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ABSTRACT 
 

 What Is Suicide? Entanglements of Philosophy and Literature in the ‘Afterlife of Slavery’ 

is a critique of the racial logic of suicide. Investigations into the various causes of suicide have 

crowded out an understanding of the fundamental role that the Western discourse of suicide has 

played in producing “man” as a racializing category of being. To address this absence, I combine 

the methods of literary criticism and historical genealogy to reformulate suicide as a disciplinary 

technology that secures the moral limits of civil society. I closely read the canonical texts of 

Gayatri Spivak, Toni Morrison and Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzales—foundational figures in 

postcolonial, African American and Chicanx thought, respectively—to situate suicide as a central 

(if occulted) category in their critiques of racial reason. To historicize this concept, I survey how 

the theological, philosophical and socio-medical traditions have resolved the conceptual difficulty 

of suicide through a racial reason that reclaims the act of suicide as the prerogative of (white) 

modern man. Beyond a critique of the medical model of suicide studies, I claim that suicide 

constitutes a “racial theology” that creates an original distinction between ethical and unethical 

life. Not only must critical scholars of race and gender reckon with how the discourse of suicide 

stabilizes their critical itineraries, but academic and vocational experts of suicide—from literary 

studies to psychiatry—must make slavery and colonialism a premise of their inquiries. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
WHAT IS SUICIDE? 

ENTANGLEMENTS OF PHILOSOPHY AND LITERATURE IN THE ‘AFTERLIFE OF 
SLAVERY’ 

 
A Metaphysical Idiom 

Suicide continues to rise as a leading cause of mortality worldwide, accounting for one 

death every 40 seconds. The World Health Organization (WHO) predicts that by the end of 2020 

the global suicide rate will increase to one death every 20 seconds.1 In the United States there is 

a completed suicide every 12 minutes. For every completed suicide, there are an estimated 25 

suicide attempts. Suicide is the second leading cause of death among individuals between the 

ages of 10 and 34, the fourth among individuals between the ages of 35 and 54, and the eighth 

among individuals between the ages of 55 and 64. Overall, suicide is the tenth leading cause of 

death in the United States. Arguably challenging prevailing assumptions about the frequency of 

suicide relative to other modes of death, suicide claims two-and-a-half times as many lives as 

homicide every year. According to a 2018 U.S. Centers for Disease Control study, some states 

have reported at least a 6% increase in suicides since 1999, with other states having reported an 

increase as high as 58%.2  

The growing consensus among suicide causation experts is that suicide is a global 

epidemic. Yet the causes of suicide remain enigmatic, making its prediction and prevention, as 

its epidemic rates suggest, a Sisyphean enterprise. But the formal study of suicide causation 

 
1 World Health Organization, “Suicide: Fact Sheet” (Geneva: World Health Organization, 2019), 
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/suicide. 
2 Deborah Stone, Thomas Simon, Katherine Fowler, Scott Kegler, Keing Yuan, Kristen Holland, 
Asha Ivey-Stephenson, and Alex Crosby. “Vital Signs: Trends in State Suicide Rates—United 
States, 1999-2016 and Circumstance Contributing to Suicide—27 States, 2015.” MMWR. 
Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report 67, no. 22 (2018): 617-624. 
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operates as if the “reality” of suicide is a universally available and stable category of human 

experience. For suicide experts, that is, the perennial and intractable crux of suicide prevention 

lies in determining both its etiology and symptomatology. At stake in this line of nosological 

reasoning are the thousands of lives that will be saved every year once the master code of suicide 

is finally cracked. In this sense, then, suicide is a nosological problem of semiosis: a problem of 

interpretation that, paradoxically, obviates thinking about the category of suicide itself. To 

search for the causes of suicide is to stop thinking about suicide.  

As a way to think about suicide, this dissertation, “What Is Suicide? Entanglements of 

Philosophy and Literature in the ‘Afterlife of Slavery,’” poses the problem of suicide as an 

ontological question. Once posed ontologically, as a question of and about being, suicide 

becomes a problem that hangs on the word Man. The writer and cultural theorist Sylvia Wynter 

contends that Man is “an ethnoclass (i.e., Western bourgeois) conception of the human”  as 

“being isomorphic with the being of being human itself.”3 To pose the question ontologically is 

to excavate the entry of suicide into history, to critique suicide within modernity as the history of 

Being. 

Suicide’s enigmatic nature thwarts the advancement of its study. As Alan Stephen Wolfe 

observes, suicide has flummoxed thinkers across the Western philosophical tradition “concerned 

with explaining acts and behavior and with assigning these their proper place in an established 

discourse, which is more often than not itself part of a larger ‘master narrative.’”4 In other words, 

suicide has historically been a problem for thought. “In this respect,” Wolfe continues,  

 
3 Sylvia Wynter, “Unsettling the Coloniality of Being/Power/Truth/Freedom: Towards the 
Human, After Man, Its Overrepresentation—An Argument,” CR: The New Centennial Review 3, 
no. 3 (2003): 310. 
4 Alan Stephen Wolfe, Suicidal Narrative in Modern Japan: The Case of Dazai Osamu 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990), 56. 
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suicide will be seen to fit into various schemes, depending on the ‘author.’ For 
Durkheim, suicide is a social act; for Freud it is displaced aggression; for the 
scholar of religion or the philosopher it is the occasion for speculation on life and 
death; and for the biologist it may involve species survival. For the writer, suicide 
is a literary act.5 
 

A through line in the divergent epistemologies of suicide is that suicide is symptomatic of 

whatever conditions make it inevitable. Because suicide gives expression to what incites it, 

suicide operates like a metaphor6 in the discourses that purport to describe its intrinsic reality, 

entangling the languages of literature and science. As a metaphor, suicide relates to the literary to 

the extent that it grapples with abstract individuals and meaning systems, and it relates to the 

scientific to the extent that it grapples with causal relations. In this sense, suicide is a 

metaphysical idiom that through its moral grammars of suffering either reinforces or challenges 

the reigning ideological superstructure of society. Building primarily on the insights of sociology 

and psychiatry, “suicidology” has become the hegemonic discipline for studying suicide as a 

psychosocial phenomenon. Suicidology has assumed the interpretive reins of the enigma of 

suicide.  

Since its formation as an expert science in the late 1950s by the psychiatrist Edwin S. 

Shneidman and psychologist Norman Farberow, the truth claims of suicidology have become 

indisputable. A field in medicine and the social sciences, suicidology aims to use empirical 

knowledge to prevent suicide. For suicidology, unresolved “psychache”7 (i.e., unbearable 

 
5 Ibid., 56.  
6 Melvyn Faber says: “Because suicide inevitably gives expression to what prompts it, because it 
is the culmination and radical embodiment of particular emotions, because it is, in short, the 
anagram of motivation, it becomes, from the literary angle, a metaphor.” Melvyn D. Faber, 
“Shakespeare’s Suicides: Some Historic, Dramatic and Psychological Reflections,” in Essays in 
Self-Destruction, ed. Edwin S. Shneidman (New York: Science House, Inc., 1967), 35. 
7 See Edwin S. Shneidman, “Suicide as Psychache.” The Journal of Nervous and Mental Disease 
181, no.3 (1993): 145-147.   
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psychological pain) is the etiological root of all suicide. The field’s primary mode of 

interpretation is the “psychological autopsy,” the multi-methodology of textually analyzing 

suicide notes, interviewing loved ones and examining the mental health records of the dead to 

determine the social, economic and psychological causes of suicide. Psychological autopsies 

make suicides speak their truth. This technique of post-mortem inquiry and narration has not 

only become the dominant research method for suicide prevention but has also increasingly 

become the go-to tool for coroners and medical examiners to determine suicide intentionality. 

The psychological autopsy extracts a voice from the dead body—even if this voice is silent or 

struggles to be heard. It gives narrative form to talking cadavers. With this procedure, the being 

and agency of the suicide is recovered.  

Suicidology’s ethics and understanding of the human subject inform mental health 

policies, from local school districts to the WHO. The field coheres and disseminates the 

metaphysics of suicide into what I call the “suicidological imagination.” Vectored by the 

categorical imperative to preserve human life at all costs—even when its preservation is also the 

preservation of its unbearable circumstances—the suicidological imagination yokes together the 

experiences of social alienation and psychological suffering. But it also locates the brain as the 

seat of suicidality itself. As Robert James influentially notes about “mania” in his three-volume 

medical dictionary (1743-1745), the “Brain […] is the Seat of all Disorders of this kind;” it is 

“the most noble Part of the Body, which, tho’ in a manner inconceivable by us, the wise and 

bountiful Parent of Mankind Species made the common Receptable or Repository of the Soul, 

the Genius, the Fancy, the Memory, and the external Senses.”8 In the suicidological imagination, 

 
8 Robert James, A Medicinal Dictionary Including Physic, Surgery, Anatomy, Chymistry, and 
Botany. In All Their Branches Relative to Medicine. Together with a History of Drugs, Vol. 2. 
(London: T. Osborne, 1743), 481. 
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suicide is an experiential, preventable problem of dysphoria, whose etiological crux lies in the 

mind. But this imagination obviates ontological questions about being and agency, whose 

axiomatic locus is Man itself. Man remains axiomatic to the contemporary search for the truth of 

suicide. To kill oneself, as the common understanding goes, is to kill a Man. And it is through 

calls for the preservation of human dignity that scholars of suicide construe their own 

methodological critiques of suicide’s true etiology and true subject. 

Suicidology’s empirical methods and ethics of prevention have crowded out an inquiry 

into the very category of suicide. “Suicide” not only chronologically precedes the formation of 

suicidology but is also deeply entangled in the historical discourses of racial slavery and colonial 

dispossession. Our modern conception of “suicide” was first coined in 1637 by the British 

physician Sir Thomas Brown,9 precisely at the dual advent of liberal modernity and the British 

slave trade. Deciding who can and cannot commit suicide has long been fundamental to 

racializing the modern notions of Man, life and freedom. Consequently, paradigmatic critiques of 

these master categories that do not reckon with the history of suicide—particularly in race and 

gender studies—risk repeating and reproducing its racial logic. “What Is Suicide?” examines the 

racial logic of suicide, arguing that suicide is a mode of racial production that is foundational to 

Western modernity. 

The determination of suicide has for this reason become a fundamental site of political 

struggle and often a flash point in contemporary racial justice movements. But before the racial 

identity of who does (or does not) commit suicide can become a fully political question, we need 

an account of the “racial identity” of suicide itself. For the problematic of suicide reveals itself to 

 
9 Sir Thomas Browne, ‘Religio Medici,’ Hydriotaphia,’ and ‘The Garden of Cyrus, ed. R.H.A 
Robbins (New York: Oxford University Press, 1972). 
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be constitutively fraught with ontological ambiguity when reckoned through the framework of 

what Black feminist theorist Saidiya Hartman calls the “afterlife of slavery.” Hartman defines the 

“afterlife of slavery” as the enduring presence of racial slavery, which “established a measure of 

man and a ranking of life and worth that has yet to be undone.”10 Consequently, “Black lives are 

still imperiled and devalued by a racial calculus and a political arithmetic that were entrenched 

centuries ago.”11 In other words, the gratuitous violence of chattel slavery structures the 

contemporary conditions that render Black life fungible insofar that the “afterlife of slavery” 

encompasses “skewed life chances, limited access to health and education, premature death, 

incarceration, and impoverishment.”12 To discuss a method of inquiry into the problematic of 

suicide, I use Hartman’s notion of the “afterlife of slavery” as a critical framework to examine 

how the contemporary suicidological discourse is structured by a moral economy that operates 

through a fundamentally antiblack racial logic.  

This antiblack racial logic hinges on a liberal humanist view of personhood, vulnerability 

and innocence that reifies the racial identity or, more precisely, the racial ontology of suicide. In 

the afterlife of slavery, the racial ontology of suicide coheres through both the occlusion of racial 

blackness and the disavowal of racial slavery. Critically refracted through the “afterlife of 

slavery,” Black suicide troubles the dual assumptions that are central to the suicidological 

imagination: that there is life after death and life after birth. 

 

“Say Her Name” 

 
10 Saidiya Hartman, Lose Your Mother: A Journey Along the Atlantic Slave Route (New York: 
Farrer, Straus and Giroux, 2007), 6. 
11 Ibid., 6. 
12 Ibid., 6. 
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The suicidological imagination came to a head with the death of Sandra Annette Bland, a 

28-year-old African American woman and Black Lives Matter activist. Her death has been a 

flashpoint for social activists struggling against the police state. On July 13, 2015, Sandra was 

found hanged in her jail cell in Waller County, Texas. Sandra was jailed for allegedly assaulting 

State Trooper Brian Encinia, a self-described white Hispanic, who pulled her over for a minor 

traffic violation three days earlier. An autopsy report submitted a day after her body was 

discovered ruled that her death was caused by self-inflicted asphyxiation.13 She had ostensibly 

committed suicide by hanging herself with a white plastic bag. Dr. Sara N. Doyle, the assistant 

medical examiner of Harris County, Texas, notes in her report that Sandra had 25 to 30 

horizontal “superficial incised wounds” on her left forearm.14 Suggesting a history of self-

mutilation, the examiner describes Sandra’s wounds on her forearm as “scarred regions of 

healing.”15 The examiner also notes that Sandra had a “scabbed healing abrasion” on her left 

wrist in addition to several “healing blunt injuries” on her back.16  

Sandra reportedly told jailers in her intake interview that, after having experienced a 

miscarriage the year before, she had tried to kill herself by taking a large number of pills. Sharon 

Cooper, one of Sandra’s sisters, confirms that the miscarriage happened in 2014 but notes that 

she did not notice her sister to be distraught by the incident. The medical examiner, moreover, 

further notes that Sandra had a “fragment of foreign material consistent with plant (dried leaf) 

material [adhered] to one of the healing abrasions of the upper back.”17 Despite her bodily 

 
13 Sara N. Doyle, “Autopsy Report: On the Body of Sandra Annette Bland,” Harris County 
Institute of Forensic Sciences (Harris County, TX, 2015), 4. 
14 Ibid., 4. 
15 Ibid., 4. 
16 Ibid., 4. 
17 Ibid., 4. 
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wounds, Brian Cantrell, chief of investigations for the Waller County sheriff’s office, noted in a 

press briefing that “[t]here were no reported injuries by Ms. Bland to jail staff and no medical 

treatment requested.”18 Sandra’s family and community activists dispute the medical examiner’s 

ruling, accusing the Texas state police of extrajudicial murder. They argue that Sandra’s death 

was not a suicide but a lynching.  

For Sandra’s loved ones and activists, the possibility of the police murdering her has an 

edge of certainty. Since it was part of Mexico, Waller County, where Sandra met her fate, has 

had a troubled racial history. In 1822, about a hundred Black slaves were brought to the area to 

establish the Bernardo cotton plantation.19 Years before Texas fought Mexico for its 

independence, the area served as a safe haven for manumitted and runaway Blacks from the 

South.20 Between 1877 and 1950, Waller County was among the Texas counties with the highest 

number of recorded lynchings of Black people. The county also has a history of systematically 

disenfranchising Black voters. In 1979, the U.S. Supreme Court determined that the county had 

violated the Voting Rights Act of 1965 when it prohibited Black students from voting at their 

college campus, Prairie View A&M University. It was this historically Black university, founded 

just after the Civil War, where Sandra herself had not only earned her undergraduate degree but 

also landed a temporary research job days before her death. In 2014, the Civil Rights Division of 

the U.S. Justice Department determined that the county had yet again disenfranchised Black 

voters, leading the federal government to closely monitor its voting practices. After the city 

 
18 Sophia Bollag and Terri Langford, “Bland’s Death Being Treated Like Murder Investigation,” 
The Texas Tribune, July 20, 2015, https://www.texastribune.org/2015/07/20/sandra-blands-
death-now-murder-investigation/). 
19 Quintard Taylor, In Search of the Racial Frontier: African Americans in the American West, 
1528-1990 (New York; London: W.W. Norton, 1998) 39-40. 
20 Ibid., 110-111. 
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council fired Glenn Smith in 2007 as the chief of police over allegations of racism and police 

brutality, Glenn promptly ran for county sheriff and won. He was thus charged with investigating 

Sandra’s death in the jail he continues to oversee, vowing in the third person that “Black lives 

matter to Glenn Smith.”21 Waller County’s checkered history of systemic antiblackness led 

Sandra’s family and activists to assume the worst about her death. Her sister Shante Needham 

told reporters that the Texas state police have an “extremely, extremely good cover-up system.”22  

With the recent 2019 release of Sandra’s cellphone recording of her own arrest, showing 

the arresting trooper screaming at her to “Get out of the car!” and “I will light you up!” while 

pointing his taser gun at her and then violently dragging her out from her car, Sandra’s family 

and activists have called for her case to be reopened. Sandra’s case was closed in December 

2015 after a county grand jury declined to issue an indictment in connection to her death. The 

newly released cellphone footage, along with other pieces of evidence, were allegedly withheld 

from Sandra’s family and their legal team, who, following the medical examiner’s original ruling 

of suicide in 2015, called for an independent autopsy. Her family maintains that it was very 

unlikely that she would have killed herself, especially because she was excited about starting a 

new job at her alma mater.  

Her death remains unsettled. “I think, unfortunately,” Sandra’s sister Shante laments, “we 

have to move past that because we will never get those answers unless some good ol’ old person, 

by time, gets close to 90 [years old and] decides that they don’t want to go on with this truth that 

 
21 “Questions Rage On Social Media Over Death of Black Woman in Texas Jail,” Reuters, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-texas-death/questions-rage-on-social-media-over-death-
of-black-woman-in-texas-jail-idUSKCN0PR2BM20150717 (July 17, 2015). 
22 Brian Collister, “Sandra Bland Recorded Her Own Arrest,” WFAA, May 7, 2019, 
https://www.wfaa.com/article/news/investigations/sandra-bland-recorded-her-own-arrest-watch-
her-cellphone-video-from-the-2015-traffic-stop/287-44ff2f5b-f481-48c3-a5ca-fad15296d979) 
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they’ve been holding in since 2015.”23 Shante’s resignation resonates with that of surviving 

family members of Black lynching victims, waiting with forlorn hope for white people to have a 

change of heart and reveal the truth of their complicity. 

In the wake of a series of high-profile cases in which Black people died while in police 

custody, Sandra’s arrest, incarceration and death has become a flashpoint for the social 

movement against police violence. This is especially true for the “Say Her Name” campaign, 

which was launched in December 2014 by the African American Policy Forum and the Center 

for Intersectionality and Social Policy Studies. The “Say Her Name” campaign “aims to bring 

awareness to the names and stories of Black women and girls who have been victimized by racist 

police violence.”24 As a response to the gendered dynamics of the Black Lives Matter movement, 

which emerged in 2013 after George Zimmerman was acquitted of killing Trayvon Martin, “Say 

Her Name” was founded to focus on Black women and girls killed by police. The campaign 

wants to bring their names into the Black Lives Matter movement.  

Although Sandra’s death remains unresolved—the competing claims of suicide and state 

homicide are still unsettled—what is certain is that the “measure of man and a ranking of life”25 

established by slavery makes the determination of Black suicide anything but straightforward. 

When coroners rule the death of a Black person a suicide, family and activist communities 

frequently assert a lynching. This contestation of autopsy occurred also in the reported suicides 

of Wakiesha Wilson (36), Ben Keita (18), Lennon Lacy (17), Michael Smith (22), Judge Sheila 

 
23 Syreeta McFadden, “In Life and After Her Death, Sandra Bland Taught Others About 
Activism,” Vice News, December 7, 2018, https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/nepqyk/sandra-
bland-documentary-hbo). 
24 “Fill the Void. Lift Your Voice. Say Her Name,” The African American Policy Forum, 
http://aapf.org/about-the-campaign. 
25 Hartman, Lose Your Mother, 6. 
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Abdus-Salaam (65) and others who received less media coverage. More telling still is the data 

collected in a recently published study on suicide deaths in the United States, which led its 

authors to concede that inferential analyses on the phenomenon have failed for at least twenty 

years to register the exponentially high suicide death rate in the Black community.26 By 

reexamining federal data on suicide deaths from the past twenty years, the authors ultimately 

conclude that Black male children younger than twelve years of age have the highest suicide rate 

compared to other racial-ethnic subgroups, with hanging the “preferred” method of death. 

Unsettling the cultural overrepresentation of white subjects as primary victims of suicide, this 

recent study reveals that the suicide rate for whites has been steadily decreasing—with the use of 

firearms registering as the most common method for completing suicide. Researchers of this 

corrective study further argue that their findings contradict enduring assumptions about the 

correlations between age, race and suicide vulnerability, particularly with respect to Black 

subjects.  

 

What Suicide Is Not: The Argument 

The mobilization of suicide as a site of contesting political claims, while being an 

important and even necessary act of resistance, obscures the racial history of suicide as the 

exclusive prerogative of human being—as an expression of reason reaching its moral limit. As 

the discourse on the human capacity for recognizing and understanding (and hence learning 

from) what one ought to do (distinguishing the good from the bad), moral reasoning has a racist 

 
26 See Jeffrey A. Bridge, Lindsey Asti, Lisa M. Horowitz, Joel B. Greenhouse, Cynthia A. 
Fontanella, Arielle H. Sheftall, Kelly J. Kelleher, John V. Campo, "Suicide Trends among 
Elementary School–Aged Children in the United States from 1993 to 2012," JAMA Pediatrics 
169, no. 7 (Jul 1, 2015): 673-677.  
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history. This history finds ideological expression in the enduring images of the primitive and 

civilized. It is only through references to nonhuman animals, particularly to their supposed 

insensate and irrational nature, that we find meaningful the difference between the primitive and 

civilized. Alex von Oettingen’s 1868 Moral Statistics, for example, institutes this difference 

when noting that “among torpid savages, as among the lower animals, suicide is said to be 

altogether unheard of.”27 Armand Corre’s 1891 monograph Crime and Suicide adds suicide to 

rational thought and speech as the primary traits of civilized man when noting that “insanity and 

suicide increase[s] in the ratio of the civilization of the race.”28 Von Oettingen, Corre and 

likeminded social scientists served as crucial antecedents to Émile Durkheim’s 1897 Suicide: A 

Study in Sociology, a paradigmatic text that transforms suicide into a disciplinary object of social 

scientific inquiry. Durkheim’s Suicide today serves as the methodological touchstone in 

suicidology. Yet this text only preserves, reworks and modernizes a longer racial iconography of 

suicide through its comparisons between the limited capacities of primitive peoples and modern 

man’s sovereign capacities for suicide. More than obscuring this racist history, however, the 

mobilization of suicide by antiracism activists (in and outside academia) takes suicide for 

granted as a category of pathology, whether individual or social and political, and in turn 

disavow how it produces, mediates and polices a more fundamental racial boundary between the 

human and nonhuman. 

The questions that swirl around Black vulnerability to, and capacity for, suicide 

relativizes its status as a universal benchmark of social suffering. Black suicide thus registers as 

an ontological question of Black capacity rather than an experiential problem of general 

 
27 Paraphrased in S. R. Steinmetz, “Suicide among Primitive Peoples,” American Anthropologist 
7, no. 1 (Jan 1, 1894): 53-60. . 
28 Ibid., 53. 
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alienation. And whenever Black suicide does enter the cultural imaginary, it conjures a racial 

phantasmagoria of captivity and lynching. On the other hand, when these questions are hastily 

put to rest—as when in 2011 Chicanx political groups appropriated the suicide of Joaquin Luna 

as an icon of suffering and a rallying cry—it reproduces, through obfuscation, the racial 

boundary between Man and racial other that suicide actively produces. In mobilizing community, 

ethical affinity and the fellowship of the human, suicide, I argue, affirms the body-politic, which 

finds its constitutive limit in the figure of the racial slave.  

Edwin S. Shneidman, the founding authority of modern suicidology, avoids this dilemma 

by democratizing and indeed universalizing the category suicide:  

All our past efforts to relate or to correlate suicide with simplistic 
nonpsychological variables, such as sex, age, race, socioeconomic level, case 
history items (no matter how dire), psychiatric categories (including depression, 
etc.), were (and are) doomed to miss the mark precisely because they ignore the 
one variable that centrally relates to suicide, namely, intolerable psychological 
pain; in a word, psychache.29  
 

“What Is Suicide?” problematizes how the democratization of suicide to all racial groups creates 

a universal measure for making political claims of social injury. That universal measure both 

requires the consolidation of Man through racial slavery and colonial dispossession and obscures 

the historicity of that process. My project therefore challenges the way that critical race studies 

conceptualizes and politicizes mental health, specifically around the issue of suicide, by 

demonstrating their double complicity: first, with western conceptions of liberal subjectivity and 

moral reasoning inherent in the trope of suicide; second, with the elision of blackness that shores 

up these conceptions.  

 
29 Shneidman, “Suicide as Psychache,” 145  
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In response, I formulate a deconstructive notion of suicide informed by the Black Radical 

Tradition. I specifically read continental philosophy, deconstruction, psychoanalysis and critical 

ethnic, gender and postcolonial studies through the theoretical protocols of Black studies in order 

to define the meaning of suicide as a problem for Western thought and experience, as well as for 

critical scholarship and politics. Taken together, these divergent traditions of thought enable a 

nuanced discussion about the entanglement of ontology and ethics, and how this entanglement 

requires a racialized form of what Martin Heidegger calls a “forgetfulness of Being.”30 These 

traditions enable the interrogation of the moral and ontological grammars of suicide, an 

enterprise I undertake to reveal how antiblackness is required to be cast to oblivion in order to 

render suicide intelligible as social suffering.31 In short, the forgetfulness, oblivion or the 

“absolute dereliction”32 of blackness is the unconscious of suicide, which is to say more broadly 

that the study of antiblackness is homologous with study of the “history of Being.”33 While 

Black studies is not monolithic, I am following the tradition of afro-pessimism that has come to 

define blackness as structuring the modern world system and its ontology. Afro-pessimism 

understands blackness as not simply a racialized position among others but as the structuring 

exclusion through which other symbolic positions are constituted. It places emphasis on the 

Black/non-Black binary rather than on the white/non-white binary. Just as importantly, blackness 

is understood as a psychic and existential category, rather than simply historico-discursive. 

 
30See Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (New 
York; London; Toronto; Sydney; New Delhi; Auckland: Harper Perennial Modern Thought, 
2008) 
31 Lewis R. Gordon, Bad Faith and Antiblack Racism (Amherst, NY.: Humanity Books, 1999).  
32 Frank B. Wilderson III, “The Prison Slave as Hegemony's (Silent) Scandal,” Social Justice, 
30, no. 2 (2003): 18. 
33 See Heidegger, Being and Time. 
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Approaching suicide through the “afterlife of slavery” framework ultimately dislodges 

suicide from a mental health paradigm. Instead of flinching from the cultural incapacity to 

imagine Black suicide—which is intercepted by the phantasmagoria of death and lynching—I 

consider Black suicide as constitutively irresolvable. Ontologically, determining Black “suicide” 

as “really” a suicide or “really” an act of lynching is impossible. Not only does the history of 

antiblack violence overdetermine Black death, but suicide is itself the category that produces the 

fundamental racial division that makes the idea of Black suicide both possible and contradictory. 

The fact that Black suicide vulnerability almost never registers in the public imaginary is a 

symptom of this impossibility, not the problem itself. When Black suicide does appear it 

fleetingly registers as morally impalpable and experientially negligible, as an utter confusion 

between self-harm and structural violence, or, as in Sandra Bland’s case, between a hanging and 

a lynching. In short, suicide stages a limit situation whereby the structures of care, of thought and 

the thinkable, cohere against their own shadows, cast as netherworlds of what Saidiya Hartman 

calls the “unthought”34 and what Frantz Fanon calls the “wretched.”35 

 

Chapter Outline 

My argument proceeds through a genealogy of suicide as a problem for western thought, 

asking the question: What is suicide? Such a line of questioning aims at challenging essentialist 

notions about the causes of suicide. The core of this work is a close reading of postcolonial, 

African American, and Chicanx literary and theoretical works that centralize the problematic 

 
34 Saidiya V. Hartman and Frank B. Wilderson, “The Position of the Unthought,” Qui Parle 13, 
no. 2 (2003): 183-201.  
35 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, ed. Homi K. Bhabha (New York: Grove Press, 
2005).  
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matrices of suicide. Offering a new framework for critically interpreting suicide with and within 

these texts, I argue that suicide is an ideological formation that secures the moral limits of civil 

society and produces human subjectivity as a racial category. The discourse of suicide does not 

simply reflect ethnocentric assumptions about will and suffering—about who has or lacks the 

mental capacity to kill themselves—but historically produces the a priori racialization of human 

nature. My argument that the modern notion of suicide ossifies at the dawn of colonial slavery 

has two implications. Not only must critical scholars reckon with how the discourse of suicide 

stabilizes their critical categories, but theorists of suicide, from literary studies to psychiatry, 

must make slavery and colonialism a premise of their inquiries. 

Departing from the mental health paradigm, I argue that suicide is a point of contact and 

impasse between liberal subjectivity and a phobic fantasy of blackness. In western thought, 

suicide—rather than a flight from life—is a flight from the moral, psychic and existential taint of 

blackness. I demonstrate how an iconography of blackness and a logic of purification mediate 

the discourse of suicide as a category of death and dying. This hermeneutic enables insights into 

how antiracism discourses frame melancholic or suicidal desires into fantasies of a precolonial 

history—of a precolonial or “pre-black” purity of Being.  

My research charts the historical genealogy of suicide from seventeenth-century Britain 

to the consolidation of the medical and social scientific field of suicidology in the 1950s. 

Throughout each chapter, I track the evolution of suicide across three domains of Western 

thought: (1) Judeo-Christian theology, (2) secular humanism and (3) social/medical empiricism. 

This genealogy historicizes suicide as a quintessentially modern political invention, a discursive 

field over which contradicting discourses of power emerge, expire and reproduce.  
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By surveying the work of suicide scholars, this project describes the secularization of 

suicide from a mortal sin in the Judeo-Christian tradition to an object of criminal pathology in 

the 1600s. I question the magnitude and function of this epistemic break and show—by tracking 

a network of literary and religious references within the English criminal code—how racial 

ideologies that emerged from Britain’s concomitant involvement in colonization, transatlantic 

slavery and global expansion suffused both theological discourses of sin and the legal 

philosophical language of crime that it comes to inform. A “racist iconography”36 of darkness, 

blackness and monstrosity informed both religious metaphors of humors, sin and evil, as well as 

a growing secular lexicon of madness, possession and pathology. The British legal philosopher 

Michael Dalton (1565-1644), for example, began to tie suicide (i.e., “felo de se”/“felon of 

himself”) to a capacity for moral reasoning through an explicit contrast to the irrationality 

projected onto racial others. In contrast to historians of early modernism, who flag suicide as a 

discursive site over which the church and state produce competing conceptions of subjectivity, 

morality and discipline, I argue that the racial discourses of suicide produce, mediate and police 

a more fundamental and racializing boundary between the human and nonhuman. Whether 

suicide figures as an abomination against the sanctity of life or a pathological reaction to 

alienation, this genealogy reveals suicide’s function as a productive boundary between the 

civilized and primitive, the (European) human and (Black) nonhuman 

Chapter One, “What Is Suicide? Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s Critique of Suicide,” 

interweaves a genealogy of suicide into a critical reading of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s body 

of work. I perform a symptomatic reading of Spivak’s oft neglected marshaling of racial 

 
36 Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender, and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest 
(Florence: Routledge, 2013).  
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blackness and suicide in her “Can the Subaltern Speak?,”37 a founding text in postcolonial 

feminist theory and people of color coalition politics. Spivak’s essay makes suicide a primal 

scene for the articulation of anticolonial claims of “epistemic violence,” and a postcolonial 

critique of suicide, I show, traverses Spivak’s oeuvre. Her critique centers on the racially 

gendered ways that colonial subjects have been both subalterned and produced through the 

epistemology of suicide.  

