of memory and the centrality of affect 

in this ecology. However, as I expound in the following sections, Jones and others still depict 

memory as somehow separate from actual ecology; that is to say, as a phenomenon of humans 

separate from nature, rather than as assemblages of both.  
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Perhaps the clearest evidence for his unintentionally modernist deployment of memory is 

Jones’ maxim, “Memory makes us what we are…” (p. 876). I affirm this theory, though not for 

the same reasons as Jones. Instead, I propose that memories as assemblages reflect who we are as 

fellow entities entangled with a world of pure difference; and that as objects within the ever-

changing assemblages of which we are also apart, memories co-constitute us, or temporarily 

make us part of the assemblages with which we are becoming. Jones, on the other hand, speaks 

here of memory as a bridge between human identity and subjectivity. For him, what makes us 

human, and what makes us special as humans, is our ability to objectify, rationalize, and 

remember the world as separate from ourselves. With relevance to Jones’ work, I elaborate in the 

following section on this claim of how modernism continues to cling to geographies of memory.  

Memory and modernity  

We still live 

on the brink of nothingness, 

between the north and south of the seasons 

 

We still sleep 

on stone pillows, 

like our fathers 

 

We still follow the same clouds, 

resting in the shadows of thorn trees 

 

We still drink down our tea while swallowing fire 

and we walk barefoot not to frighten the silence 

 

And in the distance 

at the edge of the mirage 

we still watch, every evening 

the sun fall into the sea 

 

And the same woman greets us 
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while she posts lookout for the dusk 

in the middle of the map 

 

She greets us, then is lost 

in the eyes of a child 

smiling from the lap of eternity 

 

And we still wait 

for a new dawn 

We still wait to begin again 

- Children of the Sun and the Wind by Saharawi poet Mohammed Ebnu39 

Contributing to geographies of memory are studies of memory and place (Biggs, 2012; 

DeLyser, 1999, 2003; Hanna, Jr, & Selden, 2004; Hoelscher & Alderman, 2004; Roberts, 2012; 

Taylor, 2000; Till, 2003, 2012; Tucker, 2012), memory and scale ((Alderman, 2003; Bosco, 

2004)Alderman 2003; Bosco 2004); and memory and landscape (Claval, 2007; Owain Jones, 

2005; O’Keeffe, 2007; Steinberg & Taylor, 2003; Winter, 2004). But while these studies 

texturize a geographic appreciation of the sites and spatialities of memory, they do little to 

illuminate it as an interconnection between mind, body, and environment.   

One exception, however, is the work of Paul Cloke and Owain Jones (2004), Turning in 

the graveyard: trees and the hybrid geographies of dwelling, monitoring and resistance in a 

Bristol cemetery. The authors use concepts of affect and Actor-Network Theory (ANT) to show 

how trees become agents of environmental politics in a site of commemoration. The agency of 

trees stems from their ability to harbor memories of the social and political events that have 

transpired and continue to transpire in this site of dwelling, memories that in turn reverberate like 

                                                 

39 Poetry Translation Centre (n.d.). Retrieved April 25, 2017 from: 

http://www.poetrytranslation.org/poems/children-of-the-sun-and-the-wind 
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outwardly advancing radar rings and affect other agents, both human and nonhuman. Enriching 

their account is an analysis of environmental politics, or how attempts to manage the nature of 

the cemetery render it all the more ‘wild’. 

However, even accounts such as this reflect a modernist view of memory. In examining 

memory’s articulation as a result of human and environmental interactions, these studies 

accomplish just that: an ontologization of memory as an interaction of human bodies and a 

landscape from which they are separate, not as a cohesion of bodies and landscapes as 

assemblages. An example of this modernist conception of memory is found in the work of 

celebrated memory scholars Joanne Garde-Hansen & Owain Jones (2016).  In an editorial of 

their own edited volume, Geography and memory: explorations in identity, place and becoming 

(2012), the authors describe the relationship between human bodies and the environment, which 

they refer to as topography, and the impact of this relationship on identity: “Our becoming 

human identity is received (a sort of act of recognition) by our environment (even if we do not 

always recognise our environment), and we remember and (sometimes strategically) forget the 

environment. The topographies, and the marks we have made in the landscape either directly or 

indirectly, are remembered” (p. 32).   

Here, Garde-Hansen and Jones juxtapose a human body and its environment, a 

counterpositioning that, perhaps unwittingly (or so one hopes), reinstates a modern subject 

separate from the landscape by virtue of her capacity to objectify and remember it. Quoting Iain 

Sinclair on the loss of one’s land, they depict this human objectification of the environment and 

its role in identity and subject formation: 

“ ‘This is what I feel about this landscape. I’ve walked out into it so often that it accepts 

me. Bits of stone and river accept me, and I know myself by that. If the landscape 
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changes, then I don’t know who I am either. The landscape is a refracted autobiography. 

As it disappears you lose your sense of self.’ ” (p.32) 

Counter to studies such as these, my work seeks to use memory as evidence for, and an 

example in and of itself of, the assemblaged nature of humans and their environments. It is this 

amalgamation of minds and bodies, humans and nonhumans, and the natures of which they are a 

part that subtends the argument of this dissertation: that along with emotions, memories as 

assemblages belie the modern assumption of a human subject separate from nature, while also 

elucidating the political and socio-spatial consequences of this assumed separation. In the 

following section, I sift through several studies that use memory as a method to decloak the 

state’s attempts to reproduce the modern fallacy of subjectivity.  

Memory as Geography 

A kiss, 

only a kiss, 

separated 

the mouth of Africa 

from the lips of Europe 

 

- A Kiss, by Saharawi poet Limam Boicha, translation my own, in Allan (2011, p. 

80) 

 

The humanities and social sciences have long used memory as a lens through which to 

investigate personal, intimate, and place-based accounts of the past. In light of the scope of this 

study, I view memory work as a methodological tool for unearthing and transcribing political 

histories of violence and struggles to end it, of which the case of slavery and abolition in 

Mauritania is just one example. With relevance to this case, I recruit memory as a means of 

exposing the modern state’s role in the atrocity of slavery. Its complicity in slavery stems from 
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its practice of sanctioning of it as a permissible institution and stymying agitation for its 

abolition.  

The mechanics of this complicity are elegant: at its core, state violence in its many forms 

proceeds from a violence of representation. I conceive of this representation as the modern 

state’s maneuvers to collapse the social, ecological, and material realms of pure difference - what 

Deleuze & Guattari (1987) call the plane of immanence - into a limited number of categories, or 

identities. This will to territorialize and striate the plane of immanence (again, to use the 

language of Delueze & Guattari) ensues from the state’s mandate to govern ‘society’ and 

‘nature’, two concepts borne of its own system of representation (Foucault, 2007). It is here that 

we also discover the state’s role in reifying the human subject.  Classifying the social and natural 

world into a finite number of identities, the state succeeds in executing the original precept of 

modernity; that is, to produce a subject that, via its relegation to a suite of identity categories 

(human, white, male, etc.), sees itself as separate from the other bodies and objects in its 

environment.   

Memory, therefore, as both a methodological device and an object of study reflecting the 

assemblaged nature of a world of pure difference, illuminates the mechanics of state violence by 

shedding light on its politics of identity and representation, and how these reproduce the fallacy 

of the modern subject. Specifically, these politics enfold three forms of representational violence 

committed by the state in: 

1) attempting to partition nature from culture, and the political and environmental 

turmoil this engenders; 

 

2) functioning as recorder of memory, determining what is transcribed as history and 

what is erased from social memory; and 
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3) codifying bodies, environments, and their respective histories into fixed, legible 

categories. 

 

To review, memory work can contribute to an understanding of the state’s role in 

reproducing the illusion of the human subject. For each of the three contributions listed above, I 

describe below the state’s use of specific representational tactics and their impacts on identity 

and subject formation. In doing so, I justify how memory as a research method can address each 

of the three problematics of representational violence committed by the state. 

Problematic 1: The state’s attempts to partition nature from culture 

...world domination over nature turns against the thinking subject itself; nothing is left of 

it except that ever-unchanging “I think,” which must accompany all my conceptions. 

Both subject and object are nullified...The equation of mind and world is finally resolved, 

but only in the sense that both sides cancel out. (Horkheimer & Adorno, 1972, p. 20) 

 

Central to recent geographies of nature are illustrations of its social construction (see, for 

example, Demeritt’s 2002 review).  Adding to this claim that nature is anything but natural, 

Delaney (2001) shows how the state, in order to serve certain interests, leverages the law to 

socially construct a nature that is external to humans.  But this vain attempt of the state to 

separate humans from nature is perhaps best exemplified by Willems–Braun (1997). Braun 

demonstrates how in a British Columbian forest, both the colonial state of past and the 

neocolonial state of present attempt to separate culture from nature through representational 

practices that abstract the forest from its cultural environment and transplant it into the 

imaginaries of nation, market, and biosphere. This fallacy of the modern state is again 

expounded by (Robbins, 2001), who describes the Indian state’s futile attempts to partition social 

from natural land uses. Ironically, the result of this attempt is a proliferation of hybrid land 

covers consisting of both natural and social characteristics. 
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But why does this matter? Surely this isn’t the first case of the state getting it wrong, 

especially in chasing the goal of modernity. In reality, it matters very much: as Robbins posits in 

describing the hybridization of land in Rajasthan, “These new forests are also made up of both 

local “naturally” occurring species and exogenous “socially” introduced species. They are a 

social/natural hybrid, and are therefore viewed by many as an anomaly and a threat...” (p. 652, 

emphasis added). In an attempt to neutralize this threat of social natures, the state undertakes 

many a violent act against those who embody this hybridization. I will return to my justification 

of the use of memory to counter divisions of society and nature, but allow me first to clarify the 

origins of this attempted division and the injustice it enables. 

As mentioned above, it is the modern state that seeks to partition nature from culture, the 

latter of which the Enlightenment also equated with Reason, Rationality, and the Modern 

Subject.  This separation paves the way for Man’s objectification of nature in a maneuver to 

overpower and quell its chaotic, incalculable ways.  Such was the belief of philosophers like 

Friedrich Schiller (1965), who proclaims the domination of culture, or Man, over Nature:  

“From being a slave of Nature, so long as he merely perceives her, Man becomes 

her lawgiver as soon as she becomes his thought. She who had formerly ruled him 

only as force, now stands as object before the judgement of his glance.” (p. 12)   

The nature to which Schiller refers is not only that of the external environment, but also one’s 

inner spirit - the innate, destructive, and anarchic propensities of humans that must be subdued 

via moral rationality.  This “mind over matter” relation between reason (mind) and inner nature 

(body) is also addressed by Foucault (1977, 2008), for whom the state as disciplinary force 

inspires its subjects to police themselves into succumbing to its demands. 
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Such is the Enlightenment project of past, of Europe’s conquest of colonies, and that of 

the colonial present, to adopt the coinage of Derek Gregory (2004). Gregory traces the 

entanglements of power surrounding the War on Terror, insisting that the interventions of the 

U.S. and U.K. in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Palestine are informed by a colonial logic that maintains 

traction in Western culture and politics.  In a related study, Gregory (2010) exposes the atrocious 

treatment of detainees in US-controlled Abu Graib prison in Iraq and the US Guantanamo Bay 

military base (GITMO) in Cuba.  In doing so, he shows how the War on Terror has forced 

sovereign states to reckon with an outside colonial jurisdiction.  Using Agamben's (1998) theory 

of homo sacer, Gregory reveals that the bare life rendered in Abu Graib and GITMO are hardly 

spatial aberrations; instead, they are emblematic of the  diffuse colonial violence transpiring 

everywhere. 

The Enlightened belief in the ability of (wo)men to conquer their inner natures gave rise 

to, and coincided with, a capitalist politics that demanded the subduing of that other nature -  the 

environment - in order to extract its value and fuel the Industrial Revolution in Europe. In turn, 

modernist thought and its related goal of capitalist accumulation spawned yet another conquest, 

this time overseas. Europe’s colonization of the ‘pre-modern’ world and the uneven development 

that ensued was, in effect, capital’s attempt to reconcile its inherent contradictions, specifically 

those between use value and exchange value (N. Smith, 2010). There were ideological reasons 

for the colonial project, as well, almost all of which can be traced back, full circle, to modernist 

thought: that colonial subjects, who were equated with the incivility and disorder of nature itself, 

must be ushered from the primitive past to the modern day. 

But Gregory is right, of course: colonialism persists today, though not only in the forms 

of securitization in the West, surveillance in the East, and resource wars in both (Peluso & Watts, 



 69 

2001). Development aid, itself an offspring of Cold War military operations (Griffin, 1991), was 

founded upon the same ideals as colonialism: a need to modernize the helpless, anachronistic 

subject. This is not to say that development’s goals of poverty alleviation and improved 

wellbeing are futile or unfounded. Certainly, they are: “…we cannot not desire development” 

(Wainwright, 2008, p. 10); and yet how can such a practice, borne of modernist thought and ever 

re-justified by the inequality spawned by capitalism itself, ever be de-colonized?  For 

development practice has itself been swept up by capitalist circulation and exchange. In fact, it 

has become coterminous with the flow of capital itself as an enterprise overrun by contractors, 

corporate exchanges, and private investment.  In spite of this, some development interventionists 

make attempts to slacken the reins of capital that tether aid recipients to a life of exploitation.  

Still others show that many forms of development, or relations of re/production, can and do take 

place outside the capitalist sphere, at least discursively (Gibson-Graham, 2006). Such scholarship 

lends inspiration for revolutionizing the practice of development that, despite is contradictions, 

remains a moral imperative.  

Nonetheless, development is underpinned by the pursuit of progress and modernity, and 

the need to enroll “vulnerable” subjects in this quest. As such, in returning to our original 

recitation of the modernist creed - that Man is separate from nature and can therefore objectify 

and overpower it - we find an entree for memory as a challenge to the violence of the modern 

state. Before clarifying this further, I turn to a salient example of the use of memory in political 

ecology to dissolve notions of nature-society divisions. 

Jan Bender Shetler (2007), in Imagining Serengeti: A History of Landscape Memory in 

Tanzania from the Earliest Times to Present, chronicles the oral histories, or collective 

memories, of the pre-colonial era vis-a-vis the landscape as told by Serengeti natives. These 
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memories reveal a symbiosis with the environment based on connections to ecological, social, 

and sacred landscapes.  In effect, the oral histories of Serengeti inhabitants reveal that identities 

are cultivated and socio-political relations negotiated in unison with nature, not in opposition to 

it. This is demonstrated by the fact that Shetler’s respondents remembered identifying one 

another based on the ecological landscapes to which they belonged (rangelands, farmlands, 

riparian areas), not according to the type of labor they performed (herding, cultivating, fishing).  

It was the colonial territorialization of the Serengeti, the subsequent exclosure of its 

inhabitants, as well as a modernist presupposition of nature as humankind’s other - a threat to be 

neutralized, controlled, and tapped for value - that gave rise to the establishment of Serengeti 

National Park. The bounding of nature into a discrete territory of the state was an attempt to 

delineate nature from culture, as well as to educate locals to appreciate the former:  

“African parks, following the U.S. Yellowstone model, were based on a European 

way of seeing the landscape that separated productive space from leisure space or 

civilization from nature, while at the same time legitimizing state control over land 

and natural resources” (p. 15).  

Moreover, to this day, groups native to the Serengeti, such as the Masai, continue to wage legal 

battles over the expropriation of their lands by the Tanzanian state which profits from the 

revenue generated by the National Park and the tourism it brings to the rest of the country.  

Memory work such as Shetler’s gives voice to counter-narratives about the connections 

between people and their environments, thereby belying the modern state’s segregation of the 

two. However, in considering these human-environment connections it would be a mistake to 

dismiss them as pre-modern, as if the reason for the Serengeti dwellers’ past communion with 

nature stems from the very fact that they had yet to be modernized. To assume this would only 
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reify the modernist fallacy of temporal progress, or the teleology of civilization.  An alliance 

with nature does not imply anachronism. According to Horkheimer and Adorno (1972), any 

effort to defeat nature - either human or extra-human - is futile. To them, the very fallacy of the 

Enlightenment was: 

“...a denial of nature in the human being for the sake of mastery over extrahuman 

nature and over other human beings. [With] this very denial, the core of all 

civilizing rationality,...not only the telos of the external mastery of nature but also 

the telos of one’s own life becomes confused and opaque.” (p. 42) 

In other words, and to echo the words of Bruno Latour (1993), we have never been 

modern. Not only is an attempt to overpower nature futile, it is also destructive:  

“At the moment when human beings cut themselves off from the consciousness of 

themselves as nature, all the purposes for which they keep themselves alive - social 

progress, the heightening of material and intellectual forces, indeed, consciousness 

itself - become void, and the enthronement of the means as the end, which in late 

capitalism is taking on the character of overt madness, is already detectable in the 

earliest history of subjectivity” (Horkheimer & Adorno, 1972, p. 43). 

Humans cannot escape the nature that constitutes them, no more than nature can purge itself of 

social influence. Any attempts to do so only spawn further injustice toward humans and the 

environment. 

For example, in Swamplife: people, gators, and mangroves entangled in the Everglades, 

Laura Ogden (2011) demonstrates how humans and nature are anything but distinct entities. 

Borrowing the ontology of Deleuze and Guattari (1987) regarding the rhizomatic, multiplicitous, 

and ever-becoming assemblages of the ‘human’ and ‘non-human’, Ogden relies on oral histories 
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to record the testimonies of white subalterns in the Everglades who remember their intimate 

entanglements with the swamp and its creepy critters, a remembering of ‘becoming alligator’: 

“...let us consider the disquieting facts of the flesh...hunters mimic alligators and immerse 

themselves in the bodies of alligators. Certainly a refrain of transformation, hunters become, or 

nearly so, alligators” (2011, p. 59). In depicting this messy intermingling between hunters and 

gators, Ogden’s book paints an unmistakable image of the inextricability of humans and nature. 

Problematic 2: The state as recorder of history 

In her work Anh Hua (2009) advocates for the study of memory, trauma, and emotion as 

a medium for revisionist historiography. In arguing with Roger Simon (2005), she asserts: 

“…democracy requires that one is able to reclaim the past as experienced by the 

oppressed, by those written out of history, and to formulate those experiences as 

part of public records and debates…the task of working towards social 

transformation and justice is not to forget the past but to remember it.” (p. 135) 

Hua gestures here to the politics of representation, or the state’s will to write out of history the 

memories of those it has oppressed. In this section, I discuss the problematic of historical 

revision by sifting through several studies of the state’s political violence of representation, 

accentuating in particular its recording of history as a separation of humans and nature.   

In their article, Memory and the everyday landscape of violence in post-genocide 

Cambodia, Tyner, Alvarez, and Colucci (2012) explain how the state and nation, in order to reify 

themselves, depend not only on the memorialization of certain events but also on the forgetting 

of others. By pinpointing the sites of violence in Cambodia that have and have not received 

official commemoration, the authors reveal how the state acts as an official archivist of history.  

It does so by sanctioning what is remembered and what is forgotten: “There are traces of 
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violence and death that ‘monumental work’ effaces, to be replaced with a certainty that itself 

constitutes a form of violence” (p. 885). Commemoration is thus a tool of the state to “...create, 

erase, or reinvent an official history and collective memory, and thereby utilized to justify 

present forms of social representation and political presence” (p. 856).  Tyner et al.’s work 

succeeds in incriminating the state as the filter of history, determining what may and may not 

pass through it as remembered. The state thereby erases the record of violence it has itself 

perpetrated.  

This is also the work of Gold & Gujar (2002), who chronicle the memories of peasants in 

Rajasthan, India, who use memory to contrast the social and ecological landscapes of the 

colonial and post-independence eras. Among other themes, her respondents tell of their caste-

sanctioned servitude to Rajasthani royalty during the colonial era, as well as the disappearance of 

trees under the independent state’s policies of modernization. By paying close attention not only 

to the memories they verbalize but also how they remember, Gold abandons the need to compare 

memory with historical fact.  Instead, she attends to the work that memory does to “...reveal 

alternative versions of the past, allowing polyphone and discord to break through previous 

silences (whether coercive or self-imposed); and to oppose monolithic, dominant accounts” (p. 

82).  

Likewise, in Resurrecting the Granary of Rome, Diana Davis (2007) illustrates the ability 

of the state to fabricate a false narrative about human-environment relations. Using recent 

climatic and ecological data to support her argument, she reveals how the French colonial state 

falsely accused North African natives of environmental degradation in order to justify its 

appropriation of native lands for export agriculture. It must be conceded, however, that Davis 

does not overtly engage in the work of memory of oral history, as Gold and Gujar do. Rather, she 
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identifies herself as an environmental historian who addresses the circuits of power mediated by 

historical narratives of human-environment relations. She accomplishes this, for the most part, 

by gleaning the archive for personal testimonies, bureaucratic documentation, and ecological and 

climatic records that counter the dominant accusations of the French colonial regime about 

native-induced desertification.  

In spite of this, I argue that Davis actually does conduct memory work in her study, albeit 

obliquely and perhaps unintentionally.  She does so by demonstrating how North Africans’ 

collective memories of their own connections with the environment were elided and superseded 

by the narratives of the French. I base my understanding of collective memory on the definition 

of Anne Whitehead (2009): “...a memory that is concerned not with individual experience, but 

with practices of remembrance that are defined and shaped by the surrounding culture...” (p. 

124). In articulating this idea, Whitehead draws upon the work of memory theorists such as 

Maurice Halbwachs, the first philosopher to theorize the topic in his book The Collective 

Memory (1980). Halbwachs concerned himself with the incomplete nature of remembrance 

which does not depend on internal processes, but rather on external stimuli. For him, memories 

initially stimulated by the environment undergo a discursive framing by the common thoughts 

and ideas of the social milieus to which a person belongs (Whitehead, 2009).   

I would argue, however, that the use of collective memory as a methodological approach 

may pose a danger to research (as well as the to the researcher and researched) by collapsing the 

array of memories circulating within a single milieu. (As I will justify in greater detail, it is for 

this reason that I choose to focus on the memories of a single informant in Chapter V).  Despite 

this limitation, collective memory may still be useful in theorizing how individual memories and 

dominant historical narratives, like the one described by Davis, influence one another. 
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Furthermore, I would suggest that in the absence of opportunities to conduct oral histories (most, 

but not all, of the people described in Davis’ book have been long deceased), archival work 

serves as a useful method for collective memory research (Assmann, 1988). In this vein (and by 

no means to critique Davis’ work), I would further suggest that a separate project dealing with 

the violence of imperialism in North Africa, and in other regions, could benefit from the direct 

use of oral history by engaging those informants who are still alive to remember the latter days 

of colonialism. This, of course, would furnish more subjective, embodied accounts of the 

traumas, transgressions, and struggles for independence that have been expelled from popular 

discourse, accounts that history, in its strain towards objectivity, cannot offer. 

Problematic 3: The state as codifier of bodies and environments 

As demonstrated in the previous section, memory work can help amplify histories that the 

state has either muted or censored (Amin, 1995). But not only does the state serve as the official 

recorder of history, it also assumes the role of codifying bodies and environments. In describing 

the spatial and environmental determinants of both state subjectification and escape, James C. 

Scott (2009) describes the state as a machine of legibility that assigns its subjects distinct 

categories of identity, like that of ethnicity, in order to capture and contain them. It is this state as 

“apparatus of capture” (Gilles Deleuze & Guattari, 1987) that consolidates, subjectifies, and 

erases difference. This is not to say, however, that the state’s system of capture is flawless; 

rather, it is a clunky, chaotic machine that inadvertently allows people to slip through its cracks 

from time to time, to escape via a “line of flight” (1987). Indeed for Scott, certain spatial and 

environmental arrangements vis-a-vis the state permit people, at times, to escape its clutches.  

Similarly, Foucault (2008) sees the state’s violence as a constant re-entrapment of the 

contre-conduite (resistance to the status quo) that continually renders difference namable. Like 
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Scott, he believes that the state is a machine of intelligibility, but this is not to say that the state is 

everywhere; much remains unintelligible. This intermittent failure of the state to apprehend its 

subjects leaves it porous to the work of memory, which can help dissolve the state-imposed 

categorization of difference. By lending voice, memory work can excavate narratives of change 

and difference once buried by the state.    

However, lending voice to the counter-hegemonic memories of the other raises questions 

about the politics of representation (see, for example, Spivak (1988)). For certain, language is 

incapable of adequately representing ‘reality’, which Stuart Hall (1985) blames on the slippages 

intrinsic to the linguistic process of signification. But is it enough to merely acknowledge the 

fissures between signifier and signified? In treating memory, do I and others not risk reenacting 

the violence of the state by recoding, revising, and filtering the memories of our subaltern 

research subjects? I have no definitive response to this question, other than to implore social 

scientists like myself to use due reflexivity in their ethical approaches to representation, and to 

remain cognizant of the potential violence we can enact on the very people we wish to shield 

from the onslaught of the state.  

Moreover, in our attempts to voice counter-narratives, it is helpful to keep in mind that 

the state affects different bodies differently, as Coleman 2008) elucidates in depicting the US 

denial of immigration opportunities to homosexual bodies during the Cold War. Similarly, 

Hooper (2001) critiques Casey's (2001) analysis of place and memory for his lack of attention to 

the categorization and subsequent exclusion of different bodies from different places. 

Experiencing place, says Hooper, is different for everyone. Hooper’s body is not Casey’s body, 

nor should it be represented as such.  
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Summary 

In review, memory work can aid, both discursively and materially, in disrupting the 

modernist production of the human subject. It does so by offering personal accounts that belie 

the state’s claims of a separation between nature and culture, which exposing the imperial 

practices this goal engenders. Memory work can place humans back in nature, or back in their 

co-constitutive relationship with nature, by bringing to the forefront narratives of remembering, 

feeling, and becoming with the environment. 

Specifically, memory work animates a critique of modernity and its reification of the 

human subject in two distinct ways. First, as an object of study, memory operates as both part 

and product of socio-ecological assemblages. This conception of memory as assemblage pushes 

the limits of a theory that tends to relegate phenomena like memory to the realms of cognition 

and rationality, rather than to its prefers subject matter of corporeality and materiality. In this 

relegation, memory is conceived as a strictly representational or discursive phenomenon, not as 

an object or process cohering rational, bodily, material, and environmental elements. Hence a 

theorization of memory as such reveals both materiality and discourse as critical components of 

assemblage and, in so doing, belies the modernist assumption that what separates a human 

subject from the world of materiality is her discursive ability to rationalize and represent it. 

Secondly, memory work as a method of research and analysis exposes the 

representational practices of the state, practices that are once again rooted in a modernist 

worldview of a human subject separate from nature and the rest of society. First and foremost, 

the state colonizes difference and converts it by force to codified classes of identity. It then 

capitalizes on this system of classification to stratify, marginalize, and exploit certain identified 

layers of ‘nature’ and ‘society’, which it counterpoises as separate strata of its world order. My 
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intent here is to not simply incriminate for its representational violence an abstract state external 

to myself, you, or any other academics critical of it. Rather, I hope to perhaps inspire a curiosity 

about how we ourselves are capable of embodying the state by reproducing its violent 

representational practice of eliding difference through identarian classification.  
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III. EMOTION, REPRESENTATION, AND ASSEMBLAGE 

...‘representation’ has not yet run its course but has been re-energized by the very countenance 

of its limitations” (Tolia-Kelly, Waterton, & Watson, 2016, p. 6). 

 

In advancing a theory of emotional assemblages, I review here the work of emotional 

geographies, a sub-discipline that seeks to confront, rather than suppress, “The difficulties in 

communicating the affective elements at play beneath the topographies of everyday life” 

(Davidson, Bondi, & Smith, 2005, p. 1). Heretofore, emotional geographers have meticulously 

mapped the intersecting coordinates of emotions and themes such as place (Bennett, 2013; Urry, 

2005; M. Smith, 2009; (K. E. Till, 2012), memory (Hockey et al., 2005; Jones, 2003; 2005; (Till, 

2012); care (Askins & Blazek, 2016); (Popke, 2006); health and aging (Collis, 2005; Morris & 

Thomas, 2005; Parr, Philo, & Burns, 2005); and landscape and nature (Owain Jones, 2005); 

Tolia-Kelly, 2008; Wylie, 2005; Whitehead, 2003). Yet by and large, these studies have treated 

emotions as discrete phenomena, rather than as ones emerging through their connections to other 

objects, processes, and the bodies that remember them.  

My purpose here is not simply to split hairs in theoretical semantics. Rather, there is 

indeed much at stake: an ontology of emotion as isolatable poses an epistemological threat to 

scholarship and praxis that operationalize theories of difference, whether in the feminist, anti-

colonial, queer, or other tradition. It stages this threat by collapsing difference and 

counterpoising emotion, identity, and embodied expression (I feel and therefore I am or do) in 

Cartesian, predetermined, and non-relational constellations.  

In making this claim, I aim not to discount, but rather invigorate emotional geographies 

by building upon the important progress made in the sub-discipline to illuminate the politics of, 

and thereby render more ethical, its representations of human and non-human subjects and 

objects. In doing so, I carry on the feminist tradition of attending to personal, prosaic, and place-
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based embodiments of what are oft considered transcendent, global processes (Dyck, 2005; 

Domosh & Seager, 2016; McDowell, 1997; Monk, 1994; Moss, 2002; Sharp, 2007). I inflect the 

term ‘global’ here with both the geographic and generalizing senses of the term. In both senses, 

‘global’ describes how the contradictions of modernity, capitalism, and neo/colonialism, as well 

as the structural, environmental, and interpersonal violence that are at once causes and effects of 

all three, are conventionally depicted. Here, I enroll in particular the work of Rachel Pain (2009), 

who insists upon a feminist flattening of feeling that eschews globalized narratives of emotions 

as disembodied, hierarchical, and remote from the everyday experiences of individuals. In doing 

so, I deepen a feminist appreciation of emotions as inter/personal, situated, and embodied 

processes to invite a recognition of them, first as components of broader socio-ecological 

assemblages, and second as assemblages in and of themselves.  

In the section below, I scaffold my presentation of emotional assemblage as an 

ontological intervention by typologizing three relevant strands of thought: Difference, Alterity, 

and Subjectivity, or why study emotions in the first place?; Emotion and Representation; and 

Emotions and Affects. I then conclude by introducing a theory of Emotional Assemblages, which 

I illustrate further in the empirical sections of this study.  

Difference, alterity, and subjectivity, or why study emotions in the first place? 

It is here that I return to the question posed at the beginning of this chapter, “Why study 

emotions?” Stated simply, emotions shape our subjectivities: our feelings about ourselves in 

relationship to other beings; our socio-spatial senses of cohesion and fragmentation, belonging 

and alienation, collectivization and marginalization. In other words, emotions (and affects, but 

more on that later) mold our senses of self by shaping our experiences of alterity: how we 

interpret social and ecological differences; how we feel about these differences; and how these 
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interpretations and emotions drive our connections to and separations from the collective whole. 

(It is worth noting that each of these three outcomes are both cause and effect of the other two).  

I use ‘whole’ here not to denote a singular or static unit, but rather as a composite of myriad, 

malleable bundles of bodies and objects that unite people, places, and things not by their 

similarities, but by their very differences.   

Emotions, in shaping our senses of alterity, contour our relationships to ourselves and 

others and, in so doing, calibrate the currents of power coursing through and between bodies. In 

regard to alterity, Deborah Dixon (2015) describes how emotions delimit what is included and 

excluded from mainstream society. To do so, she portrays how manifestations of the ‘monstrous’ 

throughout history have evoked feelings of abhorrence or ‘wrongness’ in society. These feelings 

of wrongness, or abhorrence, about monstrous bodies are essential to the practice of ‘othering’. 

This practice disavows certain bodies from mainstream society, thereby delimiting the inside 

from the constitutive outside. This inside and outside, however, are forever yoked by their very 

difference, or Derridian trace - a testament to the reality that the monstrous is everywhere and 

within every body: "...the monstrous does not mark the limits of knowledge and understanding, 

but rather exists in a tension-laden complex of ideas around norms, standards, mimicry and 

simulation (p. 127)."  Thus, in delineating 'wrongness' from 'rightness' in society, emotions like 

abhorrence illuminate a politics of what is and is not, what should and should not be, as well as 

an ethics of what should and should not be done about it. In this way, emotions can serve as 

barometers of what is amiss in the world, as well as compasses that lead us to redress that which 

remains amiss. 

This relationship to self and others via senses of difference and alterity has been 

addressed, albeit tangentially, by a number of emotional geographers. Geraldine Pratt (2009), for 



 82 

instance, demonstrates how witnessing the emotional lives of others can spur senses and acts of 

solidarity on their behalf. She traces the trauma of Filipino mothers who leave their families to 

emigrate to Canada as domestic workers. In sharing their testimonies of grief, loss, and familial 

separation, Pratt seeks to galvanize policy change and the support of publics that recognize, as 

witnesses, their complicity in the grief of trauma survivors.   