In Spivak’s essay, the subaltern woman indexes the silent “truth” unspoken in the 

discourse between the colonized’s sati (culturally-mandated female suicide) and the colonizer’s 

suttee (legally-prohibited female suicide). Spivak translates this as a “truth” silenced in 

allegorical statements that structure a white-brown binary: “white men saving brown women 

from brown men” and “brown men saving brown women from white men.” The politics of 

suicide in such a post-colonial situation figures as a fundamental trope for delineating the 

relationship between ontology and ethics. I show how the entanglement of sati and suttee 

presupposes an ethical encounter between woman and the law, an encounter that precedes their 

constrained choice to either elect or forgo suicide.  

I further argue that Spivak, as a condition for operationalizing suicide as a site of political 

struggle and “third world” coalition politics, casts racial blackness to oblivion as an aberration 

specific to the United States:  

Clearly, if you are poor, black and female you get it in three ways. If, however, 
this formulation is moved from the first-world context into the postcolonial 
(which is not identical with the third-world) context, the description “black” or 
“of color” loses persuasive significance. The necessary stratification of colonial 

 
37 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in Marxism and the Interpretation of 
Culture, eds. Cary Nelson and Grossberg Lawrence (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1988), 
271-315.  
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subject-constitution in the first phase of capitalist imperialism makes “color” 
useless as an emancipatory signifier.38  
 

Spivak thereby clears the way for a transnational and nonblack politic. More than marking a 

peculiar and oft-neglected coincidence between suicide, subalternity and blackness, “Can the 

Subaltern Speak?” is the primal scene that women of color feminisms reiterate. While her anti-

essentialist interventions contribute to a critique of suicide, I problematize Spivak’s treatment of 

slavery and antiblack racism in her ethics of decolonial relationality. Her ethical resolution of 

this problematic reifies suicide to foreclose a critique of Black captivity and, by extension, the a 

priori racialization of human nature. 

Building on my critique of Spivak, I argue that suicide conceptually coheres in the 

literary imagination through the dissociation from the slave, even in the absence of explicit 

representations of race. I interrogate the suicidological imagination in literary traditions that have 

consistently dealt with suicide in order to reckon with questions about human suffering, sacrifice 

and liberation. I argue that their posing of suicide as an ethical crisis crowds out the ontological 

and political question of suicide.  

Chapter Two, “Is Black Suicide Possible? The Navel Logic of Suicide in Toni Morrison’s 

Song of Solomon,” turns to the ambiguous scenes of suicide that open and close Morrison’s 1977 

novel. I read Morrison alongside Black feminist thought as a critique of what I call the “navel 

logic of suicide,” the presupposition that all subjects are socially born. Against the extant literary 

criticism, my reading centers the navelless character Pilate Dead. Through this “natally 

alienated”39 character (a Black woman born without a navel), Morrison questions the universality 

 
38 Ibid., 289.  
39 Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death: A Comparative Study (Cambridge; 
Massachusetts; London: Harvard University Press, 1983), 331.  
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of natality, the innate capacity to die and thus the Black capacity to commit suicide—that is, the 

capacity to negate (ethical) life. 

 In tracing the genealogies of Black social death and the navel in the Western 

philosophical tradition, I examine how Morrison’s treatment of Black suicide troubles the dual 

assumptions that are central to the suicidological imagination—that there is life after death and 

life after birth. Specifically, I read Morrison as writing a modern myth of the “navel,” a figure 

that functions for critical philosophers as a historical trope for discussing castration, membership 

in the community of Man and most acutely, human suffering.  

The assumption that all humans have an innate capacity for natality40 grounds the navel 

as a sign for the birth into, and alienation in, symbolic life. Morrison questions this innateness 

through the diegetic backdrop of post-reconstruction antiblack violence, positing that the 

political ontology of blackness negates suicide as a negation of life. She puts the essentialist 

presuppositions of suicide—as a fundamental category and measure of human suffering—into 

permanent crisis. I argue with Morrison that suicide cannot be a taken-for-granted category that 

indexes a universal human suffering, but that it finds its limit in Black slavery. In implicitly 

posing the question “Is Black suicide possible?” Morrison, I argue, simultaneously deconstructs 

the entangled philosophies of racialization and suicide. 

Chapter Three, “On the Responsibility of Suicide: Corky Gonzales’ I Am Joaquín and 

Joaquin Luna’s Suicide Note,” problematizes Corky Gonzales’s 1967 poem, a canonical entry in 

the Chicanx literary tradition and an urtext in the Chicanx movement. Its racially gendered 

fantasies of martyrdom were reimagined by immigrant rights activists in response to immigrant 

 
40 Hannah Arendt, Love and Saint Augustine, trans. Joanna Vecchiarelli Scott and Judith Chelius 
Stark (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996).   
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suicides, specifically the 2011 death of 18-year-old Joaquin Luna. Joaquin Luna was an 

undocumented high school student from Mission, Texas, who shot himself in his family’s 

bathroom. Loved ones and activists argued that Joaquin Luna killed himself because he felt 

despondent about his prospects of earning a college degree without the passage of the DREAM 

Act, which was defeated in 2010. The DREAM Act would have provided him and other 

undocumented students access to federal financial aid for college.  

Before putting on his best suit, Joaquin Luna wrote a suicide note appealing to god, 

supplicating for his deliverance from criminality and temptation, and rehearsing a repertoire of 

racial anxieties about personal comportment and responsibility. I argue that in making Joaquin 

Luna a martyr for immigrant rights, and affirming his suicide note as a tragic text, Chicanx 

activists leverage his suicide as a touchstone of non-Black/non-white political legibility, one that 

replaces and postpones Black Civil Rights discourses about the “afterlife of slavery”41 with a 

discourse about the “prelife” of freedom. 

I specifically read the re-coherence of Chicanismo around Joaquin Luna’s suicide by 

analyzing its conception of the immigrant subject as an icon of social injury and responsibility, 

demonstrating how this moral conception of the immigrant finds its fulcrum on antiblack 

fantasies of achieving freedom from racial denigration. My reading lays bare the antiblack 

commitments that their figuring of suicide makes, how that “wound[ing] attachment”42 

rhetorically consolidates claims of social injury and how that attachment to suicide makes non-

Black/non-white political claims morally intelligible. I read his suicide note in the historical 

 
41 Hartman, Lose Your Mother, 6. 
42 Wendy Brown, States of Injury: Power and Freedom in Late Modernity (Princeton University 
Press, 1995), 52-75 . 
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context of a confrontation between anti-Mexican rhetoric, anti-immigrant legislation and the 

immigration rights movement: a dispute of competing nativisms. 

One of the most storied twentieth-century attempts to re-envision suicide on radically 

different, and explicitly political and antiracist terms, is in the form of the writings of the Black 

Radical philosopher Huey P. Newton. I conclude this dissertation with a coda on Newton’s 

autobiographical manifesto Revolutionary Suicide,43 where he offers a historical-materialist 

critique of freedom and suicide that accounts for racial slavery as an operative predicate. In his 

critique, Newton delineates two forms of suicide: reactionary and revolutionary. Explicitly 

drawing on Frantz Fanon’s Wretched of the Earth, Emile Durkheim’s Suicide and the 

psychologist Herbert Hendin’s Black Suicide,44 Newton defines “reactionary suicide” as “the 

reaction of a man who takes his own life in response to social conditions that overwhelm him 

and condemn him to helplessness,” while revolutionary suicide is the risk one takes in losing 

one’s life for “changing intolerable conditions.”45 In revolutionary suicide, unlike reactionary 

suicide, death is not guaranteed and one’s life is divested of meaning—meaning comes, rather, 

from tarrying with one’s death, a meaning produced in and through political community. My 

critique of Newton’s revolutionary suicide demonstrates the challenges that remain in thinking 

the relation between suicide and racial blackness. The coda therefore asks: What happens to the 

titular question of this dissertation— “What is suicide?”  

As a final attempt at grappling with this question, I conclude by problematizing the 

ontological implications of “is” in my titular question. Not only does this copular verb for “to 

be” grammatically bind together “what” and “suicide” to form my question, but it also operates 

 
43 Revolutionary Suicide (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1973).  
44 Herbert Hendin, Black Suicide. New York: Basic Books, 1969.   
45 Newton, Revolutionary Suicide, 3. 
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at the level of ontology, both presuming and instantiating Being. The question of suicide itself, 

by way of the copular “is,” poses as a metaphysical problem, and this itself is a problematic that 

needs to be elaborated. This is a question that each of my chapters address elliptically, but here I 

want to address it directly. At this level of abstraction, the copula is always already entangled in 

a tacit understanding of Being in which, according to the Western doxa of history and science 

synopsized so far, Man figures as a form of perfection. By failing to raise this ontological 

question in his own politicization of suicide, Newton, my close reading suggests, reveals the 

impossibility of “Black suicide”—or, rather, the inability to formulate a philosophy of freedom 

that includes blackness. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

WHAT IS SUICIDE? 

GAYATRI CHAKRAVORTY SPIVAK’S CRITIQUE OF SUICIDE 

Suicide is an effect of the struggle for existence and of human selection, which works according 
to the laws of evolution among civilized people. 

Enrico Agostino Morselli46 
 

Besides imitations there are other social influences which lead to suicide; but the most powerful 
is that which we denote by the general term civilization. Self-killing is emphatically the crime of 
intellectual peoples. Although unknown to savages, rare among Mohammedans, it rages among 
the nations most advanced in culture and refinement with a fierceness exactly proportional to 
their mental development. […] In short, so universally does the rule hold that the strength of the 
tendency to self-killing may almost be regarded as an index to a people’s civilization. 

William Mathews47 
 
We can now assert that the prototypical suicidal act is one in which an individual cuts his throat 
and cries for help at the same time, and is genuine in both of these acts. 

Edwin S. Shneidman48 
 

The Oblivion of Suicide  

This chapter is about the racial structure of suicide. It specifically interrogates the “onto-

epistemology”49 of suicide by reckoning with its repressed specter of racial slavery, a repression 

that structures what I call the oblivion of suicide. So protean are its meanings across space and 

time that it is difficult to say with absolute certainty if there is such a patently immutable thing 

called suicide. 50 Suicide is not a neutral, uncontested term. We inexorably cede its ultimate 

 
46 Enrico Agostino Morselli, Suicide: An Essay on Comparative Moral Statistics (New York: 
Arno Press, 1975), 354 (emphasis in original). 
47 William Mathews, “Civilization and Suicide.” The North American Review 152, no. 413 
(1891): 481 (emphasis added). 
48 Edwin S. Shneidman, The Definition of Suicide (Norrthvale, N.J: Jason Aronson, Inc., 1977), 
135. 
49 See Karen Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of 
Matter and Meaning (Durham; London: Duke University Press, 2007).  
50 Ian Hacking, “The Suicide Weapon,” Critical Inquiry 35, 1 (2008): 1. 
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determination to the theorists of suicide, the coroner and other agents of the modern biopolitical 

state. These agents sentinel the limits of life and death with their spindling gaze of autopsy 

(etymologically: “auto-sight”),51 psychologically and physically divining truths about the cause 

from the dead themselves. Michel Foucault is instructive for understanding the gaze of autopsy 

as fundamentally narcissistic and determinative: “the gaze that sees is a gaze that dominates,” 

one that “brings to an end the bounded, dark kingdom of privileged knowledge and establishes 

the unimpeded empire of the gaze.”52  

Suicide could therefore be found anywhere across time; it exists where one looks for it. 

This “human cataclysm,” as Karl A. Menninger describes suicide, merely reflects the 

“universality of self-destructiveness [as it] is obvious in history, in sociology, in psychiatry, in 

the day-to-day behavior of people and nations.”53 In giving order to the dead, then, these agents 

of autopsy secure the proper place of “signified death,”54 staving off the abject de-composition of 

the dead by cohering or re-composing them into a proper corpus to be properly read. The suicide 

has a voice: as Shneidman writes, it is both an act and a message, at once the cutting of the throat 

and the crying for help, “and is genuine in both of these acts.”55 

 
51 For a speculative genealogy of autopsy, see Marius Timmann Mjaaland, Autopsia: Self, Death, 
and God after Kierkegaard and Derrida (Berlin and Boston: De Gruyter, 2008).  
52 Michel Foucault, The Birth of the Clinic: An Archaeology of Medical Perception, 39 
(emphasis added). 
53 Karl A. Menninger, “Foreword” in Essays in Self-Destruction ed. Edwin S. Shneidman (New 
York: Science House, Inc., 1967), xv (emphasis added). 
54 Julia Kristeva thusly defines the abjection of death: “The corpse (or cadaver: cadre, to fall), 
that which has irremediably come a cropper, is cesspool, and death; it upsets even more violently 
the one who confronts it as fragile and fallacious chance. A wound with blood and pus, or the 
sickly, acrid smell of sweat, of decay, does not signify death. In the presence of signified death—
a flat encephalograph, for instance—I would understand, react, or accept. No, as in true theater, 
without makeup or masks, refuse and corpses show me what I permanently thrust aside in order 
to live.” In Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1982), 3(emphasis in original). 
55 Shneidman, The Definition of Suicide, 135. 
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Notwithstanding its constantly changing conceptualization, suicide today is almost 

always presumed to be a thoroughly pathological and intensely individual act.56 It gives rise to 

the image of a human subject claiming mastery over themselves against the unbearable 

exigencies of historical conditions. It specifically gives rise to Sadean images of strangled, 

ruptured and poisoned flesh as much as it occasions hagiographic inscriptions of anguish and 

relief. Suicide is the idiom of a limitless freedom from the vicissitudes of necessity and survival. 

By insisting on the oblivion of suicide, however, I argue that the question “What is suicide?” 

should precede all questions about the causes of suicide. Once posed ontologically, the question 

of suicide becomes a problem that fundamentally hangs on the word Man, the crux of this 

chapter. To untangle the dimensions of Man requires historicizing the concept of suicide that the 

questions of etiology and ethics occlude. Genealogy is therefore my method of approaching the 

question “What is suicide?” My overarching argument is that the history of suicide is also the 

history of philosophy, both of which turn on the history of Being.  

“Suicide” does have a history. For it did not exist, at least etymologically, until the 

etymons sui (self) and cidium (murder) were first conjoined by the British physician Sir Thomas 

Browne in his 1637 Religio Medici,57 published at the dual advent of liberal modernity and the 

 
56 Ian Marsh, “Historical Phenomenology: Understanding Experiences of Suicide and Suicidality 
Across Time,” in Phenomenology of Suicide: Unlocking the Suicidal Mind (Cham, Switzerland: 
Springer International Publishing AG, 2017) 2. 
57 Browne was a prominent physician and prolific writer, to whom etymologists and literary 
historians today attribute the creation of other early-modern concepts, coinages that remain 
constitutive in today’s ruling scientific episteme, that itself provides the empirical logic of 
naming and dignifying human pain and suffering. These include “hallucination,” “egotism,” 
“therapeutic,” “holocaust,” “medical” and many more.  

For Browne, suicide names the culmination of a lethal fixation generally held by his 
contemporaries, whom were evidently bent on modernizing Stoicism for their own contemporary 
world on the brink of what would become the age of reason. He specifically decries how this 
neo-Stoic zeitgeist “highly exol[ls]” self-destruction, “allow[ing] man to be his own Assassin,” 
as a capacity to cease leading a “life more terrible than death,” and motivated thusly by the hope 
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British slave trade. Sui-cidium, “self-murder,” condenses multiple subject positions into one: 

felon, judge, executioner, victim, witness, in short, a juridical subject. Rather than pursue an 

exhaustive genealogy of “suicide,” which extends from anthropology and evolutionary biology 

to neuropsychology, this chapter focuses instead on the fundamental presuppositions that inhere 

in this category of experience.  

Giving acute expression to the problem of suicide as a problem that hangs on Man are the 

above epigraphs by the sociologists Enrico Agostino Morselli and William Mathew, canonical 

theorists of suicide. In their respective reckonings with the phenomenon, suicide is conceived as 

the preserve of the civilized. Echoing Morselli and Mathew in the late nineteenth century, the 

suicide theorist Jean Beachler concludes that “neither animals, children, nor madmen (to put it 

bluntly) commit suicide [as it] seems to […] demonstrate clearly that the potential to kill oneself 

is a human privilege.”58 Their framing is illustrative of how the discourse of suicide is 

 
of enjoying “‘the happiness of Death’” that “‘the Gods conceal’” and enjoy for themselves (92-
93). Sir Thomas Browne, ‘Religio Medici,’ Hydriotaphia,’ and ‘The Garden of Cyrus, ed. R.H.A 
Robbins (New York: Oxford University Press, 1972). 

Coinciding with Browne’s coinage of suicide, John Sym’s 1637 Lifes Preservative 
Against Self-Killing (London: Routledge, 2013) is arguably the first publication exclusively 
dedicated to the problem of “self-murder,” “the voluntary taking away of life, or unjustly 
destroying of it” (2). It is important to note that Sym describes what he calls “lifes preservative” 
as a function of the “soul,” which “is the body of man” (6). This latter phrase seemingly 
anticipates Michel Foucault’s oft-cited quote in Discipline and Punish: “the soul is the prison of 
the body” (30). Sym’s work is essentially a “book of theology [that] is also a subtle study of the 
psychology and sociology of suicide” (Michael MacDonald, “Introduction” to John Sym’s Lifes 
Preservative Against Self-Killing, x). It is one that, for the most part, counters and eclipses John 
Donne’s Biathanatos (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 1984), itself a treatise that draws 
on Christian scripture to ecclesiastically defend the human right and capacity of “self-homicide,” 
first written in 1607 and posthumously published in 1644 during the English Revolution. It was 
published a year or two before the 1645/1646 defeat of the Royalists. It was precisely when 
hereditary ascendancy and sovereignty qua the soul of the Leviathan were further put into crisis.  
58 See Jean Beachler, Suicides (Oxford: Blackwell, 1979). For Jean Beachler, “neither animals, 
children, nor madmen (to put it bluntly) commit suicide [as it] seems to […] demonstrate clearly 
that the potential to kill oneself is a human privilege” (45).  
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historically and geographically ossified along the lines of race, gender and age. Suicide, 

however, is not just assigned to an existing category of civilized man but historically functions as 

an apparatus for separating the human being from being otherwise. The question what is suicide 

thus becomes a question of Being, which, to follow Calvin Warren and contemporary Black 

studies, rebounds as “the Negro Question.”59 To remember the history of Being, Warren 

continues, “one must also remember the Negro,”60 fixed non-dialectically between the human 

being and animal.  

Why suicide and philosophy? Throughout its history, suicide has put into crisis 

philosophy’s fundamental preoccupations with the nature of personhood, the significance of 

suffering, the value of life and the meaning of death. Suicide’s perturbation of philosophy brings 

into sharp relief Albert Camus’s words: “There is but one truly serious philosophical question, 

and that is suicide. Judging whether life is or is not worth living amounts to answering the 

fundamental question of philosophy. All the rest […] comes afterwards.”61 Although he limits 

his critique of philosophy to his existentialist contemporaries (i.e., Jean-Paul Sartre, Martin 

Heidegger and Lev Shestov), Camus suggests that the experiential problem of suicide 

historically becomes a question of freedom that leads philosophers to admit to the contingency or 

“absurdity” of human existence, to “suggest escape,”62 to take a leap of faith. Confronted with 

the human condition, philosophers invariably “deify what crushes them and find reason to hope 

 
59 Calvin Warren, Ontological Terror: Blackness, Nihilism, and Emancipation (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2018), 7. In further formulating the “Negro Question,” Warren thusly asks: 
“Can black ‘things’ become free? What is the status of such beings? These questions are not 
merely legal questions or questions of legal status, but primarily ontological questions” (ibid., 
16). 
60 Ibid., 7 (emphasis in original). 
61 Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus (New York: Vintage Books, 1983), 3. 
62 Ibid., 32. 
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in what impoverishes them.”63 Rather than wallowing in the impossible, irrational or abject, 

philosophers seek a cure, an escape—a quest for a master, if not mastery. By irradiating the 

absurdity or nothingness of existence with the transcendent, philosophers reveal the religious 

provenance of the problem of suicide that they inherit, which coheres through the racially 

cathected question of freedom as the question of god (i.e., the master): “Knowing whether or not 

man is free involves knowing whether he can have a master.”64  

It was not until the end of the nineteenth century that suicide came under the purview of 

the medical sciences, where the goal increasingly became to prevent suicide rather than think it.65 

I will provide a brief survey of this development from Saint Augustin to Émile Durkheim to 

Edwin S. Shneidman. But the theological and metaphysical roots of the concept survive this 

 
63 Ibid., 32. 
64 Ibid., 56. 
65 For a comprehensive historiography, see Michael MacDonald, “The Medicalization of Suicide 
in England: Laymen, Physicians, and Cultural Change, 1500-1870,” The Mibank Quarterly 67, 
no. 1 (1989): 69-91; Howard I. Kushner, American Suicide: A Psychocultural Exploration (New 
Brunswick; London: Rutgeers University Press, 1991); For a comprehensive historiography, see 
Georges Minois, History of Suicide: Voluntary Death in Western Culture (Baltimore and 
London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993); Michael MacDonald and Terence R. 
Murphy, Sleepless Soul: Suicide in Early Modern England (Oxford; New York; Toronto: Oxford 
University Press, 1993); Erik Midelfrot, “Religious Melancholy and Suicide: On the 
Reformation Origins of a Sociological Stereotype” in Andre D. Weiner, Leonard V. Kaplan, 
eds., Madness, Melancholy, and the Limits of the Self (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 
1996); Alexander Murray, Suicide in the Middle Ages Part I: The Violent Against Themselves 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998) and Part II: The Curse on Self-Murder (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2000); Ron M. Brown, The Art of Suicide (London: Reaktion Books, 2001); 
Christopher Reuter, My Life is a Weapon: A Modern History of Suicide Bombing (Princeton; 
Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2004); Jeff Watt, ed., From Sin to Insanity: Suicide in Early 
Modern Europe (Ithaca, N.Y: Cornell University Press, 2004); David Lederer, Madness, 
Religion and the State in Early Modern Europe: A Bavarian Beacon (Cambridge; New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006); Paul Weaver, A Sadly Troubled History: The Meanings of 
Suicide in the Modern Age (Canada: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2009); Andreas Bähr, 
“Between ‘Self-Murder’ and ‘Suicide’: The Modern Etymology of Self-Killing,” Journal of 
Social History 43, no. 3 (2013): 620-632; Marzio Barbagli, Farewell to the World: A History of 
Suicide (Cambridge, UK; Malden, MA: Polity, 2015). 
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transition to medicine. In the most general terms, suicide presumes a philosophical subject, an 

agent endowed with the rational or cognitive capacities to question what it means “to be.” The 

act and significance of suicide is taken to dramatize this philosophical dilemma of Being. As 

such, the discourse at once presumes a human being and the mastery of that question. The act of 

suicide is taken as a tragic answer to this existential question. Therefore, the history of 

philosophy as a field is embedded in the problem of suicide regardless of its disciplinary 

migrations. Jacques Lacan calls philosophy a “discourse of the master”66 because it deludes the 

subject into thinking access to being is possible; in the critical and canonical discourse on 

suicide, suicide is also taken to be a form of access to being—the ultimate act of being human. 

My focus in this chapter is on exploring how the philosophy of suicide functions as a 

paradigmatic imposition of Western being. 

My first general move is to contour my own stakes in turning to Gayatri Chakravorty 

Spivak’s oeuvre for developing a radical antiphilosophy of suicide, my name for the critique of 

the philosophical category of suicide. Spivak’s critique holds in tension the histories and 

geographies of colonialism and racial slavery, and rests in faulting the “most radical criticism 

coming out of the West today” for bearing an “interested desire to conserve the subject of the 

West, or the West as Subject.”67 Spivak tries to historicize the philosophical problem of Being 

(i.e., the Western Subject) as an imperial project that relies on the abjection of the subaltern 

woman. Throughout her work, Spivak does this by theorizing suicide as an ideological formation 

that is historically and culturally specific to the West. A radical antiphilosophy of suicide, in 

 
66 See Jacques Lacan, Seminar of Jacques Lacan: The Other Side of Psychoanalysis (New York; 
London: W.W. Norton & Company, 2007). 
67 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in Marxism and the Interpretation of 
Culture, eds. Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg (Urbana: University of Illinois Press), 271.  
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turn, problematizes the philosophical dovetailing of science and truth in making possible the 

presumption of a sovereign suicidal subject. My second general move is to problematize 

Spivak’s subordination of ontology (i.e., questions of Being) to ethics, whereby she suggests that 

the ethical dialectics of recognition makes claims on Being and becoming possible: for Spivak, 

therefore, ethics precedes ontology. 

 In tracing this subordination, I trace the antiblack implications of Spivak’s subordination 

of the question of Being to the call to strike an ethical coevalness with subalterns. This 

coevalness is characterized as an anti-essentialist “embrace, an act of love.”68 For Spivak, “love” 

is not a sentimental category but a term for “ethical responsibility-in-singularity.”69 It is her hope 

that this love, at the risk of going unrequited, ought to be cultivated with subalterns to signify 

their absence in the archives of postcolonial reason. Spivak reckons that the praxis of 

anticolonial love should guide our counter-hegemonic maneuverings against capitalist 

imperialism. But, Spivak further insists, it “must be supplemented by the memory that to be 

human is to be always and already inserted in a structure of responsibility.”70 Her imperative of 

some originary commonwealth of responsibility and obligation—the presumption, above all, of 

“being human”—renders incomplete her subordination of ontology to ethics, precisely because it 

presumes human being as a universal birthright. This crowds-out the position of the racialized 

slave for whom this birthright is denied. 

In her ethical call to treat the silence of the subaltern as a form of speech, Spivak 

presumes a human being behind the silence. This is likewise the problem of suicide. In the 

 
68 Dona Landry and Gerald Maclean, “Introduction: Reading Spivak” in The Spivak Reader: 
Selected Works of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (New York: Routledge, 1996), 5. 
69 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Introduction” in Mahasweta Devi’s Imaginary Maps, trans. 
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (New York: Routledge, 1995), 200. 
70 Ibid., 201 
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conception of suicide, an agent—a human being—is presumed to be saying something in the 

silence of their self-murder. The heuristics of suicidology and Spivak’s criticism impute suicides 

and subalterns with phantom voices that are otherwise always-already available to be heard, 

interpreted and responded to. My argument is that the common presumption between Spivak and 

the Western discourse on suicide—even in her very critique of that discourse—is the 

presumption of a human being. This presumption disarticulates the question of the slave as the 

constitutive antithesis to the human being.  

The question of the slave is a question of ontology. If the subordination of ontology to 

ethics is the obliteration of ontology in favor of ethics, then the obliteration of ontology is, 

perforce, the obliteration of the position of the slave. Spivak’s deconstructive subordination of 

ontology to ethics ultimately elevates the question of the “woman as subaltern”71 above the 

“Negro question.” Suicide is the colonial history of antiblack racism. Her project has antiblack 

implications for anticolonial feminist analyses of conquest and dispossession that I will explore 

below.  

 

Dysselection as Affirmation 

Putting the issue of ethics before ontology affirms the world as it is, however 

provisionally. There is a continuity between this theoretical approach and the methodological 

protocols of suicidology that bear remarking at the outset. Suicidology, which has achieved 

hegemony over the question suicide, is an interdisciplinary formation that combines sociology, 

anthropology, psychology and medical forensics, among other fields, to become an “expert 

science.” Since its coherence in the late 1950s—and thanks in large part to the titanic efforts of 

 
71 Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” 283. 
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the clinical psychologist and “thanatologist” Edwin S. Shneidman—this field has exerted an 

increasing influence on public policy and jurisprudence in the United States and Western Europe. 

Its principle research goal is to identify suicide (through statistics, forensics and diagnostic 

categorization) and its primary ethical imperative is to prevent it (through the development of 

psychopharmacology and social policy). It is an exemplary medico-juridical formation.72 

Suicidology subscribes to the existing configuration of neoliberal governmentality by generating 

a mass of empiricist scholarship on the issue—on the causes of suicide, guided by the ethics of 

preventing its occurrence—that effectively affirms the world as it is.  

Affirming the world as it is is the antipolitical act par excellence, and this act structures 

the long history and aftermath of racial slavery. Sylvia Wynter critically puns on the secular and 

religious entanglement of “natural selection” and “divine election” of Man—Man “being 

isomorphic with the being of being human itself” 73—to describe “dysselection” as the 

affirmation of an ontology that obliterates Black life, one that both inheres in and makes possible 

the affirmation of human life. Operating at the ontological level of a difference in species, 

Wynter’s concept of dysselection historically and geographically describes “the new extrahuman 

line […] that [functions] analogically, as the status-ordering principle based upon ostensibly 

differential degrees of evolutionary selectedness/eugenicity and/or 

dysselectedness/dysgenicity.”74 Wynter notes that “while the West placed itself at the apex, 

incorporating the rest” into a commonwealth of hierarchically ordered humans, “the Negro (i.e., 

 
72 See Michel Foucault, Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason, 
trans. Richard Howard (New York: Vintage Books, 1988).  
73 Sylvia Wynter, “Unsettling the Coloniality of Being/Power/Truth/Freedom: Towards the 
Human, After Man, Its Overrepresentation—An Argument,” Cr: The New Centennial Review 3, 
no. 3 (2003), 310. 
74 Ibid., 316. 
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the category comprised by all peoples of Black African hereditary descent)” was constitutively 

“consigned to the pre-Darwinian last link in the Chain of Being—to the ‘missing link’ position, 

therefore, between rational humans and irrational animals.”75 By dint of natural/divine 

dysselection, blackness figures as the bottom rung upon which racial difference pivots, with 

blackness representing “symbolic death [and] the ‘name of what is evil.’”76 Dysselection 

comprises the inverse of an ontological affirmation of the world that makes ethical relations 

within the world possible. It affirms humanity precisely as the trope, telos and topos of the ethics 

of human being. 

At the margins of suicidology there has recently been a resounding call for a “post-

suicidology,”77 one that insists upon recognizing “suicide” for an ideology that obviates the need 

to question its essentialist conception of human capacity. This immanent critique has also been 

called the cultural turn in suicidology, which asserts that the phenomenon of self-destruction is 

culturally specific. The critique leveled here is that “suicide” is a medico-juridical condensation 

of the ideology of abstract individualism at the root of Western modernity. Paradoxically, then, 

the reigning search for the causes of suicide is an attempt to stop thinking about suicide. 

Investigating its causes proceeds as if the “reality” of suicide is a universally available and stable 

category of morbid experience. Such suspension or deferral of thought could be best understood 

as a repression of the conceptual genealogy of suicide. We might think of this repression as the 

oblivion of suicide, a forgetting that elevates this paradigmatic “enigma”78 to the dignity of 

 
75 Ibid., 301. 
76 Ibid., 308. 
77 See Tom Widger, “Suicidology as a Social Practice: A Reply,” Social Epistemology Review 
and Reply Collective 4, no. 3 (2015): 1-4. 
78 American journalist George Howe Colt coined the phrase “the enigma of suicide” with his 
1991 publication November of the Soul: The Enigma of Suicide (New York; London; Toronto; 
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something fundamentally and universally true about the nature of the human species. In 

generating significations (indeed, rationalizations) about its enigmatic nature, the discourse of 

suicide fills the very hole its oblivion produces.  

Despite the many attempts at mastering it, suicide remains an “anagram of motivation.”79 

The oblivion or repression of suicide, in the moment of answering to its meaning, is a form of 

forgetting about the original affirmation of human being as being the “suicidal species.” In the 

same moment, then, it forgets the dysselection of blackness from suicide, for it conceives of the 

ending of a life already presumed. My argument is not that the capacity to kill oneself is assigned 

to that of “civilized man,” that racialized subjects have been unfairly excluded from being 

intelligible as suicide subjects. On the contrary, my contention is that the discourse of suicide 

produces the ontological difference between the “suicidal species” and the non-suicidal 

according to a logic of antiblackness.  

To interrogate the colonial entanglement of Western philosophy and suicide, I turn now 

to Spivak’s scholarship, specifically her foundational 1988 essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?: 

Speculations on Widow Sacrifice.” I read her early essay as a disquisition on suicide, one that 

critical suicidologists, specifically those advocating for a post-suicidology, should turn to for 

insight into the imperialist dimensions of the discourse of suicide. After problematizing 

suicidology through Spivak, I problematize Spivak as repeating, with a difference, the 

foundational gesture of suicidology: the dysselection of blackness.  

 

 
Sydney: Scribner, 2006). Scholars of suicide consider Colt’s work pioneering in the 
contemporary study of suicide, particularly in the medical humanities.  
79 Melvyn D. Faber. “Shakespeare’s Suicides: Some Historic, Dramatic, and Psychological 
Reflections,” in Essays in Self-Destruction, ed. Edwin S. Shneidman (New York: Science House, 
1967), 35.  
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Can the Subaltern Suicide? 

“Can the Subaltern Speak?” remains a fundamental statement of postcolonial studies, 

gender studies, deconstruction, transnational feminisms and critical philosophy since its 

publication in 1988 in Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture. What has perhaps been 

forgotten about this text is the central role that the problematic of suicide plays in Spivak’s 

argumentation. On the highest level, Spivak’s disquisition traces the colonial logics that 

disarticulate the female colonial subject from the onto-epistemology (i.e., the knowledge and 

historical nature) of suicide. Spivak characterizes the ideological matrix of suicide as a 

“palimpsest” of “race-class-gender overdeterminations”80 in which acts of self-annihilation by 

women in colonial India are overwritten by competing moral claims of epistemic mastery over 

their intentions. This palimpsest effectively “constructs the monolithic ‘third-world-woman’”81 

as not only an object of knowledge but also as an object of exchange in the libidinal economy of 

colonial power and the resistance to it. Drawing on the psychoanalytic notion of the unconscious 

and the ethics of deconstruction, Spivak sets out to track the “subaltern” as an enigmatic cipher 

of power and desire.  

She locates the subaltern in the matrix of a desire wrought by the anxieties of sexual 

difference and the demands of the global division of labor between the First and Third Worlds. 

As Spivak notes, the First World is a group of countries that “are in the position of investing 

capital,” while the Third World “provide[s] the field for investment.”82 The latter also provides 

the raw, ethnographic material for the latter’s bodies of knowledge. Their attendant libidinal and 

political economies of race and gender congeal in salvific fantasies: savior narratives about or 

 
80 Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” 305. 
81 Ibid., 296. 
82 Ibid., 287 
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acts of benevolence toward the “third world woman.” Such fantasies effectively efface the 

itinerary of the subaltern woman by re-inscribing the onto-epistemological itineraries of the 

Western “clinic, the asylum, the prison, the university:” “screen-allegories that foreclose a 

reading of the broader narratives of imperialism.”83  

Spivak outlines how women electing to self-destroy in colonial India have been 

subalterned by both the colonial imposition of British jurisprudence of death, which proscribes 

widow self-immolation, and the anticolonial demand for cultural sovereignty over the right to 

practice this rite. In traditional Indian practice, sati is widow self-sacrifice, which is prescribed to 

women after their husband dies. Spivak locates the “woman as subaltern”84 in the discursive 

interstices of the “dialectically interlocking sentences that are constructible as ‘White men are 

saving brown women from brown men’ and ‘The women wanted to die.’”85 Both discursive 

matrices—the benevolent colonist and the resistant nativist—dovetail in reifying “the ideological 

construction of gender [that] keeps the male dominant,”86 as they situate the “sexed subaltern 

subject” in the conflagrating topos of Man (i.e., the dead husband). In both matrices, the self-

immolating woman acts out the “piety of place,”87 an acting out (of the agency of the dead 

husband) that is only made intelligible through the gendered and religious logics of sati, which in 

Hindi simply means “good wife.” The masculine form of sati is sat, which in the sacred texts of 

Hinduism connotes “essence, universal spirit.”88 Sat is the “present participle of the verb ‘to be’ 

and as such means not only being but the True, the Good, the Right.”89  

 
83 Ibid., 291. 
84 Ibid., 283. 
85 Ibid., 297. 
86 Ibid., 287. 
87 Ibid., 300.  
88 Ibid., 305. 
89 Ibid., 305. 
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For Spivak, the subaltern occupies the (non)position of the différend, violently shuttled 

between suttee (codified in colonial law as crime) and sati (culturally sublated as rite): the 

former term is a literal misspelling of the latter by the language of British jurisprudence. In the 

colonial schema, suttee is a criminal act of suicide. Such catachrestic displacement engenders a 

representational agon of competing moralities. Whether performing this said crime of anti-

woman barbarism (“[a] perfect specimen of the justification of imperialism as a civilizing 

mission”90) or this Hindu rite of “good” wifehood (an act of cultural authenticity), the subaltern 

emerges without a voice. By way of a colonial episteme that delineates “‘what may be 

characterized as scientific,’” the “third world woman” “becomes a signifier for the establishment 

of a good society.”91 To the extent that “ritual [is] opposed to crime, the one fixed by 

superstition, the other by legal science,” she becomes the unilateral terms of objective 

representation.92 Sati annuls both the voice of the sexed subaltern and the phenomenality of her 

suicide.  

In disrupting the clamor “to give the hysteric a voice, to transform her into the subject of 

hysteria,”93 Spivak argues that the “postcolonial woman intellectual,” in response to the 

structural confusion between suttee and sati, should first ask the simple but disruptive question, 

“What does this mean?”94 By asking this “question of simple semiosis,” Spivak reckons, one 

“begins to plot a history”95 of the foreclosures of epistemic violence that constructs the subaltern 

woman as such, a plotting that culminates in Spivak posing the most fundamental question, “can 

 
90 Ibid., 305. 
91 Ibid., 298. 
92 Ibid., 298. 
93 Ibid., 296.  
94 Ibid., 296. 
95 Ibid., 296. 
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the subaltern speak?” As a proleptic question, one that already implies a negative answer, “can 

the subaltern speak?” stages the undecidable alterity of an other. With her titular question, 

Spivak raises the stakes of her disquisition on the ethnocentric framing of suicide: the question of 

suicide stages the ethics of alterity. The question’s proleptic structure calls attention to the power 

dynamics involved in the conditions for speaking even when speaking itself, as John E. 

Drabinski notes about reading Spivak and Levinas together, “disrupts epistemological 

pretensions.”96 For speaking is “already an assertion of exclusion and silencing”97 and, 

conversely, a selection/dysselection of who or what occupies the accusative position. 

In the original 1988 version of her essay, Spivak answers her titular question in the 

negative only to reverse course in a revised 2010 version, risking precisely what she originally 

sought to resist: speaking for the subaltern. Now the subaltern does indeed speak. In the 2010 

version, she concedes that Bhuvaneswari Bhaduri’s 1929 self-hanging, the case study in her 

critique of suicide, is in fact a distant aunt, a revolutionary involved in India’s nationalist 

movement for independence from British colonial rule. In both iterations, Spivak reads Bhaduri’s 

self-hanging as a politically rather than a religiously motivated (and hence unsanctioned) suicide. 

This distinction is affirmed by the fact that Bhaduri was menstruating at the time of her hanging. 

And it is precisely this menstrual trace of an insurgent agency to self-destroy—an act of writing 

herself out of the social text of sexual disgrace and wifely grief—that is overwritten by the 

gendered and religious logics of self-sacrifice. Because “the discourse of the male leaders and 

participants in the independence movement”98 fail or refuse to recognize her aunt’s suicide as an 

 
96 John E. Drabinski, Levinas and the Postcolonial: Race, Nation, Other (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 2011), 84 (emphasis in original). 
97 Ibid., 84 (emphasis in original). 
98 Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” 308. 
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expression of nationalist insurgency, Spivak concludes that the “subaltern as female cannot be 

heard or read.”99 Implicit in Spivak’s reading of her aunt’s suicide is the alignment of political 

non-conformism with the non-religious, with the secular, in contradistinction to religious, non-

political conformism. Nevertheless, the polemical crux of her question lies in its capacity to 

spark and maintain an inexhaustible desire to listen to the subaltern, without, first and foremost, 

making claims of mastery on their desire.  

Her wager is that the cultivation of an ethics of de-mastery will engender new epistemic 

practices that insist on “speaking with” rather than “speaking for” the subaltern. With her titular 

question, however, suicide figures as a historically and culturally contingent site of political 

struggle in what Spivak refers to as a “subaltern historiography.”100 A passing look at such an 

historiography reveals that the discourse of suicide reifies the “category of the sovereign 

subject”101 peculiar to Western liberal modernity. Spivak contends that “[p]art of our 

‘unlearning’ project is to articulate that ideological formation [i.e., the “third-world woman” vis-

à-vis “suicide”]—by measuring silences, if necessary—into the object of investigation.”102  

I want to take Spivak’s challenge seriously as it pertains to suicide, especially when 

considering the canonical function of “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in feminist anticolonial 

thought. Despite Spivak’s clear preoccupation with suicide, feminist anticolonial thought 

overlooks her meticulous problematization of such a privileged category of death and suffering. 

Her question is fundamentally also a question of suicide: can the subaltern suicide? Ironically, 
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100 Ibid., 287.  
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the field of postcolonial feminist theory subsumes this question as its subtext: a question of 

subalterneity and representation.  

 

Biblical Proportions 

With its call for a post-suicidology, the emergent field of critical suicidology should turn 

to Spivak’s question, which raises its stakes by centering the colonial (and religious) logics of the 

onto-epistemology of suicide—that is, tackling the imperialism of suicidology. The call for a 

post-suicidology specifically builds on and advances the emergent turn to ontology in humanistic 

and social scientific inquiries into suicide, bringing us closer to what I am calling a radical 

antiphilosophy of suicide. I define such an antiphilosophy as a genealogical deracination of Man 

as the telos, trope and topos of Truth, as “essentially and primarily propositional and 

theoretical.”103 It is a call to incessantly question the position of Man as the locus of morality and 

tragedy even at the level where the fundamental question “what is suicide?” (to purloin here 

Spivak’s nominalist imperative) is a question of language and representation.  

Fundamentally, a radical antiphilosophy of suicide insists on the incompleteness of 

suicidology’s rupture from religion. Scholars recognize Saint Augustine as the first to make 

suicide a morally illegitimate phenomenon. His denunciation of self-murder binds the 

assumptive logics of suicidology, borrowing as he does from the Decalogue (the ten 

commandments) to outlaw the “murder of the self” in the name of “loving thy neighbor.”  

In Saint Augustine’s decalogic reasoning against “self-murder,” Man is axiomatic to the 

truth of suicide. To kill oneself, he proclaims in The City of God (ca. 413-42), is to kill a Man. 

 
103 Mathew R. McLennan and Deniz Guvenc, “Was Levinas an Antiphilosopher? Archi-ethics 
and the Jewish Experience of the Prisoner,” Journal of French and Francophone Philosophy 23, 
no. 2 (2015), 85. 
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His exegesis interpellates Man to the position of subject in the Ten Commandments’ calls for 

love of Life and Man. Ludwig Wittgenstein, who closely followed Saint Augustine’s secular 

logic on this question, considers the structuring function of suicide in society. If suicide is 

permitted, Wittgenstein would famously write at the end of his 1917 Notebooks nearly a 

millennium and a half after Augustine—perhaps in response to his own suicidality or to the 

abiding trauma of losing three of his four siblings to suicide—“then anything is permitted.” If 

suicide is permitted, Wittgenstein continues, then nothing is limited, nothing is required of us, 

and our self-preservation is itself not required. It is for this reason alone that for Wittgenstein, 

suicide constitutes an “elementary sin:”104 the “pivot on which every ethical system turns.”105 

Suicide, in other words, “illuminates the essence of ethics”106 to the extent that the act performs 

the absolute failure to uphold the decalogic delineations of good and evil. If not, it performs the 

ultimate non-acceptance or brute rejection of such delineations that morally subtend the existing 

legal order in the West. The unsanctioned suicide of Spivak’s revolutionary aunt would in this 

reading be performing such a rejection of the imperial imposition of Western ethics. 

Scholars of suicide blur the difference between the prevention of suicide, and all the 

moral baggage implied by the category through Augustine’s calls for the preservation of human 

dignity, and the study of suicide—the problematization of the category itself. Turning to 

empirical reason (assuming that suicide is “just that”) retains and repeats this theological reason 

through the investigation, treatment and prevention of suicide. The same is true of critical 

theories of or about suicide. In this sense we could think of the Decalogue as the unconscious of 

 
104 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Notebooks, trans. G.E.M Anscombe, eds. G.H. von Wright and G.E.M. 
Anscombe (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1979), 91e. 
105 A. Alvarez, The Savage God: A Study of Suicide (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, Inc., 
1990), 241. 
106 Wittgenstein, Notebooks, 91e. 
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suicidology. The argument here is that the Decalogue, as Kenneth Reinhard and Julia Reinhard 

Lupton write, is “a foundational text in the creation of the modern subject,”107 a text that 

enframes human being as an object of reflection, veneration and preservation. The decalogic call 

for love of Life and Man, however sublimated in the call for the prevention of suicide, is the 

affirmation as s/election of a particular form of life, and thus by association, as a dysselection of 

“symbolic death [and] the ‘name of what is evil.’”108  

This Judeo-Christian love is likewise the subtext of the civilizing-Christianizing 

imperatives of colonization that, when taken together with the imperial hegemony of 

suicidology, have historically informed the onto-epistemic practices deployed against the 

colonized. As such, the Decalogue is also the foundational text in the savior fantasies of conquest 

that produce, as Spivak notes, “the following formula: make the heathen into a human so that he 

can be treated as an end in himself; in the interest of admitting the raw man into the noumenon 

[the Kantian horizon of freedom and Moral Law]; yesterday’s imperialism, today’s 

‘Development.’”109  

These moral cathexes were carried into the French sociologist Émile Durkheim’s 1897 

Suicide: A Study in Sociology, which is paradigmatic to contemporary studies of suicide. This 

sociological study was the first to use population statistics (in this case, from France) to identify 

patterns in the commission of suicide. From this data he invents a series of behavioral indicators 

 
107 Kenneth Reinhard and Julia Reinhard Lupton, “The Subject of Religion: Lacan and the Ten 
Commandments,” Diacritics 33, no. 2 (2003): 71-97. Reinhard and Lupton argue that the 
Decalogue provides “a template of the subject’s primary alienation by a master signifier, the 
institution of the rule of speech at the expense of the idolatrous pleasures of the imaginary, and 
the traumatic projection of libidinal objects that overcharge the social relation with the 
insufferable pleasure of the drives” (72).  
108 Wynter, Unsettling the Coloniality of Being/Power/Truth/Freedom, 308. 
109 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason: Toward a History of the 
Vanishing Present (Cambridge, Mass.; London: Harvard University Press, 1999), 153. 
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of suicidality. He comes up with a series of categories for identifying its causes, including 

“egoistic,”110 “altruistic,”111 “anomic,”112 and “fatalistic suicide,”113 each correlating to the 

different levels at which the subject is regulated and socially integrated. The primary cause of 

suicide is the disruption of social relations. Suicide is a term that applies “to all cases of death 

resulting directly or indirectly from a positive or negative act of the victim himself, which he 

knows will produce this result.”114  In his model, civil society in general, and the institutions of 

religion and marriage in particular, are crucial for creating stability and reducing the various 

causes of suicide. His great innovation was to deindividualize suicide, to treat it as a product of 

social conditions and the alienating conditions of modern life, instead of as a sinful act and an 

abrogation of the individual’s relationship to god.  

If he secularized suicide in this degree, Durkheim arguably Christianized it in a much 

more consequential dimension. His study of moral statistics—looking at human behavior on the 

level of the population and in terms of prevailing social mores—atomizes the human individual 

in a new way as a part that “make[s] up the great body of the nation.”115 Each individual 

possesses “a spark” of the “collective current,”116 of the social body itself, precisely “from which 

the chief suicidogenic currents flow.”117 This excludes, he explains early on in his treatise, 

animals, as “our knowledge of animal intelligence does not really allow us to attribute to them an 

 
110 Émile Durkheim, Suicide: A Study in Sociology, trans. John A. Spaulding and George 
Simpson (London; New York: Routledge, 2002), 105-174. 
111 Ibid., 175-200. 
112 Ibid., 202-239. 
113 Ibid., 239 ft. 25. 
114 Ibid., xii (emphasis in original).  
115 Durkheim, Suicide, 280 (emphasis in original). 
116 Ibid., 280 (emphasis in original): “Therefore there is not one of all the single centers of 
consciousness who make up the great body of the nation, to whom the collective current is not 
almost wholly exterior, since each contains only a spark of it” (280).  
117 Ibid., 340. 
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understanding anticipatory of their death nor, especially, of the means to accomplish it.”118 But 

unlike his anthropological predecessors who studied the causes of suicide through the extra-

social heuristics of heredity, climate and temperature, Durkheim relies on a heuristic of 

materialism that, despite his skepticism, draws on the vital statistics enumerated by the 

knowledge apparatus of the emergent European state. Suicide figures as a purely social rather 

than a race problem.119 As Durkheim’s editor George Simpson notes in his introduction: “The 

rate for Negroes is very low compared to whites, in our society. There is obviously (if the 

statistics are correct) no correlation between Negro underprivilege and suicide, as might be 

expected. Is it because systematic oppression and under-privilege lead individuals to be adjusted 

to the misery and tragedy of human existence which is visited upon all? Expected nothing of life, 

they may not be disappointed at how little it does offer them.”120 Black suicide registers in the 

vitalist calculus of Durkheim’s model as an anomaly but not a theoretical problem—as 

statistically insignificant.121  

Durkheim’s “spark” or human spirit has a precedence in—and inherits the nomenclature 

of—Sir Thomas Browne’s 1637 Religio Medici, an autobiographical text and diagnostic manual 

that has contributed significantly to modern medical terminology. Browne was trained as a 

doctor in England and first posed suicide as a medical problem, but not without wedding his 

medical treatise to the moral valence of his pre-secular precursors. “There is surely a Piece of 

 
118 Durkheim, Suicide, xii. For a specific elaboration of Durkheim’s treatment of the “animal” in 
his treatise, see Edmund Ramsden and Duncan Wilson in “The Suicidal Animal: Science and the 
Nature of Self-Destruction,” Past & Present 224, no. 1 (2014): 201-242. 
119 Durkheim, Suicide, 31-52. 
120 Ibid., xxxi. 
121 For a critique of statistical analysis and antiblack racism, see Khalil Gibran Muhammad, The 
Condemnation of Blackness: Race, Crime, and the Making of Modern Urban America 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2011).    
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Divinity in us,” Browne explains, “something that was before the Elements,” that “Nature” tells 

Man that he is “the Image of God, as well as Scripture.”122 Browne invents the signifier “suicide” 

as the sine qua non of humanity, functioning, to invoke Denise Ferreira da Silva’s critique of the 

racial logic of scientific reason, as an idiom for “those whose bodily and social configurations 

[…] spell the proper name of man.”123 Undoubtedly evocative of the imago Dei of Christian 

cosmogony, Durkheim asserts that “just as society largely forms the individual, it forms him to 

the same extent in its own image,”124 suggesting that suicide should be understood as a 

degenerative symptom afflicting the social body as a whole, whereby the whole is always-

already immanent to the individual. And it is precisely to this religious-and-secular 

concatenation of the “social order” to which Durkheim responds with concern and obligation.  

The ethical imperative to prevent suicide is therefore deeply wedded to the conception of 

an ethical subject, and both are derived from a Christian understanding of obligation, human 

dignity and divine being, whether in the image of the patient (Browne) or the social body 

(Durkheim). Yet this has always produced the conundrum of determining what subjects are 

“elected” to this ethical position in the eyes of God—what subjects, in other words, are obligated 

not to kill themselves. While the Decalogue subjects the Elected to the jurisdiction of the One of 

God (“I am that I am”), it also determines the limits of ethical subjectivity, obliquely drawing a 

line around an “outside” or “unthought” that it does not address. This occurs through what I 

think can be usefully thought of as a proto-racist logic.  

 
122 Browne, Religio Medici, 97. 
123 Denise Ferreira da Silva, Toward a Global Idea of Race (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2007), 251. 
124 Durkheim, Suicide, 288. 
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In the Old Testament, the Decalogue serves as an interdiction against the “state of nature” 

symbolized by the pagan land of the pharaohs. In this schema the Egyptians register as the 

negative itself. They are a “darkness which may be felt”125—the unthought, populated by “flesh 

pots”126 and rife with hedonistic delights. Indeed, the wandering subjects of god are, according to 

the Bible, ever tempted to return to the hedonistic pleasures and polytheistic beliefs of the 

benighted Egyptians, whose collectively “ashen” or blackened flesh127 is pocked with boils and 

gnawed by flies. Anterior to its specific prohibitions, the function of the Decalogue is to maintain 

the “elected” subjects’ path to the promised land, and precisely away from the land of the 

pharaohs. In contrast to the prohibitions that regulate the community of the saved, the Egyptians 

are mercilessly punished by god in the ten plagues that, in the Story of Exodus, smite the land of 

the pharaohs. They are therefore left without the protection of the Decalogue, left “ontologically 

 
125 Exodus 10:21-23, King James Version. “And the Lord said unto Moses, Stretch out thine 
hand toward heaven, that there may be darkness over the land of Egypt, even darkness which 
may be felt. And Moses stretched forth his hand toward heaven; and there was a thick darkness 
in all the land of Egypt three days: They saw not one another, neither rose any from his place for 
three days: but all the children of Israel had light in their dwellings. 
126 Exodus 16:3, King James Version. “And the children of Israel said unto them, Would to God 
we had died by the hand of the LORD in the land of Egypt, when we sat by the flesh pots, and 
when we did eat bread to the full; for you have brought us forth into this wilderness, to kill this 
whole assembly with hunger.”  
127 Exodus 9:8-12, King James Version. “And the Lord said unto Moses and unto Aaron, Take to 
you handfuls of ashes of the furnace, and let Moses sprinkle it toward the heaven in the sight of 
Pharaoh.” The furnace is symbolic of the Israelite’s enslavement, as they were forced to bake 
bricks for their masters. “And it shall become small dust in all the land of Egypt, and shall be a 
boil breaking with blains upon man, and upon beast, throughout all the land of Egypt. And they 
took ashes of the furnace, and stood before Pharaoh; and Moses sprinkled it up toward heaven; 
and it became a boil breaking forth with blains upon man, and upon beast. And the magicians 
could not stand before Moses because of the boils; for the boil was upon the magicians, and upon 
all Egyptians. And the Lord hardened the heart of Pharaoh, and he hearkened not unto them; as 
the Lord had spoken unto Moses.” Ash is indeed black and as such symbolizes blackness of 
necrotized flesh. Throughout the story of Exodus, god repeatedly hardens the Pharaoh’s heart so 
“he shall not let the people go” (Exodus 7:3-4). This hardening of the heart plays out the 
dysselection of the Pharaoh and, by extension, his fellow Egyptians.  
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outside of humanity and civil society.”128 In biblical proportions, blackness (and black death) 

figures as the dysselection that precedes the election of the ethical subject and divine life.  

It becomes evident that the ways we think about, talk about and “do” suicide 

symbolically condense with the struggle against a mental, spiritual and sociological darkness 

gnawing at life. Not only is the selected life worth saving racially differentiated, but the 

abominable death that the prohibition against suicide repudiates follows a racialized life 

philosophy. We take as exemplary of this phenomenon the first text to link depression and 

suicidal ideation, The Anatomy of Melancholy (1652), composed by the Oxford scholar Robert 

Burton, who introduced the term melancholy, the ancestor to the category of depression in 

contemporary psychology. Burton discusses his own melancholic bouts and suicidal wishes, 

describing his depression this way: “Methinks I hear, methinks I see / Ghosts, goblins, fiends; 

my phantasy / Presents a thousand ugly shapes, / Headless bears, black men, and apes, / doleful 

outcries, and fearful sights, / My sad and dismal soul affrights.”129 The struggle against suicide is 

the struggle against an iconography of sadness and blackness (“black men, and apes”). This 

racialized struggle against death reveals, as Foucault speculates, a “race war” against the threat 

of nonbeing, whereby Man becomes “man-as-living-being,” “man-as-species,”130 and death 

becomes “something permanent, something that slips into life, perpetually gnaws at it, 

diminishes it and weakens it.”131 The injunction against suicide functions as a declaration of race 

 
128 Frank Wilderson III, Red, White & Black: Cinema and the Structure of U.S. Antagonisms 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 55. 
129 Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy (New York: The New York Review of Books, 2001), 
xiv.  
130 Michel Foucault, Society Must Be Defended: Lectures at the Collège de France, trans. David 
Macy (New York: Picador, 2003), 243. 
131 Ibid., 244. 
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war. Put another way, suicide emerges as a complex philosophical, theological and biological 

metaphor that racializes the very terms of engagement between life and death. 

 

Antiphilosophy as Critique 

The radical antiphilosophical deracination of Man that I am interested in pursuing seeks 

to do more than eliminate “the minimal distance that separates philosophical discourse from truth 

procedures”132 and its historically and culturally contingent conditions of possibility. This is how 

the antiphilosophical intervention usually functions as a critique, particularly in the work of 

Alain Badiou. European antiphilosophy to date has not demonstrated any interest in analyzing 

the dysselection that is at the heart of the racial logic of Man. This is a shortcoming of their 

research agenda but does not constitute a condemnation of their methods. By expanding its 

genealogical procedures to this zone, I want to insist upon the historical construction of the 

“nonthought” that precedes, exceeds and catalyzes “all meaningful propositions”133 about 

suicide. Given that antiphilosophy constitutes a genealogical project, it allows us to return to the 

primal scenes of philosophy and the questions of being it poses: a philosophical agon that the act 

of suicide performs as it limns the edge of pure thought. 

Following Spivak, an antiphilosophy of suicide critically recognizes how “the stories of 

Oedipus (signification [i.e., symbolic castration]) and Adam (salvation)” constitute “regulative 

psychobiographies,” or Western myths of the being of Man.134 These “regulative 

 
132 Samo Tomšič, “Psychoanalysis and Antiphilosophy: The Case of Jacques Lacan,” in Sex and 
Nothing: Bridges from Psychoanalysis to Philosophy, Alejandro Cerda-Rueda, ed. (London: 
Routledge, 2016), 81 ft.1.  
133 Alain Badiou, Wittgenstein’s Antiphilosophy, trans. Bruno Bosteels (London; New York: 
Verso, 2011), 80. 
134 Spivak, “A Literary Representation of the Subaltern,” in In Other Words: Essays in Cultural 
Politics (London; New York: Routledge, 1998), 261. 



Flores  59 

psychobiographies” overdetermine culturally and historically “situated suicides”135 in ways that 

reify the Western project, a project that hangs on Man as the locus of knowledge that is projected 

onto “the entire map of the speaking being.”136 Spivak clarifies how the colonial logics of 

“woman as subaltern” occupies an “unfixed place” “as a signifier in the inscription of the social 

individual,”137 a subject that “suicide” presupposes according to both British colonial 

jurisprudence and Hindu custom. While British law (logos) construes the subaltern woman 

performing sati as “an object of protection from her own kind,”138 a victim of custom (doxa), 

Hindu nationalists construe her as a “subject” endowed with the “choice” to follow 

cultural/religious custom (doxa). 

 For Spivak, then, suicide nominalizes a privileged “philosophical space” from which the 

subaltern woman is barred.139 It is a palimpsestic space of self-knowledge overwritten by 

competing patriarchies as much as it is a site of political struggle in which Spivak locates 

“Bhubaneswari Bhaduri, the subaltern in ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’” (It is important to note that 

Spivak retracts her original claim that Bhubaneswari was subaltern: “The woman of whom I will 

speak […] was not a ‘true’ subaltern, but a metropolitan middle-class girl.”140) Spivak 

nevertheless reminds us that Bhubaneswari “was a woman who used her gendered body to 

inscribe an unheard message”141 through the dual act of suicide and menstruation when “no other 

means will get through.”142 Bhubaneswari’s “suicidal resistance,”143 as a political message, was 

 
135 Ibid., 261. 
136 Ibid., 261. 
137 Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” 299.  
138 Ibid., 299. 
139 Ibid., 299.  
140  Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, 273. 
141 Spivak, “Terror: A Speech After 9-11,” Boundary 31, no. 2 (2004): 97. 
142 Ibid., 96. 
143 Ibid., 96. 
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not heard. She “‘spoke,’ but women did not, do not, ‘hear’ her,”144 even in light of the note she 

left behind in which she explains the reasons for her suicide.145 Spivak argues that Bhubaneswari 

“intended to be retrieved, wrote with her body […] attempted to ‘speak’ across death, by 

rendering her body graphemic.”146 Bhubaneswari, an otherwise subaltern subject, cannot speak 

because her speech fails to be heard through and against the onto-epistemological palimpsest of 

suicide.  

Spivak further speculates that Bhubaneswari killed herself instead of carrying out the 

political/terrorist assassination she was asked to undertake by one of the many revolutionary 

groups fighting for Indian independence. In order to preempt the interpretation of her suicide as a 

response to an illegitimate love affair, Bhubaneswari waited to kill herself until she menstruated, 

making clear that she was not pregnant.147 Notwithstanding the epistemic violence of its 

defacement as a potent signifier of her political agency—indeed, her anti-patriarchal resistance—

Bhubaneswari’s menstrual blood is suffused with subversive potential. This potential is further 

realized by the fact that sati, as the only form of suicide sanctioned by Hinduism, requires 

widows to be “clean” from menstrual blood. Otherwise, Spivak explains, “the unclean widow 

must wait, publicly, until the cleansing bath of the fourth day, when she is no longer 

menstruating, in order to claim her dubious privilege.”148 Spivak, in other words, situates 

Bhubaneswari’s claim to political agency in the time she waited to menstruate, a contemplative 

waiting that “perhaps rewrote the social text of sati-suicide in an interventionist way.”149 Rather 

 
144 Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, 247. 
145 Ibid., 307. 
146 Ibid., 246. 
147 Ibid, 306-7. 
148 Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” 308. 
149 Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, 307. 
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than reading Bhubaneswari’s suicide a failure to politically terrorize her British colonizers, 

Spivak reads her suicide as a refusal to comply with the resistance narrative into which she was 

interpellated by the leadership of her militant organization. Bhubaneswari’s menstrual blood is 

therefore an inscription of her desire that exceeds and thwarts our knowledge of what is true, just 

and good. Spivak does concede that “[o]ne tentative explanation of her inexplicable act has been 

a possible melancholia brought on by her father’s death and her brother-in-law’s repeated taunts 

that she was too old to be not-yet-a-wife.”150 Be that as it may, Bhubaneswari “generalized the 

sanctioned motive for female suicide by taking immense trouble to displace (not merely deny), in 

the physiological inscription of her body, its imprisonment within legitimate passion by a single 

male.”151  

 

Suicide as Philosophical Space 

Spivak associates the position of revolutionary agency as one overdetermined by the 

“legitimate passion by a single male.” This position, in turn, inhabits what Spivak calls a 

“philosophical space” in which “suicidal resistance” figures as an act that limns the edge of pure 

thought—the excess of being—precisely from which Bhubaneswari is subalterned. The position 

of the (male) revolutionary and philosopher are therefore homologous. It is precisely in the 

“philosophical space” of suicide where Spivak not only recovers Bhubaneswari’s voice from the 

nonthought, but it is also where she situates and develops her decolonial ethics. Her wager in 

engaging such “strategic essentialism”—that is, subordinating the ontological question of the 

being of “suicide” to an ethical praxis for hearing the voice of the subaltern, even in its failure to 

 
150 Ibid., 307. 
151 Ibid., 307. 
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cohere in speech—is genealogically entangled in a familiar idealism. It is a Platonic idealism in 

which moral reason (or knowledge of a greater truth around which global feminist struggles for 

decolonization could coalesce) figures as the essential reality behind suicide, an act that 

mimetically gestures at the transcendent. In order to understand the importance of Spivak’s 

contention that the position of the subaltern is foreclosed from the “philosophical space,” it is 

important to properly situate suicide—or rather the racial and proto-racial logics that this modern 

term simultaneously names and obscures—as the philosophical act par excellence. 