Equally curious about how emotion impels solidarity is cultural and post-colonial theorist 

Sara Ahmed (2004): “Rather than seeing emotions as psychological dispositions, we need to 

consider how they work, in concrete and particular ways, to mediate the relationship between the 

psychic and the social, and between the individual and collective (p. 27).” In her study, she 

argues that emotions align individuals with collectives by prompting people to feel with certain 

collectives, as well as for others. These acts of feeling with and for allow people to self-

congregate among certain alliances while self-segregating from others:  

“...how we feel about others is what aligns us with a collective, which paradoxically 

‘takes shape’ only as an effect of such alignments. It is through an analysis of the 

impressions left by bodily others that we can track the emergence of ‘feelings-in-

common’.” (p. 27) 

Ahmed’s article resonates with the work of Judith Butler (2009), who also asks how people feel 

moved to align themselves in solidarity with certain bodies, especially those of disparate 

identities and distant proximities, while at the same time abjectifying others. Roelvink and 

Zolkos (2015) ask a similar question, this time in regard to affect. Their work considers how 

affects shape encounters with the other-than-human, and how these encounters mobilize feelings 

and responses of solidarity and community. Together, these studies show how emotions animate 
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our senses of self, or subjectivities, and in so doing shape our relationships to human, animal, 

and material others.  

Emotion and representation 

The sin is that I wasn't a stone 

     And the troubles of the world make me sleepless 

And I shield myself with poetry 

     And it keeps me company when I'm far from home 

And poetry is my satchel that I will always carry with me 

     It holds the taste and fragrance of the earth 

It holds thickets of prickly branches 

     It holds palm fronds loaded with dates 

It paints all the stories of love in my language 

     Its colours form the spectrum from grape to dawn 

And I said bring the most beautiful of stringed instruments 

     So the universe may know how music flows 

And play its soothing melody 

     That brings justice to those who are in love 

Letters burden this world of mine 

     Trouble leeches ink from the quill 

Trouble leeches ink from the quill 

     When I read of the longing of lovers I burn 

 

- Poetry and I by Mauritanian poet Mbarka Mint Al-Barra40 

Mirroring the emotions of others is risky business. The ethnographic project of 

superimposing meaning and order on the expressions of others always calls for us to do just that 

- to project onto others our own feelings, valuations, and ways of knowing ourselves and the 

world. For some, the riskiness of this business prompts a ‘shying away’ from representation 

(Jones, 2013; Thrift, 2000). For others, it kindles a curiosity about the very purpose of 

                                                 

40 Poetry Translation Centre (n.d.). Retrieved April 17, 2017 from: 

http://www.poetrytranslation.org/poems/from/mauritania 



 84 

representing emotion (Kraftl, 2013; Pile, 2011): Why do we want to know how others feel in the 

first place? 

My initial rejoinder to this question is that emotions spark a chain of spatial, relational 

reactions within, and interactions between, bodies and objects: solidarity, disavowal, 

cooperation, separation, collusion, retraction. These reactions, however, are in no way 

predictable. In other words, I do not suggest here a linearity between emotions and re/actions; to 

do so would obscure their temporary, variable, and contingent natures. And yet as internal 

experiences that inspire spatial and material externalities, emotions can provoke a ‘feeling in 

common’ (Ahmed, 2004) with other human and non-human beings. In this sense, feelings are 

political: they stimulate our subjective identification with, apart from, or against perceived 

others, informing how we may - or may not - feel about, care for, and respond when injustice 

afflicts them. This explains, for one, how certain lives are framed as more grievable than others, 

and how we react in turn when these lives are threatened or even destroyed (Butler, 2009). 

In the following section, I position emotional geographies within the politics of 

knowledge production by unraveling its representational - and nonrepresentational - threads.  

The politics and ethics of representation 

Gayatri Spivak’s nearly three decades-old treatise on representation, “Can the subaltern 

speak?” (Spivak, 1988), continues to hold relevance for scholarly praxis. Spivak acknowledges 

representation as an inevitable violence. At its deepest root, I attribute this violence to language’s 

inability to adequately represent reality. Stuart Hall (1985) explains this as a deficiency intrinsic 

to the linguistic process of signification, wherein the yoking of signifier (word) and signified (an 

ideation of the object of representation) fails to fully convey the meaning of the referent (the 

actual object of representation). But there is another culprit of representational violence, which 
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Spivak condemns as the polarities of power that amplify the voice of the representative while 

muting or distorting the voices it represents. Following this logic, we can also blame our 

inabilities as scholars to justly represent the experiences and expressions of our research subjects 

not only on the limitations of language, but also on the inequalities of privilege and leverage that 

link us (Pratt, 2007). 

As an ethnographic researcher, it feels inadequate to merely acknowledge the fissures 

between signifier and signified, as well as how I reenact the violence of the state by filtering, 

revising, and re-coding the orated memories of my subaltern research subjects. Personally, I have 

been tempted at times to calm this anxiety about my complicity with state violence by simply 

reappraising my approaches to representation, and by remaining cognizant of the potential 

injustice I enact on the very people I wish to shield from the onslaught of the state.  

But that alone is not enough. 

Personally, I feel it inadequate to simply feel the guilt of power and surrender to the 

aporia that is representational violence. Nor am I proposing that ethnographers should (as if we 

could) abstain from representing others. For there are voices that would remain muted otherwise, 

leaving vital tales untold about the very problematic this project takes on: feelings and memories 

of ourselves as separate from others, and the injustice that can ensue when these separation is 

perceived by those in power. And yet, as feminist and postcolonialist scholars remind us, with 

the privilege of representation comes the ethical obligation to unveil the historical and political 

structures and relations of power that undergird research and representation itself (K. Mitchell & 

Elwood, 2012). 
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Emotion and non-representation 

In what follows, I examine the logic of a non-representational approach to emotion as a 

means of rendering its representation more just. In doing so, I conclude that ethnography, which 

necessitates analysis of the sayings and doings of its human research subjects, does require the 

researcher to represent these expressions through interpretation. Nonetheless, I argue that the 

politics of ethnographic representation can made more equitable via the use of autoethnography 

and a relativist approach to interpretation - methods I explain in further detail below.  

In light of the limits and harmful effects of representation, some scholars, particularly 

those of non-representational theory (NRT), wish to abstain from representing others’ emotions 

altogether. Mitchell and Elwood (2012), for example, describe Nigel Thrift's (2000) hesitancy in 

this regard:  

“In geography NRT gains ground with Thrift’s discussion of the tyranny of words 

and the ways in which those who love words (notably academics) project their own 

verbal codes and ontologies onto others (notably nonacademics). In this view the 

(over)use of words, as the primary representational form of intellectuals, 

underplays the emotions and expressions of those who rely more on nonrational or 

nonconceptual practices in their lives.” (p. 791)  

Thrift’s concerns express NRT’s ‘shying away’ from representation, in spite of the fact that 

“...representation as articulation and of articulation as alliance across difference has informed 

research in human geography and much of the humanistic social sciences for nearly twenty 

years (ibid, 792).”  As Mitchell and Elwood remind us, representation as the articulation into 

words of various moods, sensations, objects, movements, and interactions is in fact essential to 

the analysis and communication of science. (Nevermind that it is also what NRT theorists must 



 87 

do in their own writing, since writing the world is always representational). This is not to say that 

Thrift’s concerns are invalid, nor that his intentions of upholding representational justice are 

unfounded. However, Thrift’s abjuration of representation, or the common maneuver in NRT of 

refusing to interpret others and instead simply describing their movements, actions, and 

sensations, is still a representational choice with as much political import as any other.  

Geographer Owain Jones (2013) differs from Thrift’s outright abstention from 

representation by selectively representing certain human bodies and not others. In his study, he 

attends to the affective experiences of children. He posits that, given their alterity in reference to 

the adults who represent them, children are best approached as nonrepresentational subjects. 

Instead of superimposing meaning and order on their expressions, this approach, he believes, 

affords children the space within which to become: “The idea of otherness demands giving 

children space in a number of senses: physically (literally), morally, and in terms of 

power/autonomy and also, importantly, in emotional and affective terms” (p. 7).  However, Jones 

neglects to propose an actual method for treating children as nonrepresentational research 

subjects. Nor does he attempt to answer the obvious questions his study begs about alterity: Why 

and how are children so much more ‘other’, and therefore less representational, than other 

bodies? And in positing their alterity as somehow more extreme than others’, is this not 

reproducing the very essentialization of identity that NRT attempts to dispel?  

Methodological alternatives  

I here turn to a pair of studies that offer two alternative methods of remedying the 

aforementioned limitations of non/representation, both of which call for researchers to 

consciously critique their own subjective interpretations. The first uses autoethnography as an 
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alternative to representing the emotional experiences of others, while the second involves an 

equivocal approach to emotional interpretation.  

Autoethnography as a field method has captured the interest of geographers seeking 

solutions to the problematics of representing human subjects (Berg, 2012; Besio, 2005, 2007; 

Besio & Butz, 2009; Butz, 2010; Butz & Besio, 2004; Cattan & Vanolo, 2014; DeLYSER & 

Karolczyk, 2010; Dydia DeLyser, 2015; Fisher, 2015; Hawkins, Manzi, & Ojeda, 2014; B. Jones 

& Ficklin, 2012; Kinchin & Francis, 2017; W. Shaw, 2013).  

As Besio and Butz (2009) explain, autoethnography emerged in the 1980’s as a response 

to an ethnographic ‘crisis of representation.’ During this time, anthropologists and other social 

scientists began intervening methodologically into problematic epistemologies of knowledge 

production. “The objective was to destabilize ethnographic authority by writing in a way that 

emphasized the socially and politically constituted nature of knowledge claims (p. 1662). 

Autoethnography thus became: 

 “One form [of] non-conventional writing [that] radically foregrounds the emotions 

and experiences of the researcher as a way to acknowledge the inevitably subjective 

nature of knowledge, and in order to use subjectivity deliberately as an 

epistemological resource. In other words, autoethnography is the representational 

outcome – the performance, in a sense – of a process of critical reflexivity.” (p. 

1662)  

In this way, autoethnography creates openings for an appraisal of our own objectification of the 

world as researchers. A window onto our own self-identification as subjects, autoethnography 

supports an examination of how we, as scientists, proceed to separate ourselves as subjects from 

the objects we perceive as ‘others’.  
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Using autoethnography to conduct research on emotions, Tolia-Kelly et al. (2016) 

summon the scholarship of D.J. Sherman (2008) on the use of alterity as a relationship between 

Self and Other that is organized along grid lines of cognition, desire, power, and ethics. 

Museums, they assert, operate according to this logic of alterity in light of the objectification 

required of their visitors to relate to cultural, geographic, and spatio-temporal Others. In the 

context of museums, these Others are are human; rather, they take the form of art and artefacts.  

I would argue that this logic of alterity also suffuses studies of human subjects, 

particularly ethnography. Certainly, the use of participatory and horizontal methods of 

collaboration with research subjects can help limit this logic of ‘Otherness’ responsible for the 

subject-object divide. Yet no matter how much wishes to saw away at its logical scaffolds, 

ethnography remains an objectification of Others. In their work on heritage, however, Tolia-

Kelly et al. attempt to narrow this subject-object divide by advocating for autoethnographic 

encounters in heritage sites. In tracing one’s own relations to artefacts and aesthetics as historical 

Others, autoethnography facilitates a personal phenomenology of identity, a critical introspection 

of our own perceptions of alterity and difference : “...the politics of difference in the heritage 

sphere is...felt, embodied, intense and dynamically co-constituting the practices of meaning-

making and world-sense-making…[a] process of recognition, understanding and experiencing 

self at heritage sites.” (p. 3) 

Also employing autoethnography as an alternative to representing others are (Light & 

Watson, 2016), who do so by exploring their personal phenomenologies of castle visiting:   

“...we are exploring a complex confluence of potentialities: the representational 

(through the assemblage), the personal–historical, the pre-personal–affective, the 

emotionally expressive and the cognitive. If it is in the ragged intersections of these 
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registers, in between the representational and non-representational, or the embodied 

and expressive, that we hope to explore the experience of castle visiting, then 

something akin to a personal account seems methodologically apposite.” (p. 165) 

I concur with Light and Watson about autoethnography as an apposite method for avoiding the 

potentially unjust interpretations of others’ transpersonal experiences. However, the authors have 

the luxury of relying solely on autoethnography in light of the fact that their work is not actually 

ethnographic (see also, for example, Wylie, 2005). Their objects of representation are not people; 

they are castles and, in light of their chosen method, castle-visiting.  

So where does this leave the rest of us who seek to explain the ‘complex confluence of 

potentialities’ of other human bodies? Do we simply abstain from representing them? If 

emotions take form via the interaction between bodies, what Bondi (2005) calls the 

‘intersubjectivity’ of emotions, then enfolding these other bodies into representation seems 

requisite.  And in terms of representing emotions as assemblages, how do we account for the 

networks of neurons, skin, soil, serotonin, trees, and tears that are not ours but rather our research 

subjects’, but which still intersect with our own bodies?  

It seems to me that followers of NRT who work with human subjects are in fact not not 

representing these others as they claim, but are rather refusing to eclipse the ‘bodies in motion’ 

they are describing with any interpretation of them. For again, even an omission of interpretation 

is a representational, and therefore political, choice. For my part, given the uneven matrices of 

power that undergird the research process, a refusal to speak for others in the definitive is, in 

fact, a defensible objective. But as researchers, are we to dispense with interpretation altogether? 

Might there be more justifiable methods of interpretation? 



 91 

To approach these questions, I explore a second methodological intervention that 

involves simultaneously affirming and undermining one’s own interpretations in the research 

process - a type of relativism or equivocality towards interpretation. This is the innovation of 

Blazek (2013), who works with children. This demographic, she argues, differs from adults as 

research subjects in terms of how they do - or rather do not - express their emotions. In 

consideration of the linguistic and communicative characteristics of children, who do not always 

express themselves the same way or to the same extent as adults, she insists on the need for 

research methodologies that venture beyond a subject’s voiced emotional expressions. In her 

case, this involves making interpretational assumptions about a child’s non-verbal 

communication, for example body language, facial expressions, and intonation, without 

validating any of her assumptions.  Doing so, she believes, creates political openings for new 

types of expression and representation involving people, among them children, who have been 

marginalized from academic conversations that privilege language in the production of 

knowledge.   

In terms of alternative modes of interpretation, Blazek’s study is significant in two 

regards. First, she admits to not knowing whether her interpretations of her research subject’s 

emotions are true or not. While this may seem self-evident, her admission of this reality - that 

our interpretations may not represent reality at all - is all too uncommon in scholarly practice. 

Instead, the failures of interpretation are often overlooked or intentionally obscured in academic 

research. In her critical self-reflection, Blazek identifies the intersubjective politics at play in the 

production of knowledge between herself as researcher and her research subjects, a 

representational act she condemns as less of a ‘lending voice to’ and more of an outright 

‘speaking for’. 
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Second, Blazek admits to interacting with her research subject under the assumption that 

her interpretations of his emotions are true; this, she says, is actually an intentional tactic of her 

methodology. And though seemingly self-evident, these acknowledgements - of interpreting the 

emotions of her research subjects and then operating under the assumption that these 

interpretations are true despite knowing they may be false - are recognitions of her role as 

researcher in a matrix of power that privileges certain expressions - and their representations - 

over others.  

This power matrix, buttressed by modern science and its attempts to fissure subjects from 

objects, can never be fully dismantled. And yet confessing our complicity with it, as Blazek 

does, can actually disrupt its power and chip away at the partitions it erects between subjects and 

objects, researchers and researched. And like autobiography, her approach seeks to stymie the 

inherent violence of representation through 1) an adoption of critical self-reflexivity as 

researcher and 2) a refusal to validate any of her own interpretations.  

For these reasons, I wish to apply in this study my own renditions of both Light and 

Watson’s autoethnographic method and Blazek’s approach, the latter of which I will refer to as 

an epistemic anti-realism vis-a-vis interpretation. Both demand of the researcher a kind of 

politically sensitive subjectivity: a sensibility to one’s own position along the cleavages of 

subject and object, mind from body, self from other, and that lend representational privilege to 

bodies such as my own at the expense of others.  

In specific, I adapt these methods in the empirical sections of this study by describing the 

sayings and doings of my research subjects, offering a number of plausible explanations for these 

sayings and doings, and then abjuring any definitive interpretations of them. Moreover, I auto-

ethnographically supersede any outright interpretations of others with ones of myself in an 
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attempt to render transparent my own orientations, assumptions, and projections, themselves 

agents in the emotional assemblages I seek to elucidate. 

In short, the contradictions of representation, though irreconcilable, can be attenuated. As 

a scholar, I believe in the potential to enhance the ethics of representation by magnifying in 

sharper resolution its politics. This is precisely what my work on emotion intends to accomplish 

by summoning attention to the assemblaged nature of emotions, or how power as a relational 

force (Gilles Deleuze & Guattari, 1987) sutures, ruptures, and circulates between bodies and 

objects across transects of space and time to produce textures of sensing, perceiving, and feeling 

- phenomena that, as I will demonstrate in later chapters, reverberate back into the political 

sphere with extraordinary socio-spatial implications. 

Emotion and affect 

In this section, I demonstrate how many geographers have attempted to polarize emotion 

and affect. This polarization has manifested as a methodological distinction between emotion as 

representational and affect as anything but. Ontologically, it appears as a division of emotion and 

affect along an imaginary equator between the conscious and unconscious, respectively 

(Massumi, 2002). This, as a result, holds implications for each theory’s respective orientation to 

difference, alterity, and interdependency - themes I address towards the end of this chapter. What 

I intend to show in the sections that follow is that emotion and affect do not operate in separate 

hemispheres, but rather within concentric and co-constitutive spheres of psychosomatic and 

socioecological experience. Given their overlap and complementarity, then, I advocate for the 

use of both as conjoined theories in studies of embodiment, politics, and subjectivity (see, for 

example, Colls, 2012).  
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Affect and its (alleged) discontents 

Certain emotional geographers have a bone to pick with non-representational theorists 

who study affect. Most notable among them is Thien (2005) given her lamentation of affect 

studies as “...masculinist, technocratic, and distancing” (p. 452).  But of even greater relevance to 

this study are Mitchell and Elwood (2012) who insist that NRT, in only attending to the personal, 

non-cognitive, and ephemeral dimensions of lived experience, overlooks the sociopolitical 

structures that shape lived experience. In this sense, NRT is understood by them to de-historicize 

and de-politicize the social:  

“In the work of many (but not all) proponents of NRT we see not an opening of 

the entrenched battle lines of what constitutes the political but rather, through the 

elision of geographical methods which elicit social interrelations and historical 

patterns, an inversion of politics—the extension of a mode of thought that we 

believe to be profoundly depoliticizing.” (p. 789) 

For Mitchell and Elwood, the problem with NRT is not its attention to assemblages, embodied 

interactions, excesses, or the present moment. Rather, their grievance with this canon is its 

refusal to anchor these phenomena in any type of historical matrix of power. When this happens, 

Mitchell and Elwood insist, any strides of scholarly engagement or scientific advancement are 

stifled. For in most NRT scholarship:  

“...the barely concealed contempt for theories of dominance and subordination and 

analyses of power relations (such as those around gender, sexuality, race, or class) 

often leads to the inability or unwillingness of scholars to identify these types of 

processes in specific research settings. The fact that specific research ‘events’ may 
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be embedded in larger patterns of systemic violence is frequently impossible to 

discern because of the bias against historical analysis.” (p. 792) 

For me, the problem with NRT is not its refusal to ground emotion or affect in a 

preexistent system of power structured according to identity markers like race, gender, and class. 

For in this formulation, the relational quality of power is eclipsed by an illusion of power as an 

antecedent to any emotional or affective event. In other words, I argue that power does not 

precede the event; it circulates in and through assemblages of objects and bodies in sites of pure 

difference (Woodward, Jones, & Marston, 2010; 2012) giving rise to emotional and affective 

articulations through its relational energetics. In other words, these energetics are not loitering 

on site, waiting for bodies to arrive to ignite their emotional and affective engines. Rather, power 

is what Deleuze and Guattari (1987) describe as a force relation woven through an assemblaged 

field of material difference, what they call the plane of immanence: 

“Then there is an altogether different plane…Here, there are no longer any forms 

or developments of forms; nor are there subjects or the formation of subjects. 

There is no structure, any more than there is genesis. There are only relations of 

movement and rest, speed and slowness between unformed elements, or at least 

between elements that are relatively unformed, molecules, and particles of all 

kinds. There are only haecceities, affects, subjectless individuations that constitute 

collective assemblages.” (p. 266) 

As such, I do not insist with Mitchell and Elwood (2012) on the inclusion of historical power 

relations as such in studies of emotion and affect, for spectres of power relations past do not 

simply arrive on the scene to spook emotive and affective subjects in their wake. 

Notwithstanding our divergent theorizations of power, however, I do believe that what is missing 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Haecceity
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from NRT is an inclusion of discourse as an element of assemblage. Just as a theory of emotions 

as assemblages must include thoughts, imaginaries, and memories as constitutive actants in these 

assemblages, so too should discourses of historical power relations – not the power relations 

themselves – be considered objects that coalesce with other objects, bodies, and matter to effect 

the emotional and affective event.  

In building their argument, Mitchell and Elwood carry on to acknowledge that part of the 

appeal of NRT is its sermonizing of identities as contingent, site-specific, and variable. I concur 

with NRT’s conceit of identity, and also agree with the authors that this conceit is equally shared 

by critical feminist and postcolonial scholars “...who also critique essentialism and believe in the 

investigation of material practices in any attempt to understand subjectivity formation or how 

relationships of power play out in space and time” (p. 795). However, in dismissing discourses 

of the history of politics and the politics of history, many NRT theorists have failed to dig down 

to, much less sift through, archaeologies of injustice. And to leave unexcavated the historical and 

political artifacts of identity is to efface difference - the very theme NRT scholars seek to 

enthrone.  And other emotional geographers agree: “...theories of emotion and affect need to 

engage with the historical, and be situated within matrices of power, so that affective logics of 

history and heritage are sensitive to differently positioned narratives, memories, emotions and, 

indeed, material cultures” (Tolia-Kelly et al., 2016, p. 4, emphasis my own). 

Drawing on her earlier work, (Tolia-Kelly, 2006) also echoes the critique of NRT as an 

ahistorical mode of scholarship that, in its tendency to universalize affect rather than to 

understand how different bodies are affected differently, is ultimately ethnocentric. She instead 

calls for emotional geographies that avoid this universalization by attending to historical 

memory: “By acknowledging power geometries of our present as linked to our pasts, we can 
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make complex and assert the differentiating forces that effect the parameters and flows of 

affectual capacities and sensitivities which course and shape the rhythms of everyday living.” (p. 

215) 

In spite of these critiques, the merits of NRT redeem it as a useful lens through which to 

study politics and subjectivity. Dixon (2015), for one, celebrates the interplay of affect and 

emotion, and the necessity of both. In particular, she recognizes the limitations of emotional 

geographies heretofore in defaulting to representational sameness:  an inclination to categorize 

embodied expressions according to a limited range of felt experiences, such as grief, sadness, 

joy, exuberance, and hope. I concur with Dixon in deeming affect an important complement to 

emotion in that it attends to the experiences that exceed these categorizations. In recognizing this 

complementarity, she advances affect’s utility by explaining that while certain tropes: 

 “...can, of course, be conveyed through works and imagery, and can engender a 

suite of 'felt' emotions, there is also a profound aesthetic dimension to such 

engagements that speaks to all manner of learned, embodied responses that, though 

they may be rationalised, are neither subsumed nor represented by reason." (p. 113) 

I attempt through my work to suture the academic divide between those, particularly 

feminist scholars, who attend to personal, embodied, and emotional experiences as both political 

and historical, and those that privilege the non-representational and more-than-human. Critical 

ethnography can benefit from both by acknowledging that no emotional experience happens 

outside of its historical and political context, but that there are also excesses, leakages, and 

noncognitive affects that, along with the political and historical, constitute the harder-to-

apprehend interconnections between objects and processes that merit exploration in social 

science research.  
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Wedding the emotional and non-representational permits us to acknowledge how capital 

and culture as relations of power co-determine the historical present; take seriously the challenge 

of engaging in scholarly analysis and collaboration; leverage epistemologies and methodologies 

commensurate with an assemblaged ontology of fluidity and difference; and to incorporate the 

difficulty represented (NOT non-representational), yet utterly effectual elements of the 

noncognitive.  

Clearly, then, emotional geographies still stand to answer the call made over a decade ago 

by (Anderson & Harrison, 2006) in response to Thien (2005) to bring into sharper relief the 

messy and manifold ways in which emotions - experienced, expressed, and represented 

differently by different subjects - contour our relations with other human, animal, environmental, 

and material life. 

Islands unto themselves? 

Taking a pioneering position on the disjunctures between emotion and affect, Thien also 

warns against studies of affect that reify the false dualism of emotion and reason. This 

juxtaposition, she posits, translocates humans from their felt, embodied, and place-based 

experiences to spheres that are “...masculinist, technocratic, and distancing.” (p. 452) I wish to 

affirm Thien’s argument, as well as extend it by proposing that attention to emotions, rather than 

simply affect, does not alone dismantle the modern bifurcation of emotion and reason, subject 

and object, or culture and nature. After all, in privileging emotion over rationalizing forms of 

affect, Thien’s critique still counterpoises the two as if they were somehow discrete objects or 

phenomena. Like Thien, I wish to galvanize the attention that emotion merits in geography as an 

intrinsic part of the personal and everyday human experience. However, I wish to do so in a way 
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that ontologizes our emotions as inseverable from our rational, somatic, environmental, and 

affective experiences.  

Some scholars of affect have attempted to suggest that affect and emotion find their 

cleavage in consciousness. Pile (2011), for example, distinguishes affect from emotion by 

partitioning affective from subjective experience. That is to say, for Pile what separates affect 

from emotion is thought: as soon as affect jumps the wall from the unconscious realm to that of 

signification or identification, the energetics of affect transmute into objectifiable, representable 

emotion.  

Alternatively, Curti, Aitken, Bosco, & Goerisch (2011) refuse a definitive division 

between thought and affect, mind and body. The key divergence between affective and 

emotional geographies, they claim, is their treatment of identity. Along with Massumi (2002), 

they claim that emotions relegate affect to a ‘temporary holding pattern’ based on (conscious) 

memory, while for affect, identity is not fixed but rather remains in a constant state of becoming. 

Thus for them, affect constitutes the very production of difference. Yet this interpretation, 

paradoxically, falls in line with the very argument the authors refute in Pile (2011) about the 

fallacious dissection of affect and emotion. While I do agree that many emotional geographies 

have heretofore attempted to classify differences by tethering them into fixed ‘holding patterns’, 

I don’t believe this to be an intrinsic or inevitable attribute of emotion. Instead, if we treat 

emotion, as I am proposing, as a fluid and malleable relationality flowing from, through, and 

between assemblaged affects, thoughts, objects, and bodies, then there is no need for an 

ontological partitioning of affect as productive of, and emotion as destructive of, difference. To 

do so, I believe, is to once again reify the false dichotomies of rationality and emotionality, body 

and mind, nature and culture.  
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Rather, I concur with with Dawney (2011) who refutes Pile’s interpretation of Spinoza 

that thought partitions affect from emotion. Rather, Dawney argues: 

 “...with Spinoza that the affective and the subjective operate not in parallel, as Pile 

suggests, where any crossover would be unthinkable, but in terms of an 

oscillation...and, in the course of that processing, loop forward and backwards 

through memory and embodied histories that lead to the production of the ongoing 

movement of experience.” (p. 601, original emphasis)  

Substantiating this claim about the fluidity, fungibility, and cross-fertilization of affect and 

emotion are Curti et al. (2011), who present an alternative reading of Spinoza. Affect and 

emotion cannot be split at the seams of either the conscious and unconscious or psychic and 

somatic. To vindicate this, the authors challenge the Cartesian splintering of mind and body by 

claiming that the unconscious, bodily experience of affect can indeed be accessed, apprehended, 

and consciously rendered intelligible. Indeed, I would argue that if this were not the case, we 

would have no NRT to begin given an inability to represent affective experience. 

Emotion, affect, and language 

Another element that betokens the intertwining of emotion and affect is language as a 

cultural artifact of consciousness, semiosis, and representation. I also consider language a key 

agent in assemblages of emotion and memory, a theme I address in Chapter V.  Citing more 

evidence of the relationship - not dichotomy, as Pile errs - between preconscious, 

nonrepresentational affects and conscious, representational emotions, Dawney (2011) 

underscores the power of language as a medium of representation to move bodies affectively. I 

would argue that the reverse is also true, that this relationship is bidirectional: affect inspires 

linguistic expression as much as the latter invokes affective responses in and between bodies. 
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Think, for example, of the work of poets, whose personal affects serve as muses for their poems, 

and whose poems pique affective responses in their readers. In this way, affect and 

representation, of which language is a primary vehicle, are co-evocative (see, for example, Mains 

(2016) work on place).  

Similarly, Bondi (2005) points to psychotherapy, and specifically Freud’s theory of 

symbolization, as a way of spotlighting the interrelationality of thought, emotion, and affect. For 

Freud, symbolization brings unconscious processes to the fore and affects to a ‘symbolic 

register’ of thought. This symbolization, occurring via social relations, transverses thought, 

emotion, and affect: 

 “At the heart of psychotherapy lies the idea of holding open a space for processes 

of symbolization into which people come to make new 'sense' of themselves, their 

lives and their interpersonal relationships. This 'sense' is simultaneously felt and 

thought, embodied and abstract, affective and emotional, performative and 

representational, personally experienced and relational. In this way, psychotherapy 

offers a framing that traverses distinctions between representations of emotion and 

the emotions themselves, and between emotion and affect.” (p. 444) 

In this regard, Bondi’s work highlights the intertwining of the unconscious and conscious 

registers, or that of thought, emotion, and affect. It also underscores the transpersonal quality of 

emotions and affect, revealing their role in subject formation, or how senses of self take shape 

via felt social and environmental exposures.  

I would like now to return to Hall's (1985) evidence of a word’s inability to fully 

encapsulate meaning through linguistic signification. His findings lend insight into the ostensible 

splitting and suturing of affect and emotion - an illusion that finds its fallacy in the theoretical 
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webbings of identity, language, and difference. As with language, I assume here a refutation of 

identities as capable of capturing the plurality, plasticity, and contingency of the objects and 

bodies they represent. I proceed therefore from a post-structural ontology of identity as neither 

monolithic, essential, nor static, but rather as multiple, fluid, and relational, and ultimately 

incapable of fully representing a world of pure difference.  

It is here, then, that a hint of cognitive dissonance arises in some of the affect literature 

that, although rooted in a post-structural tradition, unwittingly tumbles into the theoretical 

tripwire of positing identities as stable and essentializable - a notion unequivocally denounced by 

post-structuralism. To review, NRT posits that what partitions affect from emotion is 

consciousness - that emotions recruit thought but affects do not - and as such, emotions can be 

represented, but affects are non-representational. To ascribe to this philosophy is to again reify 

the Enlightened bifurcation of mind and body, or belief that what distinguishes humans from 

other entities is our subjectivity, or ability to objectify ourselves. As demonstrated, this 

dichotomy between emotion and affect is actually false, due to what I identify as two logical 

fallacies:  

1) that conveying the experiences, causes, and effects of affects through writing does not 

actually qualify as representation (how could it not?); and 

2) that some human experiences (emotions) are easier to represent than others (affects).  

The second fallacy mistakably assumes that language selectively represents: that certain bodies 

and objects are more amenable to linguistic signification than others. Paradoxically, this 

philosophical pitfall funnels us back to a naive identarianism in which certain signifiers or 

identities more realistically reflect the (alleged but non-existent) essence of their referents, albeit 

unequally. But given the inability of language and identity to fully represent difference, NRT’s 
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identification, definition, and segregation of affect and emotion can only be false. Contrary to 

the ideas of NRT, affect and emotion cannot be cleanly dissected because neither can be 

essentialized nor fully represented via language. Like all other dimensions of experience, 

emotions and affects are relational, contingent, and co-constitutive, and transgress the imaginary 

border between mind and body through their emergence from the inextricability of both. 

Neuroscientific substantiation 

Stated simply, privileging studies of emotion over affect (or vice versa) mistakably 

implies that the two are somehow discrete objects or processes. And it just so happens that a 

feminist fidelity to the body as the preferred epistemological site of study actually opens 

ontological windows onto the material linkages between emotion and affect. Indeed, the 

following neuroscientific studies about emotion and affect actually buttress an understanding of 

the two as concentric. Whereas scholars of affect have tended to attribute emotion to 

consciousness and affect to preconscious parts and pathways of the brain, neuroscience belies 

this presumption via evidence that emotions (whether conscious or preconscious), memories, and 

thoughts do not take form in specific, localized parts of the brain or along distinct neural 

networks (Oosterwijk et al., 2012). In other words, there is no predetermined cerebral 

switchboard or cable routing for affects and emotions. Rather, their manifestation, recognition, 

and interpretation, to make no mention of their representation, depend upon the multiple mental, 

physiological, and ecological elements that converge to produce them.  