It is this original act of philosophy that Socrates dramatizes in the fourth century B.C.E. 

Socrates, as Plato recounts in Crito and Phaedo, kills himself by drinking hemlock. This is in 

part a response to his criminal conviction of corrupting the youth with the power of logos 

(rational inquiry, reflection, dialogue) to question and reject state-sanctioned doxa (belief). The 

state specifically finds him guilty of committing the capital crime of impiety for using 

philosophical reasoning (logos) to interrogate the human conception of the gods, a state 

sanctioned conception (doxa) that demands individuals sacrifice their moral independence for the 

rule of law. Socrates’ alleged impiety stems from him not only calling into question the religious 

beliefs that subtend the Athenian state but also calling into question the religious duties, such as 

prayers, purification ceremonies and sacrifices, that give order to the Athenian demos. Although 

the judges presiding over Socrates’ trial sentence him to death, they tacitly give him the choice to 

either self-exile or self-execute. It is a choice he mulls over through dialogue with his friends 

Crito, a wealthy Athenian businessman, and Phaedo, a manumitted slave-boy from Elis (a 

foreigner). 

Whereas Crito urges and promises to fund Socrates’ exile, Phaedo bears witness to his 

fateful decision to self-execute. This dilemma tests Socrates’ philosophical fortitude in 
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comprehending the incomprehensible exigencies of truth, justice and the good. He specifically 

finds himself mulling over two competing positions: between what he could and ought to do; he 

could self-exile, but he ought to self-execute, insofar as execution was what the Athenian state 

ultimately desired. Socrates not only risks going unremembered if he chooses to run away from 

Athens, a risk that is further compounded by the fact that other city-states will refuse him entry 

by virtue of his “stigma of a law-breaker.”152 But he also risks “either losing [his] citizenship or 

having [his] property confiscated,” a loss of social life that would surely “extend to [his] family” 

and quite possibly his friends.153 Worse still, exile, he reasons with Crito, could bar him from 

dialoguing with the gods and his fellow man in the philosophical pursuit of self-knowledge, an 

option he cannot fathom. If he chooses to save his life through exile, he would have to face not 

only the anger of the Athenian state for deferring its justice, for not paying his debt to society, 

but further risk having “the Laws of Hades” refuse him a “kindly welcome.”154 He risks having 

his soul “shunned and avoided by all” with no one to “company with it or guide it,” left to 

“[wander] alone in utter desolation.”155  

Socrates’ exile from what is incomprehensibly true, good and just—the discourse of 

philosophy—would be eternal. His exile, that is, would eternalize his disobedience of the call of 

conscience that the Laws instantiate—demanding his execution. This call is otherwise the 

demand of an endless response, a “course” or destiny that, as he concedes to Crito at the end of 

their dialogue, “God leads.”156 “That, my dear friend Crito,” Socrates laments, “I do assure you, 

 
152 Plato, The Trial and Death of Socrates, trans. G.M.A. Grube (Indianapolis: Hackett 
Publishing Company, Inc., 2000), 90 (emphasis in original). 
153 Ibid., 90. 
154 Ibid., 91. 
155 Ibid., 175. 
156 Ibid., 92. 
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is what I seem to hear them [i.e., the Laws] saying, just as a mystic seems to hear the strains of 

pipes; and the sound of their arguments rings so loudly in my head that I cannot hear the other 

side.”157 At the end of his dialogue with Crito, Socrates comes to his senses, with logos 

resonating loudly in his head. It is as though logos drowns out his fear of death with the vivid 

consciousness of a transcendent, proto-monotheistic world of god.  

Socrates’ choice to self-execute dramatizes not only his identification with the accusative 

position of logos but the ultimate meaning of his quest for self-knowledge as it figures as the 

knowledge of what is true, good and just. This affirms Man’s capacity for virtue, which, in turn, 

affirms Man’s divine election by and likeness to god. It is a likeness to god only to the extent that 

god himself, because he is immortal, cannot commit suicide, even if he wanted to. Such a limit 

makes suicide the exclusive prerogative of Man, precisely as that which separates Man from 

nonhumans and god himself.  

 Yet what is more unfathomable than eternal excommunication from the polis and the 

discourse of Man—more unfathomable than “misology” (i.e., revulsion of rational inquiry), 

which, as Socrates warns, leads to “misanthropy”158—is his denigration to the condition of the 

slave. His anxiety about such denigration is made most acute when at the end of Crito Socrates 

recounts to Crito what the judges at his trial told him about his possible exile: if he were to self-

exile, he would be “behaving like the lowest slave, trying to run away in spite of the contracts 

and undertakings by which [he] agreed to act as a member of [the] State.”159 The threat of being 

viewed a runaway slave compels Socrates to self-execute, an act that would not only demonstrate 

his duty to the state and its laws (i.e., performing what he ought to do rather than what he could 

 
157 Ibid., 92.  
158 Ibid., 151. 
159 Ibid., 89.  
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do) but, most importantly, affirms his irreducible distinction from slaves. In a pivotal moment in 

his decision to self-execute in Phaedo, we see how the proto-racial position of the slave, a 

position marked by the lack of logos (reason) and fixed to the compulsions of doxa (belief), 

serves as a fulcrum to Socrates’ rational mastery over his fear of death.  

Slavery frames the fatal passage of Socrates’ soul from the world of mortals into the 

world of immortals.160 It frames his insistence that “the desire to free the soul is found chiefly, or 

rather only, in the true philosopher [in the non-slave]; in fact the philosopher’s occupation 

consists precisely in the freeing and separation of soul from body.”161 Socrates conceives of 

philosophy as the “preparation of the soul for the body’s death,”162 a process through which 

“Socrates becomes his soul, and through his death he becomes a manumitted soul, free to go 

where he pleases.”163 In this sense, philosophy is the discourse (or logos) of the master liberating 

himself from the possibility of becoming a “perverse animal” ruled by the “craving for the 

corporeal.”164 The only one fit for suicide is the philosopher, the one who possesses logos, 

precisely as the capacity to question or decipher, a capacity that opens all ethical relations with 

others.  

While fondling Phaedo’s locks of hair one last time, Socrates implores Phaedo not to 

mourn his death—to refuse observing the mourning tradition of shaving off of his own hair—if 

he indeed has faith in the power of logos to arrive at truth. In this sense, Socrates not only 

suggests that his soul is with logos but that his soul is logos, for he is nothing less than an idea, 

 
160 For an analysis on Plato’s rhetorical usage of slavery and manumission, see Deborah Kamen, 
“The Manumission of Socrates: A Rereading of Plato’s Phaedo,” Classical Antiquity 31, no. 1 
(2013): 78-100.  
161 Plato, The Last Days of Socrates, 121. 
162 Deborah Kamen, “The Manumission of Socrates,” 92. 
163 Ibid., 93 (emphasis in original).  
164 Plato, The Last Days of Socrates, 141. 
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an argument, that can only die if “we fail to bring it back to life again.”165 As though to 

emphasize his distinction from slaves, who constitutively lack logos and are solely ruled by 

doxa, Socrates calls out Phaedo’s philosophical incapacity to recognize the transcendent in the 

difference between the body and soul. Instead, Socrates suggests, Phaedo assumes complete 

equivalence between the body and soul, thereby obviating any distance (or philosophical space) 

between things and their meaning. This is another way of saying that alienation does not define 

the slave but, rather, defines the philosopher, the non-slave, who has the capacity to reflect on 

their own mortality (i.e., experience mortality, injury, suffering) and subsists in the world of 

meaning making—in the gap between things and their meaning.  

Socrates reassures his disciples that once the poison takes its fatal toll, his body will 

perish but his soul will “depart to a world of happiness that belongs to the blessed.”166 With his 

reassurances of his soul’s immortality, Socrates signals his readiness to drink the poison. Crito 

then commands his own slave to get the man who is to administer the poison. As though to 

dramatize the liberatory egress of Socrates’ soul from his corporeality, Phaedo describes how the 

poison’s paralyzing effect travels up Socrates’ body, starting with his feet and ending with his 

mouth—the orifice signifying the head, “‘the divinest and holiest part, which is ‘lord of all that is 

in us.’”167 Before the poison incapacitates his ability to speak, Socrates directs his final words 

not to Phaedo but to Crito, asking him to offer a cock to Asklepios, the god of medicine, as 

though to thank god for the manumission of his own soul from his body.168 Socrates thus kills 

himself because he would be unable to obey the Delphic injunction “know thyself,” with him 

 
165 Ibid., 150. 
166 Ibid., 182. 
167 Gregory Vlastos, “Slavery in Plato’s Thought,” The Philosophical Reivew 50, no. 3 (1941): 
294 ft. 26. 
168 Kamen, “The Manumission of Socrates,” 96. 
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determining that suicide was better than being exiled and barred from the dialogue that would 

enable him to attain self-knowledge. His suicide reflects his sophistic conviction that rational 

justification is the metric for determining human worth. 

For Socrates, suicide is the ultimate affirmation of mastery—but also the ultimate 

denunciation of the status of the slave as represented in the passive figure of Phaedo, who merely 

functions as a receptive conveyor of the moments leading up to Socrates’ suicide. By virtue of 

his status as a former slave, who has doxa (belief) instead of logos (reason), Phaedo is not a 

rational purveyor of Socrates’ kenotic dissemination (self-emptying) into immortality, in heaven 

and the minds of his disciples. In unwaveringly adhering to his desire, insofar as that desire is the 

moral law qua the Delphic duty of self-knowledge, Socrates performs “his stubborn 

determination to remain what he is—that is to say, precisely something other than a victim, other 

than a being-for-death, and thus: something other than a mortal being.”169 His “stubborn 

determination” to eternalize his dialogue with gods, which is to also eternalize his desire for self-

knowledge beyond the support of any material object like his own mortal body, is precisely what 

distinguishes him from slaves and animals. 

 

The Invincible Subject of Sovereign Will 

 Spivak allows us to critically consider the epistemic violence of the ontological 

assumptions that overdetermine suicide (even if, in the final instance, I will argue that Spivak 

also repeats this ontology in another key). These assumptions, as Ian Marsh, a leading proponent 

for a post-suicidology, argues further reify Western notions of “personhood, subjectivity, 

 
169 Alain Badiou, Ethics: An Essay on the Understanding of Evil, trans. Peter Hallward (New 
York: Verso, 2001), 1-12 (emphasis in original). 
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interiority, individuality, authorship and agency.”170 These categories for understanding suicide 

suture together a metaphysics—or, what Marsh describes as a “compulsory ontology of 

pathology”171 buttressing a wider biopolitical project—that presupposes a rational and 

transparent subject, a supposition that also makes Durkheimian alienation intelligible.  

This supposition of the rational subject of suicide is one no longer limited to philosophy, 

Christianity or French sociology but is fully integrated into an international medical reason. The 

World Health Organization defines suicide as “an act with a fatal outcome, which was 

deliberately initiated and performed by the deceased, in the knowledge or expectation of its fatal 

outcome, and through which the deceased aimed at realizing changes he/she desired.”172 At the 

heart of this definition is a sovereign subject of intention and will, a subject who not only reaches 

their “aim” but, to use the philosophical parlance, becomes the Truth of their own desire. We 

might say that WHO unconsciously understands suicide as a philosophical act. For the field of 

suicidology that today makes this “act” the principle object of its investigation, the realization of 

this “intention” also supposes a subject that ultimately possesses the knowledge about the truth 

of (their own) suicide.  

On the highest level, the discourse on suicide and the ethics of its prevention does not 

only, and does not even primarily, teach us how to save lives but ultimately tells us about the 

 
170 Ian Marsh, “Historical Phenomenology: Understanding Experiences of Suicide and 
Suicidality Across Time” in Phenomenology of Suicide: Unlocking the Suicidal Mind, ed. 
Maurizio Pompili (Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2018), 5. 
171 See Ian Marsh, Suicide: Foucault, History and Truth (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2010). Marsh argues that the ascendant discourse on suicide produces the 
“suicidal subjects” it purports to describe, thereby ossifying the “compulsory ontology of 
pathology in relation to suicide” that only further sanctions the “‘anatomo-politics of the human 
body’ alongside a ‘bio-politics of the population’” (98). 
172 “Suicide: Fact Sheet, World Health Organization, accessed November 2018, www.who.int 
 (emphasis added). 
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Truth of the human life in question. That is why the ethics that structures the project of 

suicidology responds most directly to redressing the lack of clarity about the suicide subject’s 

intention—to finding their cause, to illustrating their intentions, to understanding their alienation. 

For when the reason, intention, or will for suicide is not clear, the rational subject loses its 

coherence. The ethical intention of suicidology is thus not to prevent suicide but to restore the 

rational intention of the suicide subject. Suicidologists respond to the silence that follows a 

completed suicide through the conduct of “psychological autopsies,” which involves studying a 

suicide note and interviewing loved ones of the deceased.173 The suicide subject—not able to 

speak for themselves—always speaks through the assumptive logics of suicidology. The reversal 

is now clear. In presuming the rational subject, the ethical practice of suicidology in fact creates 

the ontology of the rational subject after the fact. 

Spivak asks us to consider how a Western metaphysics of the rational, intentional or 

willful subject inheres in the very interpretive protocols and assumptive categories of knowledge 

production used in representing the subaltern. Yet in the final instance, Spivak supposes a 

(subaltern) subject who knows the true cause of their own desire and, by extension, the intention 

behind their suicidal act. In a 2018 interview, Spivak returns to the topic of the suicide of her 

great aunt, the case that lay behind her meditations on the subaltern, to interpret the silence of her 

suicide body. Instead of describing her act as a voice foreclosed by two competing patriarchies, 

Spivak now describes her self-hanging as a “political act”: “She was unable to kill, so therefore 

 
173 Psychological autopsy is an etiological method pioneered by Edwin Shneidman to investigate 
the causes of individual suicides. It remains the prime approach in studying risk factors for 
suicide. See Edwin S. Shneidman’s “The Psychological Autopsy,” Suicide and Life Threatening 
Behavior 11, no. 4 (1981): 325-340. For a comprehensive review of the practice, see Heidi 
Hjelmeland et al.’s “Psychological Autopsy Studies as Diagnostic Tools: Are They 
Methodologically Flawed?,” Death Studies 36, no. 7 (2012): 605-626. 
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she killed herself. But she waited four days until she menstruated so that people would not think 

that she was killing herself because of an illicit pregnancy.”174 According to Spivak, the 

menstrual blood therefore “speaks,” attesting to the political nature of her aunt’s suicide and 

indicating her political intention to avoid the Indian and British patriarchal interpretations of her 

death as one committed out of a shame of her unchastity or out of her obligation to the gender 

mores of the “native” culture. In this sense, Spivak gives her suicide a twofold intentionality: a 

resistance to patriarchy at “home” and to patriarchy from “abroad.”  

Yet fundamental here is how Spivak, in reproducing the ethical practice of suicidology, 

restores the ontological will of the rational subject. “Can the Subaltern Speak?” helps us 

recognize the imperialist dimensions of universalizing truth claims about suicide and the 

sovereign subject of the West—but in the same moment it also reproduces an imperial ontology. 

It is this vacillation that I am interested in exploring. 

Spivak sets out to explain how various Western philosophers in the critical tradition have 

attempted to find an authentic, self-transparent agent of resistance. In the most general sense, she 

faults Foucault and his interlocutors, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, for reproducing an 

ontology of the subject that emerges through their ethical regard for the revolutionary worker; as 

an antidote, she turns to Derrida, Freud and the protocols of deconstruction. (Derrida serves as 

the main reference in “Can the Subaltern Speak?” Freud becomes more important in her 

subsequent article, “Echo,” a fuller elaboration of the ethics of the subaltern, which is analyzed 

in the next section.) She calls out Foucault, Deleuze and Guattari for their complicity in 

perpetuating a particular form of colonial reason by “animating an effectively heliocentric 

 
174 Steve Paulson, “Critical Intimacy: An Interview with Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak,” 
Qualitative Research Journal 18, no. 2 (2018), 91. 



Flores  71 

discourse [that] fills the empty place of the agent with the historical sun of theory, the Subject of 

Europe.”175 All are to varying degrees searching for the true worker, a universal revolutionary 

subject, an agency not only based in their image, but whose capacity to access some protocol of 

representation is assumed. Spivak’s critique is that this image of the self-transparent 

revolutionary subject cannot account for the caste system and the conditions of colonial violence 

in the Third World, which plunge these protocols of representation into crisis.176 She is critical of 

both the search for a sovereign subject outside the West and the failures of self-reflexivity that 

enables this interested desire to flourish within the leftist tradition. 

Spivak charges Foucault and kindred spirits for being complicit in taking the position of 

the subject as given: European radical intellectuals “merely report on the nonrepresented subject 

and analyze (without analyzing) the workings of (the unnamed Subject irreducibly presupposed 

by) power and desire. The produced ‘transparency’ marks the place of ‘interest.”177 This 

“nonrepresented subject,” “other” or marginalized voice—an always-already-there subject with a 

discrete interest—is a “methodological presupposition” that makes the privileged subject 

invisible. The privileged subject is precisely the leftist intellectual that marks the position of the 

other. In the process of marking the subject as other, the subject doing the marking—Foucault or, 

historically, the white man of European discourse—effaces his own position as an authorial 

subject. The invisibility of these intellectuals reveals the interest of Western leftist philosophers 

as producers of knowledge and, in particular, knowledge about the other. The body of the other 

 
175 Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” 274. 
176 That is why she uses the term “subaltern,” a term originally used by Gramsci as a synonym 
for “revolutionary worker” (and that he used to escape censorship) as well as a military metaphor 
that refers to a rank below “captain,” or beneath sovereignty. See Antonio Gramsci, Selections 
from the Prison Notebooks of Antonio Gramsci, trans. Quintin Hoarse and Geoffrey Nowell-
Smith (New York: International Publishers, 1971).  
177 Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” 279. 
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thus becomes a body of knowledge to be colonized, expropriated to affirm the colonizer’s own 

ontology.  

Against this leftist discourse, Spivak mobilizes the protocols of deconstruction, 

problematizing the “heliocentric” discourse of suicide by tracing its interstices between 

logocentrism and Western ethnocentrism. Both are dynamos of ideological exigencies that are 

operative in what Derrida describes as “white mythology.” Philosophy always takes the subject 

as the site of reason—white mythology is the very taking of the subject as the seat of reason. 

Such mythology, Derrida clarifies, “assembles and reflects Western culture” in which “the white 

man takes his own mythology (that is, Indo-European mythology), his logos—that is, the mythos 

of his idiom, for the universal form of that which it is still inescapable desire to call Reason.”178 

Derrida in this way calls attention to the unthought at the heart of Western culture, which is the 

reason why Spivak mobilizes him against the tradition that Foucault represents. In Foucault’s 

“white mythology,” Western secular civilization is to have always-already exceeded the 

contingencies of myth and to have always-already been rooted in objective, scientific truth, even 

if in Foucault’s case, this comprises the disciplinary apparatus. The clamor to speak for the 

subaltern plays out this heliocentric movement from mythos to logos, a universalizing clamor 

Spivak characterizes as the archive of postcolonial reason. 

 

Spivak’s Anti-Chromatism 

Despite Spivak’s critique of the ontology of a willful, authentic, or self-transparent 

subject produced by the ethics of European leftist tradition, her own affirmation of the silence of 

 
178 Jacques Derrida, “White Mythology: Metaphor in the Text of Philosophy,” New Literary 
History 6, no. 1 (1974), 11. 
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the subaltern presents a considerable conundrum; but what is fundamental here is that her 

argument seems to rely on an active dysselection on another scene. Her reconstruction of the 

ontology of the subaltern draws upon a procedure that actively distances the subaltern from the 

issue of color. This occurs in a symptomatic manner throughout the text. Spivak, for instance, 

contends that “the description ‘black’ or ‘of color’” has no “persuasive significance” in trying to 

understand the construction of the subaltern.179 “The necessary stratification of colonial subject-

constitution in the first phase of capitalist imperialism makes ‘color’ useless as an emancipatory 

signifier.”180 Race, blackness, or color, in Spivak’s idiom, is not a category of labor nor is it a 

category of gender, which is fundamental to her positioning of the subaltern as woman and 

worker. Ungendered and unexploited, blackness cannot be a political subject, or, blackness 

cannot represent a subaltern that cannot be represented.   

Her concession elsewhere that “if you are poor, black and female you get it in three 

ways”181 comes with a significant caveat. She continues, when “this formulation [of poor, black, 

and female] is moved from the first-world context into the postcolonial (which is not identical 

with the third-world) context,”182 Black suffering loses persuasive relevance in a critique of 

subaltern suicide. Blackness is rendered conceptually incoherent in a critique of colonialism, and 

by extension, the coloniality of suicide. Citing no Black feminist theories of race and gender—

and operating with the assumption that the global business of trafficking in Black bodies had no 

bearing on how colonial agents and subjects were not racially conceived as Black—Spivak 

dismisses the preoccupation with racial blackness as “chromatism,” as a “mere prejudice against 

 
179 Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” 294. 
180 Ibid., 294. 
181 Ibid., 294. 
182 Ibid., 294. 
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people of color.”183 She mobilizes “color” and “chromatism” as paradigmatic stand-ins for anti-

racist praxis and critique, which are genealogically rooted in the movements for Black Civil 

Rights, Black Liberation and Black feminism. Spivak confines these innovations of praxis to the 

First World, specifically to North America. From an elite and explicitly transnational position of 

authorial coherence, her intervention operates within the Gramscian logics of hegemony. Her 

ethics, rooted in an epistemology of the other, attempts to win for an unraced subaltern a global 

war of position. She insists on mobilizing the “analogue of class-consciousness rather than race-

consciousness” to build a non-identitarian critique of imperial capitalism: racial conflict (“brown 

men saving brown women from white men”184) strategically refracts critical recognition away 

from class antagonism (subalterneity). As a category that plunges the difference between racial 

conflict and class antagonism into crisis, black subjectivity threatens her analytical armature with 

incoherence.185 

In nearly half a dozen interviews since the publication of “Can the Subaltern Speak?” 

Spivak has been directly quizzed about her stance on race and racial blackness, and her responses 

have been surprisingly consistent in their dismissiveness of the political potential of 

“chromatism.”186 In a 1988 interview with Terry Threadgold and Frances Bartkowski, she 

doubles down on her dismissal of such a “chromatist discourse of anti-racism,” where 

 
183 Ibid., 299. 
184 Ibid., 297. 
185 See Frank B. Wilderson III, “Gramsci’s Black Marx: Whither the Slave in Civil Society,” 
Social Identities 9, no. 2 (2003): 225-240. 
186 See Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, The Post-Colonial Critic: Interviews, Strategies, Dialogues, 
ed. Sarah Harasym (New York: Routledge, 1990). In this anthology, see interviews with Sneja 
Gunew, “Questions of Multi-culturalism;” Richard Dienst et al., “Negotiating the Structure of 
Violence;” Terry Threadgold and Frances Bartkowski, “The Intervention Interview.” Also see 
interviews by Robert Young, “Neocolonialism and the Secret Agent of Knowledge;” and Angela 
McRobbie, “Strategies of Vigilance: An Interview with Gayatri Charkravorty Spivak.”  
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“chromatism” stands in for a politics of Black consciousness or Black power.187 Spivak 

maintains that this chromatist discourse “obliges us to ignore the fact that in countries which are 

recognized as Third World countries, there is a great deal of oppression, class oppression, sex 

oppression, going on in terms of the collusion between comprador capitalists and that very white 

world.”188 Spivak nevertheless insists that the “international division of labor does not operate in 

terms of good whites, bad whites, and blacks.”189 Fundamental here is Spivak’s reification of the 

subaltern to a Gramscian grammar of suffering that, as Frank B. Wilderson explains, coheres 

around “work, progress, production, exploitation, hegemony, and historical self-awareness.”190 

“The Gramscian subject, the worker,” which Spivak refigures in feminist postcolonial terms, 

“represents a demand that can indeed be satisfied by way of a successful war of position, which 

brings about the end of exploitation,”191 within and outside “Western intellectual production.”192 

The subaltern as proletariat marks a “relation of hegemony” rather than a “relation of terror,”193 

that latter of which Wilderson argues structures Black suffering.  

In another 1988 interview with Harold Veeser, Spivak says that “[a]nti-racism is yearly 

brought to crisis by anti-imperialism when we begin to see that even the most disenfranchised 

U.S. black person can get a U.S. passport, which is an incomparable superior thing to, say, an 

Indian passport.”194 Spivak, in other words, articulates the silence and dispossession of the 
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subaltern in contrast to “Black privilege,” which is rendered as equivalent to the privileges of 

American citizenship. The silence of the subaltern is structured by a gag order on black 

suffering. It is a silence structured by a materialist grammar of alienation and exploitation, whose 

assumptive logics of suffering inevitably bind Spivak’s reckoning with suicide (which I explain 

the next section in greater detail).  

What we see here is the reification of a colorless or unraced first world subject—the 

dominant subject position—against which the coherence of the subaltern takes shape as an 

irreducible other. Spivak’s ontological order is therefore twofold—but is constitutively haunted 

by the negative ontology of racial blackness. The Black subject does not appear on either side of 

her ontology, whereby she reifies a “speaking” first world subject (i.e., a raceless exploiter) and a 

“silent” subaltern (i.e., a raceless exploited). To maintain the coherence of the silence of the 

subaltern, she has to dismiss Black history (the global slave trade and its role in colonial 

modernity) and Black suffering (a form of suffering internal to the Western white world). 

 

Toward “Mortiferous Self-Knowledge”: On Echo 

In the wake of “Can the Subaltern Speak?” Spivak continued to theorize on the silence of 

the subaltern and to construct a broader ethics around it. These meditations revolve around 

creating an ethics of relation to the subaltern and extend her critical remarks on academics’, 

activists’, and cultural practitioners’ fetishization of the subaltern, thus failing to listen to the 

silence of the subaltern. A major statement on this ethical project was her 1993 essay “Echo.” In 

it, Spivak contemplates the incomplete (and structurally impossible) passage in the Western 

enlightenment tradition of the transition from mythos to logos—the assumption that myth and 

illusion have been conquered by reason and reflection—cautioning us about the dangers of 
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inscribing oneself in the “reflective mirror” of the colonial other generally and the subject of sati 

particularly. She describes this paradoxically mythical passage from mythos to logos as the scene 

that gives way to the “logic of the subject’s illogic.”195 We can understand Spivak’s insistence on 

the irreducible illogic of Man as an antiphilosophical statement, insofar as it puts the subject in 

question and supposes an internal opacity in reason that makes true self-reflection—including in 

or through the other—structurally impossible. This is an important part of her ethics of relating 

to the subaltern: the subaltern can never complete the (sovereign, Western) I or fill out the 

missing parts of an essentially complete reason. 

Drawing on Freud’s “On Narcissism,” specifically his theory of the separation of the ego 

and the sexual drives, Spivak describes the passage from childhood to Man—the overcoming of 

the irrational body to knowledge and subjectivity (as represented in philosophy through the 

Oedipal response to the mystery of the Sphinx) as having “no grounding unity but [being] only a 

riddle, the grounding riddle or Grundrätsel of biology.”196 For Spivak, the grounding riddle 

[Grundrätsel] of castration anxiety, the fear of losing the coherence of the self, gives rise to Man. 

This passage from incoherence to knowledge not only genders human being as a subject of 

language, as “the house of being” from which the colonized female subject is excluded by the 

confluence of the competing patriarchal discourses, but it also thematizes “the project of 

imperialism [which] has always already historically refracted what might have been an 

incommensurable and discontinuous other into a domesticated other that consolidates the 

imperialist self.”197 But the silence of the colonial “other” exceeds, disrupts or ruptures the 

 
195 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Echo” in The Spivak Reader: Selected Works of Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak, eds. Gerald MacLean and Donna Landry (New York: Routledge, 1996), 
165.  
196 Ibid., 165. 
197 Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, 130. 
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coherence of empire, which the process of “capitalist imperialism” attempts to ideologically 

suture. The “heliocentric discourse” of philosophy and leftist discourses of the authentic and self-

transparent other “fills the empty place of the agent with the historical sun of theory, the Subject 

of Europe.”198  

The stakes of this antiphilosophical insistence on tracing the “empty place,” which the 

inscription of the subject introduces, becomes clear when considering how suicidology 

understands suicide as a “meaningful action” (and thus both available to reason and in need of 

interpretation). It takes understanding suicide “as a meaningful action,” as Irina Paperno notes, 

for it to “become a subject of sociological and historical research,”199 preoccupied with both the 

nature of human agency and with how suicide itself presents a problem of interpretation for those 

who describe it. “[Western] culture has come to use suicide as a laboratory for the investigation 

of crucial philosophical and social problems, such as the immortality of the soul, free will, [and] 

the connection between subject and object.”200 In its traumatic inaccessibility, the act of suicide 

rends “a void that asks to be filled”201 in the symbolic textures of the mundane and quotidian that 

enframe tranquilizing visions of a knowable, calculable reality. It is a void that, as the varied and 

ever-expanding body of literature in the study of suicide illustrates, is always inadequately filled 

with competing “patterns of symbolic meaning”202 that purport to render accessible the whole 

meaning of motivation. The subject of suicide has historically been “inscribed on a palimpsest, 

over the visible contours of the ‘old Adam.’”203 

 
198 Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” 274. 
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203 Ibid., 19. 



Flores  79 

In an apparent attempt to prevent further reifying the “separation of Mind and 

Knowledge”204 that a fixation on Oedipus (logos) defeating the Sphinx (mythos) enables, Spivak 

turns to the specular encounter of Echo and Narcissus in Ovid’s Metamorphoses. This Ovidian 

story is the canonical myth used across the centuries of the Western secular philosophical 

tradition to expound the tragedy of self-knowledge. In a nutshell, Narcissus falls in love with his 

own image as reflected in the river Lethe. While speaking to himself, a nymph named Echo 

responds to his voice by repeating his every word, which Narcissus, transfixed by his aqueous 

image, mistakes for a response (or echo) emanating from his own reflection. The Western secular 

philosophical tradition has only focused on Narcissus and his self-image as a trope of the relation 

between Man and self-knowledge as well as the alienation intrinsic to that self-reflection. 

Spivak, for her part, is interested in how the voice of Echo is disarticulated from that scene. She 

argues for a re-reading/re-writing of the story of Narcissus as “a scene of responsibility and 

punishment”205 that frames the entangled histories and geographies of patriarchy, colonialism 

and violence. For her, the subaltern is the Echo of Western self-reflection. She specifically 

locates the (Western) philosopher and theorist in the position of Narcissus, who repeatedly 

rediscovers “the lost subject”206—that is, himself. In light of the historical context of colonialism, 

this narcissistic rediscovery is quite literally worldmaking.  

The connection between sati (and an ethics of the subaltern) and Ovid’s myth of 

Narcissus is not arbitrary but reflective of a broader Western philosophical problematic. An 

exemplary case of the disarticulation of the subaltern in Western philosophy is John Locke’s own 

 
204 Spivak, “Echo,” 165. 
205 Ibid., 181. 
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moral anthropology, which takes nothing other than the Indian practice of sati as its principle 

object and a cultural “laboratory” to work out his ideas of property, happiness and liberty, all of 

which fall under his conceptualization of the natural rights of man. Interestingly, Locke’s 

fascination with the problem of sati is only found in early drafts of his “An Essay Concerning 

Human Understanding” (1690), before being abandoned because of how it upended his 

theorization of natural right. For his underlying anthropology, Locke gathered detailed 

descriptions of sati from colonial chroniclers of India, such as Johann Albrecht von Mandelslo 

(1662) and Francois Bernier (1630s), whom, on the one hand, found the “pagan” practice 

abominable and, on the other, found it affirming of their own patriarchal ideals of feminine 

chastity and fidelity.207  

Locke’s initial fascination with sati—and the general questions of suicide, freedom and 

the natural law of self-preservation—dramatizes the specular encounter in the myth of Narcissus, 

when Narcissus asks Echo, “why do you fly from me?” who “responds” to his supplication with 

the same question. Spivak notes that Echo “ventriloquize[s] the ‘fly from me’ toward the 

Narcissus-face,”208 bringing into crisis the direction of the utterance: is Echo repeating the 

question or is she issuing a command? Spivak restages the terms of the narcissistic encounter by 

“reinterpreting” Echo’s response to Narcissus as a form of Euro- and ethnocentrism: “love-your-

own face, love-your-own culture, remain-fixated-in-cultural-difference, simulate what is really 

pathogenic repression in the form of questioning the European universalist superego.”209 Implicit 

in this scene of self-affirmation is the threat that Narcissus’ call will go unrequited. Whereas 
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Narcissus inevitably dies and becomes a flower, still enthralled by his own reflection, Echo dies 

and becomes, as Spivak writes, “nothing but voice and desiccated body.”210  

Locke turned to sati to prove to himself the existence of moral diversity on a global scale. 

Locke’s “Essay” was a culminating response to what was then a crisis that the discovery of 

America precipitated in Europe. Prior to its discovery it was believed that the modern world was 

derived from Noah and his progeny. Christian cosmology failed to register America in its 

division of the world. Its discovery was a problem for early-modern political thought. Early-

modern Europeans limited their philosophy about the human condition to a world that was then 

understood to be divided into only three continents (i.e., what the Bible calls the “Table of 

Nations”): Europe, Asia and Africa, each of which corresponded respectively to the three sons of 

Noah.211 America not only upended the Table of Nations, but it also threatened to displace 

Christianity as the sole purveyor of truth about the origin, destiny and constitution of human 

life.212 Its discovery proved devastating for the social contract between Christianity and the 

monarchic order in Europe. This crisis led Locke to claim in his Two Treatises of Government 

that “in the beginning all the World was America,”213 suggesting that America was uncultivated 

land and hence bereft of private property. For Locke, America was proof that natural rights 

precede the existence of political communities, that in the beginning humans were free and 

equal. It was a crisis that opened a space for the institution of secularism, which, in turn, enabled 
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the conversion of “the discourse of Christianizing into civilizing the other of Europe.”214 For 

Locke, the discovery of America disrupted the Noahic cosmogenic order through which was 

justified the “Adamic principle of sovereignty,” “the divine rights of kings to property.”215 The 

discovery of America and its people, with their own respective cosmologies, upended the “theory 

of supremacy of the biblical provenance of sovereignty.”  

Sati augured something irrational and inconceivable for Locke, an abomination of the 

natural law of self-preservation and the ethics of Christianity ensconced in the Decalogue. In 

fact, the act of suicide troubled the very notion of natural law. Sati challenged the “‘the dictates 

of reason and the decrees of nature in the general consent of men.’”216 Locke at first attempted to 

romanticize sati as a “‘self-murder,’” “‘a very necessary and glorious duty,’”217 that manifested 

as a pure thought, an act for the greater good akin to honor and justice. In killing herself for a 

cause beyond that of worldly existence, the subject of sati seemed to confirm the centrality of the 

greater good. Sati thus at first proved to Locke the innate drive for humans to seek “rewards and 

punishments, both in this life and the afterlife.”218 Yet during the course of the drafting of “An 

Essay Concerning Human Understanding,” Locke flinched at the philosophical problematic 

presented by sati because of its transgression of the decalogic prohibition of murder: “But though 

this be a state of liberty, yet it is not a state of license; though man in that state have an 

uncontrollable liberty to dispose of his or possessions, yet he has no liberty to destroy 
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himself.”219 The violence that sati implied in Locke’s mind violated for him not only the 

sacredness of the individual, but it also violated what he inevitably held to be universally true: 

that human beings are driven by the “desire of happiness and aversion to misery.”220 His 

engagement with sati taught him that suicide in general violated (and affirmed) his conviction 

that self-preservation justifies the accumulation of property. His engagement with sati was 

philosophically untenable.  

Locke’s early enthrallment with sati helps us better appreciate the stakes of Spivak’s re-

reading/re-writing of Echo. A cursory traversal of Locke’s anthropological engagement with sati 

reveals how it informed his understanding of the natural rights to property. The stakes of 

Spivak’s engagement with sati, suicide and the subaltern—particularly through the myth of 

Narcissus and Echo—are thus raised to a broader philosophical problematic: the subaltern 

subject of sati occupies the unconscious of early-modern political thought on capital in its 

colonial dimensions.  

Echo—like the subaltern subject of sati—is an antiphilosophical figure par excellence. 

Like Echo in Spivak’s re-reading/re-writing of her encounter with Narcissus, the subject of sati 

as the “Other of Europe as Self”221 threatened to undo the supposed self-coherence of Locke qua 

Narcissus (i.e., “Europe as Subject”).  

Echo serves as an epistemic analogue in the emergent field of critical suicidology. This 

analogue could be understood in the form of two questions, one proleptic and the other explicitly 

ontological: “can the subaltern suicide?” and “what is suicide?” Posing these questions puts the 

problem of suicide in the tension between ethics and ontology. Echo responds to the field’s 
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polemical call for a post-suicidology, a call vectored by a critical resistance to the understanding 

of suicide itself—a resistance to its truth claims that not only reins in the study of suicide but also 

reinscribes racial sovereignty. Understanding, as the psychoanalyst Bruce Fink notes, “is part 

and parcel of the modern scientific subject’s misguided search for mastery of nature and of 

himself through knowledge.”222 As “subjugated knowledge,” Echo’s echo, Spivak suggests, 

makes up “the subtext of the palimpsestic narrative of imperialism.”223  

Suicidology and its search for the truth of suicidality, as the edge of Truth about human 

nature, is a key discursive agon in this “palimpsestic narrative.” A key effect of the discourse of 

suicide is its persistence in giving voice to the presumed truth of the suicidal subject: the result is 

that the theorist perpetually theorizes and retheorizes the presumed suicidal subject as a Western 

subject.  

Echo occupies, as Spivak writes, the position “of something like an analyst.”224 In 

echoing the discourse of the Master (i.e., Narcissus as icon of self-knowledge), which is also the 

discourse of the University (i.e., suicidology), Echo opens an aporetic gap between her response 

and the postcolonial critics who pose questions about the truth of their (own) reality. Spivak is 

precise in her identification of this group of critics: “the worldwide collectivity of conscientized 

feminists of color from bourgeois origins or in passive capitalist social relations.”225 In echoing 

Narcissus, Echo not only sets “the limits of self-knowledge,” but sets “the possibility of 

deconstruction,”226 that is, the possibility of an ethics of alterity. As the echo of Narcissus, Echo 
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is nothing but the excess of Narcissus’ own jubilant self-recognition. Echo exceeds and foils his 

claims to self-presence, to universality. In mimetically repeating Narcissus’s words, Echo always 

has the last word, even if her word functions aporetically: affirming and negating the origin of 

her word by rending it from the immediacy of its narcissistic life. Her echo simultaneously 

differs from Narcissus and defers her response elsewhere. Echo’s echo is not necessarily a 

“response” as much as it is a figuration of différance. This is the basis of Spivak’s ethics of the 

subaltern. 

 

Love as Ethics 

Echo’s aporetic structure renders insufficient any interpretive strategy aimed at 

recovering her voice, raising ethical and theoretical dilemmas for critics. Spivak asserts that 

Ovid’s Narcissus is, therefore, “an icon of mortiferous self-knowledge,”227 an unbearable 

knowledge that undoes its knower. Or to return to the Oedipal-Sphinxian scene, this is the type 

of knowledge that equips Oedipus to recognize the mortal threat that the riddle of the Sphinx 

poses in his quest for self-knowledge. This knowledge ultimately prepares him to utter the word 

Man—“a name that carries,” Spivak insists, “the inaugurating affect of being human.”228 In other 

words, the primacy of narcissism is reflected in Oedipus’ utterance. This is to say that his self-

selection in his being the Child becoming the Man (and the dysselection of the Sphinx) precedes 

the possibility of discourse in general and philosophy in particular.  

But Spivak’s conception of a “mortiferous self-knowledge” represents something much 

more specific than the general recognition of one’s own mortality and hence one’s own historical 
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becoming, which the simulacrum of suicide quite literally dramatizes. A “mortiferous self-

knowledge” represents the phobic anxiety that drives both the production of (self-)knowledge 

and claims of (self-)mastery, an anxiety that indexes the possibility that the subject position of 

knowledge and truth is sheer supposition of mythic proportions—that the subject has “no 

grounding unity.” Such a knowledge is the culminating effect of repression: the repression of the 

experience of the possibility of the subject’s impossibility. Turning to Echo as an epistemic 

figure in the emergent field of critical suicidology makes the knowledge about suicide, rather 

than the suicidal subject, an object of inquiry. 

In her re-writing of Echo, Spivak recalls the blind prophet Tiresias’ famous prophecy that 

Narcissus “will live as long as he does not know himself,”229 implying that Narcissus and the 

postcolonial critics that occupy his position have the capacity to enact “the construction of the 

self as an object of knowledge.”230 This implies that narcissism is structurally a specular 

preoccupation with self-difference rather than with self-sameness, a diremption that makes self-

knowledge possible. Whereas Narcissus is an exemplar of a fatal self-knowledge, Echo, in her 

active silence, is for Spivak an icon of subalterneity, a fatal knowledge of the other. The latter 

provides the “framing”231 of the former’s forlorn becoming. Like Echo, the subaltern is far from 

being a passive or silent object of postcolonial reason as is the case of sati in general and the 

self-hanging of Spivak’s revolutionary aunt in particular. Even still, the subaltern other is an 

active and loud subject of desire that, on the one hand, drives the clamor to recover her agency 

and, on the other, foils this clamor by particularizing (and hence undoing) reason itself. 

Postcolonial reason is, to wit, a “mortiferous self-knowledge.” 
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Echo dramatizes the subaltern’s resistance to the literalizing readings of her desire by the 

postcolonial critic. Her “contestatory power” “lies precisely in the defeat of any attempt, on part 

of the reader, to reduce their act to a statement of this or that desire;”232 her desire is absolutely 

particular and opaque to colonial epistemology. Spivak situates the stakes of her ethics precisely 

in this aporetic scene of echoic silence where ambivalence binds the “paradox of free choice” 

and the subaltern subject. To heed the silence of the subaltern woman, whose material conditions 

are defined by having “everything […] limited or no access to the cultural imperialism,”233 

means that we actively hew out for them a discursive space, where “ethical singularity” could be 

struck with them in non-essentialist, non-masterful terms. It is a space where “responses flow 

from both sides: this is responsibility and accountability.”234  

Spivak characterizes this coevallness as a “secret encounter” between non-subaltern 

subjects and their subaltern others, one that “deserves the name of ‘love.’”235 It is a “secret” 

insofar that the desire of the subaltern is immediately unknowable in principle; and once it is 

known concretely, “the woman might offer resistance, passive or active.”236 The encounter “only 

sharpens the sense of the crucial and continuing need for collective political struggle”237 but not, 

Spivak insists, “in the rationalist sense of doing the right thing.”238 Instead, this struggle should 

strive for ethical singularity, a “witnessing love and a supplementing collective struggle.”239 
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Love in this sense is ethically practical and politically prophetic rather than pathological or 

salvific, as it requires the critic to reflect on and describe their interested desire to know the 

subaltern other. In this same vein, it also requires the critic to reckon with their own benevolent 

affections for the subaltern other, lest the critic reinscribe colonial fantasies of the suffering 

“third-world woman.”   

Vectored by the ethics of deconstruction, Spivak’s love concedes that there is always 

something that exceeds the disclosure in the scene of alterity. Cultivating this unconditional 

embrace, which amounts to a disposition toward the subaltern other, “must,” Spivak ultimately 

insists, “be supplemented by the memory that to be human is to be always and already inserted in 

a structure of responsibility.”240 Fundamentally operative in this practical love is the categorical 

imperative of humanity, as disclosed in the radical alterity of the other. Yet this imperative 

cannot be taken for granted, as Spivak risks. It is to the problematic of humanity—more 

precisely, to the mode of its political imposition—that I will now turn. 

 

Spivak’s Monotheism 

Spivak’s ambivalent references to Kant come into relief here—and, in turn, reveal the 

sharp limits of her contribution to a critique of suicide. Kant claims that, as Spivak recounts, 

“‘Everything in creation which he [Man] wishes and over which he has power can be used 

merely as a means; only man, and, it with him, every rational creature, is an end in itself.’”241 

The humanizing possibility presents itself in the recognition of the other. “The possibility of such 

a command as, ‘Love God above all and thy neighbor as thyself,’ resonates well with this. For, 
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as a command, it requires attention to a law which orders love and does not leave it to arbitrary 

choice to make love the principle.”242 Spivak enframes practical love—and its revolutionary 

potential—in the radical alterity of the other (“an end in itself”), wrenching love from its 

historically and geographically wrought subordination to the universalizing and 

civilizing/missionizing operations of reason. Spivak’s call for ethical singularity, however 

tenuous, is meant as a curative for postcolonial critics. These critics would otherwise continue to 

treat the subaltern as a means to an end (i.e., self-knowledge, decolonization, giving voice, 

emancipation of the poor, etc.) rather than as an end in itself. The echoic silence of the subaltern 

other introduces “the possibility of the radically heterogeneous.”243   

Ultimately, the radical heterogeneity that the echoic silence of the subaltern instantiates 

necessitates for Spivak a turn to “secularism” to which “no religion has a special privilege.”244 

Secularism “is a persistent critique; a persistent setting to work to recognize language as a 

system rather than grounds for belief;” in short, it is “an active and persistent practice, an 

accountability, of keeping the structures of agency clear of belief as faith.”245 Secularism 

provides the abstract law “which commands love and does not leave it to our own arbitrary 

choice [or to the whims of any one religion as culture] to make [love the] principle.”246 That is to 

say that no one has a special privilege to the truth of Truth. Here we are reminded of St. Paul’s 

Letter to the Romans when he pronounces that no “ethne” or nation/gentiles has a special 

privilege to god/Truth: “For there is no difference between the Jew and the Greeks: for the same 
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Lord over all is rich unto that call upon him.”247 In Spivak’s words, we are “always and already 

inserted in a structure of responsibility.”248 

Secularism is for Spivak “a set of abstract reasonable laws that must be observed to avoid 

religious violence.”249 She applies this secularism to her discussions of the events of September 

11th, 2001. There she distinguishes sati and her aunt Bhuvaneswari Bhaduri’s self-hanging as 

religious and political acts of self-sacrifice, respectively, wherein Spivak privileges the latter 

because it is secular. Whether religious or political, the act is conceived as the ending of a life 

already presumed. This presumption of life is a larger problem that hinges on Spivak’s 

privileging of the secular above and against a religious ethics: by her definition, religious 

violence cannot be political. The secular is thus the realm of the political and the rational.  

Yet Spivak’s understanding of the prophetic moment of “ethical singularity” insinuates a 

form of religious reason into her decolonial (secular) politics. Instead of a religious schema that 

understands a unified world that encompasses all individuals, secularism presumes a radically 

heterogeneous schema, in which each individual comprises a singular “world.” Ethical relations 

under monotheism are possible through their inhabitation of a common world governed by god; 

ethical relations under secularism are possible by the meeting of two radically heterogenous and 

uncommon worlds governed by Love. If the religious schema, as determined above, involves an 

anterior process of selection and dysselection by which the constituents of the common world are 

divided from those who are not, a similar process is at work in the secular schema. Here it is not 

those elected by god but those elected as Life. Her secularism, in other words, assumes a 

particular form of life that is elected—not by subjection to the Decalogue but by the 
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interpellation of life into the Kantian ethical schema that declares that no Man can be treated as a 

means to an end. Secularism is the monotheistic affirmation of a particular form of life, the 

human. Spivak’s ethical singularity is thus fundamentally monotheistic. It is at this juncture in 

her critique of suicide that we see the assumptive logics of suicidology make a return, 

particularly the implicit invocation of the love of Life and Man in its ethics of prevention.  

 

Black Lethe 

In Spivak’s speculative re-writing of Echo, the river Lethe in which Narcissus sees 

himself reflected is the most fundamental, most elemental thing that frames the mythic scene of 

responsibility and punishment. Lethe has a loaded philosophical history of its own that Spivak 

overlooks. In Greek mythology, it is the body of water and the personification of oblivion (or 

forgetfulness) that does the work of death and dying by guiding the “bloodless shades of the 

dead”250 to the underworld. Upon dying, the goddess of Necessity (Ananke) commands souls to 

drink Lethe’s water in order to forget their past. Only then are souls able to pass from “here” 

(land of mortals) to “there” (land of non-mortals) and back again. Before being thrown into their 

afterlives and after forgetting (or repressing) their past-lives, souls are lulled to sleep by Lethe’s 

babbling black water. A flash of light ultimately thrusts these unconscious sleeping souls into 

mortal existence and, by implication, into mortal language: the house of Being.  

In mortally instantiating these “bloodless shades”—in staging the re-birth of these 

souls—the flash of light philosophically figures as the flash of Being. It affirms the divine 

election of these souls by the gods to become their mortal prey once more. But this flash of 

 
250 Ovid, The Metamorphoses, trans. J.D. Reed (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2018), 
105. 



Flores  92 

Being, as Heidegger comments in his Heraclitus lectures, is also “the inception of Occidental 

thinking.”251 This forgottenness has itself come to be concealed by the rupture of mythos from 

logos, with logos figuring as the principle of measure that unifies opposites. For Heidegger, 

logos is “the primal gathering principle”252 through which heterogenous beings—and all of 

reality itself—are apprehended together as one. The oblivion of Lethe, then, resides in aletheia 

(i.e. “revelation”) as the zone through which Man becomes historically situated. As the 

immanent antithesis to aletheia, Lethe secures for Man a past and a future. Aletheia is, to wit, the 

dysselection of Lethe. With this dysselection, the world opens up to Man. For Spivak, the 

dysselection of Lethe’s black water of oblivion antecedes the possibility of an ethical singularity 

between the subaltern and the postcolonial critic.  

As much as it does the work of death and dying, Lethe, according to Spivak’s 

mythopoetic schema of decolonial love, does the work of disclosing Echo’s silence and 

Narcissus’ reflection in their postcolonial dispensation. Lethe is itself made present only through 

negation—dysselected from “here” and “there”—through the echoic and reflective negations of 

Echo and Narcissus. Lethe is the absolute negative that frames the event of their dialectical 

entanglement. It serves as the aqueous means to their intersubjective ends. Both have their origin 

and resolution in Lethe’s black water of oblivion: whereas Narcissus turns into the imago of a 

white flower upon killing himself, whose dead body vanishes while his sisters mourn and build 

him a funeral pyre, Echo effervesces into pure wailing voice after her bones turn to stone. Death 

eternalizes the desire of their self-consciousness for one another, to find satisfaction in a unified 
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self-certainty. In Spivak’s schema, the immediacy of this sense-certainty is (or at least it ought to 

be) mediated by the “memory that to be human is to be always and already inserted in a structure 

of responsibility.”253 Echo and Narcissus thus arrive at the banks of Lethe always-already 

entangled, always-already secularly selected and divinely elected for love. Love sustains the 

affirmation of their being, as always-already having, by dint of birthright, a legitimate claim on 

the world.       

Being and becoming in their own heterogenous individuality on the banks of Lethe, the 

echoic subaltern and narcissistic critic hew for themselves a self-reflexive, philosophical space of 

self-knowledge. This ethical experience of self-relation unfolds in the infinite oscillation of 

echoing and mirroring, whereby the negative specularity of Lethe captures the interiority of the 

self as it is perceived and acted upon outside the self. Lethe is the essential origin of being as the 

Being of Echo’s and Narcissus’ being; their being takes place in its non-being; and Lethe’s black 

water of oblivion is the first principle in Spivak’s own ethical project.  

While Lethe’s black water of oblivion expresses the specular unity of thought and being, 

it also disrupts it. This disruption produces a remainder—a disposable excess. In the ancient 

myth, Lethe is where those “bloodless shades” passing into the afterlife shed or forget memories 

of their past life. I read this remainder in Spivak’s re-writing of Echo as precisely the place in 

which “the description ‘black’ or ‘of color’” loses “persuasive significance.”254 Fundamental to 

Spivak’s subordination of ontology to ethics is the dysselection of what unsettles the categorical 

imperative of humanity that coheres the subaltern’s grammars of alienation and representation. 

The dysselection of Lethe renders Spivak’s ethics of love/knowledge viable. And its viability 
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also turns sterile when reckoning with the slave, occupying what Fanon describes as the “zone of 

nonbeing:” the other side of the Decalogue, the most declivitous zone of aletheia.  

A critique of suicide must therefore “remember” the memories discarded in Lethe, that is, 

think through the wake of the longue durée of Atlantic slavery. To this end, the following 

chapter turns to Toni Morrison’s Song of Solomon to problematize the dual assumptions of 

suicide: that there is life after death and life after birth. Whereas this first chapter poses the 

question “What is suicide?” the following chapter asks, “Is Black suicide possible?” 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

IS BLACK SUICIDE POSSIBLE? 
THE NAVEL LOGIC OF SUICIDE IN TONI MORRISON’S SONG OF SOLOMON 

 
‘You gonna do me in? My name is Macon, remember? I’m already Dead.’ 

Toni Morrison255  
 
‘Nobody lives forever, Pilate.’ 
‘Don’t?’ 
‘Of course, not.’ 
‘Nobody?’ 
‘Of course, nobody.’ 
‘I don’t see why not.’ 
‘Death is as natural as life.’  
‘Ain’t nothin natural about death. It’s the most unnatural thing they is.’ 

Toni Morrison256  
 
Navellessness as Boundarylessness    

This chapter is about the navel. It is a necessary topic because the logic of suicide follows 

a navel logic. As a universal sign of birth, the figure of the navel in Western philosophy has 

historically webbed the relationship between alienation and belonging, remembering and 

forgetting, and above all, life and death. The relationship between life and death is central to the 

problematic of suicide. To unravel the navel is, therefore, to unravel the presupposed terms of 

suicide, which is conceived as the ending (death) of a life already presumed. I reckon that the ex-

slave—in a position of “social death” as elaborated in African American scholarship—provides 

this navel logic its determinate representation in the contemporary era. 

More than the loss of life, the contemporary rhetoric on suicide reacts against the horror 

of the loss of the difference between life and death. Whether it mourns the loss (in political 

discourses), investigates the cause (in medical forensics) or seeks to prevent the passage of life 
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into death (in psychiatric reason), the various discourses of suicide both rely on the distinction 

between life and death and reproduce the distance between them.  

Toni Morrison’s 1977 Song of Solomon problematizes the presupposition of human life 

(and death) in the discourse of suicide through the character of Pilate Dead, a character who is 

born without a navel. By making Pilate a monstrous character, lacking the elementary signifier of 

birth, Morrison allegorizes the ex-slave as a figure outside of thought. With the unclear status of 

Pilate’s birth, the category of death is plunged into crisis. Giving acute expression to this crisis is 

the opening epigraph where Pilate explicitly rejects the essentialism enframing the difference 

between life and death. She insists that there “‘Ain’t nothin natural about death. It’s the most 

unnatural thing they is.’”257  

Because Morrison meditates on the fundamental terms of life and death, being and 

nothingness, I bring Song of Solomon into conversation with a primal scene of Western thought: 

the riddle of the Sphinx in Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex (c. 429 BCE). This storied scene, where 

Oedipus enunciates “Man” as the subject of reason, stages the obliteration of the Sphinx, who is 

a mythical, monstrous and prehistorical creature without a Creator (what I will elsewhere call an 

instance of pure being,258 a speculative existence without difference). Exactly like the Sphinx, 

 
257 Ibid., 140. 
258 My understanding of “pure being” stems from Georg Wihelm Friedrich Hegel’s The Science 
of Logic, trans. George Di Giovanni (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015). If there is 
to be such a thing as a beginning qua (logical) beginning, it must be an “abstract beginning,” 
pure of any presupposition, with nothing (quite literally) presupposing such a beginning, with 
nothing determining it from within and from without. This origin of origin, as Hegel suggests, is 
without “any content, for any content would entail distinction and the reference of distinct 
moments to each, and hence a mediation” (48). “The beginning,” Hegel concludes, “is therefore 
pure being” (48; emphasis in original). Such a synthesis of being and nothing suggests that the 
beginning holds both being and nothing: “it is a unity of being and nothing, or is non-being 
which is at the same being, and being which is at the same time non-being” (51). 
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insofar that she is a creature without origin, Pilate is a navelless figure whose obliteration 

constitutes the prehistory of philosophical “navel-gazing.”  

I read Morrison’s novel as a repetition of this primal scene of philosophy but one that 

unsettles the terms of life and death by excavating the ex-slave as the unthought of philosophy. 

In this sense, Song of Solomon is both a meditation on and a deconstruction of philosophy from 

the standpoint of the afterlife of racial slavery. The obliteration of the slave, Morrison suggests, 

is both the initial (and repeated) moment of philosophy and, critically, a figure of the 

impossibility of suicide. To that end, I focus my attention on two parts of Song of Solomon that 

condense this problematic: on the navelless character of Pilate and two apparent scenes of 

suicide that bookend the novel. These ambiguous scenes leave the reader doubting the outcome 

and intentions of the act, which is how Morrison preserves the problematic of suicide as a 

political and philosophical question. From this reading, I will argue more than just that slaves or 

racialized others have historically been excluded from the categories of “human capacity” or 

“sovereign will” to commit suicide but that the figure of the modern ex-slave, marked by racial 

blackness, is constitutive of the terms of life and death that comprise suicide as a category of 

thought. 

The chapter proceeds through a close reading of the opening and closing scenes of Song 

of Solomon. I first draw attention to the peculiarly bloodless death of Mr. Robert Smith, a Black 

radical revolutionary, whose jumping off of the No Mercy Hospital begins Morrison’s novel—

and whose ambiguous death coincides with the birth of Milkman Dead, the principle protagonist 

and Oedipal hero of the story. I read this scene to understand how Morrison treats the conditions 

for the possibility of “flight” or suicide. In the coincidence of the death and life that begins the 

novel, I argue that Morrison stages, through an impossible suicide, a radical lack of distinction 
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between life and death. The novel ends with the same Milkman “taking flight”—in a scene 

where it is once again unclear if Milkman’s death is an act of suicide or homicide, at the hands of 

his best friend Guitar Bains. In the broadest sense, my work here is to establish Song of Solomon 

as a narrative bookended by the ambiguity of (Black) suicide and a meditation on its 

fundamental preconditions. 

While the critical commentary on Song of Solomon to date magnifies Milkman as the 

figure of suicide, I argue for treating Pilate, Milkman’s aunt, as the fulcrum of this logic. I 

approach this problematic through the philosophical figure of the navel, the very “organ” of 

natality that Pilate lacks. Her enigmatic lack of a navel—and the ambiguity of birth and death 

this entails—initially compels Milkman to know more about his genealogical origins and the 

history of his “Dead” family. Pilate thus fictionalizes the problem of suicide—makes the 

ambiguous opening and closing scenes of “death” in the novel possible—only by standing 

outside the terms of creation and destruction, life and death. By digressing through an analysis of 

the philosophical tropes of pneuma (breath) and the navel, the former of which gives rise to the 

possibility of presence and absence, possession and loss, I raise the stakes of the narrative to the 

problem of social being, tout court. When Milkman discovers the “hidden history” of his 

family—namely, that he and Pilate come from a mythical family of “flyers” or suicides—the 

enigma unravels to reveal that Milkman has nothing to lose, ultimately leading him to say, as the 

opening epigraph to this chapter recounts, “I’m already Dead.” This status of having nothing to 

lose is what is described in contemporary Black theory as “social death.” Without a life to lose, 

as already dead/Dead, suicide becomes an impossibility. I thus argue that what makes suicide 

impossible is social death: the status of racial blackness “after” slavery. 
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The second half of this chapter reads Song of Solomon as a strict parallel—a repetition 

with a difference—of a crucial passage in Oedipus Rex. If the philosophical problematic of life 

and death is the unconscious of Song of Solomon, then the riddle of the Sphinx is the 

unconscious of Oedipus Rex: the urtext of Western philosophy. Just as the critical commentary 

on Sophocles’ text focuses on the hero Oedipus instead of the Sphinx, my reading of Oedipus 

Rex focuses on the latter, the Sphinx, the Ethiopian “‘riddling bitch,’ guardian of the initiatory 

threshold” to the hero’s journey.259 The foreclosure of the riddle of the Sphinx is the point in this 

Sophoclean myth at which Man is posited as the reason of being, a theme that Morrison plays 

with throughout Song of Solomon. More exactly, I read the obliteration of the Sphinx—as a 

creature-without-Creator, who is repeatedly obliterated by the enunciation of Man—in strict 

parallel to the already-obliterated (i.e., navelless) character of Pilate Dead, who I read as a post-

slavery creature-without-Creator. Pilate’s navellessness not only figures the impossibility of 

suicide but a condition of radical exclusion from social life—in other words, social death. My 

aim is not just to clarify the philosophy of the navel through Morrison but to argue that one 

cannot understand the stakes of Morrison’s meditation on suicide and the problematic of Black 

life/death without philosophy.  

The chapter concludes with a disquisition on the knotting between Man, animal and 

sexual difference. Morrison disrupts the Freudian heuristic fiction of castration anxiety by 

enframing the navel (rather than the penis) as the sexuating center of gravity around which 

bodies cohere. I argue that by centering the navel precisely as the om-phallus—a pun on both the 

psychoanalytic figure of the phallus and the ancient Greek figure of the omphalos (navel-of-the-

world)—from which Pilate is radically excluded Morrison allegorizes the Black female as what 

 
259 Jean-Joseph Goux, Oedipus, Philosopher (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1993), 133. 
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Hortense Spillers describes as “ungendered” flesh or what Sylvia Wynter describes as a “monster 

difference.” Like the Sphinx, Pilate’s creatureliness-without-Creator is vestibular to the cultural 

logics of gender. I conclude that the philosophy of the navel makes suicide a fiction only 

possible for a sexually differentiated Man—and Man only possible through the obliteration of 

the slave. Therefore, suicide is philosophically impossible for the ungendered ex-slave. 