Therefore, If we acknowledge affect to be the pre-conscious dimension of emotional 

experience, we recognize that, in fact, affect and emotion constitute one another. Each swims 

back and forth across the cognitive barrier, straddling the fields of implicit and explicit memory, 

informing one another’s emergence and recognition.  In fact, according to recent neuroscientific 
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research, only visual and audible stimuli of an emotional nature - a stranger’s frown, a baby 

crying, a mother scolding her child - is processed by the unconscious mind, an area of the brain 

thought to be reserved only for affective experiences. This is not the case for non-emotional 

stimuli, however, whose processing relies on cognitive faculties in the brain (Gainotti, 2012). 

These findings demonstrate that emotional matter, or matters that are emotional, recruit both the 

conscious and unconscious corners of the mind, thus gainsaying a belief that that the origins of 

affect are strictly pre-conscious and those of emotion are conscious.   

Another apposite breakthrough of Gainotti’s study is the fact that this same capacity of 

the unconscious brain (the right subcortical pathway of the amygdala, to be exact) to absorb 

emotional information applies only to simple embodied expressions  - a warm smile, a nervous 

laugh, a squeal of pain - and not to more “complex affective scenes” (p. 214; also see Gelder, 

Pourtois, & Weiskrantz (2002)), which recruit conscious cerebral capacities for their processing. 

This finding reveals two points of relevance to my study: first, that emotional and affective 

responses in the mind-body depend on environmental stimuli for their activation; and second, 

that whether these stimuli recruit the conscious or unconscious spheres of the brain (a pivotal 

point of contingency that underscores the interrelatedness of emotion and affect),  depends not 

only upon the specific assemblage of objects and bodies, or “affective scenes”, perceived in the 

environment, but also what an individual brain considers to be complex enough to necessitate its 

conscious capacities.   

It is here that the role of difference emerges in sharp relief. That is to say, each individual 

brain itself is a messy composite of forces and matter whose constant evolution hinges upon a 

mind-body’s nutrition, environmental exposure, epi/genetic constitution, learned proclivities, 

cognitive experiences, memories, and neurological architecture and function, to name only a few. 
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Thus, every mind-body is different and thus reacts differently to different cerebral, somatic, and 

ecological assemblages, themselves contingent, ever-emergent, and constantly mutating bundles 

of stimuli.  In summary, these neurologic insights highlight not only the chains of association 

that bind affect and emotion, but also how environmental objects and processes work with and 

through the mind-body to effect affective-emotional responses, lending evidence to the conceit 

of emotions forwarded in my study as plastic, contingent, and variable assemblages of affects, 

percepts, ideas, bodies, and environmental objects.  

Destination unknown 

We can liken this process of emotional and affective emergence to a phenomenology of 

the labyrinth. The architecture of a labyrinth, much like that of the brain, appears over short 

temporal spans to be stable. But even its structure is geomorphologic: it erodes, weathers, and 

mutates over time. Its soils and walls transform by way of rain, wind, the death and rebirth of 

weeds and wildflowers, and the critters that creep in its subterrain.  

But wither its relative stability, the structure of the labyrinth portends no predestination 

for its visitor. On the contrary, the visitor’s pathway depends upon a suite of factors emerging 

and converging within the site, including mood, bodily sensations, memories, intuitions, visions, 

happenstance, imaginings, and perceptions of error, orientation, and time. Such is also the case 

for emotion and affect coursing through the mind-body: their manifestation hinge upon the 

specific neuro- and somatic pathways they follow, which in turn depend upon on the haphazard, 

ever-unfolding nature of the external stimuli to be processed, not to mention the labyrinthine 

conditions of the mind-body itself.  

Hence to partition affect and emotion, either ontologically or methodologically, occludes 

their assemblaged natures. This occlusion, then, elides the innumerable conditions, objects, and 
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corridors through which emotions affect the social. To erase these other co-producers from the 

credits of emotional experience is to commit the very representational violence that Spivakians 

have long sought to counter: an inattention to, in fact a silencing of, social and ecological 

difference through the aggrandizement of certain actors via the elision of others. This is not to 

say that certain actors carry more or less intrinsic value or explanatory weight than others. (This 

is not for me to decide, and I will leave it up to individuals to adjudicate such matters as whether 

a tree or human body merits greater representational attention in any given set of circumstances). 

I mean only to suggest that neglecting the multi-agentist, assemblaged qualities of emotions and 

affect obscures the many other elements that coalesce to produce them. In contrast, it is only 

when emotions are met in their elemental webbings with mind, body, and earth that their origins 

and impacts can be fully appreciated. It is from this ontological commitment that I seek to 

understand how emotions, conveyed via memory and theorized as assemblages, enhance our 

understandings of the connections between nature, bodies, and objects. 

Emotion and assemblage 

I will illustrate in this section how emotions are both constituents and products of 

assembled minds, bodies (or rather mind-bodies in light of their inextricability), and materials.  

The tendency of many scholars to study emotion in isolation from the other actors in its 

entourage has only reinforced the stubborn swindle of representation: that certain emotions or 

emotional acts, enumerated and classified via careful qualitative analysis, portend certain 

identities, behaviors, and subjectivities in those who experience them. It is also a paradoxical, if 

not unintended, slippage: In seeking to elongate the yardstick by which social difference is 

measured by attending to emotional (rather than just psychic, somatic, or ideological) 

expressions of embodied life, emotional geographers have largely nullified the relational nature 
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of identity and instead superseded it with an essentialization of what it means to feel and be felt 

as humans. 

What I seek to demonstrate in this section is that, in attempting to abstract emotions from 

their immanent connections to other entities- ideas, language, bodies, matter - emotional 

geographers, among them feminist scholars, have ironically reproduced a masculinist and 

colonial modus operandi, one predicated upon an attempt to sever the inseverable bindings of 

society and nature, mind and body, Self and Other.  

First, some background on assemblage.  

Assemblage theory 

The new materialist turn in philosophy and the social sciences privileges objects - the 

stuff of life - as political forces in a more-than-human world (Bennett, 2010). Within strains of 

materialist thought lies a commitment to a ‘flat ontology’ (Marston, Jones, & Woodward, 2005; 

see also the ensuing debates in Collinge, 2006; Escobar, 2007; Leitner & Miller, 2007; Jones, 

Woodward, & Marston, 2007; Marston, Woodward, & Jones, 2007), which I interpret 

fundamentally as a refusal of the Cartesian dissection of subject and object. The interrogation of 

this dissection has rightfully occupied a center of concern for political research. For his part, 

Marx himself shared a refusal of this dissection in which the subject claims dominion over the 

object. In the Grundrisse (1973), he portrays subject and object as equally co-constitutive, or as 

the dialectical end products of production itself.   

Geographers have played their role in cultivating a fidelity to the object as an orientation 

for geographic research (Meehan, Shaw, & Marston, 2013, 2014; Shaw & Meehan, 2013). This 

work draws on Heidegger’s account of the object, a theory I integrate in greater detail in the 

following chapter on Emotional memory. From the nucleus of object-oriented philosophy emerge 
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several branches, most notably Actor-Network-Theory (ANT) and assemblage theory. Material 

geographers leverage both to explain a more-than-human world (Anderson & McFarlane, 2011; 

Bakker & Bridge, 2006; Braun, 2006; McFarlane & Anderson, 2011; Robbins, Marks, & Smith, 

2010; Shaw, Robbins, & Jones, 2010). In doing so, they devote particular attention to the 

capacities of non-human objects to potentiate the political. 

Both ANT and assemblage theory attend to associations of objects; nonetheless, they 

diverge somewhat in their treatment of these associations. ANT, for one, displaces human 

subjects from science’s explanatory center, demoting them as ‘actants’ with the potential to exert 

no more or less agency than any other objects in the networks they co-comprise (Latour, 2005). 

Assemblage theory, on the other hand, emphasizes the relations between collectives of human 

and non-human objects (DeLanda, 2006). Whereas ANT holds that nothing exerts agency - that 

is to say, nothing is political - outside of its associations, assemblage theory recognizes that 

individual parts of an assemblage harbor intrinsic forces that act upon the rest of the assemblage: 

“...assemblage thinking...posits an open-ended set of capacities that is unpredictable and exceeds 

the properties of the component parts” (Anderson, Kearnes, McFarlane, & Swanton, 2012, p. 

179–181). As a result, Müller (2015) notes, “…seeing the world through associations, ANT has 

been criticised for being blind to what remains outside associations but may shape them 

nevertheless” (p. 31). 

In light of this, my own work articulates more precisely with geographies of assemblage 

((Ben Anderson et al., 2012; Dewsbury, 2011; McFarlane, 2011; Merriman & Jones, 2016; Puar, 

2014; Williams, 2011) due to the emphasis I place on: 1) the inseverability of the mind, body, 

and nature vis-a-vis emotion and affect; and 2) the impacts their attempted separation has on 

humans, environments, and their associations with the state. That is to say, assemblage theory, 
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which queries how individual objects shape the rest of their assemblages, makes space for 

investigations of how emotions, minds, bodies, and environments all impress upon one another. 

Moreover, it piques a critical curiosity about the attempts of humans to discursively and 

materially abstract themselves, as well as other objects, from their assemblages (mind from body, 

society from nature, for example), and the repercussions this has for their transpersonal, political, 

and environmental relations.  

My work thus operationalizes theories of assemblage that attend to: “...the co-

combination and mutual constitution of what had formerly been ontologically divided: material 

objects and bodies, social representations and discourses, and subjective experiences, ideas, and 

emotions” (Robbins et al., 2010, p. 179). Assemblage theory finds its roots in Deleuze and 

Guattari’s (1987) philosophies of a world that continually organizes, disorganizes, and 

reorganizes itself through myriad rhizomatic conglomerations of social, ideological, material, 

and linguistic constituents. These conglomerations, or assemblages, are as fleeting as they are 

contingent: their elements converge and diverge via the il/logics of physics and the happenstance 

of human existence, culminating in the continual de/re/territorialization of our material and 

discursive worlds.  

For certain, the very recognition of assemblage relies on human faculties of invention - 

consciousness, imagination, and representation - that temporarily striate the world into 

recognizable categories:  

“We will call an assemblage every constellation of singularities and traits deducted 

from the flow—selected, organized, stratified—in such a way as to converge 

(consistency) artificially and naturally; an assemblage, in this sense, is a veritable 

invention.” (p. 406) 
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But assemblages, in their rhizomatic kineticism, defy the logics of representation by continually 

dissolving and reconstituting themselves among different actors. They thus defy discursive 

subjugation and its correlate of state stratification: “It is not the nomad who defines this 

constellation of characteristics; it is this constellation that defines the nomad, and at the same 

time the essence of the war machine” (p. 423). Assemblages thus cohere the material and 

discursive, physical and ideological, cognitive and noncognitive. They transect mind-bodies and 

the objects in their surroundings to form complex aggregations of the material, social, and 

ecological. Emotions, then, as continuously emerging and dissipating tapestries of the cognitive, 

corporal, affective, and environmental, are no exception. In the following section, I expound 

upon this argument by introducing a theory of emotional assemblages.  

Emotional assemblages 

In exploring the merits and deficits of emotional representation, Liz Bondi (2005) 

demonstrates that emotions are relational. Rather than resulting from individual subjective 

experience, emotions are constituted through intersubjective relations. An appreciation, she 

claims, of this intersubjectivity: 

 “...can only be achieved by moving beyond the idea that emotions are attributable 

either to researchers or...'the researched'. If we understand emotions as relational, 

they arise and flow between people, producing as much as manifesting what may 

be felt to belong to one person or another.” (p.442-443) 

Although Bondi substantiates emotions as emerging through relations between human bodies, 

she does not speak of them as assemblaged or constituted together with non-human agents in the 

environment. Her argument, however, about space and place shaping subjectivity via emotion 

seems to strain towards this realization:  
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“On the one hand humanistic geography's commitment to attend to the full richness 

of subjective experiences of places and spaces has provided an important source of 

inspiration for geographical engagements with emotion. On the other hand, its 

failure to unsettle the alignment of emotion with individualized subjective 

experience meant that it has not developed in ways that necessarily problematize 

the politics of liberal and neoliberal individualism.” (p. 436) 

She even goes so far as to suggest that emotions infiltrate natural environments. She does not 

expound upon this claim, however, but rather reverts back to defining the relationality of 

emotions as strictly social:  

“...feminist geographers have suggested that emotions permeate social and 

physical environments, as well as the subjective experiences of individuals. Thus, 

although emotions such as fear may be experienced as part of interior subjective 

realities, in the context of feminist critiques of binary thinking, emotions are 

understood to be generated by and expressive of the wider social relations.” (p. 

436) 

I wish to engage Bondi’s gesture to the intersubjectivity of emotion not merely by 

saluting its social nature, but by substantiating it as a social nature. I use the latter term to 

instantiate the political co-production of nature and society. In other words, natures have never 

been simply natural and society has never been simply social. Rather, natures and societies 

constitute one another through uneven exchanges of power that enmesh human and non-human 

bodies and matter within complex socio-spatial environments (Castree & Braun, 2001; Meehan 

& Rice, 2011; Robbins, 2001, 2011; Willems–Braun, 1997). Admittedly, geographers have 

conventionally deployed the concept of social natures in reference to the social intrinsicality of 
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nature, rather than the natural intrinsicality of the social. (As such, perhaps a more fitting term 

for its application to emotion would be a ‘natural social’).  

However, in conserving its same logic, that of the inextricability of humans and 

environments, I wish to apply the concept of social natures to emotions. This is because 

emotions, conventionally considered as exclusively social, are both constituents and products of 

human-environment assemblages. To focus only on the sociality of emotion, then, is to commit 

the same error, only inversed, as ecocentricm, which “...misleadingly abstract[s] nature from its 

inextricable social integument (Castree & Braun, 2001), p. 5). Otherwise stated, to attempt in 

vain to disentangle human bodies from the environments that co-produce their psycho-somatic 

experiences is to once again eulogize the masculinist, colonial, and capitalist imperative of 

separating mind from body and body from nature. 

Emotional Geographies is well poised for this intervention. In fact, a number of theorists 

have begun motioning in this direction. Jones (2013), for example, entertains the idea of 

emotions and affects being parts of broader assemblages (though he does not use these terms). In 

regard to children, he argues that the heightened physical and emotional kineticism of this age 

group exposes the bridges between children’s bodies and their surroundings: “My contention is 

that this expressive bodily excess of children is an outcome of the affective processes coursing 

through them and between their bodies and the environment” (p. 4), which he claims accounts 

for the fact that “…many children (in)famously can’t sit still” (p. 4).  However, Jones’ study is a 

mere flirtation with the synapses of emotions, affects, bodies, and environments, rather than a 

real exploration of them (nor does this appear to be his goal).   

Gaining slightly more ground on emotional assemblages is Kraftl (2013), who describes 

emotions as hybrid and ‘more-than-social’. This hybridity: “...denotes how nonhuman 
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components of emotional processes are internalised (perhaps, personalised), as much as and at 

the same time as they are externalised (perhaps, socialised)” (p. 18). Kraftl spotlights attachment 

theory in parenting to illustrate his conceit of emotions as more-than-social. Attachment theory, 

which explores the emotional and physical bonds between children and caregivers, demonstrates 

how the biological (e.g. genes and neurons), social (interactions between parent and child), and 

environmental (external stimuli) collectively mold these bonds. Although Kraftl does not venture 

beyond this definition of the more-than-social, he rightfully entreats further geographic research 

on the subject.  

Straining even further towards an ontology of emotions as assemblages are Duncan Light 

and Steve Watson (in (Tolia-Kelly et al., 2016), who, as mentioned previously, depict how the 

confluence of objects, memories, bodies, and imaginaries co-create the experience of visiting 

castles. Castles, they posit, are discursive-affective assemblages “...where representations form 

the core of affective practices” (p. 156). Light and Watson masterfully reflect the emotional, 

embodied, and environmental co-production of the personal experience of visiting sites and the 

sites themselves as representations. But as with Kraftl and Jones, their aperture does not allow 

for an exposure of emotions themselves as assemblages of discursive, affective, and 

environmental agents.  

In the empirics in Chapter V, Memorial Emotion, I deploy this theory of emotional 

assemblages in retelling a tale of remembered life, love, and loss in Mauritania. I foreground this 

tale with the narratives of a former slave named Mubarakah. Her stories bespeak a feeling with 

the world and, later, an intellectualized objectification of it, both of which shed light upon the 

messy entanglements of minds, bodies, and matter, as well as the embodied forces of capital, 

colony, and empire that seek to separate them.  
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Summary 

By mapping the intersecting highways of modernity, memory, and emotion, I have 

argued that the latter two upend the former’s stabilization of the human subject as separate from 

the world of objects. Memory and emotion, as parts and products of assemblages, close the rifts 

that modernity has sought to create between self and other, mind and body, and nature and 

society, rifts that much of human scholarship continue to widen. In the following chapter, I 

illustrate what proceeds from a politics of subjectivity via a study of emotional memories in 

Mauritania. This example reveals what can arise when humans remember feeling separate from 

others, the environment, and as a result, from themselves.  
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IV. EMOTIONAL MEMORY 

The waves of time break 

against the walls of memory 

eroding traces 

of my childhood far away. 

 

Distance, 

swallow the helpless memories 

that are scattered and wandering adrift. 

-The muezzin41 wakes up the morning- 

And I remember you, Amgala. 

 

Under the stars 

I recite the name of Allah ... 

the suras of the Koran, 

to avoid their strange looks 

but the tears are spilling 

on my Castilian language notebook. 

 

From the boring school 

I was going to meet the sea 

my dry river of warm white shores 

golden collar caressing 

the shadows of the mountains and the shepherds 

banks where he played hide and seek 

with waves and flowers. 

 

- The muezzin lost his voice 

and the master crossed the border- 

 

Only you stayed, Amgala 

without belly and without breasts 

without arms and without eyes 

without father and without me. 

 

                                                 

41 A muezzin is a man who recites the call to prayer from the minaret of a mosque.  
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To the talkative elf42, 

slave of your wells and heights 

his voice drowning in the distance. 

 

- From the poem Amgala by Saharawi poet Mohamed Salem Abdelfatah (Ebnu), 

translation my own, in San Martín & Bollig (2009) 

Introduction 

The historian should attempt to tell us, without fabrication or prevarication, how it actually 

happened. But he must never forget that it is made up of passions and dreams, of myths and 

legends, which alone give human events their significance. In the beginning was not the word, 

not the deed, but the pain, the love and the dread.” - Albert Guerard (in Le Gall & Perkins, 

1997, p. 6) 

This chapter explores the import of emotional memory in molding the politics and 

spatialities of social life in Mauritania. Here, I employ the term ‘emotional memory’ to denote a 

process of remembering the past that conjures certain emotional responses in the present. This 

differs from what I call ‘memorial emotions’, or actual memories of emotional experience, which 

I explore in the next chapter. In expounding this theory of emotional memory, I strive to show 

how, in piquing a suite of emotions about other bodies and the environments from which they 

hail, memories also inform the social constellation of everyday life: how bodies align 

themselves, both politically and spatially, in relation to one another. 

I thus proceed by asking: how are emotional memories (and memories more generally) 

examples of human-environment assemblages, and how does their ontologization and 

representation as such inform a politics of being beyond the subject? To answer this question, I 

first demonstrate how memories and emotions arise not just as intrapersonal constructs of the 

                                                 

42 Here the poet refers to the muezzin. 
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mind, but rather as assemblages - composites of mental, corporeal, and environmental matter.  In 

other words, I illustrate how memories and emotions do not take form in minds and bodies that 

are separate from one another or the environment, but rather in concert with them. These 

memories and emotions not only contour one another, but also co-constitute identities, the 

discursive nodal points through which bodies align themselves in relationship to others (Laclau 

& Mouffe, 2001).  

Secondly, I ask, how do emotional memories shape the politics of slavery and abolition in 

Mauritania? In this part of the world, identities, classified according to race, ethnicity, tribe, 

caste, and gender, are the grid lines along which bodies align themselves politically. They cluster 

in solidarity at some coordinates and segregate themselves in antagonism at others. Thus 

identities, informed by emotions and memories, shape multifold, variable socio-spatial and 

political configurations, including those of resistance, alliance, evacuation, cooperation, and 

fragmentation. In turn, these formations of identity influence how people treat one another: how 

they care for and love, neglect and abandon, support and sustain, and injure and exploit the other 

bodies in their entourage. The politics of slavery and abolition, therefore, are molded by the 

trifecta of emotion, memory, and identity, all of which take form via the entanglement of bodies, 

minds, objects, and environments. Emotional memories thus shape the politics and spatialities of 

identity through which relations of slavery and abolition are actualized. 

To demonstrate this, I elucidate the intricacies of feeling and remembering bodies and the 

objects in their orbit by eliciting from Mauritanians their geographic memories, or recollections 

of spatial, environmental, and human-environmental relations. I show how these geographic 

memories take form not in objectification of the environment, but rather in unison with it. These 

geographic memories in turn conjure - and are conjured by - a cluster of emotions about 
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perceived others that range from longing to disgust to empathy. Here I summon the work of 

Dixon (2015) on abhorrence, or how feelings (and memories, I argue) of ‘wrongness’ order the 

socio-spatial and political processes of ‘othering’. I then expand upon her work to show how 

these sentiments condition identities in Mauritania as nodal points for various spatial and 

political configurations: the segregation and stratification of bodies according to caste, race, and 

ethnicity; the marginalization and exploitation of slavery and servitude; and the alliance, 

solidarity, and resistance of the abolitionist struggle.  

Thus in the sections that follow, I reveal how geographic memories and emotions are the 

very stuff of slavery and abolition in Mauritania. I expose how moods and reveries, such as fear, 

disgust, grief, longing, and compassion, re/produce the dialects of rurality and urbanity, 

centralization and marginalization, integration and segregation - spatialities of power and place 

that, via identity, privilege certain bodies while disenfranchising others.  I first depict how 

geographic memories, as embodied entwinings with the rational, emotional, and environmental, 

serve to orient the political positionalities of Mauritanians vis-a-vis slavery, particularly in regard 

to the widespread denial of its persistence. I then explore emotional memories by exhibiting 

several vignettes of antipathy and empathy, and how these sentimental acts of remembrance 

contribute to the politics and spatialities of Mauritania as a slave society. In tandem, I elaborate a 

more detailed account of nostalgia and how, as an emotional memory, it: 1) informs a politics of 

amnesia and denial around slavery, and 2) exemplifies how memories and emotions become both 

products and constituents of human-environment assemblages - a theory I expound further in 

Chapter IV. This theorization of memory and emotion as assemblages supports the broader 

argument of this study that humans remember and emote in unison with other bodies and natures, 
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not as subjects separate from them, while also illustrating the potential unfoldings of this 

perceived separation.  I begin in the following section with a description of geographic memory. 

Geographic memory 

…there we are 

travelling in the dark before dawn, 

from one stopping place to the next, 

the only sound the swishing of camels’ tails 

before the sun has risen to our eye line; 

walking on to those first lucid hours of the day 

when the desert’s features are clearest, 

knowing both rocky valley 

and the smooth. 

 

And there again is the taste of tea, 

flavoured with da’i, 

in water sourced from the valley floor after the rains 

or scooped from pools on concave rocks 

where a river had run before; 

when we were moving our camp from a dried-up well, 

where the only firewood left was no better than kindling; 

and I can smell that animal hide next to the spit 

and see the clean bones beside that hide. 

 

How come, my brother, you do not remember this; 

the sweet life full of living? 

It is no longer with us, 

and if tishuash could bring it back 

it would add tishuash 

to the tishuash 

of my tishuash. 

 

- From the poem Tishuash (meaning nostalgia) by Saharawi poet Badi in Scraton (2017) 

 

As discussed in Chapter I,  incongruent estimations abound as to the number of people 

still living under conditions of slavery in Mauritania. Estimates emanating from outside the 

country tend to be much higher than those from within it. As discussed previously, for example, 
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the United Nations wagers that slavery still shackles a fifth of the population, while the President 

of the Republic himself denies its existence altogether. As I will expound later in this chapter, the 

Head of State is not the sole denier of slavery in Mauritania. In fact, a discourse of denial 

remains rampant among those in power, particularly the Bidhan. 

Thus in my research, I ask of those who deny slavery’s existence today how they 

understand the slavery of yesterday. Specifically, I take interest in how memories of past human-

environment interactions – memories seated in both the mind and body – have transformed 

perceptions of slavery in the present.  The act of remembering, as it were, queries, among other 

things, how the rememberer perceives time and change, development and progress.  This 

question is particularly pertinent in Mauritania, which over the last forty years has endured a 

violent reconfiguration of its socio-economic, political, and natural landscapes.  The population 

of the capital city of Nouakchott has quadrupled during this time, due in part to the devastating 

Sahelian droughts of the late 20th century that ravaged both pastoral and agricultural 

livelihoods.  These events have undeniably altered relations of production in Mauritania, re-

weaving the patterns of Haratine dependency on the Bidhan 

Amnesia, selective memory, and the absence and presence of slavery 

Denials of Arabophone slavery abound among the Bidhan of Mauritania, from the 

manicured gardens of the presidential palace and the air-conditioned offices of the 

regional prefectures, to the tents of the badiya and beyond.  Within the urban capital of 

Nouakchott, the overwhelming majority of people I questioned, among them even a few 

Haratine, gainsaid the practice. And nearly all of these people did so in reference to the 

past. As one respondent offered: 
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Me, I remember slavery. My family had slaves…many of them. I grew up with 

them; they were like family.  But since the drought…you know the great 

droughts…In 1976, my family suffered a terrible year. A horrible year. We lost 

ninety percent of our livestock. And after that, well, the slaves simply departed. 

 

This narration highlights the aforementioned droughts of the late 20th century as a 

major rupture in the institution of slavery. One person with whom I spoke could not have 

elucidated this phenomenon any better: “It was the droughts of the late sixties through 

early eighties, and not at all a change of social consciousness, that abolished slavery in 

Mauritania.” According to him, it was the force of climatic variability and the ensuing 

ecological change that unshackled slaves from their masters, leaving them to flood urban 

peripheries long before the legal abolition of 1980.  As such, it was not due to any moral 

imperative that slavery supposedly ended.  Rather, according to this narrative, desiccated 

pastures, dying animals, and a scarcity of food and water necessitated the liberation of 

dependent Haratine labor from the Arabo-berber. 

Decades of political pandemonium, drought, urbanization, and battering by the invisible 

hand have snarled the threads of dependency that link Haratine and Arabo-berber.  As such, the 

signifier “slavery” no longer adequately represents these ties. Whatever relations of production 

do transpire “today” (already a memory in itself) have been decoded and stricken from the 

discursive field.  Instead, as Laclau & Mouffe (2001) would call them, these points of excess, 

these unnamable relations fuel the widespread denial of present-day slavery in Mauritania. 

Slavery thus finds its definition in an antiquated lexicon otherwise known as the collective 

memory of self, landscape, and power. 

 



 122 

Drought, denial, and the politics of geographic memory 

When asked about the reasons for the atrophy of slavery in Mauritania, virtually all of my 

non-Haratine respondents identified the aforementioned droughts of the late 20th century as a 

major rupture in the system. They speak of slaves teeming into peri-urban areas during this time, 

where the adwaba (Haratine peripheral spaces; plural of edebay) of the badiya were recreated. 

Such is the hegemonic rhetoric of Mauritanians in power, particularly the Bidhan as perpetrators 

of Arabophone slavery (El Vilaly, 2010).  

But slaves and the Haratine proletariat (as opposed to the Haratine community leaders 

and political elite, of which the numbers are rising) tell a different story about the links between 

slavery, climate, and environmental change. And the stories they tell are not just regurgitated 

discourses of slavery’s demise, or tales they retell because others have told them. These 

narrations, by contrast, convey a becoming-with this change, as well as reflect their ideas, 

feelings, and embodied connections vis-a-vis the presence and absence of the stuff of this change 

- sun, water, sand, fodder.  

In the following section, I contrast two ways of remembering the geography of slavery in 

Mauritania, or the links between humans, environments, and the relations of dependency and 

exploitation that connect them. Both are the recollections of former slaves. But while one 

remembers slavery as a felt, embodied intertwining of human and non-human ecologies, the 

other depicts slavery as an abstract set of relations emblematic of larger and more abstract socio-

economic and political processes. The purpose in juxtaposing these narratives is not to lend 

credence to one over the other, but to signal the political possibilities that the modes and objects 

of geographic memory - how geographies are remembered and of what those remembered 

geographies consist -  open and foreclose in regard to slavery, emancipation, and abolition in 



 123 

Mauritania.  Thus a geographic memory of denial, or a forgetting or misremembering of the 

spatialities and socio-ecologies of slavery, effectively nullifies any ambitions to end the relations 

of exploitation that many claim prove its persistence. 

Mahmoud and Mubarakah 

Between 2009 and 2015, I conducted a series of interviews with several research 

assistants. All of these research collaborations were themselves Haratine activists in the 

abolitionist movement. One such ally was Mahmoud.  

Mahmoud was a former slave himself. Though never formally educated, he received his 

training as an activist and organizer over several eras of Mauritania’s political history: first 

during the height of the Kadahine (workers) socialist and anti-colonial movement of the 1960s 

and 70s; then with le Mouvement National Democratique (National Democratic Movement or 

MND), which sought to end dictatorial reign in the country. Mahmoud was also one of the 

founding members in 1978 of El Hor (The Freeman), Mauritania’s first abolitionist movement 

and precursor to the current abolitionist movement, Initiative pour la Resurgence du mouvement 

Abolitioniste (Initiative for the Resurgence of the Abolitionist Movement, or IRA). By the time I 

met him in 2009, he had weathered years of political persecution as a result of his position within 

the nuclei of these illicit organizations that agitated for Haratine liberation and sociopolitical 

justice for the working poor at large. And his many years of hosting secret meetings, dodging 

state intelligence agents, and aging behind prison bars attested to this: Mahmoud’s affect 

conveyed a kind of equanimity amidst chaos, a sobriety the likes of which only those who 

witness and withstand decades of abject violence - and live to tell about it - ever possibly could. 

He was a living archive of the trauma and turbulence of a new nation attempting to re-write its 

own history of colonial subjugation and emancipation. And though he could not read or write, 
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Mahmoud could remember and narrate these histories orally with the precision of a court 

stenographer. 

Over the six-year course of my research on slavery and abolition in Mauritania, 

Mahmoud was present in nearly all of my encounters with Mubarakah, a slave woman 

manumitted in 2008, less than a year before I met her. In one of our later meetings in 2015, I ask 

Mubarakah how she remembers the droughts of the 20th century affecting institutions of slavery 

in Mauritania. She proceeds to tell me how the droughts made slavery worse, but is almost 

immediately interrupted by Mahmoud, who is older than Mubarakah and though still officially a 

slave at the time of the droughts, had fled his masters to join the Kadahine movement: 

That’s not what happened. Many slaves were liberated because of the 

droughts, you know? Slavery was much worse when I was a slave child, before 

the droughts... 

 

But Mubarakah holds her ground. She politely waits for what she hopes to be a pause in his 

rebuttal to educate him on her own experience as a slave of the connections between 

precipitation and persecution: 

Uh uh, no. That is not what I remember. The drought did not end slavery; it 

consolidated it.  

 

Mahmoud rejects this:  

Mubarakah, that is not true. The drought pushed slaves to the cities, where they 

suffered a new type of slavery, an urban slavery. The drought killed all the cattle 

and forced the slaves to run away from their masters.  

 

Mubarakah casts an aggrieved gaze downward: 

No, Mahmoud, I do not accept this. For me, myself, I remember those droughts. 

I remember working with the cattle you speak of during that time. They were 

weak and could not walk far so I walked very far under the sun in the scorching 

sand, burning my feet, to collect what I could for them to eat. And I gave them 

whatever water I could manage to pull from the bottom of the well...Sometimes 
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there was none and I had to take a camel to a well [of another tribe whose name 

she mentions] so far away. Yes, I could see their bones and they were thirsty. 

At that time, I could feel my own bones [she brushes her ribs with her fingertips 

as she speaks, locking eyes with Mahmoud in an apparent attempt to convey 

her seriousness]. I was always thirsty. But they did not die during the drought. 

And neither did I, Mahmoud. I am still here, no? 

 

Mahmoud is silent.  

Mubarakah continues: 

And secondly, people did not flee to the cities during the drought. The slaves...some 

of us would run away from our masters even before and after the drought. It was 

not the drought that made slaves run away. During the drought, slaves continued 

to be dominated by their masters. No, Mahmoud, the drought did not end slavery; 

the drought made slavery worse.  

 

Mahmoud remains silent, shaking his head. Mubarakah persists: 

I remember that drought. We, the slaves, had to work harder and longer with 

less rice [food] and almost no water. Even that water - it was the color of your 

skin and mine.  

 

Here, her voice sharpens and her spine straightens.  There is a hint of contempt in her 

comportment, or so I infer.  

That was my life as a slave. To break my back and cut my hands to take care of 

those animals. Every day in the sun, the sand burning under my feet. An animal. 

I was an animal, just as the other slaves were animals. I herded those animals. 

I fed them what I could from my own hand and gave them what water I could 

spare from my own throat. And I did all this, Mahmoud [she emphatically raises 

her index finger here] knowing that for my masters, the lives of those animals 

were more important than my own life. We were animals. No, we were less than 

animals. Because when our masters lost animals during that drought, they 

prostrated in the sand and begged Allah to help them. When some of us [slaves] 

died, they did no such thing. With no tears in their eyes, they told us to bury 

each other without ghusl mayyit nor salaat al-jinaza [the Islamic rituals of 

washing the body and praying over it before burial).  
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There are a number of plausible interpretations for why Mubarakah and Mahmoud 

diverge in their recollections as former slaves of the correlations between drought and 

dependency in late-20th century Mauritania. But as explained in the previous chapter, I choose to 

exercise what I call  interpretational equivocacy in regard to my interviews as a means of 

assuaging the injustice of representing others in ethnography. Thus, I do not offer Mubarakah 

and Mahmoud’s differing accounts of geographic memory in order to adjudicate the “true” links 

between slavery and environmental change in Mauritania. For there are myriad reasons why 

Mahmoud and Mubarakah make sense of history in disparate ways, with personal experience 

being only one of these differences. For certain, both have been parties to different entourages of 

people. Mubarakah for one, spent her entire life up until 2008 among her rural tribe of origin. As 

pastoralists, neither her masters nor her fellow slaves had participated in the national education 

system, with only her masters receiving Quranic schooling. Mahmoud, on the other hand, 

circulated in socialist, anti-colonial, and nationalist spheres for decades before this interview. 

And while he was never formally educated himself, he marched, sipped tea, and rotted behind 

bars with fellow activists who were trained in Europe’s most prestigious universities and 

indoctrinated in social theories of revolution, emancipation, and Africanist self-determination.  

One could therefore be tempted, as I am, to interpret his ways of remembering geography 

as a product of his exposure to these theories and their abstract, disembodied, and ultimately 

modernist modes of writing the world. But such a conclusion would be overly reductionist, if not 

outright false. In any regard, I have juxtaposed these two stories as a way of signaling the subtle 

distinctions of epistemology they bring to the fore: Mahmoud’s interpretation of history as a 

recollection and recounting of radical activist discourse, and Mubarakah’s remembered feelings 

of heat, thirst, and exhaustion in becoming-slave together with animals, bones, sweat, and sand. 
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Both are cognitive and affective, evinced by environmental stimuli, and both involve both human 

and non-human actors. Each, however, potentiates certain political outcomes for slavery and 

abolition while foreclosing others, a condition I expose in higher resolution in the following 

section on emotional memories.  

Emotional memories 

Oh, Mauritania, I will not go there to die 

Oh, Mauritania, I will not go there to die 

Wherever you move death promises to come 

Death is in Mauritania 

Mauritania! I will not go there to die… 

Haratine Moors are the worst 

I lost my mother 

Add to that my father who almost died 

Say, I will never return to Mauritania 

I say, the ancestors have cheated again… 

Haratine Moors are the worst there 

Haratine Moors are the worst there 

 

- From an untitled poem by Mauritanian Anta Bouna Dieng in McNee (2000, p. 13)43 

Before beginning an analysis of emotional memories, I wish to reiterate the caveat 

expressed in Chapter I about the aporias of representation. This study seeks to address these 

aporias by structuring it as one. In other words, I present examples in this chapter of the political 

and socio-spatial effects of recalling a felt separation from human and environmental others 

using the very mode of representation that I critique: one that obscures their differences for 

                                                 

43 The poet is a Wolof woman whose family fell victim to the Bidhan state’s expulsion of black Africans from 

Mauritania in 1989. As McNee (2001) explains, her insulation of the Haratine contradicts the expectation that the 

1989 events would galvanize greater fraternity between Mauritanian Haratine and black Africans on account of their 

shared negritude. Instead, many of the latter renounced the Haratine for their alleged complicity with Bidhan 

violence by virture of their common identity with them as Moors. Added to this association was the fact that many 

Haratine benefited from the 1989 events by settling the land of black Mauritanians upon their forced departure.  
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different bodies and instead collapses them into collective memories of antipathy, empathy, and 

nostalgia. My motivation for this self-contradiction is twofold: first, to exemplify the standard 

mode of representing memory in geography and other disciplines as a source of identity and 

subjectivity; and second, to accentuate the trappings of subjectivity and its related injustice of 

representation in preparation for attempting a partial rectification of this injustice in Chapter IV. 

What I do not intend in making this contradiction is an outright repudiation of memory’s 

importance to politics. As I posit later in the chapter, memory is a co-agent that, in 

conglomeration with other social, ecological, and material agents, assembles the political.     

In the following analysis, I portray emotional memories as both reflective and productive 

of the politics and spatialities of slavery and abolition in Mauritania. I frame the latter in terms of 

Edward Soja's (1980) theory of socio-spatial dialectics, or “…the historical development of the 

dialectic between social and spatial structures - the interplay between the social and territorial 

division of labor” (p. 225). In reassessing Marxian dialectics through the writings of Harvey  

(2010), Lefebvre (1991) and others, Soja advances the claim that space is produced through 

social relations of production, and that social relations of production take shape through space:  

“As an analytical focus, the  socio-spatial dialectic…serves primarily to 

specify explicitly that the social relations of production and social 

formations in general, as Marx himself observed, contain within them a 

fundamental vertical vs. horizontal structure affecting the position of all 

agents of production (i.e. people) and shaping a simultaneously social and 

spatial division of labor.” (p. 224) 

In other words, space and social relations produce one another. In this vein, and of equal 

importance to this project, is the work of Dwyer and Jones (2000), who transect the theory of 
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socio-spatial dialectics with an analysis of race. Dwyer and Jones’ study of the insidious 

pervasion of whiteness in urban America frames an understanding to the socio-spatial raciality of 

slavery and abolition in Mauritania. By showing how space is unjustly racialized, their study  

clarifies how bodies in power consolidate white (Bidhan) spaces by purging them of sub-altern 

bodies of color (Haratine).  For the authors, this racialization of space does not result directly 

from the racialization of identity. Rather, by misapprehending the bridges between space and 

society, bodies in power succeed in propagating whiteness throughout the spaces they 

appropriate as their own: 

“In elaborating a set of socio-spatial concepts that service whiteness, and in briefly 

drawing connections between them and social practices and spaces…We have 

drawn the contours of a non-relational social and spatial epistemology, one whose 

fragmentations and segmentations are not simply ‘caused’ by whiteness, but which 

can be marshalled in support of it. This marshalling of epistemology 

becomes  socio-spatial practice, deeply embedded in the hovering silence of white 

identity, in the historical and contemporary forms of ocularcentrism, and in the 

distancing and segmentations of white space.” (p. 218) 

In the sections that follow, I examine antipathy, empathy, and nostalgia as emotional 

memories that both fabricate and communicate the socio-spatialization of slavery and abolition 

as a politics of identity.    

Antipathy 

I argue that socio-environmental memories and feelings of antipathy among Mauritania’s 

elite produce an ethos of alterity - a disavowal of the identities of perceived others that manifests 

as the discrimination, segregation, and exploitation of subaltern bodies. I map these spatialities in 
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a pair of sketchings featured below. I drew these maps one day while sprawled out on the rug in 

my office, having abandoned my computer out of frustration with my inability to convey the 

complexities of emotional memory in Mauritania. Upon completing them, I was stunned by what 

I had drawn: a reproduction of the spatialities of antipathy that rudely awakened me to the force 

of discourse on socio-spatial imaginaries. In other words, having been exposed for years to 

discourses of black inferiority and Bidhan superiority – discourses that I unequivocably renounce 

– I, too, had come to conceive of Mauritania in accordance with their spatial logics.  

In this section, I examine these attitudes of alterity and the inequalities they spawn as 

simultaneous causes and effects of (the perceived) separation of humans from the socio-

ecological whole, as well as the violence that this remembered and felt separation engender. I use 

the term ‘socio-ecological whole’ not to denote a single or static unit, or monolith, but rather to 

signify a composite of multiple, metamorphosing bundles of bodies and objects that unite people, 

places, and things not by their sameness, but via their constitutive differences.   

The etymology of antipathy conjoins the Greek terms of anti, or against, and pathos, or 

feeling. I demonstrate here how this feeling against perceived others in Mauritania is expressed 

via emotional memories of disgust for the country’s Haratine and its other subaltern 

constituencies. More foundationally, this disgust appears to emanate from an entrenched fear 

among the elite of the power of these subaltern bodies. This fear among Mauritania’s elite 

resembles a kind of latent anxiety about the potential of the Haratine to undermine its authority, 

appropriate its power, and reciprocate the very violence to which the elite has subjected them.  

This disgust among the Bidhan for the Haratine and other black African groups urdergird 

geographic imaginaries that express an odium of sorts for the sub-Saharan origin of black 

Mauritanians, that of the nation’s southern stretches in the Senegal River Valley. Bidhan in 
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power typically depict this region of the country as a boggy, mosquito-ridden, microbial mess of 

infectious bodies. They contrast this to the pristine desert of the north, where no germ stands a 

chance at surviving its aridity, and where its inhabitants boast the physical robustness required to 

ward off illness. The recollections of one Bidhani echoed those I had heard so many times before 

and so often since: 

Every time I go to the river valley, I get sick. People are sick there. They live in that 

water so they are dirty all the time. They are dirty and don’t know how to keep 

themselves clean. I avoid going there at all costs. You can’t get sick like that in the 

north.  

 

He proceeds to narrate a specific memory of his personal history: 

Once I went to the river valley for work on a dam and those kwar [black Africans] 

had me bound to my bed for two months. And none of my black colleagues came to 

visit me while I was sick. Can you imagine? What kind of animals do not visit a 

brother, an Islamic brother, when he is on his deathbed? This is why I don’t go to 

the river valley any more. They are sick there.  

 

It is clear that this statement, and others like it, insist not simply on a physically infectious South 

and resilient North, but indeed a morally corrupt South versus a virtuous North. As a Bidhani 

business woman once lamented: 

Sometimes I have to travel down to the river and cross over into Africa… 

Here, I break my own rule of research by interjecting: 

Excuse me, madame, but aren’t you Mauritanian? I mean, this is Africa, too, no?  

She simpers, seemingly half offended, half amused: 

 Excuse me, my girl, but I am a Bidhaniya. Look at my skin. Is it black or white? You don’t 

know much about this part of the world, do you? Mauritania is the land of the Moors. We 

are Arab, not African. You have been speaking to the Kwar [black Africans], haven’t you? 

They will tell you otherwise. Excuse me, but Mauritania is the land of Moors. 

 

I excuse myself for the offense and plead her to continue: 
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You know, sometimes I have to travel to the Fouta [region of Southern Mauritania and 

northern Senegal, or Africa as she calls it] to do my business over there. You know, buy 

my merchandise and bring it back to the market here. Oh la la, those Africans are 

something else. You can’t trust them. You get hot and sweaty all day in their dirty, 

mosquito-infested markets and you come home with nothing in your pockets. They aren’t 

like us. Their goal in life is to deceive you, and when they do, it brings them immense joy.  

 

The words of this woman describe how in Mauritania, the Bidhan hegemony that 

scaffolds slavery is reinforced through the dissemination of discourses of black alterity. What 

rationalizes these tales is their fixture to palpable differences in physical space. An isohyet on a 

map, an aquatic weed in the river, a mosquito in the mud: these abjectified objects are 

discursively assigned to the depraved blacks of the soggy, soiled, and sickly South. Moisture, 

dirt, and disease, then, become the geographic markers of subaltern identities in Mauritania. And 

among the most abjectified are the Haratine as descendents of lower-caste blacks in sub-Sahara. 

The drawing below reflects these socio-spatial spatial imaginaries.  

Figure 4: Mental Map of Mauritania 
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During another interview, in which my Bidhani informant complained of always falling 

sick in the Senegal River Valley, I challenged him by asking whether perhaps he just was not yet 

acclimatized to the disease ecology of the river valley, and that perhaps this accounted for his 

tendency to fall ill when traveling there. He rejected this provocation and instead substantiated 

his claim with a recollection of a visit to a Haratine neighborhood of Nouakchott, a memory 

which conveys the same feeling against abjectified others: 

Do you know that we [the Bidhan] have been pushed out of our own neighborhoods 

by those Haratine and Kwar? And we can’t go back, not even to visit. Once, I visited 

an old friend in Sebkha [neighborhood in Nouakchott now predominantly inhabited 

by blacks], a Bidhani brother who still had a house there. He now lives elsewhere. 

In any case, I saw a group of kids hanging out on the corner. They were calling 

after a young Hartaniya [Haratine girl] whose head was uncovered and whose 

skirt was showing her lower legs. She was laughing, but I carefully watched as they 

pestered this girl. I don’t know what they were saying...I couldn’t hear them. But 

they are dangerous, you know, those Haratine. I would never, ever allow my 

daughters to go to Sebkha. Never. They aren’t like us.  

 

This emotional memory of Haratine space as home to predatory, salacious, and scantily-clad 

bodies signals antipathy - a feeling against, or repugnance and trepidation for black, subaltern 

bodies. Fueling a politics of alterity, these feelings of antipathy animate geographic memories of 

spaces and environments that symbolize the physical and moral degeneration of black bodies. As 

discourses pervading spatio-temporal materialities, these emotional memories of antipathy 

relegate black bodies to the subjugated lower layers of a caste hierarchy in which slavery is 

embedded.  

And these memories yield a spatial correlate: in their discursive marginalization, 

subaltern bodies are materially expelled to the margins of Nouakchott and other cities. As I will 

show in the next section, this is especially true of the Haratine, who have been pushed to the 
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outskirts of the city, recreating in an urban context what resembles the stratified spatial structure 

of the traditional nomadic, desert-dwelling Bidhani tribe.  

During my field research, I resided in a popular Bidhani neighborhood called Teniswalem 

in northeast Nouakchott, displayed in my mental map of Nouakchott below. The inhabitants of 

this quarter, including the family of my former husband with whom I lived, hail from the rural 

tribes of the southwest Region of Trarza. Trarza is renowned as the country’s capital of Islamic 

scholarship, stronghold of Bidhani cultural conservatism, and historical seat of slavery (El 

Vilaly, 2010; Ruf, 1999; Villasante-de Beauvais, 1998). Soon after my arrival to Teniswalem, 

word began to spread quickly of my research. Each day, before heading off to conduct my 

interviews, I would stop by the corner shop to buy a bottle of water. One such day, I popped into 

the store to greet its owner before searching for a taxi to take me to an abolitionist meeting in the 

southern neighborhood of PK, where the vast majority of Haratine activists dwell. To my 

surprise, the shopkeeper, a normally jolly and garrulous man, deflected my greeting with a terse 

reply: 

Headed down south again, my sister? You spend your days in PK, don’t you?   

Startled by his knowledge of my movements, I nodded my head while he shook his, each of us 

avoiding eye contact with the other: 

I know your husband’s family. They are good people, people of honor. Why do you disgrace 

them by spending your days with those people of PK? Stay in the North, my sister. You 

have no need to be in the South.  

 

Figure 5: Mental Map of Nouakchott 
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In Mauritania, emotional memories of antipathy, anchored in socio-spatial and 

environmental imaginaries of an unspoiled North and dissolute South, engender both an 

emotional and physical disconnection between bodies according to identities of race, ethnicity, 

and caste. In the following section, I will demonstrate how emotional memories of empathy also 

configure bodies according to prescribed identities. But rather than spawning disconnection, 
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emotional memories of empathy foster a re/connection witnessed in the work of the abolitionist 

movement.   

Empathy 

Etymologically, the word empathy stems from the Greek em, meaning ‘in’, and pathos, 

or ‘feeling’. I show here how empathy manifests as a desire to feel in the socio-ecological whole, 

to reconnect with oneself and one’s origins. For former slaves, this appears as a yearning to 

reconnect with the tribes from which they have been alienated through their emancipation, as 

well as the environments from which they have been banished. As such, this empathy manifests 

as a longing for community, solidarity, and inclusion. It also summons a sense of compassion, 

from the Latin suffering with, that is demanded of these longed-for needs.  In an effort to 

remember their empathy, then, former slaves strain to feel in the whole from which their masters 

have attempted to dismember them. 

Longing for reconnection 

In my interviews, former slaves lamented the unwillingness of the state to extend them 

reparations or assistance of any sort in the wake of their liberation. This neglect by the state 

evokes from these victims a feeling of ‘wrongness’ (Dixon, 2015) or injustice (Wright, 2010) 

about the state’s lack of regard for their needs. As one former slave testified:  

A lot of food aid is sent to the administration [government office] next to me...I go 

to that administration and wait there all day in the sun, and no one ever gives me 

anything. But my Bidhani neighbors, even if they don’t show up to wait for it, the 

administration will still send them their meat. They send them meat, but they don’t 

send it to us, me and the slaves, and when they give out the land parcels to the poor, 

they never give it to us. They don’t give us land. It’s our own country, and they 

don’t give us land in our own country. Our organization doesn’t have land for us. 

They can only stand for us and ask for help for us, and follow up on our files. But 
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nobody has ever asked us to come and discuss our files. No such a person is found. 

This is the reality of Mauritania.  

 

In other parts of the same interview, as well as in many others, I hear what sounds like a sense of 

grief over the state’s alienation of her and her fellow former slaves. He words resemble those of 

an interview with her five years prior, just after her liberation, during which she bemoans her 

masters’ excommunication of her from their tribe when she entreated them to emancipate her. 

For in congruence with the Arabophone structure of slavery, her masters were also her fellow 

tribal members, loved ones, and fathers of her children.  

Such is the messy reality of slavery in Mauritania: that despite their abuse of her - the 

rapes, the beatings, the likening of her body and brain to those of a dog or steer - she still longed 

for them as the only family she had ever known. It is as if she has taken this longing to belong to 

her family of origin and redirected it towards to the state. In wishing to reproduce the familial 

interdependence she relinquished upon gaining her independence, she had transferred her 

expectations for aid, protection, and connection from her lost tribe of origin to the state as a 

surrogate for tribe. But her words convey a disenchantment with the state, a discovery of its 

sobering secret: that the state, no matter how effective it is at reifying the illusion of itself 

(Mitchell, 1991), can never actually furnish that which it is entrusted to provide (Foucault, 2008; 

Secor, 2007). In some respects, it is as if the Haratine, led by abolition activists, are caught in a 

loop of abuse vis-a-vis the state. It is as if they still long to reproduce the links of dependency 

that once tied them to the Bidhan, the people who exploited them but furnished them with 

everything they had ever tasted or touched; who violated them but also provided them with the 

protection and reputation of the tribe; and who commandeered their bodies but afforded them 

with the only identities they had ever known.  
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Thus, in their constant appeals to the Bidhani state for land, meat, and identification 

cards, it is as if they are caught in a cycle of trauma with the state, one in which they repeatedly 

attempt to reenact their abusive relationships with the Bidhan in order to resolve the abuse, or 

convince their abusers to change, repent, and redeem themselves by giving the Haratine what 

they truly need. And this need, fundamentally, stems not just from a will to reconnect with their 

communities of origin, but indeed from a desire to connect to a world of which they were never 

given the freedom to be a part in the first place.  

This empathy, or desire to reconnect and feel in the whole from which they have been 

marginalized and, in the case of former slaves, even excommunicated, is uni-directional with 

regards to the state. That is, many Haratine experience emotional memories of empathy towards 

the state, but the state does not reciprocate this empathy for the Haratine. In addition to 

antipathy, If I were to associate another emotional memory with the state, it might be one of self-

love: a kind of narcissistic self-aggrandizement that  depreciates the Haratine by exploiting them 

for the purpose of reifying its inflated image of oneself.  

Nevertheless, I am more concerned here with the collective emotional memories of the 

Haratine. The spatial correlate of the empathy many sense is their centrifugal movement from the 

peripheries of Nouakchott to its core. As with all other cities, Nouakchott’s nucleus tells a story 

of power. In addition to its government buildings, the edifices that populate it – la Banque 

Nationale de Paris, the Saudi Embassy, The Central Mosque of Muammar Gaddafi, and the 

offices of AirFrance and Peugot – are consolidated into three square kilometers of concrete 

imported from the metropole at the dawn of independence to be stacked on leveled sand dunes. 

These buildings silently shout histories of empire, colony, and capital, as well as of Bidhani 
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hegemony and the Pan-Arabism they continue to push on their compatriots, even those who 

disavow an Arab identity.  

When I first visited Mauritania in 2006, I seldom witnessed the presence of the Haratine 

in the city center except to fulfill their roles as workers: to make tea at government offices, clean 

the villas of Bidhani elite, labor at construction sites, or to transport people and goods between 

markets, businesses, and homes. Although virtually all Haratine families still live outside of it, 

since 2006 they have begun to infiltrate the city center en masse with the purpose of demanding 

their civil rights. They march through the streets, occupy City Hall, and demonstrate in front of 

the Presidential Palace to demand higher wages in parastatal mines, the liberation of incarcerated 

abolitionists, and the suffrage of undocumented slaves. Their presence is seen and felt. It is 

visible and palpable. Their re/territorialization of urban space signals a refusal to remain 

marginalized, both spatially and politically. In penetrating the spaces formerly inaccessible to 

them, the Haratine have begun to breach the boundaries the state has sought to erect between 

itself and its polity (Mitchell, 1991). As one Haratine activist told me: 

We aren’t afraid anymore. Before, we would only go to government offices at the 

request of our masters to run their errands, get their children’s papers, or deliver 

a message to this person or that person. Now we go for our own reasons, for our 

own benefit. We have something to say now, do you understand? We have rights, 

and we won’t stop demonstrating until those Bidhan give us what we deserve. They 

can torture us and put us in prison as they wish. We have the same rights as any 

other Mauritanians to be in those government ministries and administrations. They 

may deny us our papers, but we know we are Mauritanian just like them.  

 

This activist’s words highlight the waxing importance of national identity among 

Haratine agitating for civil liberties. In seeking government aid and judicial redress of crimes 

against them, the Haratine have entered into a new set of relations with the state, one that 

involves beseeching government functionaries, usually Bidhan, to grant them citizenship. This 
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appeal dovetails with the national government’s recent agenda to ‘modernize’ its administration 

by launching a system of collecting and digitizing census data, assigning national numbers to all 

its citizens, and excluding from all state benefits and services any person lacking such a 

number.  As a striation of social difference par excellence (Gilles Deleuze & Guattari, 1987), this 

census exercise allows the state to codify millions of human bodies into numerical categories, 

thereby rendering them intelligible to a logic of power that determines their fate through its 

devices of inclusion in, and exclusion from, its apparatus of privilege and protection (Foucault, 

2007, 2008; Scott, 2009). As such, the census has allowed the state to systematically disavow 

countless Haratine, former slaves, and other disenfranchised bodies by denying them a national 

identity and the rights that accompany it. It is the modern Mauritanian state’s method of ensuring 

that the Haratine remain the exploitable bare life (Agamben, 1998) on which it has always 

depended. 

Compassion 

From the Latin suffer with, compassion as I depict it here, comprises another strain of the 

emotional memory of empathy, or a desire to reconnect with the whole by feeling in it.  As 

described above, this need to suffer with stems from a feeling of ‘wrongness’ - a sense that 

justice has not been served, that fellow members of the whole have been violated and thereby 

separated from it, and that there is a need to redress this violation by ushering them back to the 

whole. Among Haratine abolitionists, the most prominent expression of this compassion is the 

practice of redistributing their own scarce resources with newly liberated slaves who have, in the 

process of gaining their ‘freedom’, been afforded the freedom of alienation: to disconnect from 

their tribes of origin, to suffer the neglect of the state, and to place themselves in an “outside” 

world of those who cannot understand their plight. In other words, their liberation, in many 
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respects, has granted them the liberty to suffer without, or bear the burden of emancipation alone. 

As one manumitted slave told me: 

Nobody [from my tribe] comes to visit me. Even the ones who are living here in 

Nouakchott...They know my child died last year, but they did not even come, not 

even during the three days after...This is the life of freedom I have now.  

 

Spatially, the compassion extended to former slaves to assuage their suffering manifests 

as a collectivization of abolitionists and former slaves in certain peripheral neighborhoods of 

Nouakchott, where meetings are organized and food is shared. Activists use their own means to 

build shacks for former slaves around the corner from their own houses, They even hire them to 

work in their homes, for which there is often no real need, but which is offered anyhow in order 

to lend a sense of purpose to former slaves, whose identities are grounded in an ability to work 

for others. When slaves are first liberated, they are brought to live with activists and cared for as 

they work through their traumas and the initial shock of being excommunicated from the only 

families, lives, and ways of being that they have ever known. One former slave and activist 

recounts the initial days after her liberation, and how the leaders of the movement, whom I will 

refer to as Mohamed and Abdel Kareem came to her aid, while the state did nothing to assist her: 

...since we came here, the organization [abolitionist movement] stood with us. 

Mohamed taught us how to pray. Abdel Kareem went to the market and 

brought us the wooden tablets. God bless him. He called me and my child, 

took a picture of us, and went to the government asking for help for us. He 

gave us rice. If Mariam [another slave liberated at the same time] never 

talked about this, she actually shared in this rice. Mohamed’s wife gave my 

son his first pair of shoes. Whatever [donations] they received in our names, 

they brought it to us, even 1,000 ougiya or 5 ougiya. But other than this, we 

have received nothing in this country because of [Mauritanian President] 

ould Abdel Aziz.  
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This clustering of Haratine bodies in the margins of Nouakchott resembles the 

spatialization of their rural Bidhani tribes of origin, in which the edebay, or Haratine space, 

constituted the outermost sphere of a tribal territory. Most Haratine activists and former slaves 

inhabit the southernmost periphery of Nouakchott in a neighborhood called PK. PK gets its name 

from the plaques kilometres, or kilometer markers, that line the national highway dissecting this 

part of town. Those who work for Bidhani families in the central sections of town travel great 

distances, up to 30 kilometers or so, on expensive public transport in dense traffic in order to live 

in PK. And perhaps counterintuitively, this daily commute among Haratine is itself a relatively 

new phenomenon. To an outsider, it may appear that poor Haratine have no other choice than to 

commute long distances from the periphery every day to and from work. However, in an urban 

context, and due to their histories as slaves, even paid Haratine have, until recently, lived with 

the families for which they work.  

As one abolitionist told me in the summer of 2015 during a long, sticky taxi ride to an 

organizing meeting in PK,  

The movement has staged sweeping education campaigns all throughout Nouakchott to 

teach the Haratine that they are no longer enslaved by the Bidhan, and therefore have no 

need to make themselves vulnerable to their violence and exploitation by living with them. 

 

Surprised by this, I reply,  

That’s incredible! This is so different from how things were in 2009 when I met you. 

But wait, you mean to say that the Haratine would pay for their own room, board, 

and transport just so they don’t have to live with their Bidhan employers? 

 

He shouts over the car horns: 

Of course!  

We are stuck in traffic, so I press on,  
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So you mean to say that only the poorest of the poor, or those who can’t even afford 

a shack in PK and a few ougiya for some rice and bus fare, have to live with their 

Bidhan? 

 

He nods: 

Yes. Unless the Haratine are convinced that they still belong to their Bidhan. There 

are still many of those cases, too. You know, Audra, nowadays in the city, you have 

two types of slaves: those enslaved by poverty, and those still enslaved by their own 

spirits. You know...what you would call a psychological slavery. You find the two 

cases here now...  

 

He waves two fingers as his voice trails off, squinting out the window at a weathered Haratine 

boy on a chariot beating an equally weathered donkey. 

From these observations and conversations of Haratine empathy and compassion within 

the abolitionist movement, we witness a contradictory set of spatial relations that mirrors the 

contradictory emotions and relations connecting the Bidhan and Haratine: sentiments of tribal 

loyalty versus the felt betrayal of violence; an urge to recreate dependency versus a will for 

independence; and a longing for family versus a desire for self-identity based on feelings of 

alterity. These spatial relations proceed from both a push and pull, an advance and a retreat of the 

Haratine to and from the urban periphery and core. In longing for the inclusion, protection, and 

service of the state, Haratine activists collectivize in the city center to demand their rights.  

And yet this incursion into the core is but temporary: as a result of the abolitionist 

movement’s education campaigns, Haratine increasingly opt to bear the financial burden of 

maintaining a spatially marginalized domicile in exchange for greater autonomy from hegemony. 

Thus while many feel the urge to relink their chains of dependence with the Bidhan, they have 

also embarked on a quest to gain greater independence from them. And in doing so, they choose 

to fortify their interdependence with their fellow Haratine, a community with whom they can feel 
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in and suffer with by living together, organizing together, and sharing their shoes and rice, 

victories and defeats together. 

In defense of aporias 

This monograph of the emotional memories of slavery and abolition in Mauritania merits 

two qualifications, one regarding the identification of Bidhan and Haratine, and the other in 

regard to the politics and spatialities of the abolitionist movement. With respect to both, I have 

committed the very error I condemn of essentializing identity by romanticizing difference. Allow 

me to explain.  

I have described here antipathy as an emotional memory of the Bidhan and empathy as 

one of the Haratine. To divide these identities and correlate each of them with a specific pattern 

of felt and remembered relations to the past represents a false dichotomization and idealization of 

Mauritanian society and history on two accounts. First, it belies the fact that both Haratine and 

Bidhan express both antipathy and empathy as I have described them here. Haratine, for 

example, invoke mockery of the Bidhan as a way of expressing antipathy towards them. And for 

their part, certain Bidhan have been known at times to behave benevolently toward the Haratine, 

for example through almsgiving.  

Thus, I do not argue that one’s identity as either Bidhan or Haratine presages a certain 

emotional or memorial relationship to oneself and others. What I describe, nonetheless, are three 

currents of felt and remembered ways of being and becoming-with the environment that explain, 

at least in part, the stratification of Haratine and Bidhan in Mauritanian society, as well as the 

institutionalized subjugation of the former by the latter. This does not posit a totalizing 

stratification or subjugation; indeed, there are always exceptions, transgressions, and “lines of 

flight” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987) that disrupt the unity of both. Secondly, I wish to extend the 
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caveat that these emotional memories of antipathy, empathy, and nostalgia, as signifiers 

inherently incapable of articulating the full meanings of their signified referents, cannot 

encapsulate the actual feelings and recollections of the bodies I have described here, nor can they 

represent the range of emotions and memories experienced by different bodies. 

Secondly, I do not mean to suggest that it is only modernity as a sponsor of subjectivity 

that compels people to feel separate from socio-ecological others. This would be absurd: slavery, 

after all, pre-dates the modern era. I do contend, nonetheless, that modernity has perpetuated and 

in some ways augmented this perceived separation. Not only that, but as the philosophical 

premise still undergirding mainstream scholarship on memory, emotion, and the humans and 

environments they assemble, I would be remiss not to critique the mordernist postulation of 

subjectivity as a lens for human and environmental research.  

Moreover, in describing the abolitionist movement as one embodying an ethos of 

empathy, I do not intend to romanticize it. That is to say, I do not mean to paint an image of the 

movement as a unity of altruistic beings incapable of conflict. Like all other collectives, the 

abolitionist movement is a site of contested meanings, antithetical values, and uneven micro-

politics. And its contradictions are plenty, the most notable being its espousal of liberal 

democratic values under a hierarchical leadership structure. These incongruences are evinced by 

the fact that since 2009, the movement has splintered into two contingencies that no longer speak 

to one another, an antagonism that has at times paralyzed the movement.  

I do not attempt here to resolve the three contradictions I have mentioned. Instead, I mean 

only to suggest that at this historical juncture, the force relations that connect and configure 

Haratine and Bidhan bodies in space have spurred a momentary crystallization of identities, 

emotions, and memories as nodal points (Laclau & Mouffe, 2001), just enough and just long 
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enough to allow for their temporary identification and assignment to specific categories of 

emotional memory. And notwithstanding these contradictions, I have attempted to reflect how 

emotional memories mold socio-spatial and political outcomes. This happens not in a pre-

determined way that yokes certain identities with certain actions. Rather, feeling and recollecting 

inform attitudes and comportments toward difference. In Mauritania, difference is often felt and 

remembered a premise for the structuration of society on the basis of identity. With relevance to 

slavery, the most notable example of this would be the heirarchization of bodies on the basis of 

caste. 

I have argued here that emotional memories of antipathy and empathy, provoked by 

feelings of ‘wrongness’, construct an ethos of both alterity and solidarity. Slavery and other 

forms of caste-based discrimination follow a logic of alterity, or a disavowal of the identities of 

perceived others. These acts of disavowal manifest as the subjugation, segregation, and 

exploitation of subaltern bodies in Mauritania. Moreover, the inequalities they spawn are at once 

causes and effects of (the perceived) separation of humans from other humans and their 

environments, as well as the violence that this remembered and felt separation engenders. I 

further explore this experience of separation and the desire to reconnect via the emotional 

memories of grief, loss, and longing, all of which I couch in terms of nostalgia.  