 

The Question of Black Suicide 

Morrison’s implicit critique of the racial logics of suicide in Song of Solomon 

complicates the assumption that suicide, in the various idioms in which it is understood, 

constitutes an act of purification, whether as the purification of the soul from the sinful body 

(i.e., theology) or of the subject from their mental and social suffering (i.e., psychology). Rather 

than simply suggesting that suicide figures in an antiblack, slave-structured world as an active 

expunging of racialized otherness aimed at the fantasy of pure being, Morrison raises the 

philosophical stakes by insisting on the position of the ex-slave as constitutive of both otherness 

and pure being itself. By pure being, I mean the absence of otherness, a purely speculative but a 

necessary figure that allows otherness to show up elsewhere. As such, the discourse of suicide 

reveals its reliance on a fiction of pure being, without which the difference between life and 

death—defined as the passage from the impure to the pure—loses meaning. It is this fiction of 

pure being that is strictly analogous to the navelless character of Pilate Dead. 

Before turning to Song of Solomon, I want to bring a finer point to the stakes of 

Morrison’s intervention by distinguishing it from the shared assumptions that underwrite the 

critical debate on suicide. As paradigmatic of a race critical approach to this problematic is the 

influential 1984 critique of the study of “Black suicide” by the radical Black psychologist Bobby 
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E. Wright. His contention is that suicide is not pathological but political, a method imposed by 

white supremacy. Wright argues that the analysis of Black suicide—and of suicide in general—

relies on “traditional White techniques [that] assume an inherent equality between Blacks and 

Whites.”260 For Wright, Black suicide—in an antiblack world—is nothing less than a 

programmed form of “mentacidal”261 violence, one that is homologous to lynching. “Lynching 

by any other name,” Wright clarifies, “is still lynching.”262 This is to say that suicide not only 

constitutes “a political dynamic,”263 but that the act of suicide itself reveals a body wrought by 

history, an unethical imperative to destroy the Black body. The act is thus, as Michel Foucault 

might describe it, “a sudden expression” of “descent” that “expose[s] a body totally imprinted by 

history,”264 one that is always-already in the throes of social conflict. The act specifically 

exposes a body wrought by the vicissitudes of a Manichean struggle against the pathos of 

darkness—a body that is always-already in the throes of what Frantz Fanon describes as a “world 

divided into two,”265 divided at the level of a difference in “species.” The act of self-

destruction—and our naming it a suicide—participates in the “division of the species:” 266 a 

division between those endowed with the moral capacity to reflect upon themselves to the point 

of self-destruction and those who, by virtue of their “primitive nature,” as the sociologist Thomas 

 
260 Bobby Wright, “Black Suicide: Lynching By Any Other Name Is Still Lynching,” in The 
Psychopathic Racial Personality And Other Essays (Chicago: Third World Press, 1985), 19. 
261 Wright explains in his “Black Suicide” that “mentacide” is “the deliberate and systematic 
destruction of a person’s or group’s mind with the ultimate objective being the extirpation of the 
group,” 17.   
262 Ibid.,17. 
263 Ibid., 17 (emphasis in original). 
264 Michel Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” in Language, Counter-Memory, Practice: 
Selected Essays and Interviews, trans. Donald F. Bouchard (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1977), 148.  
265 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. Richard Philcox (New York: Grove Press, 
2005), 5.  
266 Ibid., 145. 
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G. Masaryk explains, lack “the morbid suicide tendency.”267 Masaryk argues that suicide is 

symptomatic of the psychic alienation brought on by the split between spirituality and 

intellectualism introduced by the entanglement of Western secularism and modernity. 

“Suicides,” he argues, “are the bloody sacrifices of the civilizing process.”268 But it is also a 

division between the colonizer and colonized, between the Black and nonblack.  

Wright, indeed, is responding to the canonical (white) scholarship on suicide, which is 

exemplified nowhere better than Masaryk’s Suicide and the Meaning of Civilization (1878). 

Masaryk’s work—alongside that of his more famous sociological contemporaries Émile 

Durkheim and Johann Gottfried von Herder—elevates suicide to the dignity of an attempt to get 

rid of the human and to become pure soul. Masaryk contends that this paradoxically makes 

suicide the culmination of human civilization, as that which distinguishes Western man from the 

“primitives.” Suicide, however imagined or defined, allegorizes our failure to know its real truth 

insofar as the real can only be approached by representational artifice. Masaryk’s description, in 

other words, falters as an explanation of suicide, and it is in fact this very enigma that 

precipitates anthropocentric fantasies, ones that, at a fundamental level, tell us what we are to 

others and ourselves.  

One of Masaryk’s claims, which is far from exceptional in this early sociological 

imagination, has it that “the social mass phenomenon of suicide is the fruit of progress, of 

education, of civilization.”269 This adheres to the western, secular exceptionalism perpetuated by 

his interlocutors in philosophical anthropology in the late 1700s and early 1800s, including von 

 
267 Thomas G. Masaryk, Suicide and the Meaning of Civilization, trans. William B. Weist and 
Robert G. Batson (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970), 153-155. 
268 Ibid., 169. 
269 Ibid., 144 (emphasis in original). 
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Herder, who pioneered the relativist concept of ethno-cultural nationalism, a concept von Herder 

believes is alien to the “Negro, the natural brother of the apes.”270 Masaryk’s adherence is 

nevertheless paradigmatic of a presupposed paradise lost, a loss latent in prevailing imaginaries 

of suicide, whereby a pathos of alienation—of having been thrown into the civilized world—

subtends its modalities of suffering. Masaryk adduces the “mass phenomenon” of suicide to the 

vicissitudes of having been born into the temporal distance between the symbolic universe—

where we “all” dwell as human subjects—and the sublime possibility of an impossible lack of 

loss.  

For Masaryk, then, those outside modern civilization, those who remain in a state of 

nature, are incapable of committing suicide: in “the proper sense of the state of nature,” he 

contends in agreement with his mentor von Herder, “there should be no tension, no psychosis, no 

pessimism, and therefore, also, no morbid suicide tendency among the primitive peoples.”271 

Primitives, in short, are incapable of imagining an historical “beyond” because they are not 

alienated from nature and flung into the throes of human history. At the same time, he concedes 

that by civilizing primitives one enables them to commit suicide. This is because civilization 

introduces to the otherwise warmongering primitives the fruit of knowledge of good and evil, of 

the categorical imperative of the natural law to preserve life. Although Masaryk does concede 

that primitives do commit suicide, he explains that mass suicides occurred in the early stages of 

colonial dispossession and racial slavery by European empires: “It is a well-known law that 

sudden, abrupt contact with a higher culture ruins and destroys the less developed peoples. 

Suicide is then only a special phenomenon in the general decline and it is not committed by pure 

 
270 Johann Gottfried von Herder, “Philosophy of Language,” in Philosophical Writings, trans. 
Michael N. Forster (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 150. 
271 Masaryk, Suicide and the Meaning of Civilization, 52 
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primitives, but by those who are corrupted [by civilization].”272 Civilization thus introduces to 

the primitives the “fruit of progress, of education, of civilization,” in short, the ontological 

predicates for suicide.  

Wright and Masaryk, despite their different frames of reference, argue from two sides of 

the same coin. For Masaryk (and the discourse he epitomizes), suicide is the epitome of the 

transcendence over nature, an ethical act par excellence that is constitutionally unavailable to 

primitives, Blacks and other noncivilized groups. For Wright, suicide is a site of political 

struggle: in an antiblack world, suicide can only be a self-lynching and thus remains a category 

from which the descendants of slaves are historically excluded. Black liberation, Wright argues, 

would entail the possibility of Black suicide, the restoration of a right to death. Both therefore 

take the act of suicide for granted as a measuring rod for the ethical and political value of life. 

Additionally, for Masaryk, suicide is both symptomatic of alienation and a postmortem relief 

from civilization, whereas for Wright, Black “lynching” is a continuation of antiblackness into 

and beyond death. Both Masaryk and Wright presuppose birth—that there is life before death. 

Whereas Wright views antiblack violence as an imposition on life, a violence that follows it into 

and beyond death, Masaryk views civilization as an imposition on life that creates its specific 

discontent, even if that civilization is not imposed on all life (i.e., not on racialized others). 

Morrison’s literary fiction of the navel puts the “life” at the heart of these two discourses into a 

productive crisis, precisely because of the morbid status of the life of the slave.  

 

“Suicide:” Scene One 

 
272 Ibid., 51(emphasis in original) 
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In tracing the genealogies of Black social death and the navel in the Western 

philosophical tradition, Morrison implicitly poses the question, “Is Black suicide possible?” Song 

of Solomon opens and closes with scenes of flight that act as metonyms for suicide. The 

beginning scene stages the apparent suicidal “flight” of Mr. Robert Smith, a North Carolina 

Mutual Life Insurance agent, whom by virtue of his profession “was heavily associated with 

illness and death.”273 Almost everyone in his community recognizes him because he would visit 

everyone’s house “twice a month to collect one dollar and sixty-eight cents.”274 Everyone was 

“always half a month or so behind [with their insurance payments], and talked endlessly to him 

about paying ahead—after they had a preliminary discussion about what he was doing back so 

soon anyway.”275 Given his association with illness, death and his constant presence in 

everyone’s life, Mr. Smith was the community’s grim reaper, an analogy that one of his clients 

affirms when they complain about his regularity in collecting money: “‘Soon’s I get two dimes 

back to back, here you come. More regular than the reaper.’”276 As the reaper, Mr. Smith 

personifies death itself, an agent of mortality as opposed to a mortal agent. His desire to kill 

himself portends the paradoxical situation of the death of the agency of death, a scenario that is 

literally not represented in the novel. By opening in this way, Morrison symbolically dispenses 

with the diegetic possibility of death, which sets the scene for the introduction—the literary and 

narrative conception—of the protagonist Macon “Milkman” Dead, Jr., who carries death as a 

name and condition, as opposed to a limit of life. 

 
273 Morrison, Song of Solomon, 8. 
274 Ibid., 8.  
275 Ibid., 8.  
276 Ibid., 8. 
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Unbeknownst to everyone, Mr. Smith was also a clandestine member of the Seven Days, 

an armed revolutionary organization made up of seven, anonymous men dedicated to following 

the “eye-for-an-eye” principle of retaliation for the violence of whites against Blacks: 

‘[The Seven Days] don’t initiate anything; they don’t even choose. They are as 
indifferent as rain. But when a Negro child, Negro woman, or Negro man is killed 
by whites and nothing is done about it by their law and their courts, this society 
selects a similar victim at random, and they execute him or her in a similar 
manner if they can. If the Negro was hanged, they hang; if a Negro was burnt, 
they burn; raped and murdered, they rape and murder.’277  

 
The Seven Days, of course, is an allusion to the biblical genesis of Creation. The fact that a 

representative of this group, Mr. Smith, kills himself, forestalls the political creation of “new” 

post-slavery world. In other words, it aborts the birth of a future, or the possibility of a birth 

outside of the death that comprises the name and condition of blackness. Mr. Smith’s “flight,” 

however, prefigures the mortal “flight” of Milkman at the end of the book, to which I will turn in 

the next section. But already at the age of four, Milkman would learn “the same thing Mr. Smith 

had learned earlier—that only birds and airplanes could fly,”278 or that symbolic death (for which 

“flight,” again, is a metonymic stand-in) was not a possibility for Black “life.” This discovery, 

that suicide was not possible, would lead Milkman to “[lose] all interest in himself.”279  

Before Mr. Smith jumps from the top of Mercy Hospital—which the locals of this 

unnamed Michigan city refer to as “No Mercy Hospital” because it historically refused to admit 

Black patients—he dons a pair of blue silk wings. With something of a “suicide note” on the 

door of his little yellow house, Mr. Smith announced his intention to fly two days before the 

event was to take place: 

‘At 3:00 p.m. on Wednesday the 18th of February, 1931, I will take off from 

 
277 Ibid., 154 (emphasis in original). 
278 Ibid., 9.  
279 Ibid., 9.  
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Mercy and fly away on my own wings. Please forgive me. I love you all. 
 

No doubt Mr. Smith wanted to make a political statement about the valuelessness of Black life, 

but despite the advanced notice of his attempt at flight, Mr. Smith was only able to draw a crowd 

of about fifty people, comprised of “the unemployed, the self-employed, and the very young—

deliberately available because they’d heard about it, or accidentally available because they 

happened to be walking at the exact moment in the shore end of Not Doctor Street.”280 Some of 

the people dismiss his stunt as “some form of worship”281 while others specifically dismiss Mr. 

Smith as a “nut-wagon.”282 Rather than immediately sounding some kind of alarm or trying to 

stop him from leaping to his death, the hospital personnel “wondered if one of those things that 

racial-uplift groups were always organizing was taking place.”283 As “his wide blue silk wings 

curved forward around his chest,” presumably failing to fully unfurl, Mr. Smith fails to take 

flight—specifically, fails to fly to “the other side of Lake Superior.”284 In one of the only 

readings that draws out the philosophical implications of this scene, Wahneema Lubiano reminds 

us that “the other side of Lake Superior” is Canada, “the place for which escaping slaves aimed 

who were dead set on leaving the ‘mercy’ of Euro-America’s alleged ‘civilization—the rationale 

for slavery.”285 Embedded in this scene, therefore, is a critique of the romanticizing of Black 

flight (or “suicide”), as Canada acts as a signifier of an impossible life beyond the death of 

slavery.  

 
280 Ibid., 3.  
281 Ibid., 6. 
282 Ibid., 7. 
283 Ibid., 6. 
284 Ibid., 5. 
285 Wahneema Lubiano, “The Postmodernist Rag: Political Identity and the Vernacular in Song 
of Solomon,” in The American Novel: New Essays on Song of Solomon, ed. Valerie Smith 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 100.  
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Morrison refers to this flight “from Mercy to the other side” without ever mentioning the 

words “suicide” or “death,” punctuating the ambivalence of Black life. There is likewise no 

explicit reference to blood in this opening scene, and the chapter radically ends with Mr. Smith 

falling in midair. Rather than encountering in graphic detail a bloody scene at the bottom of No 

Mercy Hospital, Morrison abruptly introduces Ruth Foster Dead, who is watching the scene 

unfold. Ruth is the daughter of the dead Dr. Foster, whom the local Black community 

“worshiped,” even though he often referred to them as “cannibals.”286 He was the city’s first and 

only Black doctor, who lived and worked on Mains Avenue where No Mercy Hospital is located. 

In reference to Dr. Foster’s status in the city, Mains Avenue was unofficially renamed by Black 

locals as “Doctor Street,” “a name the post office did not recognize.”287 The locals eventually 

changed the street’s name to “Not Doctor Street” in defiance of city legislators who posted signs 

telling everyone that the street should be known as “Mains Avenue and Not Doctor Street.”  

Just as Mr. Smith is to take flight, Ruth Dead begins to moan in pain, not because Mr. 

Smith’s stunt horrifies her but rather because she is in the initial throes of labor. The birth of 

Milkman Dead the next day (notice the paradoxical phrasing) would thereafter be associated by 

locals with Mr. Smith’s flight. In cradling her aching womb, Ruth drops her basket full of velvet 

rose petals, “spilling [them] into small mounds of snow,”288 faux-floral stand-ins for the absent 

bloody splatter of Mr. Smith’s body. Instead of tending to their mother (let alone to Mr. Smith), 

Ruth’s “half-grown” daughters Magdalene “Lena” Dead and First Corinthians Dead scramble to 

collect the petals. Even the “men joined in trying to collect the scraps before the snow soaked 

through them—snatching them from a gust of wind or plucking them delicately from the snow. 

 
286 Morrison, Song of Solomon, 71. 
287 Ibid., 3.  
288 Ibid., 5. 
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And the very young children couldn’t make up their minds whether to watch the man circled in 

blue on the roof or the bits of red flashing around on the ground.”289 The community’s 

indifference to the moments of death (Mr. Smith’s) and birth (Milkman’s) is striking. 

Neither Mr. Smith’s apparent suicide nor Ruth’s birth pangs register any urgency. It is as 

though neither event is actually taking place, an indifference that is further punctuated by the fact 

that both scenes are taking place at No Mercy Hospital. The absurdity of this death/birth scene 

becomes acute when the narrator tells us that the spectators have their “dilemma […] solved 

when a woman suddenly burst into song.”290 “Her head cocked to one side, her eyes fixed on Mr. 

Robert Smith, she sang in a powerful contralto:  

O Sugarman done fly away 
Sugarman done gone 
Sugarman cut across the sky 
Sugarman gone home…291   
 

Her singing draws in the “half a hundred or so” spectators already gathered at the base of No 

Mercy Hospital. And as most of them listened “as though it were a helpful and defining piano 

music in a silent movie,” some “nudged each other and sniggered.”292 “They stood this way for 

some time, none of them crying out to Mr. Smith, all of them preoccupied with the one or the 

other of the minor events about them.”293 This absurdity crescendos with “the laughter of a gold-

toothed man,” snapping everyone “back to their senses.”294  

It is not until chapter nine, after many narrative years have passed, that Morrison resolves 

for us the absurd ambiguity of the opening scene, confirming Mr. Smith’s death and Milkman’s 

 
289 Ibid., 5. 
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birth at No Mercy Hospital. It is then that First Corinthians would come to remember these 

events: 

It was all mixed together—the red velvet, the screams, and the man crashing 
down on the pavement. She had seen his body quite clearly, and to her 
astonishment, there was no blood. The only red in view was in their own hands 
and in the basket. Her mother’s moans were getting louder and she seemed to be 
sinking into the ground. A stretcher came at last for the dollbroken body (all the 
more doll-like because there was no blood), and finally a wheelchair for her 
mother, who was moving straight into labor.295 
 

Milkman was the first “colored baby [to be] born inside Mercy,”296 whose admission to 

the hospital was not because Ruth “was the only child of this Negro doctor.” After all, Ruth’s 

father “had never been granted hospital privileges and only two of his patients were ever 

admitted to Mercy, both white.”297 Instead, the narrator speculates that the reason the hospital 

admitted Ruth has something to do with Mr. Smith’s “leap from the roof over their heads.”298 “In 

any case,” the narrator continues, “whether or not the little insurance agent’s conviction that he 

could fly contributed to the place of her delivery, it certainly contributed to its time.”299  

In confirming Mr. Smith’s crash onto the pavement and Ruth giving birth to Milkman, 

Morrison uses the inanimacy of plastic or the sense of plasticity as analogues for Black suffering, 

suggesting that Mr. Smith was already without the vital substance of blood before landing on the 

pavement. He was, as we mentioned, already “heavily associated with illness and death.”300 Mr. 

Smith is already dead, even before attempting and ultimately failing “to fly from Mercy to the 

other side of Lake Superior.”301 Milkman is likewise dead on arrival, even before Ruth gives 
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birth to him at No Mercy Hospital—already dead by virtue of having Dead as his patronym, an 

existential fact he does not discover until later.  

 

“Suicide:” Scene Two 

The novel ends with another radically ambiguous scene of “flight.” 

Milkman Dead’s family name is the result of a “literal slip of the pen.”302 This occurred 

when a “drunken Yankee in the Union Army” registered his grandparents to the Freedmen’s 

Bureau after the Civil War.303 Milkman’s grandmother Singing “Sing” Bird was “an Indian or 

part Indian”304 and his grandfather Macon “Jake” Dead, Sr. was a manumitted slave, who was 

also the youngest descendant of a “‘flyin motherfuckin tribe,’”305 a tribe of twenty-two “flying” 

African children, whose father Solomon remains legendary for miraculously taking flight. 

Milkman recounts the myth about Solomon, his flying great-grandfather, to his best friend 

Guitar: 

‘He didn’t need no airplane. He just took off; got fed up. All the way up! No more 
cotton! No more bales! No more order! No more shit! He flew, baby. Lifted his 
beautiful black ass up in the sky and flew on home. Can you dig it? Jesus God, 
that must have been something to see. And you know what else? He tried to take 
his baby boy with him. My grandfather. Wow! Woooee! Guitar! You hear that? 
Guitar, my great-granddaddy could flyyyyyy and the whole damn town is named 
after him.’306 
 

 
302 Ibid., 18. 
303 Ibid., 50. “Agreed to take and pass on to all their issue this heavy name scrawled in perfect 
thoughtlessness by a drunken Yankee in the Union Army. A literal slip of the pen handed to his 
father on piece of paper and which he handed on to his only son [Milkman Dead’s father], and 
his son likewise  handed on to his; Macon Dead who begat a second Macon Dead who married 
Ruth Foster (Dead) and begat Magdalene called Lena Dead and First Corinthians Dead, now 
known to the part of the world that mattered as Milkman Dead.” 
304 Ibid., 304.  
305 Ibid., 328. 
306 Ibid., 328. 
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Milkman fails to note how tree branches thwarted his great grandfather Solomon’s mythical 

attempt at flying away with Jake when he was only a baby, dropping him midflight into the yard 

of Heddy, Sing Bird’s mother. Heddy ended up raising Jake as her own son alongside her 

daughter Sing Bird after Jake’s father’s mortal flight drove his mother Ryna insane, as she “had 

thrown herself all over the ground, lost her mind, and was still crying in a ditch” when Solomon 

was long gone.307 Jake and Sing Bird would eventually run away from home together and form a 

family of their own. But so legendary is Solomon’s flight that the locals of his town Shalimar 

commemorate it with a song that ends with a reference to his wife Ryna “having a fit,” 

“throw[ing] her body all around,” imploring her husband not to leave: 

O Solomon don’t leave me here 
Cotton balls to choke me 
O Solomon don’t leave me here 
Buckra’s arms to yoke me 
Solomon done fly, Solomon done gone 
Solomon cut across the Sky, Solomon gone home.308 
 

Yet, as with Mr. Smith’s attempt at flight, Morrison leaves Solomon’s flight unsettled; he either 

“died or ran off.”309 Suicide, at least the word itself, does not figure in the narrator’s summation 

of Solomon’s fate nor does it ever come up anywhere else in the novel.  

We eventually learn that the Butlers, a powerful white family who want to confiscate 

Jake’s farmland, murdered Jake when Macon Dead II and his younger sister Pilate were children. 

Jake was fatally shot by one of the Butlers while guarding his farmland, all while sitting for “five 

nights on a split-rail fence cradling a shotgun.”310 In a scene evocative of flight, the Butlers 

“‘blew him [Jake] five feet up into the air. He was sitting on his fence waiting for ‘em, and they 

 
307 Ibid., 332. 
308 Ibid., 303 (emphasis in original). 
309 Ibid., 304. 
310 Ibid., 51. 
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snuck up from behind and blew him five feet into the air.’”311 Although Macon II witnessed their 

father’s murder—“saw the man he loved and admired fall off the fence” and saw his “body 

twitching in the dirt”312—Pilate remembers later seeing their father in the forest into which she 

and her brother sought refuge. She also recalls her father visiting her when she became 

“extremely depressed and lonely after the birth” of her daughter Reba, as “she spent some dark 

lonely hours along with the joyous ones with the baby. Clear as day, her father said, ‘Sing. Sing,’ 

and later he leaned in the window and said,’” alluding to Solomon’s thwarted attempt at flying 

off with him in tow, “‘You just can’t fly on off and leave a body.’”313 We later learn that Pilate 

wrongly interprets her father’s enigmatic injunction as him telling her to sing in order to snap out 

of her suicidal spiral. Her nephew Milkman eventually corrects her interpretation by pointing out 

that “Sing” in Jake’s injunction is referring to his wife Sing Bird and “leave a body behind” is 

referring to his own body, whose bones Pilate has been carrying in a sack ever since she and her 

brother Macon II avenged his father’s death by killing one of the Butlers. Rather than sacking the 

remains of their white victim (to deny him the dignity of a proper burial), she accidently sacked 

her father’s. The realization that her father never made it home after his murder overwhelms her 

with guilt.  

The novel ends with Milkman throwing himself “in the killing arms”314 of his gun-

wielding best friend Guitar, whose nickname indexes the lack that subsists in his desire to own a 

guitar of his own, one that he never gets: or a desire that is fulfilled in (his) name only. Guitar is 

wrought by a lifetime of hatred for whites. This goes back to when he was a child and the white 

 
311 Ibid., 40. 
312 Ibid., 50-51. 
313 Ibid., 333. 
314 Ibid., 337. 
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owner of the local sawmill gave him and his siblings a sack of homemade divinity candies and 

forty dollars to his mother as compensation for their father getting sawed in half. So intense is his 

hatred for whites that he vomits or dry heaves uncontrollably at the thought of candy or sugar, a 

point he explains to Milkman: “It makes me think of dead people. And white people. And I start 

to puke.”315 What effectively sickens him is the thought of how the sawmill owner rendered his 

father fungible, equating him to a sack of candies and forty dollars. His disgust for sugar and 

whites is also a disgust for capitalism, which leads him to join the revolutionary organization of 

the Seven Days. Evocative of Mr. Smith’s own attempt at flight, Guitar’s critique of capitalist 

materialism laments how peacocks cannot fly because they have “[t]oo much tail. All that 

jewelry weighs it down. Like vanity. Can’t nobody fly with all that shit. Wanna fly, you got to 

give up the shit that weighs you down.”316 An attachment to material goods, in Guitar’s reading, 

is the imaginary lure that makes the death of the old world, and the birth of the new world, 

impossible to realize. 

His nickname “Guitar” makes his “recent asceticism”317 ironic, even more so when he 

allows  

himself the pleasure of waking up old dreams: what he could buy for his 
grandmother and her brother, Uncle Billy, the one who had come up from Florida 
to help raise them all after his father died; the marker he would buy for his 
father’s grave, ‘pink with lilies cared on it’; then stuff for his brother and sisters, 
and his sisters’ children.318  
 

This bout of daydreaming takes place when Guitar and Milkman seriously consider stealing the 

gold that Pilate is rumored by Milkman’s own father to have been hiding in the mysterious 

 
315 Ibid., 61. 
316 Ibid., 179. 
317 Ibid., 179. 
318 Ibid., 179.  
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“moss-green sack”319 she calls her “treasure”320 where, as it turns out, she has been storing her 

father’s bones. Overpowered by the desire to steal the gold for himself and for the advancement 

of the Seven Days, Guitar, we are led to believe, kills his best friend Milkman after killing Pilate, 

breaking the Seven Day’s prohibition against killing other Black people.  

 In an attempt to foil what he believes to be a plot by Milkman and Pilate to hide the sack 

of gold in a makeshift grave at Solomon’s Leap—where Solomon is supposed to have taken 

flight—Guitar fires a shot in their direction. Pilate is shot in the torso right after she buries her 

mother Sing’s snuffbox containing a piece of folded paper with “Pilate” scrawled across it, “the 

single word Jake ever wrote.”321 Is she dead? When she falls to the ground and Milkman tends to 

her, Pilate strangely laughs. Despite exuding “something black and bubbly in her mouth,” after 

her “blood was not pulsing out any longer,”322 Pilate paradoxically retains the ability to ask 

Milkman to sing, to which he replies with the only song he knows by heart, the one that recounts 

his great grandmother Ryna’s moaning for his great grandfather Solomon:  

Sugargirl don’t leave me here 
Cotton balls to choke me 
Sugargirl don’t leave me here 
Buckra’s arms to yoke.323  
 

And as he lays her head down on the rock, a bird dives into the makeshift grave and 

scoops away the snuffbox containing Pilate’s name. The sight of the bird flying away with 

Pilate’s name makes Milkman learn why he loves his aunt so much because, “[w]ithout ever 

leaving the ground, she could fly.”324 And with that realization he resigns himself to the fact that 

 
319 Ibid., 39.  
320 Ibid., 251. 
321 Ibid., 335. 
322 Ibid., 336. 
323 Ibid., 336. 
324 Ibid., 336. 
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Guitar will shoot and kill him next. He emerges from behind the rocks and yells out Guitar’s 

name: “‘Over here, brother man! Can you see me?’ Milkman cupped his mouth with one hand 

and waved the other over his head. ‘Here I am!’”325 Guitar responds with a smile “over the barrel 

of his rifle. ‘My man,’ he murmured to himself. ‘My main man.’ He puts the rifle on the ground 

and stood up.”326 Despite Guitar lowering his gun, Milkman launches into his own final flight, 

lunging at Guitar. “Without wiping away the tears, taking a deep breath, or even bending his 

knees—he leaped. As fleet and bright as a lodestar he wheeled toward Guitar and it did not 

matter which one of them would give up his ghost in the killing arms of his brother.”327 The 

narrator tells us that it does not matter whether or not Milkman’s leap was an act of suicide, a 

point made poignantly moot when Milkman reminds us numerous times in the preceding 

chapters that he is already Dead by virtue of his patronym.  

What is certain is that he learns what his great grandfather Solomon already knew: “If 

you surrendered to the air, you could ride it.”328 The novel ends with these enigmatic words at 

Solomon’s Leap, not only the site of origin to the mythos of the flying Dead family but also 

Milkman’s “original home. His people came from here, his grandfather and his grandmother. 

[…] But here, in this ‘home,’ he was unknown, unloved.”329  

His alienation from his natal origin is not that different from his alienation from his 

family and hometown. He felt estranged in his own hometown where “his name spelled dread 

and grudging respect”330 for being the grandson of Dr. Foster, the city’s first Black doctor; or for 

 
325 Ibid., 337. 
326 Ibid., 337. 
327 Ibid., 337. 
328 Ibid., 337 (emphasis in original). 
329 Ibid., 270. 
330 Ibid., 270. 
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being the son of Ruth, suspected to have had an incestuous relationship with her own father 

when he was alive and then a necrophilic one when he died. His aunt Pilate is also the source of 

so much dread that precedes him, as she is known by the locals for having been born without a 

bellybutton and reputed to be a vodou witch: “[she], who never bothered anybody, was helpful to 

everybody, but who was believed to have the power to step out of her skin, set a bush afire from 

fifty yards, and turn a man into a ripe rutabaga—all on account of the fact that she had no 

navel.”331 Pilate’s extrahuman if not nonhuman capabilities epitomize the Dead family’s 

constitutive exclusion from the human family, of the non-dead (this exclusion from the human 

will be explored in greater depth in the next section).  

The enigmatic words that conclude the novel brings to mind Guitar’s derision of the 

impossibility of peacocks taking flight because they are too full of “shit”: “‘Wanna fly, you got 

to give up the shit that weighs you down.’”332 For Guitar, taking flight, be it suicide or death, is 

impossible as people in general are “too full of shit,” unwilling to detach themselves from 

material things. Without the ability to “give up the shit,” the givenness of the “right to death”333 

is put into question, or at least is politicized as one that must be fought for or even imposed 

coercively. In killing his best friend, Guitar secures for Milkman, who is already (literally) dead, 

 
331 Ibid., 94.  
332 Ibid., 179. 
333 See Maurice Blanchot’s “Literature and the Right to Death,” in The Work of Fire, trans. 
Charlotte Mandell (Sandford: Stanford University Press, 1995). Blanchot equates death with 
Hegel’s notion of negation as the driving catalyst in the dialectical process of becoming, with 
death registering the birth of Spirit. In this dialectic, death figures as the object-cause of desire 
for mastery and power, precisely as the driving force behind the historical process of totalization. 
Blanchot suggests that the dialectical power of death—and hence the anguish or anxiety it 
precipitates—resides in the impossibility to die completely, to die without a trace, without 
reminder. As much as death is impossible, death represents the cessation of our mortal 
possibility—that is, death represents the possibility of our own impossibility of being (mortal). 
Death is thus fungible, something we possess precisely as the negative wellspring of human 
possibility.  
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this ambivalent “right to death.” This gift becomes more poignant when we remember the song 

that enframes the absurdity of the novel’s opening scene of Mr. Smith’s flight and Ruth’s 

birthing pangs, a song that Milkman repeats to Pilate, implores her not to leave him behind:  

Sugargirl don’t leave me here 
Cotton balls to choke me 
Sugargirl don’t leave me here 
Buckra’s arms to yoke.334 
 

His flight into “the killing arms of his brother” is hence an ambivalent scene of mercy and 

gratuitous violence that blurs the boundaries between life and death, suicide and murder.  