Nostalgia 

Youth, the age of which is over, has departed. Until this very 

day I have not given up the recollection of it. 

Days when I gathered the red fruit of the legleyya and when 

I gathered the long pods of the segen.44 

                                                 

44The legleyya is a tree bearing a yellow fruit called segen in Hassaniya.  
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- Untitled poem of a Bidhani warrior poet, name unknown, in Norris (1968, p.115)   

 

In Mauritania, nostalgia presents itself as a grieving of lives and deserts past. It is also a 

grieving of fractured identities once enthralled in intimate human-environmental symbioses 

disrupted by drought, urbanization, and the incursion of global capital. In other words, at its 

foundation this loss stems from a severing of bodies from the socio-ecological whole, and from 

the senses of self cultivated through interfacings with the humans and environments that co-

constitute it. Like the emotional memories of antipathy and empathy, the spatialities of nostalgia 

operate according to the logic of this emotional memory, and materialize most noticeably 

through the reinforcement of rural-urban dialectics. 

Nostalgia, loss, and the fracturing of self from the whole  

It was early August when the darkness began to sweep over Mauritania from the Atlantic, 

taunting us with signs of the khareef, or long-awaited rainy season.  Four-wheel drive vehicles 

began congesting the national highways, leading an exodus of nostalgic city folk back to their 

rural origins, back to the desert - the badiya.  As the dry season climaxed, urban dwellers longed 

to leave behind the frenetic, polluted city to retreat back to the past, that still sanctity that was 

and is the nomadic badiya.    

Signs of this nostalgia for le temps passé abound. All year long, the national television 

station shows hourly panoramic footage of the badiya.  Tea ceremonies pause and chatter hushes 

as these scenes appear on the screen, a moment of silence in reverence for one’s roots.  No town 

home is complete without a traditional tent pitched out front; better yet to have a camel or two 

tied up out back.  Clever capitalists have even succeeded in commoditizing badiya for everyday 

urban consumption: internet cafes, milk cartons, and grocery stores all boast the name.  Other 



 149 

elements of the badiya are also processed for sale.  Numerous hotels and restaurants, for 

instance, are named Al-Khaima, signifying the traditional nomadic tent of the Arabo-berber. 

Interestingly, the image of the bedouin atop his camel, silhouetted against a towering 

dune is not only marketed to Mauritania’s tourists, it is also sold to Mauritanians themselves, 

above all to its urban dwellers.  Nostalgia is the idealization of the badiya of those who wish not 

to be in the city, those who were prematurely banished from the badiya by the treacherous 

droughts of the late 20th century.  The vast majority of Mauritanians whom I have encountered in 

the city have expressed a desire to return to the countryside, even if they had never lived there 

themselves.  The collective memory of the bush – the symbol of what Mauritania was and how 

Mauritanians were – leaves les enfants des nomades sighing towards the sunset. 

Interestingly, the relegation of slavery to a memorable past of plenty is not only a 

discursive maneuver; it is also a corporeal one. These idealized memories of a moist and lush 

badiya manifest in the body as an aching nostalgia, as if the body itself were suffering a violent 

withdrawal from this landscape of past. It is here that feeling, affect, and landscape converge 

with memory to produce a somatic response in the mind-body - an emotional assemblage of 

hunger and thirst for a recollected way of being, a becoming-with al-badiya. 

In Nouakchott and other urban centers, Arabo-berber residents attempt to recreate the 

spatial configurations of badiya life by pitching a traditional tent, or  خيمة, in front of their 

concrete homes.  More impressive still, the khaima is arranged to cover an area significantly 

smaller than the space in which it is erected. This, I am told, creates a sensation of being in the 

badiya, where all sides of the tent are freely accessible to and from the great Saharan 

expanse.  Under the khaima, limbs lounge in relief while lips sip tea and recount tales of better 

days.  They are parts of a body that strain to be in the badiya, to be with the badiya.  
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But for most, the courtyard tent does not satiate these cravings of the flesh.  For this 

reason, masses of city dwellers swarm the غازرة , or the informal settlements that skirt the 

city.   Once the spaces of the abject literally marginalized from the city core, the ghazara is now 

the envy of every minister, military officer, and affluent entrepreneur who seeks to flee the city 

on weekends and holidays.  There, they can feel the sand on their cheeks, hear the camels bellow 

to the stars, and watch the sun rise from the direction of Mecca.  The most heartsick among them 

quit their concrete cells in the city to permanently squat the ghazara, from where they commute 

daily to their city jobs.  This commute, though taxing, affords them a nightly escape from their 

urban daymares.  In the ghazara, they recount stories of a glorious past, that golden epoch prior 

to Mauritania’s seduction to the city by the empty promises of modernity. They tell stories of 

overflowing streams, succulent dates, and verdant pastures. This was before the droughts, before 

the dissolution of a tributary system that kept labor plentiful and remuneration optional. 

Emotional memory as becoming-with the environment 

In her article Amnesia, Nostalgia, and the Politics of Place Memory, Margaret Farrar, 

(2011) describes nostalgia as the body’s recollection of a particular place:  

When we experience nostalgia (a longing for a particular place and time), it is a 

bodily experience, often prompted by sensory data (a particular smell or taste), and 

producing physical effects (depression, illness). Nostalgia allows us to “be thrust 

back, transported, into the place we recall” (quoting Casey (2000, p. 201)). And 

accounts of people’s experiences of displacement—whether as migrant, exile, or 

refugee—repeatedly emphasize the interconnections between body, mind, and 

place. (p. 728) 
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A stirring indication of these interconnections is the measures people take to heal 

themselves when afflicted by a physical, mental, or spiritual illness, which in most cases 

manifests as a combination of the three. Whenever possible, the ill are swept away to the badiya, 

to recuperate their loss of health in their geographic origins. “When one is sick,” one respondent 

told me, “the only thing that can restore one’s health is the desert. The city is making us all sick.” 

All of these yearnings for and maneuvers towards being-with-badiya signal that a sense of self as 

lacking, as lacking something so intrinsic to the rememberer’s own constitution that it literally 

makes her ill, as if the badiya were a vital organ that had been extracted from her very body. 

Two realizations emerge from this study of emotional memory and slavery in Mauritania: 

First, that that which bridges memory and subjectivity is both cognitive and corporeal. To this 

end, it should be said that social science has often treated memory as a proxy of discourse, which 

is itself too often exalted as the agent of identities, senses of self, and political and environmental 

subjectivities. In this rendition, my sense of self as subject is rooted in what I consciously 

remember. But this understanding of what bridges memory and subjectivity appears incomplete 

on two accounts: first, it suggests that certain memories or acts of remembrance portend certain 

subjectivities.  Such an assumption trips on the words of Stuart Hall (1985), who reminds us that 

there are no guarantees when it comes to the articulation of identities, or the yoking of signifier 

and signified.  Secondly, it neglects memories of the body, some dormant and others apparent, 

that together with the mind and environment, fold and unfold, converge and emerge through the 

affects and percepts of the everyday: an olfactory recollection while sipping tea, a tip-of-the-

tongue attempt to name that forgotten oasis; this reaching to the past is both a discursive and an 

affective approximation.  In the discursive realm it is recognized as the emotion of nostalgia, or 

as the grief that comes with great loss.  On the plane of affect, it is that which is sensed but 
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cannot be explained, like a shudder down your spine for no apparent cause, or a sense of unease 

under easeful conditions. 

Secondly, this study shows that the act of remembering, like all other productive acts, is 

not performed by a subject separate from the object of landscape, but rather in union with the 

landscape.  Such is the inclination of Timoth Ingold (2000), who in his book The Perception of 

the Environment attempts to locate the role of memory in shaping identities.  He insists that 

contrary to colonial misapprehensions of what makes indigenous people indigenous, identity is 

not articulated through the inter-generational passing down of memory.  Instead, memories and 

senses of self are cultivated through one’s immanent and ever-contingent interactions with the 

environment. 

In the case of Mauritania, I would venture even further by questioning the division of 

humans and environments in the formulation of memory.  For in this context, we do not 

encounter a subject who, via an ocularcentric orientation towards the landscape, remains 

conscious of her separation from nature.  Nor do we find, in the most modern of renditions, a 

subject who claims her agency by controlling the nature without via an overpowering of the 

nature within (Horkheimer & Adorno, 1972; Schiller, 1965). Instead, what we encounter is 

person and landscape as multiplicity, collapsing and unfurling in an ever-mutating Latourian ( 

2005) assemblage of neurons, sun, skin cells, and sand.  Such an amalgamation with the 

landscape is what John Wylie (2005) calls a seeing-with rather than a looking-at: “Landscape is 

neither something seen, nor a way of seeing, but rather the materialities and sensibilities with 

which we see” (p. 243).   

In Mauritania, this seeing extends past the gaze of the voyeur to include all dimensions of 

being. For in becoming-badiya, we not only see with it, we also think and feel with it, remember 



 153 

and forget with it, and enslave and become enslaved with it. Thus in Mauritania, a disarticulation 

has occurred between slavery and what it signifies.  This stems from a disjuncture between 

current affects and percepts of Arabo-berber – Haratine relations, and memories of these 

relations with a former landscape.  This disarticulation occurs on a visceral level, not just within 

the frontal lobes of those who recall, forget, and reconstruct national history. These corporeal 

memories intertwine with and break apart from cognitive recollections. They are encoded within 

the cells of the skin, which remember the whipping of the relentless Saharan sun, those of the 

kidneys, which recall the granularity of desert water, and even those of the nose, which miss the 

elixir of raw sheep skin, indigo, and camel dung.  

In summary, nostalgia, as a type of emotional memory, expresses itself as a spatio-

temporal grief over the loss of the landscapes of yesterday. More fundamental yet, it is a grief 

over the loss of one’s own connection to the socio-ecological whole. This grief, triggered by 

memory, is over the death of one’s past identities, senses of self, and symbioses with the 

environment, apart from which one had no identity to speak of. Nostalgia, then, is an expression 

of the fracturing of identities felt by many Mauritanians, especially the elite, and their resulting 

inability to recuperate a sense of connection to the whole, or to themselves.  

 In the following section, I build upon my theorization of memories as 

assemblages by exhibiting memory as an object. In doing so, I demonstrate how memory reflects 

a state of being and becoming with, rather than apart from, the world of objects.  

Memories as objects: Dasein, tool-being, and readiness-at-hand 

In the case my research on slavery Mauritania, memory assembles itself along transects 

of discourse and materiality. As both a substance and process, it produces and is produced by a 

suite of emotional-affectual-corporeal pulsations across discursive and material planes. Within 
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the realm of discourse, acts of remembrance channel visual, acoustic, and haptic recollections to 

the lips of former slaves who reformulate their own realities via oral history.  These memories, 

relayed via flickering tongues, pulsating sound waves, and vibrating ear drums, interweave with 

the stuff of interviews - the sweat on the narrator’s brow, the pen in my hand, the fiber optics that 

send the story home -  to form assemblages that are at once material and representational. To 

declare that which one remembers is to assert memory as a reality. And as Dixon and Jones ( 

1998) remind us, to speak of reality is to represent.  Remembering our own realities, then, is an 

important dimension of Dasein (Heidegger, 1996)- a being-(t)here in a world of representational 

economies that deal in material currencies.  

For Heidegger, Dasein is a relational experience, contextualized by the objects at hand 

-  the matter, ideas, words, bodies, and sentiments that together produce a sense of being in a 

world of more and more objects.  These objects, in their relational, dynamic essences, actually 

have no essences: the identity of an object is not fixed, but rather hinges on its function, or how it 

is used.  Heidegger therefore stresses that, like a tool, a single object can have an infinitesimal 

number of functions, and therefore limitless identities. Thus the manifold, contingent, and 

contradictory nature of objects, assemblages, and the socioecological worlds they populate and 

co-construct, stem from their tool-being (Harman, 2002). Tool-being, or being ‘ready-at-hand’, 

refers to  the myriad, incidental, and variable ways in which tools may be employed. And this 

relation is bidirectional: via their interaction, a user defines its tool and a tool defines its user. 

These definitions are thus as temporary and metamorphic as the users and objects themselves. 

Dasein, as such, can be thought of as a set of subject-object relations that are immanent, 

contextual, and mediated by spatial collectives of other users (subjects) and tools (objects). And 

this formulation, too, applies to memory as our principal proxy of reality; as both vessel and 
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harbor of meaning; and as primary artefactual evidence of our being-in-the-world.  Memories, 

then, as both objects and relations, and as both components and representations of Dasein, serve 

as tools in assemblages and as assemblages of tools that transcribe our renditions of the real.  

Summary 

Mauritania, as stage for the contradictory forces of slavery and abolition, subjugation and 

emancipation, tells a story of alienation. For Marx (Karl Marx, 1867, 1973) and Marx and Engels 

(2009), alienation or estrangement (Entfremdung), arises through various relations of production 

that ultimately result in the worker’s estrangement from the commodities s/he produces, the very 

act of production, as well as the value of this production. The result of this political economic 

estrangement is also social in nature, culminating in the alienation the worker from her own 

species-essence (Gattungswesen) in a stratified society. Fundamentally, then, it is an alienation 

of oneself as a worker, catalyzed by the loss of one’s own humanity. 

In regard to slavery and abolition, this alienation is witnessed as an emotional memory of 

antipathy, at once a force and effect of the tendency among many Mauritanians in power to 

disconnect from themselves, others, and their environments. The ramifications of this 

disconnection, whether resulting from Bidhani domination, state subjugation, or ecological 

degradation, is a sense of nostalgia for the deserts, identities, and relations of power of the past. 

In return, those who romanticize the Mauritania of yesteryear attempt to restore their connections 

to place and personhood by recreating portions of their rural lives of the past in the urban 

present. As for the Haratine, a will to connect to the socio-ecological whole appears as an 

emotional memory of empathy for those who espouse similar identities as blacks, workers, and 

former slaves.  
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For each emotional memory, I described the power it wields over bodies, and how these 

bodies and their environments are spatialized in accordance with the rationale of the memorial 

emotion. I show how these memories inform and are informed by feelings of ‘wrongness’ – 

whether spurred by the trauma of interpersonal violence or the vexation of state-imposed 

discrimination – and contour the politics and spatialities of slavery and abolition in Mauritania. 

The effect of these memories and feelings of ‘wrongness’, triggered by acts of injustice, is a 

fabrication of the fallacy of social difference. This fallacy holds that the differences between 

humans, for which identities serve as proxies, should constitute the boundaries by which bodies 

are segregated into hierarchical planes of power. Rather, I argue with Deleuze that difference, as 

explanatory principle of the world, is distinct from and in opposition to identity as the 

representation of this difference. Identity, then, is “. . .  our inveterate habit of thinking 

difference on the basis of the categories of representation” (Deleuze, 1994, p. 119).   

I argue that it is our actual, material differences, not our different identities as 

representation of our actual differences, that bind us together in a unified whole. It is only the 

latter – our representational differences in identity – that become the basis for separation, 

informing an ethos of alterity that justifies exclusion rather than belonging, segregation over 

integration, and exploitation in lieu of valuation. This fallacy of difference is, in fact, party to the 

modernist mosaic of myths about the divisions of mind and body, humans and nature. And of 

course, it is this very fallacy that is the foundation of a theory of emotion and memory as 

isolatable from the assemblages of discourses and affects, minds and bodies, subjects and objects 

that co-constitute them. Emotional memories, and memories more generally, belie the modern 

bifurcation of minds, bodies, and environments. They also shape a politics of identity that 

position them in various constellations of inter/dependency: those of charity, care and solidarity, 
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as manifested in the abolitionist movement, as well as the domination, discrimination, and 

violence of slavery and servitude. As such, memory and, as I will demonstrate in the chapter, 

also emotion invites a re-evaluation of modern subjectivity as the basis for being human and 

representing human beings as subjects.   
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V. MEMORIAL EMOTION 

What! O heart forever tormented 

You cannot pass near one 

Of these scattered camps45 

In the Gebla46, object of your grief, 

Without shedding your tears, drop by drop. 

 

Parsimoniously guard your tears! 

You’ll need them later  

If you’re forced to cry for 

The abandoned camps 

Every time you pass by them 

That is the time to do it.  

 

For look, here is Well Ndeggak47 

There, far away, is el-Fur and el-Ndellar48 

Remember that there was a camp here 

And another one there, and over there, a third one. 

 

- Mauritanian poem, unknown title and author, translation my own in Ould Bah (1971, p. 

17-18) 

Introduction 

In tandem with the last chapter, which investigates memories involving emotion, this chapter 

explores emotions expressed via memory. An inversion of emotional memory, then, I refer to these 

expressions as memorial emotions. Unlike emotional memories as recollections of the past that conjure a 

                                                 

45 Sites of dwelling for Arabophone nomads. 

46 Gebla refers to a collective of Arabophone tribes and their territories in southwest Mauritania in the regions of 

Trarza and Brakna. It is also considered the country’s stronghold of slavery. 

47 This is a the name of a camp in the Gebla.  

48 See above. 



 159 

compendium of emotional responses in the present, memorial emotions are recollections of felt 

experiences occurring in the past. Surely, there is considerable overlap between the two, as the 

remembered emotionality of the past seeps into the present and, in turn, colors our recollection and 

representation it. But for the sake of their ontological dissection, I have partitioned them here as such.   

Similar to Chapter III’s investigation of memory, this chapter asks, how are emotions 

examples of human-environment assemblages, and how does its ontologization and 

representation as such inform a politics of being beyond the subject? In the empirics that follow, 

I  show how memorial emotions serve as windows onto human states of being and becoming 

with the environment. Toward this end, I elaborate a theory of emotions as assemblages, 

introduced in Chapter III, by revisiting a series of encounters I had in Mauritania with the former 

slave Mubarakah, whom I introduced in Chapter IV. I suggest that Mubarakah’s multiple 

manners of remembering personal felt experience substantiate emotions as objects within larger 

human-environment assemblages, as well as assemblages in and of themselves.  

Secondly, this chapter asks, how can emotions, memories, and the humans that express 

them be more justly represented in geographic scholarship? In response, I explore two methods 

of more ethically representing Mubarakah’s oral histories. These methods of analysis, also 

introduced in the literature review, consist of autoethnography and what I call interpretational 

equivocacy. Using the latter, I offer several plausible interpretations of Mubarakah’s words 

without committing myself to any one of them. My purpose here is map in finer detail the 

politics of representation underpinning this study, while also locating on this political map my 

own positionality as representative of Mubarakah’s experience.  

In terms of its analytic and representational methodology, this chapter begins with an 

autoethnographic account of my original impetus for studying slavery and abolition in 
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Mauritania. I then justify my empirical focus on a single informant, what I call microscopy, 

before sketching an account of my initial exchanges with her. In my efforts to minimize 

representational injustice, I experiment with microscopy to avoid collapsing the differences of 

individual informants into so-called collective memories and emotions. From there, I proceed 

with an interpretational equivocacy to offer several possible explanations for the content and 

manner of her responses, or what she says and how she says it, without affirming any of them. I 

then relay several excerpts from a later interview with her, during which the content and manner 

of her responses differ starkly from those of the first interview. In counterpoising two seemingly 

different modes of remembering felt experience, I wish to italicize the assemblaged nature of 

emotions, or memorial emotions as I refer to them here. In addition, I highlight how particular 

modes of remembering and narrating – that is, representing - these memorial emotions succeed 

in eclipsing their assemblaged nature.  

Methodology as experimentation  

My original interest in Mauritania evolved while conducting previous work there, both in 

the scientific and humanitarian sectors. Through these encounters, I was magnetized by the 

country’s historical, political, and cultural complexity and gripped by the unfamiliarity of it all: 

its landscape of camels and sand dunes; the flags, berets, and camouflaged corps of its hyper-

militarized capital; the sharp acoustics and quick-witted inflections of its local languages. It all 

got under my skin, and quite quickly. Sure, there was undoubtedly a hint of Orientalism in my 

initial enchantment with this enigmatic stretch of the Sahara. And I admit all this without fear of 

undermining my own credibility as researcher. After all, objectifying others and leveraging the 
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power to represent them constitutes the very imperialism of ethnography49. Of course, I do not 

wish to claim here that science is not itself a contradiction. Indeed, its procedures and products 

have proven both vital and destructive. (Take, for example, the life-sustaining impacts of modern 

medicine, achieved in part through clinical trials on humans and animals that have often proven 

injurious to both). 

I concur with feminist scholars, however, who insist that examining one’s own role in the 

violence of ethnography is an essential first step in dismantling it, or rendering our encounters 

with others more ethical (Ahmed, 2004; Butler, 2009; Judith Butler, 2012). Such self-

examination exemplifies what Richa Nagar (2014) calls radical vulnerability. In interrogating the 

conventional use of the concept as a negative sensibility or condition, Nagar offers an alternative 

conception of vulnerability as a necessary orientation by which to position ourselves vis-a- vis 

our research collaborators, co-activists, and most importantly, ourselves. Vulnerability, then, 

allows us as researchers to acknowledge and redress the “...mistakes and complicities with 

violence [that] necessarily accompany our actions, memories, desires, and locations as 

representers” (p. 13). 

Besides, as problematically colonial or exoticist as my first impressions of Mauritania 

may have been, a purely romantic encounter it was not. I always was - and still am - ill at ease in 

the country. And I mean this quite literally: the visceral percepts of Mauritania’s social 

stratification, political inequity, and the injustices resulting from both began manifesting as 

pressure behind my eyes, a heaviness in my abdomen, and a clenching in my throat. During my 

                                                 

49 While I did complete ethnographic field research, I do not claim to have written an ethnography as a dissertation. I 

still hope, however, that the findings of this study, particularly those related to the politics of representation, will 

prove relevant to the ethnographic work of geographers and other researchers.  
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initial visits there, I had yet to even learn of its legacy of slavery. Thus my gut sought to make 

sense of Mauritania’s affect as a stronghold of race and caste-based exploitation long before my 

brain began to digest it. 

There was a second impetus, or should I say entree, that led to my study of Mauritania: 

during the years of conducting this field study, I was married to a Mauritanian.  The intensely 

intimate nature of this admission leaves me feeling awkward in expressing it here. Nonetheless, I 

feel compelled to do so as a way of enunciating the methodological and analytical intricacies of 

my research, which would have taken different shape entirely – or not at all – if I had not been 

wedded to a local family at the time. I offer this knowledge only to fully devulge to you, the 

reader, my own processes of thinking, feeling, and moving through questions of slavery, and 

with it the relations of violence, devotion, in/fidelity, exploitation, care and in/justice that  

accompany the institution.  

What accounts for my nuanced understanding of the customs and mores in Mauritania? 

How did I manage to interview the Head of Parliament about slavery in 2009? Where was I 

living while conducting research? None of these questions, which you may or may not be asking 

yourself, can be earnestly answered without mention of my most important connection to 

Mauritania, that of my former partner, family, and tribe.  And while divulging relevant parts of 

my biography feels like the scientifically ethical and epistemologically sound thing to do in this 

instance, I in no way mean to imply that this biography somehow defines me as a researcher, 

determines my interpretation of life in Mauritania, or harkens a particular texture of interaction 

with my research collaborators and informants. As useful as feminist standpoint epistemology 

has been in coaxing self-reflexive, embodied, and profoundly personalized narrations of the 

world (see, for example, Haraway (2003) and Harding, 1992)), I do not mean to suggest that our 
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biographies designate our identities or that our identities determine our thoughts, feelings, or 

actions. To do so would stymie creative inquiry and attunement to difference, contradiction, and 

surprise - approaches I deem critical to this study and the research process more generally.  

To illustrate what I call emotional assemblages, I focus this empirical chapter on my 

interactions with a single woman – a former slave named Mubarakah, who was liberated shortly 

before my first interview with her in 2009, and with whom I have kept in contact since. In certain 

ways, Mubarakah’s recounting of her emotional experiences seem to exemplify a common mode 

of remembering, emoting, and becoming shared by the other individuals I interviewed. 

Nevertheless, I choose to develop a microscopic analysis of her narratives, and hers only, 

precisely in oder to eschew this claim of commonality, which inevitably obscures the differences 

between the experiences of multiple informants. Furthermore, focusing on a single person allows 

for a more detailed dissection of her biographies and memories, conveyed via oral histories, as 

well as my interactions with her.  

I should clarify a personal assumption here, namely that there is epistemic value in 

narrative accounts that are deeply personal, site-specific, and embodied (see, for example, Abu-

Lughod (1993)). Certainly, attending to these qualities in research does not disbar the use of data 

from multiple informants. (Indeed, this is at times effective). Yet honing in on my interactions 

with, and interpretations of, the sayings and doings of a single body does lend a level of nuance 

that aids in elucidating a way of life so unfathomable to anyone likely to be reading this, that of a 

slave in an impoverished land whose very location is known to very few.   

Hence in this way, focusing on one informant constructs an analytic container within 

which the antithetics and ambiguities of knowledge production - features of ethnography I deem 

as vital as they are inevitable - paradoxically become more knowable. That is to say, in sealing in 
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the contents of this tiny container - my exchanges with a single woman -  the slippery semiotics 

and murky symbolisms that necessarily emerge when working across geographic, cultural, and 

linguistic registers may produce, at least temporarily, a sort of logic - a resonance with a 

preconceived notion of the order of things.  In other words, this microscopy of slavery and 

abolitionist struggle in Mauritania intends not to resolve the contradictions and ambiguities of 

these particular problematics, nor limit their explanation to the faculties of one body. Instead, in 

refusing to superimpose a logic onto that which remains uncertain about slavery in Mauritania 

(and Mubarakah’s emotional experiences more specifically), this method casts these 

uncertainties in a relief so stark as to purposefully preserve the findings of this study - that which 

we claim to know - as ultimately unknowable. 

Finally, in an effort to temper the inequities of power through which I represent emotion, 

memory, and slavery in Mauritania, I abstain from affirming any of my own interpretations of 

Mubarakah’s narrations. This does not mean that I am without my own interpretational 

preferences. I certainly am: personally, I have the suspicion that some of my interpretations may 

be more valid than others. However, in the hopes of avoiding a misinterpretation and hence 

misrepresentation of Mubarakah’s experience,  I employ the method of interpretational 

equivocacy outlined in the Literature Review (Chapter III) and justified in finer detail in the 

sections below.  

Sense and reminiscence: the story of Mubarakah  

On the day I am slated to meet Mubarakah, I take a taxi to Nouakchott’s periphery to the 

home of the two abolitionists who liberated her. After the requisite rounds of tea and small talk 

about family, work, and the latest incarcerations of fellow Haratine activists, Ahmed and Biram 
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lead me out the iron gate of their compound. We saunter through a narrow alley to a small shack 

contrived of acacia branches and palm fronds, a wall of sand fortressing its edifice. 

The winds are starting to kick up now, swirling tiny grains of the golden wall up towards 

the sinking sun. I stop for a moment to rub them out of my eyes. Heeding Ahmed’s gesture to 

enter, I prostrate into the shack, squinting to recalibrate my vision in the dark. 

Inside, I find Mubarakah, a thin woman with a burgundy complexion and a shimmer of 

green in her otherwise auburn eyes. I mimic Ahmed and Biram’s salutary pleasantries, and the 

requisite inquiries into family, work, and home life ensue. I suddenly become conscious of my 

accent in Hassaniya, the local Arabic dialect. I must sound so strange to her. Looking down, I 

also realize that my cheeks must resemble the scarlet hue of my melhafa, the head-to-toe veil 

worn by both Bidhan and Haratine women in this part of the world. At least, I console myself, I 

am wearing the same variety as Mubarakah -  a cheap, synthetic import from China - and not one 

of the ornate, intricately dyed pieces handcrafted by local Haratine artisans to be bought and sold 

by affluent Bidhan women. My choice of garment, which no self-respecting Bidhan noble would 

ever frock outside of the home, was well worth the sneer of disapproval from my mother-in-law 

this morning, I think to myself.  

I find Mubarakah surprisingly cheerful. I immediately dovetail this observation of her 

with one of myself: I am surprised by my own surprise in her joyous humor. I then realize I am 

already imposing onto her my own (erroneous) assumptions of what it means to be a slave in this 

part of the world - the totalizing misery, ineffable tragedy, and utter dejection of a life unvalued, 

or rather valued for all the wrong reasons. So I decide, then and there, to suspend my own 

projections and instead pay closer attention to her actual being, her way of being, as well as how 
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she comes alive through her spatial, material, and energetic interactions with the other bodies and 

objects inhabiting her home. 

Mubarakah has two children, Ahmed explains. The younger of the pair, who appears and 

is later confirmed to be disabled, lays in her lap, fondling the antennae of a handheld radio. “It 

doesn’t work,” Mubarakah shrugs, casting a downward glance at the dusty apparatus and running 

her fingertips across its empty battery cage. There is a hint - or so I think - of shame in her 

expression.  

Questioning and listening 

During our conversation, I ask Mubarakah to share any parts of her biography she deems 

significant. The interview unfolds as an oral history, one that I punctuate with questions about 

her reflections of her own past, her self-identities, as well as her rational and emotional 

interpretations of these. In regards to the latter, I would literally ask in French (since I did not 

speak Arabic at the time), “How do you think and feel about…?” (Comment pensez-vous/vous 

sentez-vous par rapport à…)? Ahmed or Biram would then translate my words into her dialect. 

But instead of using literal Arabic translations for the concept of thinking or feeling (التفكير or 

 for example), my assistants would simply pose the question, “How are you about/in ,اإلحساس

regards to…?” (كيفك في).  

Admittedly, I have been tempted as of late to justify this streamlined translation in terms 

of a linguistic principle I later learned in my Arabic studies: that dialects (Hassaniya, for 

example) tend to strain towards efficiency by simplifying, truncating, or contracting the verbiage 

of their mother language (classical or Modern Standard Arabic, in this case). While this may 

explain Ahmed’s brevity, at least in part, I remain inclined to decipher his turn of phrase: “How 

are you in regards to…?” as a reflection of being in this part of the world, wherein subjects are 
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far less likely to objectify themselves or their own experiences, much less identify their ideas, 

emotions, or environments as separate from other dimensions of being and becoming with these 

elements.  

What’s more, asking “How are you in regards to…” seems to reflect  

an object-oriented worldview. Such an ontology, as Heidegger (1962) elaborates in Being 

and Time, posits that our own being or becoming, which occurs in unison with our thoughts, 

feelings, atmospheres, and environments, takes identifiable form only in relation to specific 

objects - the sun, sand, radio, child - and never as abstract, preeminent, or transcendental states 

of essence. My work is further inspired by that of Delueze and Guattari (1987), who ontologies 

the inseparability of humans from their environments in terms of rhizomatic, multiplicitous, and 

ever-becoming assemblages of the ‘human’ and ‘non-human’, ideas further elaborated through 

actor-network theory (Latour, 2005) and geographies of the more-than-human (Whatmore, 

2006).  

Being and becoming-slave: a memorial emotion  

I wish to herald a distinction in the structure, tenor, and content of Mubarakah’s words 

between our early interviews in 2009 and the later ones in 2014 and 2015. Namely, there is a 

stark difference in her ideation of her own experiences, identities, and relations with other bodies 

and objects. In the earlier conversations, she recounts her experiences directly as memories of 

her body in a particular juncture of space and time. And in reflecting a purely enfleshed, 

emplaced being-with the world, these recollections erase the intangibility of both time and space 

and replace it with a raw corporeity that indwells the environments of which Mubarakah herself 

is fully a part. In these narrations, she describes her emotions as a type of being in her body and 

with the environment. She speaks of her body inhabiting multiple, concentric, and sometimes 
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conflicting fields of energy and materiality through haptic, psychic, and emotional exchanges 

with other bodies, environmental objects, and the assemblages that unify them.   

In each of our interviews, I asked her how she feels about her newfound life of freedom 

compared to her life as a slave. During our first interview, which took place shortly after her 

liberation, she recounts how it felt to be a slave: 

I worked. I worked every day, every night. I tended to the animals, pulling water 

from the well. The sun beat down on my head. My back and arms hurt as I pulled 

water from the well.  In the heat, I swept up the dung of the animals. In the desert 

in the middle of the day in the strong sun, my legs walked very far to gather wood 

from the sand to make a fire to cook for them [her masters]. I worked late into the 

night, sweeping their homes, pulling water from the well. This hurt my back and 

head, you know - to wash their plates, to wash their clothes. I did all of this while 

taking care of my own children. But my children suffered in the sun, in the 

heat...they sat in the sand in that animal dung while I worked at the well, or over 

the pot or the [wash] basin. They cried. They felt thirst and hunger... and I could 

not take care of them...you know, the way that they [her masters] take care of their 

own children.  