It would be a mistake to think of this final scene as an act of transcendence, a neat 

conclusion to the questions that drive the novel. In the most explicit and highly nuanced of terms, 

Morrison’s Song of Solomon enframes suicide, natality and death as “ontological questions” for 

the Black subject.335 Yet an extended reflection on the enigmatic monstrosity of the protagonist’s 

aunt, Pilate Dead, is in order. Why? By the time of his final flight into Guitar’s arms, Milkman 

has completed his narrative journey, returning to his place of origin, his natal grounds. It is in 

this ambivalent moment that he both becomes a “man,” assuming his genealogy and family 

name, and paradoxically, dies—becoming dead/Dead. He assumes the name of the father and his 

own death, which are exactly the same thing. However, the condition of possibility for this 

contradictory becoming, and for the narrative journey to which this assumption is a culmination, 

 
334 Morrison, Song of Solomon, 336. 
335 It should come as no surprise to infer a keen preoccupation with suicide from not only her 
Song of Solomon but also from her Beloved, The Bluest Eye, Jazz and Sula. It becomes even 
clearer when considering she dedicated her master’s thesis to the topic of suicide and also edited 
Huey Newton’s collection of essays To Die For The People (New York: Writers and Readers 
Pub, 1972), which anticipated the publication of his Revolutionary Suicide (New York: Harcourt 
Brace Jovanovich, 1973) one year later—where he suggests that “revolutionary suicide” is the 
recognition that “I, we, all of us are the one and the multitude” always-already in relation to the 
eternal existence of the species (371). 
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is the navellessness of Pilate Dead, whose enigmatic nature is the driving cause of Milkman’s 

genealogical questions. It is the mystery of her lack of a navel that first leads Milkman to 

question, search out and return to his origins at Solomon’s Leap, however ambivalent the 

outcome. Pilate always “had as much to do with his [Milkman’s] future as she had his past,”336 

and it was Pilate who accompanied Milkman to his final un-resting place at Solomon’s Leap.  

I contend that this makes the logic of the navel prerequisite to the very question or 

ambivalence of suicide, as it emerges in the two scenes discussed above. To put it another way, it 

is only through the unthought logic of the navel that the question of suicide can be posed—

whether it is resolved or (as Morrison does in these scenes) left in radical doubt. 

 

Pilate Dead’s Navellessness 

Morrison’s navelless Pilate is a privileged figure in Milkman’s genealogical quest for 

self-coherence as a young Black man.337 Much of the literature on Song of Solomon, including 

the two anthologies dedicated to the novel,338 generally center on Milkman’s quest and on the 

historically fraught trope of Black flight. Acutely reflecting Morrison’s early academic interest in 

the critical study of how alienation and suicide are treated in modern American literature,339 

 
336 Morrison, Song of Solomon, 36. 
337 Ibid., 69. “Milkman stood before his mirror and glanced, in the low light of the wall lamp, at 
his reflection. He was, as usual, unimpressed with what he saw. He had a fine enough face. Eyes 
women complimented him on, a firm jaw line, splendid teeth. Taken apart, it looked all right. 
Even better than all right. But it lacked coherence, a coming together of the features into a total 
self. It was very tentative, the way he looked, like a man peeping around a corner someplace he 
is not supposed to be, trying to make up his mind whether to go forward or to turn back.”  
338 See Valerie Smith, ed., New Essays on ‘Song of Solomon’ (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1995) and Harold Bloom, ed., Toni Morrison’s ‘Song of Solomon’ (New York: Bloom’s 
Literary Criticism, 2009). 
339 See Toni Morrison’s master’s thesis. Virginia Woolf’s and William Faulkner’s Treatment of 
the Alienated (Thesis M.A.: Cornell University, September 1955).   
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Song of Solomon, as the preceding section describes, opens and ends with the metonymic double 

of suicide, with Black subjects taking “flight.” But upon closer examination her novel reveals 

how the discursive field of suicide turns on the principle of mutual exclusivity, with “suicide” 

constitutively affirming the irreducible difference between the living and the dead or between 

those who can and cannot commit suicide. These differences are allegorized in Morrison’s novel 

as the difference between those who have and who do not have a navel. The navel functions here 

as the figure of what Jacques Lacan calls the primordial cut, “the symbol [that] manifests itself 

first of all as the murder of the thing.”340 It is “this death,” he continues, that “constitutes in the 

subject the eternalization of his desire.”341 The murder of this “navelless” thing is the speculative 

stage that makes life and death possible. 

This sign of death that resides within the sign of life, the navel, affirms our entry into 

language. Like the story of the riddling Sphinx that will conclude this chapter, Song of Solomon 

allegorizes the coincidence between the “murder of the thing” and the supposition of a Subject 

with the capacity to suicide. As a remainder and reminder of umbilical castration, the navel 

marks the death or obliteration of the thing and the birth of Spirit (as logos). The navel not only 

reminds us of the objective universality of us being cut at birth—that we are indeed creations of 

Creation and, ultimately, part and parcel of a collective symbolic order. It also reminds us that 

we obliterate in order to create, which is to say that obliteration is the condition of possibility for 

singular subjectivity. Morrison thus offers a critique of suicide through the figure of 

navellessness and a broader meditation on the constitution of a navelless people. 

If Song of Solomon theorizes the logic of the navel, as I am arguing it must in order to 

 
340 Jacques Lacan, Écrits, trans. Bruce Fink (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2006), 262. 
341 Ibid., 262. 
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meditate on the question of suicide, it is important to quickly identify its critical functions on the 

symbolic, subjective, ethical and physiological levels. For it is at these levels of analysis where 

the constitution or presumption of the navel (and the related dialectic of breathing), in various 

ways, acts as a precondition to an ontology of becoming in the philosophical terms of life and 

death. 

On a symbolic and anthropological level, ancient societies organized themselves around 

an “omphalos,” a stone monument shaped like a bellybutton, that indexed the “navel of the 

world,” representing their collective severance from some divine beyond. It indexed a shared 

loss of primordial wholeness as much as it guaranteed its recovery. Political philosopher Eric 

Voegelin notes in his Order and History, a five-volume study on the philosophy of history, that 

the symbol of the omphalos has served as a “requirement wherever political order is symbolized 

cosmologically […] at which transcendent forces of being flow into social order.”342 But this 

“stream of divine being that flows from the divine source through the omphalos into the social 

order” does “not penetrate the world evenly into the farthest corner,”343 which is to say that the 

omphalos is the metaphysical condensation of some divine election that serves to delineate, 

galvanize and give purpose to national boundaries. “The omphalos,” Voegelin continues, “is a 

civilizational center from which the substance of order radiates, with diminishing strength, 

toward the periphery.”344 If proximity to the omphalos secures social order and social life, then 

the complete absence of the omphalos spells out complete social disorder and social death.  

More than a physical, proto-racial marker of a national body politic, the omphalos figures 

 
342 Eric Voegelin, Order and History: Israel and Revelation (Volume 1) (Columbia: University 
of Missouri Press, 2001), 67. 
343 Ibid., 68. 
344 Ibid., 68. 
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as an organ of the soul that functions like an orifice, a zone of exchange and vulnerability. 

Through the omphalic orifice, as Voegelin suggests, the soul receives and assimilates into itself 

not only “cosmic forces” but also the “sentiments, anxieties, apprehensions, yearnings, which 

surge up from the depth and roam in the unconscious, urging toward assuaging expression in the 

imaginative order of mythical symbols.”345 The omphalos metonymically displaces and 

commemorates the subjective universality of natal separation—the trauma of birth. It marks an 

interruption in the incessant passage of life, instituting the “finiteness of human existence into 

the spectrum of birth and death, of return to the origins and rebirth, of individualization and 

depersonalization, of union or re-union with transcendent reality (in nature, erotic relations, the 

group, the spirit), of suffering through temporal existence in separation from the group and 

redemption through return into external communion with the ground.”346 The omphalos as a 

navel therefore figures as the most minimal of differences, an organ without a body, around 

which a primordial social body is re-membered for how it was prior to our entry into language, 

into the universal “house of being.” 

The navel functions on the subjective level as a lure for navel-gazing, whereby we strive 

to re-gather ourselves in (by identifying with) the unitary image of our whole body. Fred Botting 

notes that humans “can be marked out from other animals as a species possessed of an ability to 

gaze at their navels.”347 At the heart of navel-gazing is a specular doubling just as there is a 

specular doubling in philosophy. Navel-gazing, as the advent of philosophizing, reveals and 

conceals the trauma of birth. The navel indexes a symbolic sundering. At the heart of the 

 
345 Eric Voegelin, Order and History: Plato and Aristotle (Volume 3) (Columbia: University of 
Missouri Press, 1999), 234. 
346 Ibid., 238-239. 
347 Fred Botting, Sex, Machines and Navels: Fiction, Fantasy and History in the Future Present 
(Manchester; New York: Manchester University Press, 1999), 2. 
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organism is what psychoanalysis describes as a foundational lack, an ever-blooming wound that 

resists reparation. Our navel gives form to this wound, a concaved enfoldment of skin. It is a 

wound that is impossible to view without distorting its appearance, without having to extend, 

strain our body forward. Such quasi-face-to-face encounter with our own navel is sometimes 

impossible without having to resort to its reflection in a mirror. This reflection redoubles the 

distance that birth itself introduces. It is only in gazing upon the mirror reflection of our navel 

that this anamorphic enfoldment reveals its cleft structure, bearing the appearance of an orifice 

that has no physiological or metabolic function.  

On the ethical level, the navel, moreover, constitutes the subject as a being always in the 

process of becoming. It is a process of becoming that necessitates an “emptying of the subject’s 

substantial content ([the] ‘soul’).”348 What remains when evacuating this “substantial content” is 

the void—or, rather, what Žižek would call the philosophical space—of the “subject.”349 

According to the dominant “white mythology” generated in the sociological imagination of 

Masaryk and other chauvinists of western civilization, our “shared” constitutive revelation of 

Being, the emptying and filling of content that typifies the process of becoming manifests itself 

through our breathing in and out. The umbilical castration quite literally marks the prematurity of 

birth, inscribing its initiating moment in the flesh. Hegel marks this moment as a powerful leap 

into the status of ethical being: “just as the first breath [is] drawn by a child after its long, quiet 

nourishment breaks the gradualness of merely quantitative growth[,] there is a qualitative 

 
348 Slavoj Žižek, Less Thank Nothing: Hegel and the Shadow of Dialectical Materialism 
(London; New York: Verso, 2012), 777 (emphasis in original).  
349 Slavoj Žižek, Enjoy Your Symptom!: Jacques Lacan in Hollywood and Out (New York: 
Routledge, 1992), 154. 
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leap.”350 Breathing in this sense is a condition of possibility for incorporation into the economy 

of human value. The ontological historicity of this economy becomes a descriptive statement of 

Black life in the final scenes of Song of Solomon. Its ontological condition does not have its 

fulcrum on the experiential problem of alienation and exploitation, but as a question about the 

capacity to breathe, to traffic in the libidinal economy of the greater Good.  

Breathing air for the first time is also constitutive of the beginning for the neonate. 

Breathing is a convulsive reaction to the neonate’s rapidly decreasing oxygen and rapidly 

increasing carbon dioxide concentrations, a biochemical differentiation that results from the 

umbilical vessels constricting to the point of beginning to atrophy. Such a convulsive reaction to 

life itself shocks the neonate into gasping for air, replacing the fluids in their hitherto partially 

collapsed and amniotically inundated lungs with oxygen-rich air. And it is precisely this first 

extrauterine aspiration of oxygen and drainage of the respiratory system that further shocks the 

bodily systems of the neonate, setting off a cascade of biochemical and energetic reactions that 

contributes to the increasing of the blood pressure in each of the three chambers of the heart. 

Such a cascade dramatically and permanently transforms the overall physiology of the neonate. It 

moreover signals our transmutation of being an intrauterine creature—suspended in bodily 

fluids—into an extrauterine creature—lapping against the airy or pneumatic abyss of the 

unknowable and the ineffable. 

This physiological process of breathing becomes, for Hegel, a metaphor that anchors the 

process of ethical becoming, insofar as it provides a natural representation for the introduction of 

lack into subjectivity. Breathing distends the neonate’s fetal cavities into voids that are then 

 
350 Georg Wihelm Friedrich Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A.V Miller (Oxford; London: 
Oxford University Press, 1977), 6. 
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filled with substances other than amniotic fluid. The forceful introduction of lack is the 

introduction of “the subjective or the negative” in the “child, as the form of the potentiality of an 

ethical individual” in that “a distinction [is drawn] between the negative as the maintenance of 

difference and the negative as its absence.”351 Whereas the former negative particularly refers to 

a contradiction or opposition, the latter refers to an “absence of difference,” an absence that 

“presents the totality [of existence or the grounding unity of identity and difference] as 

something enclosed and not unfolded, where movement and infinity are not present in their 

reality.”352 

This capacity to breathe, its relation to the symbolic position of the navel, and the 

inclusion into the economy of life and death that this entails, are all realized in the fateful 

moment at Solomon’s Leap that concludes Song of Solomon. That is when Milkman learns what 

his great grandfather Solomon already knew: that “you could ride” the air, you could incorporate 

yourself into the vital medium of pneuma, of Spirit—the primal substance through which the 

commonwealth of meaning coheres. Riding the air is a prospect that Morrison leaves unsettled if 

not laments with the verb “could.” This is a possibility and that possibility is a precondition to 

the becoming of the subject and the arc of Milkman’s character. If Milkman therefore attains the 

never-resolved possibility of trafficking in air, in engaging with the ethical movement of life and 

death, I argue that this possibility is made possible by the assumption of a navel that is lacking 

elsewhere—in his aunt, Pilate. 

 

 
351 Georg Wihelm Friedrich Hegel, Natural Law: The Scientific Ways of Treating Natural Law, 
its Place in Moral Philosophy, and its Relation to the Positive Sciences of Law, trans. T.M Knox 
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Pilate Dead and the Name (from Christ to Philosophy) 

Pilate Dead is an intertextually dense name. Her name elevates death itself to the dignity 

of a patronym and indexes Pilate’s father Jake. But it also indexes the natal coincidence between 

birth and death that coincide in the opening scene of the novel, with the implied death of Mr. 

Smith and the presaged birth (i.e., labor pains) of Milkman. Pilate’s mother died right before 

giving birth to her. For that reason it was believed by those present that she, too, was dead—yet, 

horrifying everyone, including the midwife, she “inched [her] way headfirst out of a still, silent, 

indifferent cave of flesh, dragging her own cord and her own afterbirth behind her.”353 Pilate 

“had come struggling out of the womb without help from throbbing muscles or the pressure of 

swift womb water.”354  

Once out of her mother’s corpse it was discovered that “her stomach was as smooth and 

sturdy as her back, at no place interrupted by a navel. It was the absence of a navel that 

convinced people that she had not come into this world through normal channels; had never lain, 

floated, or grown in some warm and liquid place connected by a tissue-thin tube to a reliable 

source of human nourishment.”355 Because of her Dead name and dead mother, Pilate is 

conceived and birthed by death itself. Indeed, everyone present at her birth “believed [she] was 

dead also.”356 Yet Morrison’s descriptions suggest that from her first moments, Pilate is already 

capable of controlling her own body, giving the reader an uncanny impression of a homunculus 

defiantly rending itself from its host carcass, from death itself. The ontological implication of 

this scene is powerful, as she is later and throughout her life unaffected by the existential angst of 

 
353 Morrison, Song of Solomon, 28.  
354 Ibid., 27. 
355 Ibid., 28. 
356 Ibid., 28.  
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death: “Since death held no terrors for her (she spoke often to the dead), she knew there was 

nothing to fear.”357 Making this ambivalent scene of birth and death more terrifying is the silence 

with which Pilate Dead entered the world of the living. There was no first cry and hence no first 

breath. Her navelless materialization and her breathless birth are apparently without the rending 

instant of symbolic subjectivation.  

The name of Pilate also cites the ante-/anti-Christ figure of Pontius Pilate—who 

“‘became his own executioner’” when he hung himself after being wrought by guilt for 

sentencing Christ’s death358—as well as the pileus, a cap or badge reserved for manumitted 

slaves during the height of the Roman Empire.359 Pontius Pilate effectively questions Jesus 

Christ’s claim that he, as logos incarnate, is “witness unto the truth.”360 Such truth about truth is 

born in Pontius himself, specifically when his verdict culminates with Christ’s crucifixion on 

mount Calvary. Alongside two other crucified convicts Christ breathes his final breath, 

surrendering himself to his trinitarian other: “Father, into thy hands I commend my spirit.”361  

Like Jesus dying on the cross between two criminals, Milkman takes flight between his 

monstrous aunt, who laughs when shot, and his murderous best friend, a member of the deadly 

Seven Days, whose name refers to both the sevenfold ministry of the holy spirit in the Revelation 

 
357 Ibid., 149. 
358 Forbes Winslow, The Anatomy of Suicide (London: Henry Renshaw, 356, Strand, 1840) 72. 
“It is worthy to remark that the judge who condemned, as well as the disciple who betrayed, our 
Saviour, were both driven by despair to suicide. The fate of Judas is recorded in the Gospel; the 
concluding scenes in the life of Pontius Pilate are related by two learned historians (Josephus and 
Eusebius). The former says that ‘Pontius Pilate, after having exercised great cruelties in the 
government of Judea, was, before the Roman Emperor (Caligula), stripped of all his dignities 
and fortunes, and banished to Gaul, where it is said he suffered such extreme hardships of body 
and despair of mind, that, after lingering for two years, he became his own executioner.’” 
359 See Naomi Lubrich, “The Wandering Hat: Iterations of the Medieval Jewish Pointed Cap,” 
Jewish History 29, no. 3-4 (2015): 203-244.  
360 John 18:37 (King James Version). 
361 Luke 23:46 (King James Version). 
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and the seventh day of creation of Creation in Genesis. As with Pontius’s judgement of Jesus, 

which culminates in his crucifixion, Pilate serves as Milkman’s de facto guide or pilot362 in his 

genealogical quest, which culminates in his return to the natal grounds of his Dead family, to 

only affirm that he “was already Dead.”363 The mystery of Pilate’s lacking navel insinuates 

Milkman into discourse.  

If we pursue the biblical allegory that Morrison is unfolding, it becomes important to 

understand how, after Jesus issued his final utterance, “darkness [fell] over all the world, the sun 

darkened at mid-day[.] […] And in that terror dead men were seen that had risen, as the Jews 

themselves testified; and they said that it was Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob, and the twelve 

patriarchs, and Moses and Job, that had died, as they say, three thousand five hundred years 

before.”364 With Jesus’ last breath, darkness irrupts into the sinful world of words as the light 

withdraws into the beyond, the realm of the One, of pure being. In the holy and unrepresentable 

beyond, the truth subsists, biding its time. Yet in Milkman’s own flight, whether “suicidal or 

 
362 This slippage between the name “Pilate” and the word “pilot” occurs at least twice. The first 
instance occurs in an exchange between Jake, who is illiterate, and the midwife delivering Pilate. 
In selecting her daughter’s name, Jake “thumbed through the Bible, and since he could not read a 
word, chose a group of letter that seemed to him strong and handsome; saw in them a large 
figure that looked like a tree hanging in some princely but protective way over a row of smaller 
trees.” He eventually “presented it to the midwife,” asking her to read it aloud. In disbelief, the 
midwife asks: “You want this for the baby’s name?” Jake: “I want that for the baby’s name. Say 
it.” Midwife: “You can’t name the baby this.” Jake: “Say it.” Midwife: “Pilate.” Jake: “What?” 
Midwife: “Pilate. You wrote down Pilate.” Jake: “Like a riverboat pilot?” Midwife: “No. Not 
like no riverboat pilot. Like a Christ-killing Pilate. You can’t get much worse than that for a 
name. And a baby girl at that” (19). The second slippage occurs when Milkman asks a local 
about his autn at his great grandfather Solomon’s hometown: “I had an aunt live down this way 
too. Name of Pilate. Pilate Dead. Ever hear of her?” The local responds: “Ha! Sound like a 
newspaper headline: Pilot Dead. She do any flying?” (283). This slippage underscores her 
fraught role in Milkman’s genealogical quest. 
363 Ibid., 118. 
364 Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson, eds., “The Report of Pilate, The Procurator 
Concerning Our Lord Jesus Christs,” in Ante-Nicene Fathers: The Writings of the Fathers Down 
to A.D. 325. Vol. VIII (Buffalo: The Christian Literature Company, 1886), 461. 
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murderous,” and in the spirit of his ancestral patriarchs Solomon and Jake, Milkman “plunges, in 

darkness, to the earth.”365 His plunging into the holy and unrepresentable beyond is, in striking 

contrast to the transcendence of Jesus, the novel’s lingering question. In a word, Milkman is 

neither Christlike nor an antichrist figure. Just as Pontius Pilate precipitates the crucifixion of the 

Messiah, Pilate Dead precipitates Milkman’s non-redemptive death.  

Because Pilate Dead, furthermore, is reputed to possess extra-/non-human vodou 

powers—with the capacity “to step out of her skin, set a bush afire from fifty yards, and turn a 

man into a ripe rutabaga”366—she is equally in excess to human nature, laws, customs and rites. 

She is, in short, excessive to the human family and the symbolic community constituted around 

the omphalos (or navel). Enframing this human excess is her navel lack, her status as a fugitive 

of the law of umbilical castration, which, perhaps horrifically so, makes her, according to 

Morrison, “literally invent herself.”367 Unlike Milkman, who has a genealogy to attest to his 

creation, Pilate is a monstrous creature that created herself. Her navel lack forecloses her access 

to the “[oedipal] crisis of origination”368 and hence to alienation as the grammar of suffering in a 

world ordered by the symbolic law of castration. Her monstrousness stems from her 

navellessness, the source of her radically enigmatic, ante-/anti-oedipal power.  

In embodying this position, Pilate becomes unrepresentable within the trove of Christian 

metaphors that structure the elements of character (i.e., the coming to self-knowledge) and plot 

 
365 Diane Bowman, “Flying High: The American Icarus in Morrison, Roth and Updike,” 
Perspective on Contemporary Literature 8 (1982): 13. 
366 Morrison, Song of Solomon, 94.  
367 Toni Morrison in Claudia Tate’s “Toni Morrison,” in Conversations with Toni Morrison, ed. 
Danille Taylor-Guthrie (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1994), 167. 
368 Kimberly Benson, “Re-Weaving the ‘Ulysses Scene’: Enchantment, Post-Oedipal Identity, 
and the Buried Text of Blackness in Toni Morrison’s Song of Solomon,” in Comparative 
American Identities: Race, Sex and Nationality in the Modern Text, ed. Hortense Spillers (New 
York: Routledge, 1991), 99.  
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(i.e., fall, redemption, purification, transcendence). This requires an analysis of Pilate and, by 

extension, the question of the conditions of possibility for suicide to be displaced into a similarly 

ante-/anti-Christian language: that of philosophy. The scene of the riddle of the Sphinx is a 

“primal scene” of philosophy that allows us to understand this homology at a paradigmatic level. 

The lack of a navel, the very organ of natality, represents the oblivion at the heart of 

man/Milkman—an oblivion that is strictly equivalent to the one at the heart of the history of 

Being, which I define as the history of philosophy. Yet instead of focusing on Oedipus in his 

encounter with the riddling Sphinx, and thus presuming the navel, I will focus on how the 

obliteration of the “navelless” Sphinx precipitates Oedipus’ enunciation of himself as Man. 

Transitively, it is the “living obliteration” of Pilate that brings coherence to Milkman’s 

Christian/Oedipal journey and raises for him (i.e., for Man) the possibility of suicide. 

 

The Sphinx in Oedipus Rex 

The Sphinx has been a germinal trope in Western thought, where it has consistently acted 

as a proto-racial mode of differentiation. The Sphinx paradigmatically figures in Riddles of the 

Sphinx: A Study in the Philosophy of Evolution (1891), the seminal work of British political 

philosopher F.C.S. Schiller. For him, the enigma of the Sphinx “is as old as reflection, as old as 

knowledge,”369 and “concern[s] the relation of Man to the World which environs him, to his 

Cause, and to his Future.”370 Schiller’s turn to the Sphinx in ancient Greek philosophy is not only 

paradigmatic of how the Sphinx has figured in the Western philosophical tradition. His turn to 

the Sphinx also epitomizes what Morrison describes in Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the 

 
369 F.C.S. Schiller, Riddles of the Sphinx: A Study in the Philosophy of Evolution (London: S. 
Sonnenschein, 1891), 9. 
370 Ibid., 239. 
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Literary Imagination as the “metaphysical condensation” of the nonhuman with racial blackness 

or what she calls the “Africanist presence.” Morrison explains that the condensation of the  

“Africanist presence” is a “systematic articulation” of “the fetishizing of color, the transference 

to blackness of the power of illicit sexuality, chaos, madness, impropriety, anarchy, strangeness, 

and helpless, hapless desire.”371 In the literary and, I would add, the philosophical imagination, 

the “Africanist presence” is the racial figuration of “a dark and abiding presence,” “both a visible 

and indivisible mediating force,” “the shadow [that] hovers in implication, in sign, in line of 

demarcation.”372 Whereas the “Africanist presence” figures as the navel around which the 

literary imagination coheres—and whereby protagonists derive their authority373—it also figures 

as the position of the unthought in the Western secular philosophical tradition. The Africanist 

presence is the navel of metaphysics whereby the humanist problematics of freedom, 

individuality and mortality find meaningful resolution.  

Morrison further observes that the metaphysical condensation of the Africanist presence 

“allows the writer to transform social and historical differences into universal differences” in 

ways that foreclose rather than disclose an understanding of “hierarchic difference.”374 With this 

dehistoricizing strategy, the truth-claims that justify this “hierarchic difference” between racial 

blackness and non-blackness ultimately cease being merely professed truth-claims and instead 

become incontestable, universal facts. In other words, metaphysical condensation is the means 

by which the author (or philosopher) constitutively conscripts the “Africanist presence” to serve 

as the ontologizing fulcrum to their hero (or the subject of consciousness). The Sphinx in 

 
371 Toni Morrison, Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination (New York: 
Vintage Books, 1993), 80-81. 
372 Ibid., 46-47. 
373 Ibid., 80. 
374 Ibid., 68-69. 
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Schiller’s Riddles has this structuring function. As neither animal nor human, the “Africanist 

presence” of the Sphinx figures as the structuring antithesis to the evolutionary history of 

consciousness he traces, from animism and polytheism to monotheism.   

 The racial implications of Schiller’s turn to the Sphinx become acute when we consider 

his interlocutory relationships with Francis Galton (the progenitor of the term “eugenics”) and 

the many other co-founders of the British Eugenics Educational Society. Schiller would later 

argue in his Tantalus or the Future of Man that Western civilization would continue to undergo 

racial suicide if the proliferation of the “unfit” remained unabated. As the subtitle to his Riddles 

of the Sphinx suggests, Schiller articulates Darwinian evolution to the humanist study of 

consciousness. With great fidelity to the dictum of Protagoras—“Man is the measure of all 

things”—Schiller argues that Man makes his own truth along with his own reality in his own 

image. The history of consciousness, by his estimation, is one of evolutionary conflict between 

competing truth-claims about Man. Schiller further argues that Man is nevertheless the 

culmination of the evolutionary development of bare, primitive life into consciousness, a 

development that brain size, according to him, physically corroborates.  

Indeed, at the evolutionary root of consciousness, Shiller notes, is the Sphinx. For him, 

the culmination of consciousness and of philosophy itself is a protracted attempt at defeating the 

Sphinx, who, as consciousness itself demands, evades the laws of Man. She is the furtive specter 

of non- if not anti-humanity. But she is far from constituting a passive surrogate for thought. As 

a radically enigmatic gnarl of multispecies flesh, fantasy and language, the Sphinx marks a place 

of aporetic resistance. In her creaturely, “natal isolation”375 from Creation, the Sphinx qua the 

 
375 Ibid., 23. 
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“Africanist presence” exceeds the historical, subjectivizing “process of becoming.”376 She is 

without telos or eschaton, without limitation, not only thwarting philosophical mastery but also 

rendering arbitrary the ends of philosophical analyses and, by extension, the ends and origins of 

Man. 

Yet even if she exceeds reason and history, in her enigmatic monstrosity, Schiller 

maintains, the Sphinx necessarily remains “seated in the soul of each man, and though we 

endeavor to be deaf [to her riddle], [her] penetrating sounds, more subtle than the Siren’s song, 

will search us out and ask—What then art thou?”377 “[L]ife,” he continues, “depends upon the 

answer, and death, spiritual and physical, is the penalty for him that answers wrongly. We are the 

subject of the Sphinx, and often too her victims; and it is neither right nor possible to evade her 

question.”378 Like the “umplumable,” necrotic wound in Freud’s anxiety dream about his patient 

Irma, a wound he describes as the “navel of the dream,” the Sphinx is the “point of contact with 

the unknown.”379 For it is in her shadow that Man dreams himself into existence and where, as 

Morrison would say, “the imagination could play.”380  

Of the various tales Sophocles told about Oedipus, arguably the most fateful and widely 

circulated in the Western canon is the act that precipitates Oedipus’ coronation as the king of 

Thebes—his successful slaying of the Sphinx. Within the narrative chronology, this slaying 

occurs after Oedipus murdered his father (an act as yet unknown to him) and before he marries 

his mother Jocasta. On his way to Thebes, Oedipus encounters a terrible monster that 

 
376 Ibid., 68. 
377 Schiller, Riddles of the Sphinx, 8. 
378 Ibid., 7-8.  
379 Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of the Dreams, trans. James Strachey (New York: Basic 
Books, 2010), 135. 
380 Morrison, Playing in the Dark, 37. 
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philosophical anthropologists have since invariably described as Ethiopian, and it was indeed 

from Northern Africa that many of the racialized monsters, creatures and horrors of Greek 

mythology were believed to have come from. She is described as having a woman’s head, a 

lion’s body, a serpent’s tail and an eagle’s wings. The Sphinx had besieged the countryside and 

terrorized the citizens of Thebes—that paradigmatic polis, the City of cities. Her method 

consisted of confronting anyone who crossed her path with a riddle. Although there are various 

versions, the riddle is generally described as asking the following: “‘What animal walks on four 

legs in the morning, two at noon, and three in the evening?’”381 If the subject of her address did 

not answer this riddle correctly, they would be promptly decapitated, which in some versions of 

the story involve the Sphinx eating her victim’s head. 

When Oedipus encounters the Sphinx, he responds without hesitation and provides the 

Sphinx with the “correct” answer: Man. In other words, Man crawls on all fours in infancy, leads 

a bipedal life, and relies on a “third leg,” a cane, in his older years. What happens to the Sphinx 

upon hearing this answer is a point of controversy in the critical commentary. There are 

generally three main interpretations. The first is that the Sphinx vanishes into thin air. The 

second is that she “takes flight” and leaves the land. And the third is that she throws herself into 

an abyss. In all three scenarios, the result for Oedipus is the same: he is heralded by the citizens 

of Thebes who promptly crown him their king, “the gift of kingship, payment for the Sphinx.”382 

With this regal title he also gains possession of a wife (and mother) Jocasta and the other 

property attendant to his new position. In any case, the Sphinx poses an enigma that demands an 

answer and must be obliterated for Oedipus to come into possession of his symbolic title, sexual 

 
381 Ovid, Metamorphoses, 419. 
382 Lucius Annaeus Seneca, “Oedipus,” in Six Tragedies, trans. Emily Wilson (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2010), 43. 
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relations, and the relations of property.  