 

Mubarakah’s representation of her life as a slave demonstrates a particular way of remembering 

and narrating felt experience. To a Euro-American ear, it may not sound like emotional reflection 

at all. For one, Mubarakah makes no mention of personal sentiments the likes of shame, rage, or 

resentment. Nor does she critique her own memories of toiling as a slave in terms of their 

broader significance for her life, senses of self, or connection to the other bodies and objects that 

comprise them. She simply is. There. In a particular place, at a particular time. Being, moving, 

and sensing in her body as it fuses with and fissures from medleys of sun, sand, flesh, fire, and 

shit.  

When I ask her to give me a general sense of how it felt to be liberated, she transitions to 

a specific place in space-time - the scene in which her brother, accompanied by the pair of 
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abolitionists he had recruited to help liberate her, roll up in a 4x4 vehicle, intent on extracting her 

at any cost: 

 I was pulling water from the well the day they came. I remember my arms and back 

pulling that water from the well.  

 

She offers a cultural contextualization:   

You know, the Bidhan use camels to pull the water from that well but me, they 

made me do it myself, with this pain in my arms and back.  

 

She then proceeds to pull us both straight back into the scene:  

My head was down the well when they came. The sun was bright and that car was 

pulling dust into my eyes inside the well. I looked up and all I saw was the dust. I 

heard the animals cry; they were also covered in it. It stuck to my face, that dust, 

because of the sweat from pulling water from the well. 

 

I reflect on how seldom she must have seen a vehicle of that proportion, not to mention the 

whirls of dust they stir up, in the remote area from which her tribe hails. She continues: 

The animals were giving me a hard time that day. Maybe they knew what was 

coming. (She smiles). One lamb was crying...I pulled it by the neck and pushed it 

to its mother. It couldn’t see its mother. The sun was so strong that day. I could feel 

it beating my head. Ahmed [her brother] and Sidy walked to meet me at the well. 

They told me to come with them. They grabbed my arm. I told them I had work to 

do, that I could not leave that day. All I could hear were the animals crying from 

thirst, and all I could feel was that sun and dust on my face. And that arbeeta [one 

of her female masters] … I could hear her yelling from the tent when she saw them 

and that car. My head hurt at that time. The dust was gone, but I could not see 

anything.  

Explanation, attribution, and that thing called culture 

I hesitate to draw interpretive conclusions from my interviews with Mubarakah. For 

although the politics of representation are just that - political - I do not wish to wield even more 

command over her than I already possess as spokeswoman of her experience by assigning 

meaning to her words. To do so would only tilt the axes of power between us into further 
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disequilibrium. Moreover, asserting judgement over her accounts would imply an 

essentialization of Mubarakah, as if she performs a single identity predicated on a monolithic 

way of being a woman, Mauritanian, slave, or activist, rather than a respect for her variable, 

fluid, and unpredictable states of becoming. Attributing her words to Mauritanian culture, for 

example, would not only collapse her manifold, complex, and even contradictory acts of 

becoming and performing national identity, it would also occlude the manner by which she does 

so, namely in consortium with other bodies, environmental objects, and atmospheres.  

Thus instead of adjudicating her narratives, I will offer some alternative explications, 

particularly in regards to the change in content and style of her narrations between 2009 and 

2015. These clarifications may hold no explanatory value whatsoever. Or perhaps they may 

explain her responses in part. Either way, my priority here is to allow, to the greatest extent 

possible, Mubarakah to represent herself, leaving the verdict of interpretation to you, the reader, 

who may also choose to suspend judgement altogether.  As such, I offer relevant information 

about life and language in this part of the world not as affirmative interpretations of Mubarakah’s 

words, but rather as potential, cursory, and undeniably incomplete contextualizations of her 

expressions. Employing this interpretational equivocacy, I hope to lead you, the reader, to a 

more just interpretation of her words. By ‘just’ I mean not an accurate understanding of her 

narratives, per se, as if there were some unified, intended meaning behind them (which I do not 

believe there to be). Rather, I intend this method to facilitate an ethical encounter with 

Mubarakah’s narratives, one that honor the politics of representation embedded within them by 

refusing to sublate her myriad, divergent ways of being, becoming, and communicating into a 

single interpretation. These contextualizations are twofold, addressing first the linguistic and 

dialogic differences intrinsic to Hassaniya as spoken in her community; and second, the 
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customary manner of orating personal experience among the activists with whom she lives and 

works between 2009 and 2015, a manner of speaking to which I refer to as ‘enframing.’ 

Language and etiquette 

When first listening to my interviewees speak about personal emotions in terms of their 

direct corporeal engagements with the environment, I at once began to ponder whether this was 

just a characteristic way of remembering and orating felt experience in this part of the world. 

And I believe it is. For I have observed that in this part of the world, graciousness in social 

interactions is requisite, and people often defer speaking freely about negative emotions for fear 

of being mis/interpreted as petty, immature, or inconsiderate.   

Thus in Mauritania, communication often happens in the non-verbal spaces and silences 

in between. This is especially true of emotional memories or emotional acts of remembrance, the 

latter of which I refer to here as the recollection of a specific event or circumstance in 

Mubarakah’s life that invokes in her an emotional response, seemingly detectable through a 

change in her body’s overall mien - a quivering in her voice, a hissing through her teeth, a 

flickering in her eye. Of course, such cross-cultural and inter-linguistic inferences are mere 

wagers at best: as a researcher, I can never claim with any certainty to have captured the true or 

intended meaning of a statement (if such a thing were to exist), whether verbal or nonverbal. In 

these instances, the confounding variables of interpretation always abound: a researcher’s 

linguistic non/proficiency, sociocultural knowledge (or ignorance), intuitive and empathic forms 

of emotional intelligence (or lack thereof) and, perhaps most significantly, the projection of the 

researcher’s own expectations, desires, and communication styles onto her informants.  
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Time changes things 

I returned to Mauritania in 2014 and 2015. Mubarakah was still there. In the five years 

since our last meeting, her disabled child had died. She had since married and her husband had 

since died, cause unknown. He had left her some land and a small mud house, far away from 

even the outskirts of town, off of the highway that connects Nouakchott and the interior.  

In one of our last interviews in 2015,  I asked Mubarakah to explain how she feels about 

her life now as a free woman compared to how she felt as a slave. She begins with a couple of 

lines about her own history, albeit quite generally, before retracting into a kind of de-

personalized meta-analysis of slavery and Haratine subjugation in Mauritania:  

It is not the same. My life enslaved by the Bidhan was not good; they completely 

marginalized me and I could not even raise my head. And I did not control anything. 

And now I am free; I work for myself. Nobody can force me to do anything. I do not 

have to care for anyone else. I do not represent a shame for others. Even though I 

do not read, my child is now able to study the Qur’an. If I had stayed with the 

BIdhan, the Bidhan would never have taught [us to read as] slaves; they care only 

for the slaves’ work. What matters for them is the hand [i.e. labor] of the Haratine; 

they treat us like animals. Times have completely changed and now I am thinking 

of a way to get rid of slavery altogether in Mauritania...The Bidhan say slavery 

does not exist but it is still there. They only admit to there still being what they call 

the vestiges of slavery, but this is not so. Slavery is still rampant in all parts of 

Mauritania, not only in the region where I came from, but in all the four corners of 

Mauritania that I know.  

 

It is in this last sentence, especially, that I hear her mimicry of the abolitionist discourse, for 

Mubarakah has never left her region of origin. She continues with more global critiques of 

slavery and abolitionist struggle in Mauritania, mentioning nothing of her own felt experience in 

relation to these practices: 

Thanks to God, things are better now. I don’t work for anyone; we have our own 

work. Our situation is good, thanks God. We work for ourselves; anytime we can 

walk away from our work. We need certain types of help because enslaved people 
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need help and the problem is they don’t get the help. We slaves don’t get our rights 

in Mauritania. There is so much marginalization for slaves in Mauritania. We ask 

God that these things disappear from Mauritania, this marginalization of 

slaves...They [the Bidhan in power] say there are no slaves in Mauritania, but they 

have never come to talk to us. They say there is no slavery, but I was enslaved and 

they never asked me to come talk about my slavery. They go over and over in their 

TV that there is no slavery, but it remains institutionalized. They deny the existence 

of slavery, but they lie to themselves because this is something existing among them. 

And when they have children from enslaved women, they just say that they are their 

daughters, but they are not. They are your slaves, not your daughters. If they were 

your daughters, you would deal with them as you deal with your real daughters. 

You would teach them, let them go to school, and teach them how to pray. They 

don’t teach us, and we don’t even know how to pray...This is the reality of 

Mauritania.  

Enframing 

Mubarakah’s account underscores a noteworthy relationship between memory, 

subjectivity, and assemblage, one that is central to this study. In an analytical objectification of 

herself, Mubarakah-as-subject abstracts herself, if only discursively, from her place of 

interconnection with the world around her. On the contrary, in our earlier interviews she narrates 

her felt experience in terms of her body’s immediate, tactile entanglement with the environment - 

a sensory assemblage of bodies and matter, conjoined with the affects and percepts that animate 

memory. Unlike in these transcripts, which directly convey memories of feeling and becoming-

with the environment, her later oral histories articulate an idea of her lived experience, not the 

experience itself.   

Instead, in these transcripts I hear her echoing the discourses of abolitionist leaders in 

Mauritania. Most of these figures attended university in Europe or the United States, where a 

number of them were also trained community organizers. Well-versed in social theory, these 

Haratine elites characterize slavery in Mauritania as a contradiction of overlapping modes of 

production - tribal feudalism, colonialism, and capitalism - that together engender the acute 
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social stratification that prevails in the country. In other words, these men have been 

indoctrinated in Western, Enlightenment-based methods of objectifying the self and of 

bifurcating mind from body and human body from nature (see, for example, Schiller, 1965).  

As such, perhaps it should come as no surprise that they speak of slavery not as embodied 

encounters with matter, minds, and emotions, but rather as mere conceptions of these encounters 

- as memories imbued with analytics and imaginaries of what it means to be a slave, not what it 

feels like to actually embody the practice. And in mimicking this practice, Mubarakah, too, 

succeeds in eclipsing her direct experience of slavery with ideas of her experience in a process 

not unlike Timothy Mitchell’s theory of enframing. In Colonising Egypt (1988) he describes 

Britain’s use of various visual and spatial tactics to separate, albeit always in vain, the observing 

subject from the objects of conquest or control in its environment. What results from this 

enterprise is an illusion of a delineated inside and outside, a distinction of truth from its mere 

representation: 

“The techniques of enframing, of fixing an interior and exterior, and of positioning 

the observing subject, are what create an appearance of order, and order that works 

by appearance. The world is set up before an observing subject as though it were 

the picture of something. Its order occurs as the relationship between observer and 

picture, appearing and experiencing in terms of the relationship between the picture 

and the plan or meaning it represents. It follows that the appearance of order is at 

the same time an order of appearance, a hierarchy. The world appears to be observer 

as a relationship between picture and reality, the one present but secondary, a mere 

representation, the other only represented, but prior, more original, more real. This 

order of appearance is what might be called the hierarchy of truth.” (p. 60) 



 175 

While Mitchell depicts the British occupation of Egypt as a visual enframing of the colony via 

world fairs, models of colonial cities, and other illustrations in the metropole, Mubarakah and 

others offer narrative representations of their assemblaged becoming-with the world.  But just 

like the visual representations of the British, these later narrative accounts of Mubarakah and her 

entourage accomplish a discursive counterpoising of subjects and objects, humans and nature, 

rather than reflecting their sheer inextricability.  

This differs from her earlier interviews, which testify to a felt interconnection with the 

other bodies and objects in her environment. In fact, her words in the earlier interviews show that 

she assumes herself to be part of it. She is not just connected to her environment, she is her 

environment, and her environment is her.  This manner of verbalizing her porosity to and 

interconnectedness with the outside world contrasts sharply with our later conversations, during 

which she does not once speak of her body moving and feeling in a particular place at a 

particular time. Rather, in echoing the discourses of activist leaders, she enframes herself with an 

ideology of herself, namely one of belonging to an abjectified caste that continues to weather the 

violence and exploitation that results from its political and socio-spatial marginalization.  In the 

next section, I dissect an essential element of this narrative distinction, namely that of language.   

Language as a vessel of emotions and memories 

Mubarakah’s interlocutory shifts underscore the agency of language itself  in the 

formulation of emotions and memories. Like both emotion and memory, language functions both 

as an object in wider assemblages and as an assemblage in and of itself. And emotion, as it were, 

plays an essential role in both. With respect to the former, language serves as an essential actor 

in assemblages that muster other material and discursive elements - skin, soil, and photons, 

together with ideas, imaginaries, and ideologies. Towards the latter, language as its own 
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assemblage also conjoins neurons, tongues, and acoustic frequencies with cognitive associations, 

symbols, and words. Playing an essential role in both types of assemblages, emotions and 

memories constitute the wellspring of language, which itself serves as the vehicle for emotions 

and memories.  

Analysis, or lack thereof 

In refusing an affirmative interpretation of her words, I acknowledge that cultural-

linguistic idiosyncrasies mentioned earlier may in part explain Mubarakah’s style of recounting 

emotions. And yet I am also inclined to believe there may more to the story. For in Mauritania 

(and other parts of the world), capitalism, grounded in the colonial and Enlightenment-based 

science of objectifying the self in order to distinguish it from nature, have yet to fully sublate the 

myriad and interdependent ways in which people relate to one another, the environment, and to 

themselves. And one might argue that this may be truer of former slaves, who were confined to 

the rural regions of the country to execute roles that demanded symbiosis with the natural 

environment - herding, farming, hunting, and other modes of resourcing nature. In these remote 

reaches of the Sahara, the discontents of capital - chief among them a sensed alienation from 

earth, others, and self - have not yet saturated everyday life. Here, I do not romanticize rural life 

in Mauritania as somehow morally exceptional in light of the strong social and socio-ecological 

kinships that persist there. Nor do I wish to anachronize it as a place frozen in time that has yet to 

progress to the global capitalist present. Further still, I disavow an essentialization of rural 

Mauritanians as uneducated (or differently educated) and therefore incapable of the types of 

auto-critique and socio-political analysis to which readers of this paper are likely accustomed. 

Nor do I presume that her auto-objectifications can be traced, even in part, back to the historical 

and ongoing projects of Cartesianism, neo-/colonialism, and capitalism. For the same reasons 
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that I refuse a definitive representation of Mubarakah’s experience, I insist that this question of 

attribution - why she says what she does in the way that she says it - cannot and should not be 

fully resolved.  

Nonetheless, I assert as significant the unmistakable distinction between our early and 

later dialogues in light of its relevance to our understanding of emotional assemblages. First, this 

distinction demonstrates the necessity of considering how, over the six years between our first 

and last exchanges, a change in Mubarakah’s orbit - the company she kept and the places she 

worked, slept, loved, and lost - reconstituted the assemblages of which she was a part. Her 

exposure to other ways of thinking, feeling, and moving through life as a former slave literally 

reassembled her world, changing her vocabulary and manner of expression through novel 

discursive-material assemblages of words and phonics, ideas and neurosynapses, bodily 

sensations and emotions.  

Moreover, I am inclined to suggest that what I identify as the shifts in Mubarakah’s 

emotional memories do not undermine a theory of emotions and memories as assemblages. 

Instead, they exemplify how particular ways of remembering and orating personal history can 

obscure their assemblaged nature.  That is to say, perhaps in her exposure to different 

atmospheres, vocabularies, and social milieus, Mubarakah misremembered, forgot, or simply 

remembered otherwise her immanent, material entanglement with the world around her.   

Summary 

By recounting the emotions and memories of a former slave and abolitionist named 

Mubarakah, as well as my own, I propose here that memorial emotions destabilize subjectivity as 

a state of being separate from the world of other bodies and objects in their environments. I 

evince this claim by explicating the assemblaged nature of memorial emotions and the bodies 
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that feel and remember them.  Still, the aporia remains: as social scientists charged with the task 

of representing our memories and feelings about socio-ecological ‘others’, we must objectify 

these others, and thereby render ourselves subjects.  

In light of this contradiction, how might we proceed to more justly represent emotions, 

memories, and human (subjects) as assemblages, as beings of becoming with the world, rather 

than as bodies somehow autonomous from it? In broaching an incomplete response, I experiment 

myself with the methods of autoethnography and interpretational equivocacy as means of 

moderating my own representational privilege and allowing my interlocutors and you, the reader, 

to do more of the work of representing and interpreting. In doing so, I hope to allow my 

observations and presentations of others’ doings and sayings speak more for themselves, that is, 

reflect an immanent state of being-in-the-world that is always, in actuality, a becoming-with it. 

In the following conclusion, Chapter V, I expand upon the importance for geography and other 

social sciences of experimenting with these and other methods of innovating more just forms of 

representation of human beings and their being human.  
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VI. CONCLUSION 

I can understand that the earth 

rotates on its axis 

that the moon shines because there exists 

a sun, 

that rain falls from the sky 

after which we look for it in the depths 

of the earth. 

But what I can not understand, 

is that to proclaim the camel, 

owner of the wind and the mirage, to be free 

is to have it chained to the immensity. 

 

- Bedouino by Saharawi poet Saleh Abdulahi, translation my own, in (San Martín & 

Bollig, 2009) 

 

This study has attempted to disclose what is at stake for geography and the social and 

ecological worlds it writes when, as scholars, we represent these worlds as discrete. With this 

objective, I critique a geography of the political premised on an individuated human subject. In 

doing so, I entreat a radical re-imagining of politics, that is a politics autonomous of subjectivity. 

This invitation echoes that of (Keith Woodward et al., 2012), who in appealing for a politics 

without subjects, describe the conventional coupling of the two: 

“The political processes that subjectivity initiates tend to be characterized by an 

injunctive procedure: subjectivity, as a determinate abstraction, prescribes the 

politics that are specific to it. From such a starting point, subjectivity becomes 

transcendental to politics and anterior to political relations...There are no politics 

without subjects, subjects without politics.” (p. 207) 

In responding to this appeal, I expose the repercussions of a politics predicated on 

subjectivity. First, I reveal how subjectivity as a modernist formulation is incommensurate with 

an ontology of difference in which humans are not separate from their social, ecological, and 
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material milieus, but rather assembled with them. To depict humans as otherwise - that is to treat 

them as subjects - collapses difference and amplifies the inherent political violence of 

representation by eliding the other objects and relations that co-constitute the social. 

 Secondly, I recruit memory and emotion as two objects and experiences traditionally 

considered evidence of human exceptionalism and its corollary of subjectivity. In tracing their 

analysis in geography and beyond, I posit that memory and emotion themselves are examples of 

assemblages that entwine the human and non-human, psychic and somatic, discursive and 

material, and affective and emotional. I ground this theorization of their assemblaged nature in 

an investigation of slavery and abolition in Mauritania.  In this case study, I raise a battery of 

questions about memory and emotion as wellsprings of identity and subjectivity, as well as how 

memory, emotion and the bodies that experience them might be more justly represented in 

geographies of the human and more-than-human. 

Summary of findings 

Thus, in response to my overarching research question, how do emotion, memory, and their 

representation as assemblages inform a politics of being beyond the subject?, this study poses 

several subsidiary questions, whose answers I summarize in the space below.  

1) How do emotions and memories shape the politics of slavery and abolition Mauritania? 

 

Emotions and memories shape slavery and abolition in Mauritania by informing the politics 

and spatialities of identity through which these practices materialize. Identities in Mauritania, 

categorized by race, ethnicity, tribe, caste, and the like, serve as gridlines on a map by which 

bodies position themselves in relation to one another. Thus identities, stirred by emotions and 
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memories such as empathy, antipathy, and nostalgia, shape the socio-spatial and political 

configurations of slavery and abolition: cooperation and evacuation, solidarity and subversion, 

alliance and fragmentation. In other words, the spatial formation of Mauritanian bodies along 

axes of identity correlate with their interrelationality: how people come to care and long for, 

neglect and abandon, support and sustain, and injure and exploit the other bodies in their 

entourage. Thus, emotions and memories as entanglements of mind-bodies and their 

environments shape slavery and abolition by way of identities as the spatial webbings of power 

through which bodies configure themselves in relation to one another.   

 

2) How are emotions and memories examples of human-environment assemblages, and how 

does their ontologization and representation as such inform a politics of being beyond 

the subject? 

 

I have contended that bodies feel and remember the environment and their spatial and 

political relations to it. I show how these geographic memories take form not in objectification of 

the environment, but rather in unison with it. As such, I exemplify how memories and emotions, 

as composites of mental, somatic, and environmental elements, are the very stuff of slavery and 

abolition in Mauritania. As assemblages, emotions and memories controvert an ontology of 

being human as one of the human being as subject. Just as emotions and memories are 

assemblages, so, too, are the human bodies that harbor and co-assemble them. Thus, if 

subjectivity holds that subjects stand in isolation from the rest of the world through their 

objectification of it, then emotions and memories as assemblages challenge this theory by 

mirroring the assemblaged nature of humans themselves. This reassessment of subjectivity 
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summons in turn a re-appraisal of how, as scholars, we represent humans. As I discuss in further 

detail below, geography and the worlds it writes might benefit from innovating forms of 

scholarship that represent states of being human as a being-with-the-world, rather than as states 

of being separate from this world as subjects.  

 

3) How can emotions, memories, and the humans that express them be more justly 

represented in geographic scholarship?  

 

I have made the case for representing emotions, memories, and humans as socio-ecological 

assemblages, not as objects and subjects of a world that partitions, à la moderne, emotions from 

affects, minds from bodies, selves from others, and cultures from natures. But in conducting 

research with human subjects, how might we proceed to more delicately and conscientiously 

manage our own privilege as researchers? As a human geographer, I am summoned to striate the 

material and symbolic differences implicit in others and their acts of remembering, feeling, and 

narrating. Not only that, but I must then wrangle these differences into linguistic classifications 

of identity, otherwise known as the play on words of signification. And here is the coup de 

grâce: as social scientists charged with the task of representing our memories and feelings about 

socio-ecological ‘others’, we must first objectify these others, and thereby render ourselves 

subjects. In light of this, how might we circumvent the aporias of subjectivity?  

My response is that we do not: in life, as well as in its representations, the only way 

around is through. The question worth begging, then, is how might we proceed to more justly 

represent emotions, memories, and human (subjects) as assemblages, as beings in states of 

becoming with the world, rather than as bodies somehow autonomous from it? In broaching an 
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incomplete response, I experiment with the methods of autoethnography and interpretational 

equivocacy as means of minimizing my own representational privilege so as to leave more of the 

representation and interpretation to my interlocutors, as well as to you, the reader. In this way, I 

hope to allow my observations and depictions of others’ doings and sayings to speak more for 

themselves, that is, to mirror an immanent state of being-in-the-world that is always, in actuality, 

a becoming-with it.  

I do not suggest here that autoethnography and interpretational equivocacy are the sole 

routes to a more just representation of human beings and their multiple, contested, and variable 

states of being and becoming human. Alternatively, I advocate for the critical and creative 

adaptation of these methods, as well as the innovation of new ones, in human geographic 

research. This attention to the methodological scaffolds of geography permits us to take seriously 

the epistemological perils and pitfalls of an ontological fidelity to the subject.  

In what follows, I summon the theories of Karl Marx and Martin Heidegger on 

subjectivity, alienation, and their relations to being human as a being-with other humans and 

non-humans. 

A Politics of Being Beyond the Subject 

At this juncture in scholarly history, it seems that geographers and other social theorists 

can no longer afford to explain violence, inequity, and the suffering they spawn as experiences of 

individuated subjects, when the very causes of these injustices stem from our perceptions of 

ourselves as such: that is, as separate from other humans and the environmental objects that co-

constitute us. I identify this misperception as a failing to remember our social natures as ever-

becoming, ever-emergent, intricately woven and immanently interconnected beings.  
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To misremember our nature as such is to invite what I call a politics of forgetting. This 

politics, founded in modern subjectivity,  finds us drowning in the sea of struggle - always in 

vain - to sever our inseverable ties from others, from nature and, ultimately, from ourselves. And 

this politics of forgetting is a circulatory one: severance as the modernist logic for capitalism, 

colonialism, and the ongoing exploitation and inequity they spawn further segregates humans 

from other humans, and humans from nature.  

Alienation 

As I have shown in the case of Mauritania, this segregation of the subject from the socio-

ecological whole is remembered and felt as a type of alienation. In certain respects, one might 

consider slavery as alienation par excellence. After all, if Marx’s definition of freedom in the 

Grundrisse (1973) holds any currency, then the slave is stripped of her freedom via an alienation 

of her right to choose the objects of her production; to recuperate the value of her production; 

and to exchange it according to her own choosing.  

Notwithstanding its relevance to slavery, I do not endeavor here to define alienation as 

the process of enslavement. I wish instead to dissect the term as it relates to subjectivity. For 

Marx and Engels (2009), alienation, or Entfremdung, is the worker’s experience of estrangement 

under the modernist mode of production that is capitalism. This estrangement takes a variety of 

forms, including the estrangement of workers from the commodities they produce; from the 

value of their own labor; from other workers; and ultimately, from their own Gattungswesen, or 

“species-essence.” As Marx describes in the Grundrisse (1973), this “species-essence” 

encapsulates what it means to be human and to relate to others as humans, a way of being he 

claims is annihilated under capitalism. Gattungswesen comes by way of retaining the full surplus 
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value of one’s labor in producing and exchanging the products of it. In describing this exchange, 

he states: 

“The fact that this need on the part of one can be satisfied by the product of the 

other, and vice versa, and that the one is capable of producing the object of the need 

of the other, and that each confronts the other as owner of the object of the other's 

need, this proves that each of them reaches beyond his own particular need etc., as 

a human being, and that they relate to one another as human beings; that their 

common species-being [Gattungswesen] is acknowledged by all.” (1973, p. 181, 

emphasis added). 

Thus for Marx, estrangement from one’s own Gattungswesen constitutes an alienation of one’s 

being human. Otherwise interpreted, this loss of one’s own humanity ultimately constitutions an 

alienation of the self. As it were, this alienation of the self is an alienation of the self-as-subject. 

This occurs when a worker, in becoming alienated from her labor and the products of her labor 

as commodities, must separate herself from this labor and its products. In other words, she must 

objectify them: 

“Labor produces not only commodities; it produces itself and the worker as a 

commodity – and this at the same rate at which it produces commodities in general. 

This fact expresses merely that the object which labor produces – labor’s 

product– confronts it as something alien, as a power independent of the producer. 

The product of labor is labor which has been embodied in an object, which has 

become material: it is the objectification of labor. Labor’s realization is its 

objectification. Under these economic conditions this realization of labor appears 

as loss of realization for the workers; objectification as loss of the object and 
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bondage to it; appropriation as estrangement, as alienation… All these 

consequences are implied in the statement that the worker is related to the 

product of his labor as to an alien object.” (Marx, 1964, p. 28-29, emphasis 

added) 

He goes on to describe alienation as the objectification of nature: 

“Let us now look more closely at the objectification, at the production of the 

worker; and in it at the estrangement, the loss of the object, of his product. The 

worker can create nothing without nature, without the sensuous external world. It 

is the material on which his labor is realized, in which it is active, from which, and 

by means of which it produces.” (p. 29, emphasis added) 

And this objectification of the self as worker, of one’s labor and production, gives rise to the 

worker-as-subject:   

“…therefore, the worker becomes a servant of his object, first, in that he receives 

an object of labor, i.e., in that he receives work, and, secondly, in that he receives 

means of subsistence. This enables him to exist, first as a worker; and second, as a 

physical subject. The height of this servitude is that it is only as a worker that he 

can maintain himself as a physical subject and that it is only as a physical 

subject that he is a worker.” (p. 29, emphasis added)  

Marx reiterates this argument in the Grundrisse. Here, he summarizes how modernity 

forms a human subject to race along the telos of development: to progressively accumulate 

wealth through a mode of production that depends on its exploitation and that of nature, and how 

the subject’s objectification and domination of both itself and nature leads to its alienation: 
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“Thus the old [pre-modern] view, in which the human being appears as the aim of 

production…seems to be very lofty when contrasted to the modern world, where 

production appears as the aim of mankind and wealth as the aim of production. In fact, 

however, when the limited bourgeois form is stripped away, what is wealth other than… 

the full development of human mastery over the forces of nature, those of so-called 

nature as well as of humanity's own nature? The absolute working-out of his creative 

potentialities, with no presupposition other than the previous historic development, which 

makes this totality of development, i.e. the development of all human powers as such the 

end in itself, not as measured on a predetermined yardstick?... In bourgeois economics -- 

and in the epoch of production to which it corresponds – this complete working-out of the 

human content appears as a complete emptying out, this universal objectification as total 

alienation, and the tearing-down of all limited, one-sided aims as sacrifice of the human 

end-in-itself to an entirely external end.” (p. 425-426, emphasis added) 

As Marx painstakingly describes, subjectivity is a product of modernity and the capitalist 

relations of production it inspires. In addition to capitalism’s demands of the worker to objectify 

its own labor and the products of this labor, it also necessitates the objectification of nature – 

both the natures internal and external to the subject. It is this objectification in its many forms 

that culminates in the subject’s alienation from social and natural others, an alienation both 

caused by and resulting in an estrangement from oneself as subject. 

Being-there as Being-with: Dasein as Mitsein 

This alienation from the world as estrangement of self is taken up by Martin Heidegger in 

Being and Time (1996). I wish here to revisit Heidegger’s concept of Dasein, or Being-t/here, as 

a Mitsein, or Being-with the world: “So far as Dasein is at all, it has Being-with-one-another as 
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its kind of Being” (p. 163). In this conception of Dasein as Mitsein, we detect in Heidegger a 

refusal of a Cartesian subject separate from a world of ‘Others’: 

 

“By ‘Others’ we do not mean everyone else but me—those over against whom the 

‘I’ stands out. They are rather those from whom, for the most part, one does not 

distinguish oneself—those among whom one is too… By reason of this with-like 

Being-in-the-world, the world is always the one that I share with Others.” (p. 154–

5)  

For Heidegger, Being-in-the-world requires an openness to it, an attitude of porosity to and 

interconnection with our social and material worlds, an attitude he calls an “openness to being.”  

He insists that when we forget our Dasein as Mitsein, or that Being-t/here is always a being-with 

others, we lose our “openness to being” (Wheeler, 2016).  

With his explanation of “openness to being”, Heidegger underscores the links between 

memory and subjectivity by explaining what happens when we, as humans, fail to remember our 

Being as a Being-with others, as a condition of immanent inextricability with the world of other 

people and things. In forgetting our Being-with others as the basis for our humanity, he asserts 

that humans fall victim to a “will to power”, what (Harman, 2007) interprets in Heidegger as the 

will of humans “…to unleash their force and impose their own perspective on other entities” (p. 

125). Falling victim to this “will to power”, or will to exert our power over others, subjects are 

formed that summon the will to violate ‘Others’, whom they forget are “…those from 

whom…one does not distinguish oneself—those among whom one is too” (p. 155). It is thus in 

forgetting that the distinction between Self and Other is really no distinction at all, that a subject 

comes to recognize itself as such – as being-without others. 
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It is therefore from this “will to power” that violence, subjugation, and indeed 

enslavement are potentialized. In Mauritania, we see instances of this forgetting one’s Dasein as 

Mitsein, or Being t/here as Being-with, among those who demote the Haratine and other black 

bodies to the lower layers of its social hierarchy, while thrusting them out into its political and 

spatial peripheries. As it were, this politics of amnesia, of forgetting Dasein’s synonymity with 

Mitsein, is actually a politics of selective memory: a will to mis/remember one’s separation from 

others, and the emotions that both evoke and are evoked by these memories. This will to forget, 

or to selectively mis/remember, fuels a “will to power” whereby those able to wield power as a 

relation of force identify perceived others as subaltern. It is through this identification that the 

subaltern are subordinated, with slavery in Mauritania being just one example of this.  

Representing as forgetting 

“We have shown…not only that the question of the meaning of Being is one that 

has not been attended to and one that has been inadequately formulated, but that it 

has become quite forgotten in spite of all our interest in 'metaphysics'” (Heidegger, 

1996, p. 43).  

For Heidegger, our failure to remember Dasein as Mitsein, or Being-t/here as Being-with, 

occurred historically via the philosophic imperative of objectifying Being, an imperative that 

predated, but later became the crucible of, modernity and its ennoblement of the human subject. 

He explains this modern subordination of Dasein as occurring at the hands of scientific and 

philosophic tradition:  

“Our preparatory Interpretation of the fundamental structures of Dasein with regard 

to the average kind of Being which is closest to it (a kind of Being in which it is 

therefore proximally historical as well), will make manifest, in terms of that world 
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by its reflected light, but also that Dasein simultaneously falls prey to the tradition 

of which it has more or less explicitly taken hold. This tradition keeps it from 

providing its own guidance, whether in  inquiring or in choosing. This holds true - 

and by no means least - for that understanding which is rooted in Dasein's ownmost 

Being, and for the possibility of developing it - namely, for ontological 

understanding.” (p. 42-43)  

Tradition thereby enslaved Dasein as Being, shackling it to its structures of representation rather 

than allowing it the liberty to simply be. In its subjugation of Dasein, tradition leaves no trace of 

itself, but rather creates the illusion that its representations of Dasein are in fact just Dasein 

itself: 

“When tradition thus becomes master, it does so in such a way that what it 

'transmits' is made so inaccessible, proximally and for the most part, that it rather 

becomes concealed. Tradition takes what has come down to us and delivers it over 

to self-evidence; it blocks our access to those primordial 'sources' from which the 

categories and concepts handed down to us have been in part quite genuinely 

drawn.” (p. 43) 

This enshrouding of Dasein, resulting from the collapsing of Dasein with an idea of itself, 

creates an illusion of equivalency between representations of Being and Being itself.  

Interestingly, this is all but identical to Mitchell’s theory of enframing woven into Chapter V – 

the very representational device employed by Europeans to underprop the colonial project. As 

such, it is also reminiscent of Mubarakah’s manner of narrating her own states of being in the 

later interviews as compared to the earlier ones. For in the former, she seems to describe her 

experiences of Dasein as an actual Mitsein – a Being-with the world by way of remembering-
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with and feeling-with the bodies and things that populate it – skin, sand, soil, sheep, and sun. 

These memorial emotions seem to differ from the ones she conveys in later interviews, wherein 

she narrates her being as a thread of transcendent ideas about her being, rather than as 

recollections of her mind-body immanently being with the bodies and objects in her 

environment.   

Even so, I still wish to still make good on my commitment - that is, to not make any at all 

- with regards to interpreting her words or attributing the changes in her diction to any definitive 

cause. Nonetheless, I wish to leave the reader with an inquiry. In making this inquiry, I will for 

the moment cast aside Mubarakah’s case, and instead pose the question as a general invitation 

for self-reflection: What is at stake for bodies that remember and feel their Being-in-the-world 

only as an ideation or objectification of this world, from which it sees itself as a subject separate 

from it?  Otherwise stated, what kind of politics does a politics of subjectivity necessitate? 

Moreover, what political possibilities might unfold from imagining, and endeavoring to manifest 

these imaginings of, a politics without subjects?  

Returning to Heidegger’s treatise on the conflation of Dasein with the philosophy of it, I 

contend that this confusion of Being with ideas of Being epitomizes the false promise of 

representation: that the signs, symbols, and identities we ascribe to Being are somehow 

synonymous with Being-as-such. It is in the unfulfillment of this promise that representation 

becomes a violence.  

For Heidegger, when philosophic tradition as objectifying force subjugates Being-as-

such, or Dasein, it spawns a forgetting of it, an inability to recall our immanent Being-with-the-

world: 
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“Indeed it [tradition] makes us forget that they have had such an origin, and makes 

us suppose that the necessity of going back to these sources is something which we 

need not even understand. Dasein has had its historicality so thoroughly uprooted 

by tradition that it confines its interest to the multiformity of possible types, 

directions, and standpoints of philosophical activity in the most exotic and alien of 

cultures; and by this very interest it seeks to veil the fact that it has no ground of its 

Own to stand on. Consequently, despite all its philological interests and all its zeal 

for an Interpretation which is philologically 'objective' ["sachliche"], Dasein no 

longer understands the most elementary conditions which would alone enable it to 

go back to the past in a positive manner and make it productively its own.”  (p. 43, 

emphasis added) 

To summarize, Heidegger attests that the scientific objectification of Being 

consisted in the equalization of Being with a representation of itself, a maneuver that 

culminated historically into the forgetting of actual Being-as-such, a type of social amnesia 

that prompted him to write Being and Time as a reminder of how we are always already 

entangled in the material world of other beings and things.  

For Heidegger, then, remembrance of this immanent entanglement with the world 

as Dasein symbolizes an act of redemption, a way of restoring to the world the humanity 

stolen from us by modernity.  And mere symbolism it is: I do not interpret Heidegger’s use 

of the term forgetting as the sheer cerebral incapacity to remember one’s Dasein as Mitsein.  

Rather, I interpret this forgetting as a metaphor for a host of political processes that 

manifest as socio-spatial separations from perceived human and natural others. These 

manifestations evolve along discursive channels, such as through depictions of Southern 
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Mauritania (as the cradle of its black population) as physically and morally infectious, 

discourses that then materialize in the ghettoization of Nouakchott along boundaries of 

racial identity. In these instances, both the politics and socio-spatialities of forgetting 

Dasein as Mitsein, as well as conflating Dasein with its representation, develop via 

emotional memories and memorial emotions. As socio-ecological assemblages, both 

memories and emotions enlist discursive and material elements into their constitution and 

expression, replicating once again the aporia of representation.  

Remembrance as justice 

Forgetting leads to exile; remembering leads to redemption. 

- Rabbi Israel baal Shem Tov in Simon (2016, p. 1) 

After days of wandering in the desert, Muhammad ould Haddar stumbles upon a slave 

poet, Abd Masuma, who is tied to a stake. The poet’s master, learning of his slave’s love for his 

wife, had bound him to the stake to burn him alive. After learning of his fate, Muhammad feels 

sympathy for the ill-fated slave. This sympathy then transmutes to empathy when Muhammad 

remembers what he shares with him: that he, too, is in love. Muhammad begins to bare his 

sentiments through a poem, which he implores the slave poet to complete. The slave agrees, 

under the condition that the verses be connected by love. 

Muhammad begins: 

 

My heart is branded by fire, and my eye-lids blinded by tears, 

 

The slave continues: 

 

Just like the stick which is roasted at one end, and water flows from it at the other 

 

- Adapted from Norris (1968, p. 57-58) 
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For Heidegger, the forgetting of Dasein as Mitsein precipitates a “will to power”, 

whereby in misidentifying difference as alterity, relations of subjugation are potentiated. Slavery, 

perhaps, is the ultimate expression of this will. Forgetting Dasein as Mitsein is thus a forgetting 

of our assemblaged nature. In relating this to a failure of memory, I would suggest that the 

antonym of remembering is not forgetting. It is, in fact, dismembering.  

To remember and feel one’s humanity is therefore antidotal to this “will to power”. And I 

argue with Heidegger that our humanity is cultivated by our Being-in-the-world, a world we 

share with others from whom we need not distinguish ourselves in a manner that divides us.  Our 

differences with social and ecological others do not automatically separate us from them. Quite 

the contrary: separation proceeds from the representation of difference as identities, or symbols, 

of similitude and alterity. When we remember ourselves as different from other beings and 

things, and when we perceive these differences as indications of alterity, we manage to 

dismember ourselves from the socio-ecological whole. What a politics of remembrance of our 

Being-with-the-world, of Dasein as Mitsein, reminds us is that, as assemblages, we are always 

already connected in light of our actual differences, not in spite of them, or in spite of our 

representations of them as differentiated identities.    

Perhaps, then, what is lacking from the representational realms we occupy as researchers 

is an alternative to subjectivity as the ontological default for political inquiry. Perhaps another 

political orientation towards identity is in order, one that celebrates difference as the ionic bonds 

that unify us. This would offer an alternative to practices of identity that quest for social, 

political, and spatial unity on the basis of similitude, or similarities in identity, whose apparition 

proceeds in any regard from a collapsing of difference.  
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If remembering our Being-human supports our re-membering to socio-ecological others, 

then perhaps this re-membering may pave the way to an emancipatory politics. Echoing 

Yerushalmi, 1989, scholar of Jewish history and memory, (Simon, 2005) writes of the 

redemption made possible by voicing the atrocities of Jewish history, “...the antonym of 

“forgetting” is not “remembering” but the prospect of justice” (p. 1-2). For Heidegger, justice 

(Gerechtigkeit) emerges as a political possibility in the strife, or tension, between beings and 

their openness to being, and beings and their will to power.50 It seems only fitting then to 

emulate this dialectical approach to being and representations of being. In its efforts to render 

justice, however incompletely, to its representations of slavery and abolition in Mauritania, this 

project has striven to straddle its own contradictions of identity and difference, discourse and 

materiality, objectivity and subjectivity.   

Yet to surrender to subjectivity as the natural order of things is to accept as justifiable a 

world of injustice. It is to implicitly endorse a will to power, or the domination and subsequent 

exploitation of social and ecological others. It is to consent to the attempted splintering - and its 

resultant violence - of social and ecological worlds by seeing ourselves as a species separate 

from them.  And this is to abandon the fight altogether: to relinquish the possibility of justice to 

its dialectical counterpoint of injustice.  For only in passing through the impasses of 

independence and interdependence, similitude and difference, and being and representations of 

being, can emancipation result from enslavement.  

 

 

                                                 

50 Drawing on Nietzsche, Heidegger defines these elements of strife as eternal return, will to power, superman, and 

nihilism. Though Heidegger himself left no behind no real definition of justice, (Harman,  2007) attempts an 

interpretation of his theory of justice as emerging from the tensions between these four elements.  
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If you ever arrive 

in a land smooth and white  

accompanied by immense black statues 

and crossed by the slow tracks of camels and Bedouin, 

remember that there is a land without master and without owner, 

the mirror and soul of all innocent beings. 

 

- Tiris, by Saharawi poet Ali Salem Isselmou, 

translation my own (San Martín & Bollig, 2009) 

 

  



 197 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Abu-Lughod, L. (1993). Writing women’s worlds : Bedouin stories. Berkeley: University of 

California Press. 

Adepoju, A. (2005). Review of research and data on human trafficking in sub‐Saharan Africa. 

International Migration. Retrieved from http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.0020-

7985.2005.00313.x/full 

Agamben, G. (1998). Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life. Trans.Daniel Heller-

Roazen.Palo Alto: Stanford up, 3–18. 

Ahmed, S. (2004). Collective Feelings: Or, the Impressions Left by Others. Theory, Culture & 

Society, 21(2), 25–42. https://doi.org/10.1177/0263276404042133 

Alderman, D. H. (2003). Street names and the scaling of memory: the politics of commemorating 

Martin Luther King, Jr within the African American community. Area, 35(2), 163–173. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/1475-4762.00250 

Allan, J. (2011). Nationalism, resistance, and patriarchy: the poetry of Saharawi women. 

Hispanic Research Journal. Retrieved from 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1179/174582011X12869673314263 

Amin, S. (1995). Event, Metaphor, Memory: Chauri Chaura, 1922-1992. University of 

California Press. Retrieved from http://library.wur.nl/WebQuery/clc/955773 

Anderson, B. (2006). Becoming and being hopeful: towards a theory of affect. Environment and 

Planning D: Society and Space. Retrieved from 

http://epd.sagepub.com/content/24/5/733.abstract 

Anderson, B. (2009). Affective atmospheres. Emotion, Space and Society, 2(2), 77–81. 

https://doi.org/http://dx.doi.org.ezproxy4.library.arizona.edu/10.1016/j.emospa.2009.08.005 



 198 

Anderson, B., & Harrison, P. (2006). Questioning Affect and Emotion. Area, 38(3), 333–335. 

Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/20004551 

Anderson, B., Kearnes, M., McFarlane, C., & Swanton, D. (2012). On assemblages and 

geography. Dialogues in Human Geography, 2(2), 171–189. Retrieved from 

/citations?view_op=view_citation&continue=/scholar%3Fhl%3Den%26start%3D10%26as_

sdt%3D0,3%26scilib%3D1%26scioq%3Dqualitative%2Bmethods%2Bgeography%2Bhay

&citilm=1&citation_for_view=RKl4LOAAAAAJ:bFI3QPDXJZMC&hl=en&oi=p 

Anderson, B., & McFarlane, C. (2011). Assemblage and geography. Area, 43(2), 124–127. 

Retrieved from 

/citations?view_op=view_citation&continue=/scholar%3Fhl%3Den%26start%3D20%26as_

sdt%3D0,3%26scilib%3D1%26scioq%3Dqualitative%2Bmethods%2Bgeography%2Bhay

&citilm=1&citation_for_view=RKl4LOAAAAAJ:4OULZ7Gr8RgC&hl=en&oi=p 

Askins, K., & Blazek, M. (2016). Feeling our way: academia, emotions and a politics of care. 

Social & Cultural Geography, 1–20. https://doi.org/10.1080/14649365.2016.1240224 

Assmann, J. (1988). Collective Memory and Cultural Identity. Kultur Und Gedächtnis. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/488538 

Atkinson, P., & Delamont, S. (2008). Analytic Perspectives. In N. Denzin & Y. Lincoln (Eds.), 

Collecting and interpreting qualitative materials, The SAGE Handbook for Qualitative 

Research (pp. 285–312). SAGE. 

Bakker, K., & Bridge, G. (2006). Material worlds? Resource geographies and thematter of 

nature’. Progress in Human Geography, 30(1), 5–27. Retrieved from 

/citations?view_op=view_citation&continue=/scholar%3Fhl%3Den%26as_sdt%3D0,3%26

scilib%3D1%26scioq%3Dqualitative%2Bmethods%2Bgeography%2Bhay&citilm=1&citati



 199 

on_for_view=RKl4LOAAAAAJ:nb7KW1ujOQ8C&hl=en&oi=p 

Bales, K. (2012). Disposable people: New slavery in the global economy. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=YqTwqI3SZbgC&oi=fnd&pg=PP1&dq=re

lated:HUyjllhwQWwJ:scholar.google.com/&ots=AFsIqDGgdF&sig=Mmt1AeSwqoBhrnV

_dLL1QyHbFxY 

Bennett, J. (2010). Vibrant matter: a political ecology of things. Durham: Duke University Press. 

Bennett, K. (2013). Emotion and place promotion: Passionate about a former coalfield. Emotion, 

Space and Society, 8, 1–10. 

https://doi.org/http://dx.doi.org.ezproxy4.library.arizona.edu/10.1016/j.emospa.2012.04.004 

Berg, L. (2012). Geographies of identity I Geography–(neo) liberalism–white supremacy. 

Progress in Human Geography. Retrieved from 

http://phg.sagepub.com/content/36/4/508.short 

Besio, K. (2005). Telling Stories to Hear Autoethnography: Researching women’s lives in 

northern Pakistan. Gender, Place & Culture, 12(3), 317–331. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09663690500202566 

Besio, K. (2007). Depth of fields: travel photography and spatializing modernities in northern 

Pakistan. Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, 25(1), 53–74. 

https://doi.org/10.1068/d2504 

Besio, K., & Butz, D. (2009). Autoethnography. Geography Compass, 3(5), 1660–1674. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-8198.2009.00279.x 

Beswick, S. (2004). Sudan’s blood memory : the legacy of war, ethnicity, and slavery in early 

South Sudan. University of Rochester Press. 

Biggs, I. (2012). The Southdean Project and Beyond–’Essaying’Site as Memory Work. 



 200 

Geography and Memory: Explorations in Identity, Place. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=sgjghHk4Z5AC&oi=fnd&pg=PA109&dq=

The+Southdean+Project+and+Beyond+%26%238211%3B+%26%238216%3BEssaying%2

6%238217%3B+Site&ots=qpgxwZQYFe&sig=cMefnROlaey95bRebr6ydza-Ce4 

Bondi, L. (2005). Making Connections and Thinking through Emotions: Between Geography 

and Psychotherapy. Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 30(4), 433–448. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-5661.2005.00183.x 

Bosco, F. (2004). Human rights politics and scaled performances of memory: conflicts among 

the Madres de Plaza de Mayo in Argentina. Social & Cultural Geography. Retrieved from 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1464936042000252787 

Boustany, N. (2008). One Man’s Personal Mission to End Slavery in Mauritania. Washington 

Post. Retrieved from 

https://scholar.google.com/scholar?q=boustany+mauritania+2008&btnG=&hl=en&as_sdt=

0%2C3 

Braun, B. (2006). Environmental issues: global natures in the space of assemblage. Progress in 

Human Geography, 30(5), 644–654. Retrieved from 

/citations?view_op=view_citation&continue=/scholar%3Fhl%3Den%26start%3D20%26as_

sdt%3D0,3%26scilib%3D1%26scioq%3Dqualitative%2Bmethods%2Bgeography%2Bhay

&citilm=1&citation_for_view=RKl4LOAAAAAJ:yD5IFk8b50cC&hl=en&oi=p 

Butler, J. (1999). Gender trouble : feminism and the subversion of identity. Routledge. 

Butler, J. (2009). Frames of war: When is life grievable? London: Verso. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=KnBHCgAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PT23&d

q=frames+of+war+butler&ots=-KXt1wJeRt&sig=FhUnZVidNJg7Z4-iW1NA1obWS6Y 



 201 

Butler, J. (2012). Precarious life, vulnerability, and the ethics of cohabitation. The Journal of 

Speculative Philosophy, 26(2), 134–151. 

Butler, J. (2015). Senses of the subject. Fordham University Press. Retrieved from 

https://muse.jhu.edu/book/38152#.WN6R2kSLrWQ.mendeley&title=Project MUSE - 

Senses of the Subject&description=This book brings together a group of Judith Butler’s 

philosophical essays written over two decades that elaborate her reflections on the roles of 

Butz, D. (2010). Autoethnography as Sensibility. In The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative 

Geography (pp. 138–155). 1 Oliver’s Yard,  55 City Road,  London    EC1Y 1SP  United 

Kingdom : SAGE Publications Ltd. https://doi.org/10.4135/9780857021090.n10 

Butz, D., & Besio, K. (2004). The Value of Autoethnography for Field Research in Transcultural 

Settings. The Professional Geographer, 56(3). https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0033-

0124.2004.05603004.x 

Casey, E. S. (2000). Remembering: a phenomenological study (Vol. 2nd). Bloomington, IN: 

Indiana University Press. Retrieved from 

http://arizona.summon.serialssolutions.com.ezproxy3.library.arizona.edu/2.0.0/link/0/eLvH

CXMwY2AwNtIz0EUrE1KNTRKBqk1Tkk3MU1NSkiyTzVKTDRMTTVJNkk3NUkAj21

EBlmFhxlG-RsB-I-xORNAps_mIcxOLMquAzVP48hrQEIaJIaiBDur-

mJmbg1K1U0QofIzFwNQCWLsZgjpjRqagG3kMjYygHGNjcwtLU- 

Casey, E. S. (2001). Between Geography and Philosopy: What Does It Mean to be in the Place-

world? Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 91(4), 683–693. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/0004-5608.00266 

Castree, N., & Braun, B. (2001). Social nature. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing. 

Cattan, N., & Vanolo, A. (2014). Gay and lesbian emotional geographies of clubbing: reflections 



 202 

from Paris and Turin. Gender, Place & Culture. Retrieved from 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/0966369X.2013.810603 

Claval, P. (2007). Changing conceptions of heritage and landscape. In N. Moore & Y. Whelan 

(Eds.), Heritage, Memory and the Politics of Identity: new (pp. 85–94). Ashgate. Retrieved 

from https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=TRV00-

zjy8YC&oi=fnd&pg=PA85&dq=claval+2007+memory&ots=QjjX3m_96p&sig=IV85CV6l

5Om-Z3TgBCpNeNWU5yI 

Cloke, P., & Jones, O. (2004). Turning in the graveyard: trees and the hybrid geographies of 

dwelling, monitoring and resistance in a Bristol cemetery. Cultural Geographies. Retrieved 

from http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1191/1474474004eu300oa 

Coleman, M. (2008). US immigration law and its geographies of social control: Lessons from 

homosexual exclusion during the Cold War. Environment and Planning D: Society and 

Space, 26(6), 1096–1114. https://doi.org/10.1068/d8508 

Collinge, C. (2006). Flat ontology and the deconstruction of scale: a response to Marston, Jones 

and Woodward. Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 31(2), 244–251. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-5661.2006.00201.x 

Collis, M. (2005). “Mourning the Loss” or “No Regrets”. Exploring Women’s Emotional 

Responses to Hysterectomy’. Emotional Geographies, 33–48. 

Colls, R. (2012). Feminism, bodily difference and non‐representational geographies. 

Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 37(3), 430–445. 

Curti, G. G. H., Aitken, S. C. S., Bosco, F. F. J., & Goerisch, D. D. (2011). For not limiting 

emotional and affectual geographies: A collective critique of Steve Pile’s “Emotions and 

affect in recent human geography.” Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 



 203 

36(4), 590–594. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-5661.2011.00451.x 

Davidson, J., Bondi, L. (Liz), & Smith, M. (2005). Emotional geographies. Ashgate. 

Davis, D. K. (2007). Resurrecting the granary of Rome : environmental history and French 

colonial expansion in North Africa. Ohio University Press. 

Dawney, L. (2011). The motor of being: A response to Steve Pile’s “Emotions and affect in 

recent human geography.” Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 36(4), 599–

602. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-5661.2011.00461.x 

DeLanda, M. (2006). A new philosophy of society: Assemblage theory and social complexity. 

A&C Black. Retrieved from 

/citations?view_op=view_citation&continue=/scholar%3Fhl%3Den%26start%3D10%26as_

sdt%3D0,3%26scilib%3D1%26scioq%3Dqualitative%2Bmethods%2Bgeography%2Bhay

&citilm=1&citation_for_view=RKl4LOAAAAAJ:1sJd4Hv_s6UC&hl=en&oi=p 

Delaney, D. (2001). Making nature/marking humans: law as a site of (cultural) production. 

Annals of the Association of American Geographers. Retrieved from 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1111/0004-5608.00255 

Deleuze, G. (1994). Difference and repetition. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=80msAgAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PR11&dq

=difference+and+repetition+deleuze+&ots=9nfZgGepWv&sig=URTv1eACLlb5NjsmFN7

D8KF6n_A 

Deleuze, G., & Guattari, F. (1987). A thousand plateaus (B. Massumi, Trans.). Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press.(Original Work Published 1980). 

DeLyser, D. (1999). Authenticity on the ground: Engaging the past in a California ghost town. 

Annals of the Association of American Geographers. Retrieved from 



 204 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1111/0004-5608.00164 

DeLyser, D. (2003). Ramona memories: Fiction, tourist practices, and placing the past in 

Southern California. Annals of the Association of American Geographers. Retrieved from 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1467-8306.2003.09304011.x 

DeLyser, D. (2015). Collecting, kitsch and the intimate geographies of social memory: a story of 

archival autoethnography. Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 40(2), 209–

222. https://doi.org/10.1111/tran.12070 

DeLYSER, D., & Karolczyk, P. (2010). Fieldwork and the geographical review: retrospect and 

possible prospects. Geographical Review. Retrieved from 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1931-0846.2010.00053.x/full 

Derrida, J. (1976). Of grammatology (1st Americ). Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press. 

Retrieved from 

http://arizona.summon.serialssolutions.com.ezproxy3.library.arizona.edu/2.0.0/link/0/eLvH

CXMwfV1NawIxEB1EEQQp1u-qkJM3xSSuSc6l0oOihyriRZKsC71Y0F7aX-

_MftkW7DEMJAwkMy-

PmTcAUownoz8xIcBU7ry2WlkZhcJ4jw9NhIEIZWCVpr7h_dpst3K_FPhvzGYiksrsx0038

fz-jfA0L68hCoPk0DCnYw 

Derrida, J. (1993). Aporias, trans. Thomas Dutoit. Stanford: Stanford University Press. 

Deubel, T. F. (2012). Poetics of diaspora: Sahrawi poets and postcolonial transformations of a 

trans-Saharan genre in northwest Africa. The Journal of North African Studies, 17(2), 295–

314. https://doi.org/10.1080/13629387.2011.610591 

Dewsbury, J. J. (2011). The Deleuze‐Guattarian assemblage: plastic habits. Area, 43(2), 148–

153. Retrieved from 



 205 

/citations?view_op=view_citation&continue=/scholar%3Fhl%3Den%26start%3D20%26as_

sdt%3D0,3%26scilib%3D1%26scioq%3Dqualitative%2Bmethods%2Bgeography%2Bhay

&citilm=1&citation_for_view=RKl4LOAAAAAJ:cFHS6HbyZ2cC&hl=en&oi=p 

Dixon, D. P. (2015). Feminist geopolitics : material states. Ashgate. 

Dixon, D. P., & Jones III, J. P. (1998). My dinner with Derrida, or spatial analysis and 

poststructuralism do lunch. Environment and Planning A, 30(2), 247–260. 

Domosh, M., & Seager, J. (2016). Putting women in place: Feminist geographers make sense of 

the world. Retrieved from 

/citations?view_op=view_citation&continue=/scholar%3Fhl%3Den%26start%3D10%26as_

sdt%3D0,3%26scilib%3D1%26scioq%3Dqualitative%2Bmethods%2Bgeography%2Bhay

&citilm=1&citation_for_view=RKl4LOAAAAAJ:xtRiw3GOFMkC&hl=en&oi=p 

Dwyer, O., & Jones III, J. P. (2000). White socio-spatial epistemology. Social & Cultural 

Geography, 1(2), 209–222. Retrieved from 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14649360020010211 

Dyck, I. (2005). Feminist geography, the “everyday”, and local–global relations: hidden spaces 

of place‐making. The Canadian Geographer/Le Géographe Canadien, 49(3), 233–243. 

El Vilaly, A. E. (2010). Lines in the Sand: Memory, Identity, and Rationalized Oppression in 

Arabophone Mauritania. University of Arizona. 

Escobar, A. (2007). The “ontological turn”in social theory. A commentary on “Human 

geography without scale”, by Sallie Marston, John Paul Jones II and Keith Woodward. 

Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 32(1), 106–111. 

Farrar, M. E. (2011). Amnesia, Nostalgia, and the Politics of Place Memory. Political Research 

Quarterly, 64(4), 723–735. https://doi.org/10.1177/1065912910373553 



 206 

Fisher, K. (2015). Positionality, subjectivity, and race in transnational and transcultural 

geographical research. Gender, Place & Culture. Retrieved from 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/0966369X.2013.879097 

Foucault, M. (1977). Discipline and Punish, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Vintage, 1979). 

Foucault, M. (2007). Security, territory, population: lectures at the Collège de France, 1977-78. 

Springer. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=6BruCwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PR5&dq=

foucault+2007+territory&ots=Bk7vQoZVs6&sig=X7-4GQIYb26e684Qw2UZWTDysRI 

Foucault, M. (2008). The birth of biopolitics: lectures at the Collège de France, 1978-1979. 

Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=4qntCwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PR5&dq=f

oucault+birth+of+biopolitics&ots=Gs_ZSFoU_E&sig=JJKhVDNoxTF1cAi8s0E4yG2QjxQ 

Gainotti, G. (2012). Unconscious processing of emotions and the right hemisphere. 

Neuropsychologia, 50(2), 205–218. 

https://doi.org/http://dx.doi.org.ezproxy4.library.arizona.edu/10.1016/j.neuropsychologia.20

11.12.005 

Garde-Hansen, J., & Jones, O. (2016). In conversation with Geography and memory: Joanne 

Garde-Hansen and Owain Jones. Kerb: Journal of Landscape Architecture. Retrieved from 

/citations?view_op=view_citation&continue=/scholar%3Fhl%3Den%26as_sdt%3D0,3%26

scilib%3D1%26scioq%3Dqualitative%2Bmethods%2Bgeography%2Bhay&citilm=1&citati

on_for_view=RKl4LOAAAAAJ:uWQEDVKXjbEC&hl=en&oi=p 

Gelder, B. de, Pourtois, G., & Weiskrantz, L. (2002). Fear Recognition in the Voice Is 

Modulated by Unconsciously Recognized Facial Expressions but Not by Unconsciously 



 207 

Recognized Affective Pictures. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the 

United States of America, 99(6), 4121–4126. https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.062018499 

George, K., & Stratford, E. (2016). Oral History and Human Geography. In I. Hay (Ed.), 

Qualitative research methods in human geography (p. 504). Ontario, Canada: Oxford 

University Press. Retrieved from http://ecite.utas.edu.au/97740 

Gibson-Graham, J. K. (2006). A postcapitalist politics. University of Minnesota Press. 

Gold, A. G., & Gujar, B. R. (2002). In the time of trees and sorrows : nature, power, and 

memory in Rajasthan. Duke University Press. 

Gregory, D. (2004). The colonial present : Afghanistan, Palestine, and Iraq. Blackwell Pub. 

Gregory, D. (2010). Vanishing points: Law, violence, and exception in the global war prison. 

Terror and the Postcolonial. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=28PO6wI_x_EC&oi=fnd&pg=PA55&dq=

derek+gregory+2010&ots=_XqJyOVfpU&sig=9QIX1vD2M2ODvO1d6fWCZwq1BYo 

Griffin, K. (1991). Foreign Aid after the Cold War. Development and Change, 22(4), 645–685. 

Retrieved from http://zp9vv3zm2k.search.serialssolutions.com/?ctx_ver=Z39.88-

2004&ctx_enc=info%3Aofi%2Fenc%3AUTF-

8&rfr_id=info%3Asid%2Fsummon.serialssolutions.com&rft_val_fmt=info%3Aofi%2Ffmt

%3Akev%3Amtx%3Ajournal&rft.genre=article&rft.atitle=Foreign+Aid+after+the+Cold+ 

Halbwachs, M. (1980). The collective memory. Harper & Row. 

Hall, S. (1985). Signification, representation, ideology: Althusser and the post‐structuralist 

debates. Critical Studies in Media Communication, 2(2), 91–114. 

Hanna, S., Jr, V. D. C., & Selden, C. (2004). Representation as work in “America”s most historic 

city’. & Cultural Geography. Retrieved from 



 208 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1464936042000252822 

Haraway, D. (2003). Situated knowledges: The science question in feminism and the privilege of 

partial perspective. Feminist Studies, 2003(3), 575–599. 

Harding, S. (1992). Rethinking standpoint epistemology: What is“ strong objectivity?” The 

Centennial Review, 36(3), 437–470. 

Harman, G. (2002). Tool-being: Heidegger and the metaphysics of objects. Chicago: Open Court 

Publishing. 

Harman, G. (2007). Heidegger explained: from phenomenon to thing. Chicago: Open Court. 

Retrieved from 

http://arizona.summon.serialssolutions.com.ezproxy3.library.arizona.edu/2.0.0/link/0/eLvH

CXMwY2AwNtIz0EUrE1LTgOkqySgtOdU8EVSHJCcmA3sWiUap5qkpqSnmoM3JUQG

WYWHGUb5GwH4jbLMJbDEH_OTEoswqYAMVabEz0qmJ2GZboRoQM64mwBrYwo

QZ2EmzAOUBJ9DRk-xQVUgVi5sgA2sqaLeBEANTap4wA1 

Harrison, P. (2008). Corporeal remains: vulnerability, proximity, and living on after the end of 

the world. Environment and Planning A. Retrieved from 

http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1068/a391 

Harvey, D. (2010). Social justice and the city. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=VCwLi2nVmooC&oi=fnd&pg=PA5&dq=

social+justice+in+the+city&ots=ReCkIc32ZZ&sig=GqXfiaa6x9e4U55-CjjlRn8t39U 

Hawkins, R., Manzi, M., & Ojeda, D. (2014). Lives in the making: Power, academia and the 

everyday. ACME: An International Journal for. Retrieved from 

https://ojs.unbc.ca/index.php/acme/article/view/1010 

Hay, I. Qualitative Research Methods in Human Geography (2000). Retrieved from 



 209 

http://ecite.utas.edu.au/97740 

Heidegger, M. (1996). Being and time: A translation of Sein und Zeit. Suny Press. 

Hockey, J., Penhale, B., Sibley, D., Davidson, J., Bondi, L., & Smith, M. (2005). Environments 

of memory: home space, later life and grief. Emotional Geographies, 135–145. 

Hoelscher, S., & Alderman, D. (2004). Memory and place: geographies of a critical relationship. 

Social & Cultural Geography. Retrieved from 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1464936042000252769 

Hooper, B. (2001). Desiring Presence, Romancing the Real. Annals of the Association of 

American Geographers, 91(4), 703–715. https://doi.org/10.1111/0004-5608.00269 

Horkheimer, M., & Adorno, T. W. (1972). Dialectic of Enlightenment: Max Horkheimer and 

Theodor W. Adorono. Seabury Press. 

Hua, A. (2009). What we all long for: Memory, trauma and emotional geographies. Emotion, 

Place and Culture, 135–148. 

Ingold, T. (2000). The perception of the environment : essays on livelihood, dwelling &amp; 

skill. Routledge. 

Jones, B., & Ficklin, L. (2012). To walk in their shoes: Recognising the expression of empathy 

as a research reality. Emotional Methodologies – The Emotional Spaces of International 

Development, 5(2), 103–112. 

https://doi.org/http://dx.doi.org.ezproxy4.library.arizona.edu/10.1016/j.emospa.2010.10.007 

Jones, J. P., Woodward, K., & Marston, S. A. (2007). Situating Flatness. Transactions of the 

Institute of British Geographers, 32(2), 264–276. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-

5661.2007.00254.x 

Jones, O. (2005). An ecology of emotion, memory, self and landscape. In J. Davidson, L. Bondi, 



 210 

& M. Smith (Eds.), Emotional Geographies (pp. 205–218). Ashgate. Retrieved from 

https://scholar.google.com/citations?view_op=view_citation&hl=en&user=Qg5i-

LEAAAAJ&citation_for_view=Qg5i-LEAAAAJ:W7OEmFMy1HYC 

Jones, O. (2011). Geography, Memory and Non‐Representational Geographies. Geography 

Compass. Retrieved from 

/citations?view_op=view_citation&continue=/scholar%3Fhl%3Den%26as_sdt%3D0,3%26

scilib%3D1%26scioq%3Dqualitative%2Bmethods%2Bgeography%2Bhay&citilm=1&citati

on_for_view=RKl4LOAAAAAJ:UxriW0iASnsC&hl=en&oi=p 

Jones, O. (2013). “I was Born But ...”: Children as other/nonrepresentational subjects in 

emotional and affective registers as depicted in film. EMOTION SPACE AND SOCIETY, 

9(1), 4–12. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.emospa.2013.02.001 

Jones, O., & Garde-Hansen, J. (2012). Geography and memory: explorations in identity, place 

and becoming. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. Retrieved from 

/citations?view_op=view_citation&continue=/scholar%3Fhl%3Den%26as_sdt%3D0,3%26

scilib%3D1%26scioq%3Dqualitative%2Bmethods%2Bgeography%2Bhay&citilm=1&citati

on_for_view=RKl4LOAAAAAJ:SP6oXDckpogC&hl=en&oi=p 

Kinchin, I., & Francis, R. (2017). Mapping pedagogic frailty in geography education: a framed 

autoethnographic case study. Journal of Geography in Higher Education. Retrieved from 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03098265.2016.1241988 

Klein, M. (1993). Breaking the chains: slavery, bondage, and emancipation in modern Africa 

and Asia. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=98Sep7MMVs0C&oi=fnd&pg=PR9&dq=k

lein+slavery+&ots=2fox5Rl83i&sig=fDoVWJavISmOtT-fcOlXr5qXW6c 



 211 

Kleinman, A., & Kleinman, J. (1994). How bodies remember: Social memory and bodily 

experience of criticism, resistance, and delegitimation following China’s cultural revolution. 

New Literary History. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/469474 

Kohn, E. (2013). How Forests Think: Toward an Anthropology Beyond the Human. Journal of 

Chemical Information and Modeling (Vol. 53). 

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781107415324.004 

Kraftl, P. (2013). Beyond “voice”, beyond “agency”, beyond “politics”? Hybrid childhoods and 

some critical reflections on children’s emotional geographies. EMOTION SPACE AND 

SOCIETY, 9(1), 13–23. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.emospa.2013.01.004 

Laclau, E., & Mouffe, C. (2001). Hegemony and socialist strategy: Towards a radical 

democratic politics. Verso. 

Latour, B. (1993). We have never been modern. La Decouverte. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=xbnK8NzMsm4C&oi=fnd&pg=PR9&dq=

we+have+never+been+modern+latour&ots=_SmNgfw7-

g&sig=ZW88Qodv3wqodx20pOPhvceqhBE 

Latour, B. (2005). Reassembling the social: An introduction to actor-network-theory. Oxford 

university press. 

Le Gall, M., & Perkins, K. (1997). The Maghrib in Question: Essays in History and 

Historiography. (M. Le Gall & K. Perkins, Eds.). University of Texas Press. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=4d8jDQAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PR7&dq=

The+Maghrib+in+Question:+Essays+in+History+and+Historiography&ots=4OX81EsmC9

&sig=KAR9Dn74VYEh5ms61rHVZnGl2lo 

Lefebvre, H. (1991). The production of space. Retrieved from 



 212 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=b9WWAwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PA289

&dq=the+production+of+space&ots=KU3szGjrz8&sig=89O-Kz550k_E3siJbOP6IrKxXSY 

Leitner, H., & Miller, B. (2007). Scale and the limitations of ontological debate: a commentary 

on Marston, Jones and Woodward. Transactions of the Institute of British. Retrieved from 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1475-5661.2007.00236.x/full 

Light, D., & Watson, S. (2016). 8 The castle imagined. Heritage, Affect and Emotion: Politics, 

Practices and Infrastructures, 154. Retrieved from 

/citations?view_op=view_citation&continue=/scholar%3Fhl%3Den%26start%3D10%26as_

sdt%3D0,3%26scilib%3D1%26scioq%3Dqualitative%2Bmethods%2Bgeography%2Bhay

&citilm=1&citation_for_view=RKl4LOAAAAAJ:NhqRSupF_l8C&hl=en&oi=p 

Lorimer, H. (2008). Cultural geography: non-representational conditions and concerns. Progress 

in Human Geography. Retrieved from 

http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0309132507086882 

Magistro, J. (1993). Crossing over: Ethinicity and Transboundary Conflict in the Senegal River 

Valley (Ethnicité et conflit frontalier dans la vallée du fleuve Sénégal). Cahiers D’études 

Africaines. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/4392445 

Mains, S. P. (2016). From Menie to Montego Bay: Documenting, Representing and Mobilizing 

Emotion in Coastal Heritage Landscapes. In D. Tolia-Kelly, E. Waterton, & S. Watson 

(Eds.), Heritage, Affect and Emotion: Politics, Practices and Infrastructures (p. 179). 

Routledge. 

Marston, S. A., Jones, J. P., & Woodward, K. (2005). Human geography without scale. 

Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 30(4), 416–432. Retrieved from 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1475-5661.2005.00180.x/full 



 213 

Marston, S., Woodward, K., & Jones, J. (2007). Flattening ontologies of globalization: The 

Nollywood case. Globalizations. Retrieved from 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14747730701245608 

Marx, K. (1867). Das Kapital: kritik der politischen ökonomie. Verlag von Otto Meisner, 

Germany, 1885, 1894. 

Marx, K. (1964). Economic and philosophic manuscripts of 1844. New York: International 

Publishers. Retrieved from 

http://arizona.summon.serialssolutions.com/2.0.0/link/0/eLvHCXMwY2AwNtIz0EUrE0zS

UpLTgJVtokUKMAmADg0zSUsySkozB1ZIlqng3WNRAZZhYcZRvkbAfiPsTkTQKbP5i

HMTizKrgM1T-

PIa0BCGETARmpuANvuC1mqCOmWgwyTZoUqRqgo3QQYW0PYBIQam1DxhBk7Yvt

9iYQZB6FKzxBwFaIYSYdCBySsAO_QKBbBrBYD 

Marx, K. (1973). Grundrisse: Foundations of the critique of political economy (Vol. 1st 

Americ). New York: Random House. Retrieved from 

http://arizona.summon.serialssolutions.com.ezproxy2.library.arizona.edu/2.0.0/link/0/eLvH

CXMwY2AwNtIz0EUrE0yTUlPNLc0sLM1STc1NzAyT0wwNUiwNki1Nkw0tzNNAER8

VYBkWZhzlawTsN8LuRASdMpuPODexKLMK2DyFL68BD2GApqEsQLvJzczNQanaK

QK88Ry039PC0sQIdsgOjA-6KAhqDlI94ibIwALaWy 

Marx, K., & Engels, F. (2009). The economic and philosophic manuscripts of 1844 and the 

Communist manifesto. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=de&lr=&id=gzOdoCaNRwEC&oi=fnd&pg=PA12&dq

=Economic+and+Philosophic+Manuscripts+of+1844&ots=QldhdP6C8R&sig=SwPfPxwxn

9dVip_1Rcc4ZheQtjA 



 214 

Massumi, B. (2002). Parables for the virtual: movement, affect, sensation. Durham [N.C.]; 

London: Duke University Press. Retrieved from 

http://arizona.summon.serialssolutions.com.ezproxy3.library.arizona.edu/2.0.0/link/0/eLvH

CXMwfV3BagIxEB1KiyD00GqLthbyA8puZmOSa0XxIuyhiniRzZqAFwvbUrBf35lld62Fe

gwDCYEk782QNw8A5Sga_nkT8hhNoMQHtXGo_FhaHbncq53L8hAMy583qV2tcLOQl

DfWnojcZfb91Dex2H8TPW2-13AJgwBGoW 

McCormack, D. (2003). An event of geographical ethics in spaces of affect. Transactions of the 

Institute of British. Retrieved from http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.0020-

2754.2003.00106.x/full 

McCormack, D. (2006). For the love of pipes and cables: a response to Deborah Thien. Area. 

Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/20004550 

McCormack, D. (2007). Molecular affects in human geographies. Environment and Planning A. 

Retrieved from http://epn.sagepub.com/content/39/2/359.short 

McCormack, D. (2008). Geographies for moving bodies: Thinking, dancing, spaces. Geography 

Compass. Retrieved from http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1749-

8198.2008.00159.x/full 

McDowell, L. (1997). Women/gender/feminisms: doing feminist geography. Journal of 

Geography in Higher Education, 21(3), 381–400. 

McDowell, L. (2003). The particularities of place: geographies of gendered moral 

responsibilities among Latvian migrant workers in 1950s Britain. Transactions of the 

Institute of British Geographers, 28(1), 19–34. 

McFarlane, C. (2011). The city as assemblage: dwelling and urban space Assemblages. 

Environment and Planning D: Society and Space. Retrieved from 



 215 

/citations?view_op=view_citation&continue=/scholar%3Fhl%3Den%26start%3D20%26as_

sdt%3D0,3%26scilib%3D1%26scioq%3Dqualitative%2Bmethods%2Bgeography%2Bhay

&citilm=1&citation_for_view=RKl4LOAAAAAJ:D03iK_w7-QYC&hl=en&oi=p 

McFarlane, C., & Anderson, B. (2011). Thinking with assemblage. Area, 43(2), 162–164. 

Retrieved from 

/citations?view_op=view_citation&continue=/scholar%3Fhl%3Den%26start%3D20%26as_

sdt%3D0,3%26scilib%3D1%26scioq%3Dqualitative%2Bmethods%2Bgeography%2Bhay

&citilm=1&citation_for_view=RKl4LOAAAAAJ:dfsIfKJdRG4C&hl=en&oi=p 

McNee, L. (2000). Selfish gifts : Senegalese women’s autobiographical discourses. State 

University of New York Press. 

Meehan, K. M., Shaw, I. G. R., & Marston, S. A. (2014). The state of objects. Political 

Geography, 39, 60–62. 

https://doi.org/http://dx.doi.org.ezproxy2.library.arizona.edu/10.1016/j.polgeo.2013.11.005 

Meehan, K., & Rice, J. L. (2011). Social natures. A Companion to Social Geography, 55–71. 

Meehan, K., Shaw, I. G. R., & Marston, S. A. (2013). Political geographies of the object. 

Political Geography, 33, 1–10. 

https://doi.org/http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2012.11.002 

Merriman, P., & Jones, R. (2016). Nations, materialities and affects. Progress in Human 

Geography, 309132516649453. Retrieved from 

/citations?view_op=view_citation&continue=/scholar%3Fhl%3Den%26start%3D10%26as_

sdt%3D0,3%26scilib%3D1%26scioq%3Dqualitative%2Bmethods%2Bgeography%2Bhay

&citilm=1&citation_for_view=RKl4LOAAAAAJ:abG-DnoFyZgC&hl=en&oi=p 

Mitchell, K., & Elwood, S. (2012). Mapping children’s politics: The promise of articulation and 



 216 

the limits of nonrepresentational theory. Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, 

30(5), 788–804. https://doi.org/10.1068/d9011 

Mitchell, T. (1988). Colonising Egypt. Cambridge [Cambridgeshire]; New York: Cambridge 

University Press. Retrieved from 

http://arizona.summon.serialssolutions.com.ezproxy4.library.arizona.edu/2.0.0/link/0/eLvH

CXMwY2AwNtIz0EUrE0zNzZNME43SDJMTkyyMUpKSQdtDzJJTDEGLGFMTQREfF

WAZFmYc5WsE7DfC7kQEnTKbjzg3sSizCtg8hS-

vAQ9hmIEOtgTtJgeWuqAU7hQRCktPhqCDVUyNzKBbVI2NgV0RS-ihOzC-

BbDdCzUXqV 

Mitchell, T. (1991). The limits of the state: Beyond statist approaches and their critics. American 

Political Science Review, 85(1), 77–96. Retrieved from 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/american-political-science-review/article/the-

limits-of-the-state-beyond-statist-approaches-and-their-critics-

/760CB7F595EC4077305F06C2174DC500 

Monk, J. (1994). Place matters: comparative international perspectives on feminist geography. 

The Professional Geographer, 46(3), 277–288. 

Morris, S. M., & Thomas, C. (2005). Placing the dying body: Emotional, situational and 

embodied factors in preferences for place of final care and death in cancer. Emotional 

Geographies, 19–32. 

Moss, P. (2002). Taking on, thinking about, and doing feminist research in geography. Feminist 

Geography in Practice: Research and Methods. Retrieved from 

/citations?view_op=view_citation&continue=/scholar%3Fhl%3Den%26start%3D10%26as_

sdt%3D0,3%26scilib%3D1%26scioq%3Dqualitative%2Bmethods%2Bgeography%2Bhay



 217 

&citilm=1&citation_for_view=RKl4LOAAAAAJ:CHSYGLWDkRkC&hl=en&oi=p 

Müller, M. (2015). Assemblages and actor‐networks: Rethinking socio‐material power, politics 

and space. Geography Compass, 9(1), 27–41. Retrieved from 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/gec3.12192/full 

Nagar, R. (2014). Muddying the waters: Coauthoring feminisms across scholarship and 

activism. University of Illinois Press. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=DHBzAwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PP1&dq

=richa+nagar+2014&ots=epOmh-W8zA&sig=AXLsgAVY5MsJtXFU9YehtDodTK0 

Norris, H. (1968). Shinqītī folk literature and song. Oxford Library of African Literature, 

Clarendon Press. Retrieved from 

https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&q=norris+shinqiti+folk+literature+and+song&bt

nG=&as_sdt=1%2C3&as_sdtp= 

O’Keeffe, T. (2007). Landscape and memory: historiography, theory, methodology. In Heritage, 

memory and the politics of identity: New. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=IeIFDAAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PA3&dq=

o%27keeffe+memory+geography&ots=ZgfwdEx8-O&sig=Fx-EdLOd_YmLNK-

V3X1V_CvilII 

Ogden, L. (2011). Swamplife : people, gators, and mangroves entangled in the Everglades. 

University of Minnesota Press. 

Oosterwijk, S., Lindquist, K. A., Anderson, E., Dautoff, R., Moriguchi, Y., & Barrett, L. F. 

(2012). States of mind: Emotions, body feelings, and thoughts share distributed neural 

networks. NeuroImage, 62(3), 2110–2128. 

https://doi.org/http://dx.doi.org.ezproxy4.library.arizona.edu/10.1016/j.neuroimage.2012.05.



 218 

079 

Ould Bah, M. el M. (1971). Introduction à la poésie mauritanienne (1650-1900). Arabica, 18(1), 

1–48. Retrieved from https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/4055944.pdf 

Parr, H., Philo, C., & Burns, N. (2005). “Not a display of emotions”: Emotional Geographies in 

the Scottish Highlands. Emotional Geographies, 87–102. 

Peluso, N., & Watts, M. (2001). Violent Environments. (N. L. Peluso & M. Watts, Eds.), Violent 

Environments. Ithaca: Cornell University Press. https://doi.org/10.2307/3089613 

Perks, R., & Thomson, A. (2015). The oral history reader. Routledge. 

Pile, S. (2011). For a geographical understanding of affect and emotions. Transactions of the 

Institute of British Geographers, 36(4), 603–606. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-

5661.2011.00463.x 

Pile, S. (2011). For a geographical understanding of affect and emotions Reply. 

TRANSACTIONS OF THE INSTITUTE OF BRITISH GEOGRAPHERS, 36(4), 603–606. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-5661.2011.00463.x 

Popke, J. (2006). Geography and ethics: everyday mediations through care and consumption. 

Progress in Human Geography, 30(4), 504–512. 

https://doi.org/10.1191/0309132506ph622pr 

Pratt, G. (2009). Circulating sadness: witnessing Filipina mothers’ stories of family separation. 

Gender, Place & Culture, 16(1), 3–22. https://doi.org/10.1080/09663690802574753 

Pratt, M. (2007). Imperial eyes: Travel writing and transculturation. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=hot8AgAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PP1&dq=a

utoethnography+pratt&ots=QzZhpFvFJx&sig=3fJ7r38-EDKEi9mikLqQ3gyr0QE 

Puar, J. (2014). “I would rather be a cyborg than a goddess”: Intersectionality, Assemblage, and 



 219 

Affective Politics. 

Riley, M., & Harvey, D. (2007). No Title. Talking Geography: On Oral History and the Practice 

of Geography. 

Robbins, P. (2001). Tracking invasive land covers in India, or why our landscapes have never 

been modern. Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 91(4), 637–659. 

Robbins, P. (2011). Political ecology: A critical introduction (Vol. 16). John Wiley & Sons. 

Robbins, P., Marks, B., & Smith, S. (2010). Assemblage geographies. In The Sage handbook of 

social geographies (pp. 176–194). Beverly Hills, CA: Sage. 

Roberts, E. (2012). Family Photographs: Memories, Narratives, Place. Geography and Memory: 

Explorations in Identity,. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=sgjghHk4Z5AC&oi=fnd&pg=PA91&dq=F

amily+Photographs:+Memories,+Narratives,+Place&ots=qpgxwZQXEf&sig=C4FSHaHet

HRCw79vE7Y04HZiDIg 

Roelvink, G., & Zolkos, M. (2015). Affective ontologies: Post-humanist perspectives on the self, 

feeling and intersubjectivity. Emotion, Space and Society, 14, 47–49. 

https://doi.org/http://dx.doi.org.ezproxy4.library.arizona.edu/10.1016/j.emospa.2014.07.003 

Rose, M. (2010). Pilgrims: an ethnography of sacredness. Cultural Geographies, 17(4), 507–524. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1474474010376136 

Ruf, U. (1999). Ending Slavery: Hierarchy, dependency and gender in central Mauritania. 

Retrieved from http://www.africabib.org/rec.php?RID=W00093435 

Saleck, E. (2003). Les Haratins: le paysage politique mauritanien. 

San Martín, Pablo ; Bollig, Ben, E. (2009). Los colores de la espera; Antología de Nueva Poesía 

Saharaui. Chubut, Argentina: Espacio Hudson. 



 220 

Schiller, F. (1965). On the aesthetic education of man: in a series of letters. New York: F. Ungar 

Pub. Co. Retrieved from 

http://arizona.summon.serialssolutions.com.ezproxy4.library.arizona.edu/2.0.0/link/0/eLvH

CXMwY2AwNtIz0EUrE5Itkk0tjJPTgI3rZEsLY4s0y0TjJPPEZEPjZAvD5CTQXuWoAMu

wMOMoXyNgvxF2JyLolNl8xLmJRZlVwOYpfHkNaAjDyAjYILYEnQcKLHVBKdwJdJg

kO1QpUlXhJsjAAto-IMTAlJonzMAVALspoF 

Scott, J. C. (2009). The art of not being governed: an anarchist history of upland Southeast Asia. 

New Haven: Yale University Press. Retrieved from 

http://arizona.summon.serialssolutions.com.ezproxy1.library.arizona.edu/2.0.0/link/0/eLvH

CXMwfV1NSwMxEB38QBA8-

FGx2sKcvFXqJjabq2LppdCDFumlJNlEenALZT2sv74z2Q8WQY9LYMOS2eTNvDcvACJ

5GI9-

7Qk2VdIbz6Sfs6l2SnkZssCsmTU25o2rhV4uxWqeUN7YyOkbMUfrnLjb_BBA7YidO66J

nPt_lZ 

Scraton, P. (2017). Under a Grey Sky. Retrieved April 22, 2017, from 

https://underagreysky.files.wordpress.com/2015/05/tishuash_excerpt.pdf 

Secor, A. (2007). Between longing and despair: State, space, and subjectivity in Turkey. 

Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, 25(1), 33–52. Retrieved from 

http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1068/d0605 

Sharp, J. (2007). Geography and gender: Finding feminist political geographies. Progress in 

Human Geography, 31(3), 381–387. 

Shaw, I. G. R., & Meehan, K. (2013). Force-full: Power, politics and object-oriented philosophy. 

Area, 45(2), 216–222. https://doi.org/10.1111/area.12023 



 221 

Shaw, I., Robbins, P., & Jones III, J. (2010). A bug’s life and the spatial ontologies of mosquito 

management. Annals of the Association of American, 100(2), 373–392. Retrieved from 

/citations?view_op=view_citation&continue=/scholar%3Fhl%3Den%26as_sdt%3D0,3%26

scilib%3D1%26scioq%3Dqualitative%2Bmethods%2Bgeography%2Bhay&citilm=1&citati

on_for_view=RKl4LOAAAAAJ:KxtntwgDAa4C&hl=en&oi=p 

Shaw, W. (2013). Auto-ethnography and autobiography in geographical research. Geoforum. 

Retrieved from https://www.infona.pl/resource/bwmeta1.element.elsevier-02d3e13e-c66a-

3233-b03f-98abdeaaa7e6 

Sherman, D. J. (2008). Museums and difference (Vol. 2). Indiana Univ Pr. 

Shetler, J. B. (2007). Imagining Serengeti : a history of landscape memory in Tanzania from 

earliest times to the present. Ohio University Press. 

Simon, R. (2005). The touch of the past: remembrance, learning, and ethics (1st ed.). New York: 

Palgrave Macmillan. Retrieved from 

http://arizona.summon.serialssolutions.com.ezproxy4.library.arizona.edu/2.0.0/link/0/eLvH

CXMwfV1NSwMxEB1EEQoetK5YPyAnb5Vsku5szmLxIvSgRXopSTdBL13RFVx_fTPp

7nYR9BgCGZIM-XjMew9Ails-

_nUm5A5X3No01dpZElETXhW5Vl6EBNgSvhczPZ_LxaMI_8bWE5FUZsudbuLH2094n

nblNQRhqHyiNR 

Simon, R. (2016). The touch of the past: Remembrance, learning and ethics. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=Y-

cYDAAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PP1&dq=the+touch+of+the+past&ots=1XDNCQ-

xDh&sig=oS_AUJMpaOD4LdsBjaZWJ3XDgZw 

Smith, M. (2009). Emotion, place and culture. (M. Smith, Ed.). Burlington, VT: Ashgate. 



 222 

Retrieved from 

http://arizona.summon.serialssolutions.com.ezproxy3.library.arizona.edu/2.0.0/link/0/eLvH

CXMwY2AwNtIz0EUrE5KSgT0hg1TzlERLYH2WmJJkYpRimmpuaGmebJ6aYgLa7xwV

YBkWZhzlawTsN8I2m8AWc8BPTizKrAI2UJEWOyOdmohtthWqATHjamRuBmxCMw

M7aZagix6cQEdPskNVIVUsboIMrKmg3QZCDEypec 

Smith, N. (2010). Uneven development: Nature, capital, and the production of space. University 

of Georgia Press. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=5dfKBaNoUbwC&oi=fnd&pg=PR5&dq=u

neven+development+neil+smith&ots=7GeDVcQUTn&sig=xEbYTieMZ0ZCGLz9UWzFIS

_4GoM 

Soja, E. (1980). The socio-spatial dialectic. Annals of the Association of American Geographers. 

Retrieved from 

/citations?view_op=view_citation&continue=/scholar%3Fhl%3Den%26as_sdt%3D0,3%26

scilib%3D1%26scioq%3Dqualitative%2Bmethods%2Bgeography%2Bhay&citilm=1&citati

on_for_view=RKl4LOAAAAAJ:p2g8aNsByqUC&hl=en&oi=p 

Spivak, G. C. (1988). Can the subaltern speak? Can the Subaltern Speak? Reflections on the 

History of an Idea, 21–78. 

Steinberg, M., & Taylor, M. (2003). Public memory and political power in Guatemala’s 

postconflict landscape. Geographical Review. Retrieved from 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/30033937 

Taylor, A. (2000). “The Sun Always Shines in Perth”: a Post‐Colonial Geography of Identity, 

Memory and Place. Geographical Research. Retrieved from 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1467-8470.00098/full 



 223 

Thien, D. (2005). After or beyond Feeling? A Consideration of Affect and Emotion in 

Geography. Area, 37(4), 450–454. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-4762.2005.00643a.x 

Thrift, N. (2000). Afterwords. Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, 18(2), 213–255. 

Thrift, N. (2004). Intensities of feeling: towards a spatial politics of affect. Geografiska Annaler: 

Series B, Human Geography. Retrieved from 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.0435-3684.2004.00154.x/full 

Thrift, N. (2008). Non-representational theory: Space, politics, affect. Routledge. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=0LM6UedgqA0C&oi=fnd&pg=PP1&dq=

Non-

representational+theory:+space+⁄+politics+⁄+affect.&ots=jUNaBlxTz2&sig=Tthxdpx1Oj2I

1n2Xa86XN48dcgQ 

Till, K. (2003). Places of memory. A Companion to Political Geography. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=jRLTBQAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PA289&d

q=delyser+memory+1994&ots=W780aQ6KiV&sig=XhcdcfmP0FtNx48UTkTYF_s0Hcs 

Till, K. E. (2012). Wounded cities: Memory-work and a place-based ethics of care. Political 

Geography, 31(1), 3–14. 

Tolia-Kelly, D. (2010). Landscape, race and memory: material ecologies of citzenship. 

Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=h_HdXnGmQ28C&oi=fnd&pg=PR9&dq=

tolia-kelly+2010&ots=74kw7Fu95x&sig=swpCIrxjpC9qr7uDLKMrn4RkV0s 

Tolia-Kelly, D. P. (2006). Affect an ethnocentric encounter? Exploring the universalist 

imperative of emotional/affectual geographies. Area, 38(2), 213–217. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-4762.2006.00682.x 



 224 

Tolia-Kelly, D. P. (2008). Motion/Emotion: Picturing Translocal Landscapes in the Nurturing 

Ecologies Research Project. Mobilities, 3(1), 117–140. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17450100701797372 

Tolia-Kelly, D. P., Waterton, E., & Watson, S. (2016). Heritage, affect and emotion: politics, 

practices and infrastructures. Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon; New York, NY: Routledge. 

Retrieved from 

http://arizona.summon.serialssolutions.com.ezproxy2.library.arizona.edu/2.0.0/link/0/eLvH

CXMwY2AwNtIz0EUrE8ySzYzMDZIsUo2MLRONkgwMk1NTzNIszRKBFYy5JXgbW1

SAZViYcZSvEbDfCBspgC3mgJ-

cWJRZBWygIi12Rjo1EbQiM9QxCrG6GnVptT50bTXWQWYTYMK1MDWJB3b-

mS0MQEsDnSJAG9gNgdWrIb 

Tucker, J. (2012). Brooding on Bornholm: Postmemory, painting and place. Geography and 

Memory: Explorations in Identity, Place. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=qvDuXkDMWfcC&oi=fnd&pg=PA68&dq

=Brooding+on+Bornholm:+Postmemory,+Painting+and+Place&ots=V_s00MgCEG&sig=x

LDQEQwNrGjOjKgjKpBkUjwfmDE 

Tyner, J., Alvarez, G., & Colucci, A. (2012). Memory and the everyday landscape of violence in 

post-genocide Cambodia. Social & Cultural Geography. Retrieved from 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14649365.2012.734847 

Urry, J. (2005). The place of emotions within place. Emotional Geographies, 77–83. 

Van Der Kolk, B. A. (1994). The body keeps the score: Memory and the evolving psychobiology 

of posttraumatic stress. HARVARD REVIEW OF PSYCHIATRY, 1(5). 

Villasante-de Beauvais, M. (1998). Groupes serviles au Sahara: approche comparative à partir 



 225 

du cas des arabophones de Mauritanie. Approche comparative à partir du cas des. Paris: 

CNRS Editions . 

Wainwright, J. (2008). Decolonizing development : colonial power and the Maya. Blackwell 

Pub. 

Whatmore, S. (2006). Materialist returns: practising cultural geography in and for a more-than-

human world. Cultural Geographies, 13(4), 600–609. 

Wheeler, M. (2016). Stanford encyclopedia of philosophy. (E. N. Zalta, Ed.). Stanford 

University. Retrieved from https://plato.stanford.edu/cgi-

bin/encyclopedia/archinfo.cgi?entry=heidegger 

Whitehead, A. (2003). Geoffrey Hartman and the ethics of place: Landscape, memory, trauma. 

European Journal of English Studies, 7(3), 275–292. 

https://doi.org/10.1076/ejes.7.3.275.27988 

Whitehead, A. (2009). Memory. LONDON: Routledge. Retrieved from 

http://sabio.library.arizona.edu.ezproxy3.library.arizona.edu/record=b6106330 

Willems–Braun, B. (1997). Buried epistemologies: the politics of nature in (post) colonial British 

Columbia. Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 87(1), 3–31. 

Williams, A. A. J. (2011). Enabling persistent presence? Performing the embodied geopolitics of 

the unmanned aerial vehicle assemblage. Political Geography, 30(7), 381–390. Retrieved 

from 

/citations?view_op=view_citation&continue=/scholar%3Fhl%3Den%26start%3D10%26as_

sdt%3D0,3%26scilib%3D1%26scioq%3Dqualitative%2Bmethods%2Bgeography%2Bhay

&citilm=1&citation_for_view=RKl4LOAAAAAJ:_xSYboBqXhAC&hl=en&oi=p 

Winter, T. (2004). Landscape, memory and heritage: New Year celebrations at Angkor, 



 226 

Cambodia. Current Issues in Tourism. Retrieved from 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13683500408667989 

Woodward, K., Jones, J. P. I., & Marston, S. (2010). Of eagles and flies: Orientations toward the 

site. Area, 42(3), 271–280. 

Woodward, K., Jones, J. P. I., & Marston, S. A. (2012). The politics of autonomous space. 

Progress in Human Geography, 36(2), 204–224. 

Woodward, K., Lea, J., Smith, S., Pain, R., & Marston, S. (2010). Geographies of affect. 

Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=FckJGNu3VygC&oi=fnd&pg=PA154&dq

=woodward+affect+geography&ots=vSlaq1suN_&sig=D6XfgNpTqOzif5e5vDadz7luz28 

Wright, M. W. (2010). Geography and gender: Feminism and a feeling of justice. Progress in 

Human Geography, 34(6), 818–827. https://doi.org/10.1177/0309132510362931 

Wylie, J. (2005). A single day’s walking: narrating self and landscape on the South West Coast 

Path. Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 30(2), 234–247. 

Yerushalmi, Y. (1989). Postscript: Reflections on forgetting. Zakhor: Jewish History and Jewish 

Memory. Retrieved from 

https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&as_sdt=0,3&q=yerushalmi+1989+forgetting 

 

 

 

 

 

 


	LIST OF FIGURES
	LIST OF TABLES
	ABSTRACT
	I. INTRODUCTION
	A Subject Unto Itself
	Identity and Subjectivity
	The neo-Cartesian subject: I (fill in the blank), and therefore I am
	Identity
	Subjectivity

	Research questions
	Slavery and Abolition in Mauritania
	Site
	Demographics
	Slavery: a schematic
	Slavery today
	The Haratine
	Abolition
	Then and now


	Methodology
	Data collection
	Data analysis
	But wait, is that all?

	A note on contradiction

	II. POLITICS, NATURE, AND MEMORY (OR WHY WE HAVE NEVER BEEN MODERN)
	Memory and emotion
	Memory and modernity
	Memory as Geography
	Problematic 1: The state’s attempts to partition nature from culture
	Problematic 2: The state as recorder of history
	Problematic 3: The state as codifier of bodies and environments

	Summary

	III. EMOTION, REPRESENTATION, AND ASSEMBLAGE
	Difference, alterity, and subjectivity, or why study emotions in the first place?
	Emotion and representation
	The politics and ethics of representation
	Emotion and non-representation
	Methodological alternatives

	Emotion and affect
	Affect and its (alleged) discontents
	Islands unto themselves?
	Emotion, affect, and language
	Neuroscientific substantiation
	Destination unknown

	Emotion and assemblage
	Assemblage theory
	Emotional assemblages

	Summary

	IV. EMOTIONAL MEMORY
	Introduction
	Geographic memory
	Amnesia, selective memory, and the absence and presence of slavery
	Drought, denial, and the politics of geographic memory
	Mahmoud and Mubarakah

	Emotional memories
	Antipathy
	Empathy
	Longing for reconnection
	Compassion

	In defense of aporias
	Nostalgia
	Nostalgia, loss, and the fracturing of self from the whole


	Emotional memory as becoming-with the environment
	Memories as objects: Dasein, tool-being, and readiness-at-hand
	Summary

	V. MEMORIAL EMOTION
	Introduction
	Methodology as experimentation
	Sense and reminiscence: the story of Mubarakah
	Questioning and listening
	Being and becoming-slave: a memorial emotion
	Explanation, attribution, and that thing called culture
	Language and etiquette
	Time changes things
	Enframing
	Language as a vessel of emotions and memories
	Analysis, or lack thereof

	Summary

	VI. CONCLUSION
	Summary of findings
	A Politics of Being Beyond the Subject
	Alienation
	Being-there as Being-with: Dasein as Mitsein

	Representing as forgetting
	Remembrance as justice

	BIBLIOGRAPHY