Theodor Adorno clarifies the stakes of this scene for the entire tradition of the 

Enlightenment. He writes that “Oedipus’ answer to the riddle of the sphinx—‘That being is 

man’—is repeated indiscriminately as enlightenment’s stereotyped message,” and precisely 

because it institutes the reflective subject, the “navel-gazing” subject of philosophy. Why does 

man have to take place through the obliteration of the Sphinx? If the sphinx represents a 

multiplicity of creatures, it is only in the vanquishing of this unrepresentable monstrosity that the 

coherence of the self-reflective subject can be posited. Jean-Joseph Goux raises the stakes 

beyond the Enlightenment and to the Western heritage of philosophy as such. He writes that the 

obliteration of the Sphinx “accomplishes not just a philosophical gesture but the philosophical 

gesture par excellence: the reflective movement of thought, the act of self-consciousness through 

which subjectivity knows itself.”383 The obliteration of the ante-/anti-oedipal monster with the 

logos of “man” constitutes “the advent of philosophy, its beginning, its inauguration,”384 an 

obliteration that through its repetition secures the knowledge of Man as the agent of discourse. 

Yet the ambiguity of the Sphinx’s fate raises a host of new questions, both for the reader 

and for Oedipus himself. Thebes does not emerge from its subjection to Sphinx freed of the 

conflict that her death was supposed to resolve but continues to be plunged in various forms of 

strife, including the disorder wrought by plague and the immediate attempt by Creon to usurp 

Oedipus’ place as king. Oedipus thus complains that the “cursed dust of the artful monster is 

warring against me still; that pest which I destroyed is now destroying Thebes,” suggesting that 

the Sphinx lives on after her obliteration. Furthermore, the ambiguity of her death—did she 

 
383 Jean-Joseph Goux, Oedipus, Philosopher, 166 (emphasis in original). 
384 Ibid., 166. 
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vanish? Take her own life? Fly away?—torments Oedipus in his quest for a proper place in the 

world. This doubt, whether he killed her or she killed herself, whether man is the correct answer, 

paradoxically leads Oedipus himself to spiral toward suicide: “It is too late to pray for death! 

Why want it now? But now I have the gift of kingship, payment for the Sphinx?”385 The 

insistence of the question posed in the Sphinx—no longer the riddle she herself posed but the 

enigma of her own being as a creature-without-Creator—saddles his newly cohered reflective 

self-consciousness with an immediate sense of doubt.  

The Sphinx reveals the fragile suppositional structure of the Oedipal subject position—

that of “man” as the position of knowledge about his origins and destiny. It is ultimately unclear 

whether “man” is the correct answer to the riddle of the Sphinx. Interpreters of Oedipus 

generally fail to note how the story of the Sphinx leads us to assume that “man” is the correct 

answer simply because its enunciation casts the Sphinx into oblivion. But we must consider that 

it is possible that “man” was, in fact, the wrong answer to the Sphinx’s riddle, that perhaps 

Oedipus did indeed “lose his head” when he, in his answer (and her obliteration) is transformed 

from Oedipus the child (without knowledge of his origins) into Oedipus the man (a subject that 

knows his genealogy). Indeed, there is no surer proof of the ambiguity of this answer than the 

fact that Oedipus sleeps with his wife without the “genealogical knowledge” that she is his 

mother. The site of his transformation hangs on the word “man,” its first principle, and it is the 

perpetual doubt about this answer that leads the riddle of the sphinx to be constantly restaged, 

and her obliteration constantly reiterated, in any meditation on the ontology of Man. 

In contrast to this irreducible uncertainty around Oedipus’ answer to her enigma, the 

Sphinx’s fate is radically doubtless: she is vanquished, plunged into oblivion. This oblivion is 

 
385 Seneca, Six Tragedies, 43. 
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coterminous with “man,” constituting an ontological certainty that makes his epistemological 

uncertainty possible. Her precedence, exceedance and antagonism to Oedipus, then, makes her 

an ante-/anti-oedipal monster as much as her obliteration gives life and meaning to “man.”  

 

From Sphinx to Pilate 

Morrison stages Pilate as the Sphinxean object cause of Milkman’s genealogical quest for 

understanding his ill-reputed Dead family. Similar to Oedipus’s genealogical quest, which 

unfolds with him killing his father, Milkman’s unfolds from the other end of the Oedipal 

complex, with him learning anew about the incestuous origin of his nickname. He is given the 

nickname “Milkman” by a janitor who once discovered Ruth Dead’s secret pleasure: breast 

feeding her son past his infancy. Further driving his quest are enduring and widespread rumors 

about his family ancestors having the miraculous ability to fly. It is a quest for family knowledge 

that his father Macon Dead II, Pilate’s older brother, repeatedly warns him against. Macon 

transmits this warning by describing Pilate to his son Milkman as “odd, murky, and worst of all, 

unkempt,”386 specifically as a conniving “snake” who has nothing to teach him other than 

bootlegging and witchcraft.387 She is further described as exuding a “narcotic” “piny-winy 

smell,”388 often looking “like a tall black tree,”389 “growing roots,”390 and “sway[ing] like a 

 
386 Ibid., 20. 
387 Morrison, Song of Solomon, 54-55. Macon Dead thusly warns his son Milkman: “‘I don’t 
want you over there.’ ‘Why?’ [asks Milkman].You haven’t said why.’ ‘Just liten to what I say. 
That woman’s no good. She’s a snake, and can charm you like a snake, but still a snake.’ ‘You 
talking about your own sister, the one you carried in your arms to the fields every morning.’ 
‘That was a long time ago. You seen her [sic]. What she look like to you? Somebody nice? 
Somebody normal?’” 
388 Ibid., 40. 
389 Ibid., 39.  
390 Ibid., 170.  
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willow.”391 Mysterious and inhuman descriptions like these trope her as an anti-adamic serpent, 

as an object-cause for the fall of Man. Pilate is “something God never made,”392 who pulsates 

“palm oil”393 instead of red blood.  

Further emphasizing her monstrosity, Morrison narrates Pilate’s self-awareness about her 

effect on those around her ever since she realized at an early age that she “was cut off from 

people:”394 

It occurred to her that although men fucked armless women, one-legged women, 
hunchbacks and blind women, drunken women, razor-toting women, midgets, 
small children, convicts, boys, sheep, dogs, goats, liver, each other, and even 
species of plants, they were terrified of fucking her—a woman with no navel. 
They froze at the sight of that belly that looked like a back; became limp even, or 
cold, if she happened to undress completely and walked straight toward them, 
showing them, deliberately, a stomach as blind as a knee. ‘What are you? Some 
kind of mermaid?’ one man had shouted, and reached hurriedly for his socks.395 
 

As with the ante-/anti-oedipal Sphinx, Pilate stages a limit-situation for the men who cross her 

path, with them losing their heads to the phobic anxiety her navellessness triggers—that, in other 

words, her fugitivity from the universal law of (umbilical) castration provokes. “Already without 

family,” Pilate’s lack of the most minimal of differences radically isolates her from, and within, 

the black community. As such: 

every other resource was denied her: partnerships in marriage, confessional 
friendship, and communal religion. Men frowned, women whispered and shoved 
their children behind them. Even a traveling side show would have rejected her, 
since her freak quality lacked that important ingredient—the grotesque. There was 
really nothing to see.396  
 

Pilate’s Sphinxian monstrosity stages a primal limit-situation that should be taken “in two 
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senses: the riddle that the Sphinx [cum Pilate] proposes, and the one that the Sphinx [cum Pilate] 

herself constitutes.”397 By responding to the Sphinx’s riddle with “Man,” Oedipus obliterates the 

Sphinx; Milkman, by contrast, responds to the obliteration of Pilate with the conclusion that he 

“was already Dead.”398  

Yet, it is in her monstrosity that the Sphinx nonetheless bears the stigmata of what Sylvia 

Wynter describes as a “dysselection,” understood as an obliteration that is the specific and direct 

outcome of the sovereign subject’s self-selection, self-nomination or self-creation as Man. The 

Sphinx antecedes, exceeds and threatens the fiat Creation of Man. She manifests from nowhere 

because she exists outside symbolization—perched at the entrance of the polis, the realm of law, 

authority and signification. Because of her dysselection, consisting of what has been foreclosed, 

the Sphinx does not have a navel like Oedipus. She does not have the bare trait (i.e., the minimal 

difference) that symbolically connects or subjectivizes desire to logos. She is isolated from the 

omphalos that galvanizes the social body. She is instead represented as an unimaginable and 

ungendered monster with the wings of an eagle, torso and paws of a lion and the head and 

breasts of a female.  

The Sphinx is not of a singular species—nor of a singular birth, nor of a singular death—

but is genealogically isolated, bereft of the imaginary identifications between sexed beings that 

otherwise cohere into a family of humans. As Theresa de Lauretis contends, the Sphinx 

“continues to enunciate the enigma of sexual difference, of life-and-death, and the question of 

desire.”399 Implicit here, then, is a circuit of hysteric and neurotic uncertainties over whether 

 
397 Goux, Oedipus, Philosopher, 29.  
398 Morrison, Song of Solomon, 89. 
399 Teresa de Lauretis, Alice Doesn’t: Feminism, Semiotic, Cinema (Bloomington: Indiana 
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Oedipus’ gendering performative of “Man” is indeed the correct answer. For the Sphinx’s 

navelless riddle does not only gnarl together the epistemophilic (and ultimately suicidal) circuit 

of Oedipal doubt and supposition. Her riddle also describes “that which is lacking in the 

symbolic order, the ineliminable residue of all articulation, the foreclosed element, which may be 

approached, but never grasped: the umbilical cord of the symbolic.”400 In this schema of the 

Lacanian Real, the Sphinx constitutes the dysselected umbilicus or, as Wynter notes about the 

ungendered position of the Black body, the “missing link […] between rational humans and 

irrational animals,”401 between the symbolic and pre-symbolic.  

The Sphinx embodies the structural position of navellessness because she is the umbilical 

Real of Man: that serpentine, vascular, tumescent piece of flesh, a cellular matrix of 

indeterminate potential, that is lost at birth. It is in the wake of this abject organ that bodies form 

and deform, an organ that is literally cut off, according to heteropatriarchal tradition, by the 

father. As a scar—a remainder of the process of our natal entrance into the symbolic domain of 

(and by) the father—the navel is the paternal metaphor that determines the event by which 

beings manifest themselves. The navel is the paternal cut that as such imposes a limit—the 

prohibition on the incestuous return to the mother.  

Like the Sphinx, Pilate is navelless because she is the Real umbilicus of her nephew 

Milkman, whose name, if we recall, is a moniker of incestuous transgression—who got the name 

“Milkman” for being weaned late into life by his mother. She guides him in his genealogical 

quest to Solomon’s Leap, the natal origin of his mythical “flying” Dead family and where he 

 
400 Alan Sheridan in Jacques Lacan’s Écrits, trans. Alan Sheridan (Londong; New York: 
Routledge, 2001), xii. 
401 Sylvia Wynter, “Unsettling the Coloniality of Being/Power/Truth/Freedom: Towards the 
Human, After Man, Its Overrepresentation—An Argument,” CR: The New Centennial Review 3, 
no. 3 (2003): 301 (emphasis in original). 
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ultimately learns that he too could “ride the air” by virtue of his Dead ancestry. Pilate is thus the 

missing link between Milkman and his Dead family, the metaphorical condensation of the 

umbilical Real in that she often looks “like a tall black tree,”402 “growing roots”403 and “swayed 

like a willow.”404  

The navellessness that entangles the Sphinx and Pilate calls attention to the umbilical 

castration that is otherwise disavowed by the men and, more generally, the social bodies they 

encounter: a lack that the political omphalos gives fetishistic form. The navel is fetishized as the 

epistemophilic site of “navel gazing,” individuation, origination and return. It is the site of “père-

version,” where, as Lacan would suggest, the navelled subject turns toward the father, a 

structurally imaginary turn that hinges on the belief of a self-identical big Other.  

Whereas Oedipus turns to “Man” as a Name-of-the-Father, Milkman turns to the Dead 

name of his forefathers. If we recall, Milkman reminds his best friend Guitar that he, Milkman, is 

“already Dead.” Guitar later gestures to the radical ambiguity of this name, to the irreducible 

coincidence between the act of assuming the Name-of-the-Father (Dead) and entering symbolic 

life dead on arrival. Guitar elsewhere exclaims to Milkman regarding the murder of Emmet Till, 

who is representative of the crisis of being that an origin in navellessness precipitates: “He dead. 

A dead man ain’t no man. A dead man is a corpse. That’s all. A corpse.”405 This certainty about 

the status of the corpse, whether Till’s or Milkman’s, upends the Oedipal uncertainty about 

“Man” as the response to the riddle of the Sphinx. The radical ambiguity of the Sphinxian Pilate, 

the umbilical Real of the novel’s Black characters, results in a crisis of “gender identity”—a 

 
402 Morrison, Song of Solomon, 39.  
403 Ibid., 170.  
404 Ibid., 150. 
405 Ibid., 81.  
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“dead man ain’t no man”—in the so-called navelled subjects she encounters.  

Through the neutralization of the monster by Oedipus’ performative fiat of “Man”—

whereby the Sphinx either jumps off the cliff, flies away or vanishes into thin air—the crisis of 

gender identity finds some provisional resolution. The resolution here is a neutralization that 

secures the ontological neutrality or givenness of sexual difference (i.e., natality). What is 

specifically neutralized is the neutralization of the other to sexual difference—that is, the Sphinx 

as an origin-less other to the circuit of sexual difference and sexual reproduction. This 

provisional resolution is rendered radically incoherent by Morrison. Pilate’s navellessness makes 

her excessive to this ontological difference. She embodies the stigmata of dysselection (i.e., 

umbilical Real) from human natality, the seriality of kinship and the formation of family. Pilate’s 

monstrosity therefore manifests for Milkman the unknowable and incalculable, a Sphinxian 

alterity that makes possible his decision to go on his oedipal/genealogical quest in being 

Milkman-the-Child to becoming Milkman-the-Man, to ultimately take flight like his forefathers: 

to “ride” the air and assume the “Dead” Name-of-the-Father. Pilate is the Sphinxian other of 

sexual difference, or as Sylvia Wynter would contend, the “physiognomic ‘monster’ 

difference”406 that puts sexual difference in motion as gender. 

 

Sexual Difference  

Morrison not only elevates the navel into a figure to problematize the difference between 

Black life and death but argues that it—not the penis—is the non-genital organ of sexual 

 
406 Sylvia Wynter, “Beyond Miranda’s Meanings: Un/silencing the ‘Demonic Ground’ of 
Caliban’s ‘Woman,’” in Out of the Kumbla: Caribbean Women and Literature, eds. Carole 
Boyce Davies and Elaine Savory Fido (Trenton: Africa World Press, Inc., 1990), 358 (emphasis 
in original).  



Flores  143 

difference. This is a powerful intervention into psychoanalytic theory in its own right. By 

deconstructing the navel at the level of ontology, Morrison not only disrupts the objective 

universality that the navel enjoys (i.e., all creatures of Creation have navels), but she also, as I 

suggest in the previous section, disrupts its imputed sexual neutrality. Morrison reveals the navel 

as an organ of sexual difference. And she does this by demonstrating how this sexual difference 

is precisely neutralized for the ex-slave. This obliteration implies, as Derrida would argue, “the 

neutralization of everything”407 on the level of political ontology. 

Morrison shifts the ontology of sexual difference from gendered embodiment (i.e., the 

organ of the penis or to its lack) to the political ontology of race (i.e., the navel or its 

effacement). She makes sexual difference not exclusive to gender but rather traces its 

fundamental entanglement with the afterlife of slavery. The navel is the ungendered symbolic 

organ that incipits sexual difference. If Pilate lacks this organ, she is not just ungendered but 

embodies a ground zero in the question of sexual difference. To elaborate this “ground zero” of 

sexual difference, I want to return to a moment reminiscent of the psychoanalytic child’s 

discovery of genital castration, at which Pilate herself comes to realize what she is radically 

lacking—and comes to terms with the implications thereof.  

At fifteen-years old, Pilate realizes she does not have a belly button. One of her 

paramours confided to a group of men, “with no malice whatsoever,” that he did not know that 

“some folks had navels and some didn’t,”408 an impression he got after having sex with Pilate. 

This alarmed the men and the group of women who were within earshot, prompting the root 

woman—a surrogate mother to Pilate—to inspect her body. After compelling Pilate to lift her 

 
407 Jacques Derrida, “Geschlecht: Sexual Difference, Ontological Difference,” Research in 
Phenomenology 13, no. 1 (1983): 69 (emphasis added). 
408 Morrison, Song of Solomon, 142. 
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dress to reveal her bare stomach, the root woman, horrified by Pilate's navellessness, asks, 

“‘Child, where’s your navel?’”: 

Pilate had never heard the word ‘navel’ and didn’t know what the woman was 
talking about. She looked down at her legs on the rough ticking. ‘Navel?’ she 
asked. 
 
‘You know. This.’ And the woman pulled up her own dress and slipped the elastic 
of her bloomers down over her fat stomach. Pilate saw the little corkscrew thing 
right in the middle, the little piece of skin that looked like it was made for water to 
drain down into, like the little whirlpools along the edges of a creek. It was just 
like the thing her brother had on his stomach. He had one. She did not. He peed 
standing up. She squatting down. He had a penis like a horse did. She had a 
vagina like the mare. He had a flat chest with two nipples. She had teats like the 
cow. He had a corkscrew in his stomach. She did not. She thought it was one 
more way in which males and females were different. The boy she went to bed 
with had one too. But until now she had never seen another woman’s stomach. 
And from the horror on the older woman’s face she knew there was something 
wrong with not having it.  
 

The difference between having a navel and not is starkly different from the difference between 

having a “penis like a horse” and a “vagina like the mare.” Morrison captures this sliding 

between differences in narrative form through the “displacement of the genitalia”409 as a site of 

anxiety to the displacement of the navel. I argue that Morrison thus replaces the penis with the 

navel as the threshold organ that determines what is and what is not the human subject, defined 

specifically as an embodiment of sexual difference and an entrance into the social life of culture. 

Shock and horror attends the revelation of Pilate’s lack of a navel, and in this case it is not 

children who cannot fathom the lack of a penis, but adults who cannot fathom the lack of a 

navel—and the crisis of the categories of birth and death—that its absence gestures to.  

A symbolic birth is one that Pilate never had insofar that her silent, breathless crawl from 

 
409 Hortense J. Spillers, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book,” in Black, 
White, and in Color: Essays on American Literature (Chicago; London: University of Chicago 
Press, 2003), 73. 
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her dead mother’s womb, with her own umbilical cord in hand, is received by those present in 

silent horror. Pilate enters the world un-interpellated, without address, in excess to ethics, as an 

undecidable, undifferentiated creature that is undecidedly severed from the mother’s womb. 

There is in Pilate no clear “natal spacing” between the womb and the tomb.  

As troped by the genealogical ideations of Milkman and Oedipus, both of whom seek the 

origins of their birth and the prehistory of their lives, the natality of suicide hinges on the 

presupposition that there is life after birth and life after death. Suicide presumes that one can end 

a life and start a new one in the “afterlife” of death. Suicide, therefore, constitutes an affirmation, 

after the fact of birth, of the natal spacing of ontology—the distance between life and death—that 

blackness negates.  

Suicide obtains its imaginary coherence through a splitting of the image of the total 

absence of sexual difference, of which Pilate, in her navellessness, is a literary embodiment. 

Hypostatizing this splitting, which is also a knotting, is the navel itself. On the one hand, suicide 

assumes the possibility of pure being, a sublime existence without the contamination of 

otherness, to which the subject “returns” to escape the exigencies of life and suffering. This 

semblance of pure being represents the imaginary absence of sexual difference. On the other 

hand, suicide also acknowledges the real horror of a pure being, a monstrous, navelless existence 

without (or beyond) sexual difference, from which the subject flees to escape into humanity (and 

symbolic life as such). The one type of pure being is imaginary (i.e., illusory) and the other is 

real (i.e., structural).  

Both conceptions of pure being are intrinsic to the ontology of suicide, which coheres 

through the differentiation of the imaginary possibility of suicide (as a flight or a purification) 

and its structural impossibility (the incoherence of the difference between life and death). As the 
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Sphinxian, navelless other of sexual difference, Pilate coheres the social body by fascinating and 

horrifying the community: “They [the other women] thought she might hurt them in some way if 

she got angry, and they also felt pity along with their terror of having been in the company of 

something God never made.”410 Pilate Dead is a creature without Creator—or what I have been 

calling (a) pure being.  

Pilate’s navelless existence elicits both the community’s horror and Milkman’s 

genealogical search—the one an encounter with the horror of existence, the other an imaginary 

quest for family origins. Just as it is unclear whether the scenes that open and close the book are 

“actual” acts of suicide, in which there is a confusion between birth and death, and where that 

confusion is temporalized in imaginary stagings of death, Pilate, by virtue of her smooth 

stomach, condenses birth and death into one navelless figure. She is the embodiment of suicide: 

its real impossibility and, therefore, also its imaginary possibility. 

  

 
410 Morrison, Song of Solomon, 144.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

ON THE RESPONSIBILITY OF SUICIDE: 
CORKY GONZALES’ I AM JOAQUÍN AND JOAQUIN LUNA’S SUICIDE NOTE 

 
And from these words grew men who prayed and fought 
for their own worth as human beings, for that 
GOLDEN MOMENT of FREEDOM. 

Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzales411 
 
‘I am Joaquin’ largely functioned as the anthem of the Chicano Movement. It created a space in 
the Chicano community that could function, in the sixties spirit, as a realm of Consciousness 
Raising. […] Chicanos did not know we were people until […] I am Joaquin was published. 

Gloria Anzaldúa412  
 

Lethal Poiesis  

The previous two chapters closely read critical texts on suicide, both philosophical and 

literary, respectively. This third chapter examines the text of suicide as an entanglement of 

literature and philosophy. The “text of suicide” at the center of this analysis concerns that of 

Joaquin Luna Jr., an undocumented eighteen-year-old Mexican high school student, whose 2011 

suicide triggered a cascade of political responses by his family, Chicana(o) activists and 

proponents of immigration reform. That response included an explicit articulation of Joaquin 

Luna’s death with a canonical text of Chicana(o) literature, Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzales’ 1967 

poem I Am Joaquín.  

 By the “entanglement of literature and philosophy,” I am referring to a combination of 

literary and philosophical modes of narrating the human subject in relation to its conditions of 

existence. In the broadest sense, I understand literature as the invention of a teleology in which a 

 
411 Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzales, I Am Joaquín/Yo Soy Joaquín: An Epic Poem (New York: 
Bantam Books, 1972). It was first published in 1967. All quotations of the poem are from its 
1972 edition.  
412 Gloria Anzaldúa, Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza (Aunt Lute Books, 1999), 85. 
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character is emplotted, as when Oedipus, in Sophocles’ myth, inscribes Man as his telos against 

(and in response to) the riddle of the Sphinx; I understand philosophy to complementarily create 

a broader knowledge about the anthropological condition, as when Oedipus is enjoined to “know 

himself.” In what follows, this entanglement is staged through the political narration of Joaquin 

Luna’s suicide by a range of actors, including Joaquin Luna himself. I am interested in how the 

performance of suicide—its staging, the writing of a suicide note, and the historical response to 

its act—produces a political narration that spontaneously “interprets” suicide in a way that both 

repeats and displaces the problematic of suicide as found in critical discourses. 

I argue that suicide functions as a foundational gesture of ethics. In this case, it functions 

as a foundational and reiterative gesture of the ethics of Chicanismo. The staging of suicide 

instantiates the moral capacity of the Chicana(o) subject as an historical, anthropological and 

juridical subject of address. This literary and philosophical writing of the Chicana(o) subject is 

an autopoietic process, a self-inscription into existence and against a form of inexistence that 

occurs through the same racializing process of election and dysselection that I have tracked in 

the previous two chapters. Like literature, the poem has a narrative structure that elects a hero 

against the forces of destruction and assimilation; like philosophy, the poem provides an answer 

to the founding riddle of modern New World existence. The text of suicide entangles these two 

moral grammars. 

 Instead of criticizing the ideology that structures Joaquin Luna’s suicide note, I am 

interested in taking his inscription seriously as a meditation on the ontology of suicide, however 

problematic its moral grammar. His suicide note takes the distinct form of a prayer: addressed to 

god, he writes to justify his suicide as a way to avoid bodily temptation (i.e., sin), and to repent 

for his shortcomings, particularly his inability to become a subject responsible to god and to his 
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family. The note is suffused with architecture and engineering metaphors, the vocations that 

Joaquin had wanted to pursue in college. Responsibility is the master signifier of this meditation 

on the ontology of (his) suicide. 

It is in and through this language that Joaquin’s suicide reiterates a racial logic that has 

been produced by the philosophical, theological, and socio-medical discourses that I have traced 

throughout this project. This racial logic is reproduced through the displacement of the 

problematic of suicide. I will trace out how this reproduction occurs in three “moments” in the 

death and afterlife of Joaquin: 1) through the moral grammar that structures his suicide note and 

that acts as a form of self-election to the position of responsibility; 2) through family and 

activists who interpret his suicide as a meaningful and politically motivated act; and 3) through 

the explicit association made by activists between Joaquin Luna’s suicide and Corky’s I Am 

Joaquín that nominates Chicanismo as an ethical formation through a collective identification 

with suicide. Each of these moments not only displace the question—what is suicide?—but are 

consolidated through an equal and opposite form of dysselection. The question of suicide is 

preserved and reproduced in and through the dysselection of blackness. Respectively, these three 

moments perform the dysselection of sinful temptation, an irremediable condition of illegality, 

and a form of social death associated with black slavery. 

 

Joaquin Luna Jr. 

On the evening of November 25, 2011, the day after Thanksgiving, eighteen-year-old 

Joaquin Luna Jr. killed himself. “Dear Lord forgive me for what I’m about to do tonight.” This is 
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the plea that opens one of the suicide notes that police found hidden in Joaquin’s bible.413 Diyer 

Mendoza, one of Joaquin’s older brothers and a spokesperson for the family, recounts to news 

reporters that in that fateful evening, around nine o’clock, Joaquin kissed everyone good night. 

His mother Santa Norma Mendoza recalls that he laid down next to her and apologized to her for 

his failure to become the person he wanted to be. His eldest brother Carlos Mendoza also recalls 

that Joaquin told him “to have a good life.” When Carlos asked, “why he was saying that,” 

Joaquin responded: “‘Because I’m not going to be here.’”414  

Joaquin locked himself in the bathroom. While standing in the bathtub, fully clothed in 

his Sunday best, he shot himself in the head. After addressing god in his final prayer (“Dear Lord 

forgive me”), Joaquin gave himself to be apprehended by the light flash of his dad’s pistol. He 

was wearing his favorite maroon button up shirt, black skinny tie, black slacks and black blazer, 

the same suit he wore every week for church in the City of Mission, Texas. He was six months 

old when his family, including his parents and five siblings, “illegally” migrated to City of 

Mission from Ciudad Miguel Alemán, a small Mexican city bordering the state of Texas.  

Diyer says he instinctively knew that it was his younger brother who pulled the trigger 

when he first heard the crack of a gun. Upon hearing the blast, Diyer barged into the bathroom 

where he stumbled upon Joaquin’s lifeless body, his head opened by a single bullet. Diyer 

dragged Joaquin’s body to the kitchen, where he tried in vain to stop the bleeding. With eyes 

welling up, Diyer describes his younger brother to television reporters as a pious “muchacho.” 

Joaquin’s suicide is a performative, a premeditated and symbolic act that staged his return to the 

 
413 Joaquin evidently authored several letters addressed to specific family relatives, friends, and 
teachers. It is unclear whether these other notes were also hidden in his bible.  
414 Ed Pilkington, “Joaquin Luna: Undocumented Migrant Whose Lack of Hope Drove Him to 
Suicide,” The Guardian, November 29, 2011, 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2011/nov/29/joaquin-luna-immigration-texas-suicide). 
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“Temple of Heaven.” Joaquin offered himself to god in the form of a ritual cleansing. He had 

shot himself in the bathtub, the sanctum of hygienic ritual, where one otherwise dispenses with 

abject waste. 

 

Joaquin Luna’s Suicide Note 

Surviving Joaquin’s death are his cryptic suicide notes. The note found in his bible was 

the only one that was publicly released. Here it is in full: 

Dear Lord forgive me for what I’m about to do tonight. I know it has been done because I 
have no point of existence in this cruel world. There are many problems going [on] 
among teenagers these days and I am fearful to fall in any temptation. Jesus, I realize I 
have no chance of becoming a civil engineer the way I always dreamed of here. So I am 
planning in going to you and helping you construct the new Temple in Heaven.415 
 

The sins to which Joaquin confesses both lie in the future. His suicide (“what I’m about to do 

tonight”) and his sinful temptations (into which he is “fearful to fall”) are only imminent. 

Furthermore, suicide figures as both a sin and absolution, an act in need of forgiveness and the 

only means of becoming responsible to the project of constructing the Temple in Heaven. Yet 

curiously, his description in the very next line also places the act of suicide in the past (“I know it 

has been done”). What this mix of temporalities suggests is an inherently double perspective on 

suicide, from before and after the act. Paradoxically, Joaquin Luna describes his suicide from a 

perspective of having already survived it, negating his own death and the sinful means by which 

he enacts it, inscribing himself in an anticipated afterlife. We might think of Joaquin’s suicide 

note as a performative, his self-election as a preordained subject of heaven. 

By interpreting this note with as much possible fidelity to the hermeneutics of the 

 
415 See Molly Hennessey-Fiske, “Immigrant Teen’s Death Touches off a Charged Debate,” Los 
Angeles Times, December 4, 2011, https://www.latimes.com/health/la-xpm-2011-dec-04-la-na-
texas-suicide-20111204-story.html) 
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evangelical tradition that organizes his and his family’s symbolic universe, I hope to reckon with 

the theological structure of its suicidological imagination. It is through this imagination that 

Joaquin’s suicide can be understood, as he himself understood it, as a sovereign decision to 

reclaim the capacity to be ethical. I want to focus on how the trope of responsibility operates in 

this text, particularly how it traffics between an ethics of responsibility—following a divine 

imperative—and an ontology of responsibility—the structure of call and response presumed in 

the prayer that renders this ethics intelligible by producing the respective positions of subject and 

god, addressor and addressee.  

This unequal difference between the ethics and ontology of suicide, and more specifically 

the dependency of the coherence of the former on the resolution of the latter, creates a second 

structure of call and response: between the “call” of Joaquin’s suicide and the “response” of his 

family and a student activist community galvanized into political action. I will move thereafter to 

a reading of I Am Joaquín (1967), the poem that was invoked by activists in the wake of Joaquin 

Luna’s suicide. 

 

Family and Community Interpretation 

According to his parents, Joaquin killed himself because of the hopelessness he felt about 

his legal status as an undocumented high school student applying to college.416 He was a 

promising student, who earned mostly A grades and ranked 89th out of 467 in his senior class. 

His brother Carlos remembers him as “one of the smartest kids at school. His passion was for 

math and engineering, and he had developed his own blueprint for designing houses by computer 

 
416 Lynn Brezosky, “DREAM Act Not in Suicide Notes: Youth’s Kin Say Its Failure 
Contributed,” My San Antonio, December 3, 2011, 
https://www.mysanantonio.com/news/article/DREAM-Act-not-in-suicide-notes-2341291.php) 
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program.”417 Joaquin had drawn the blueprints that were used to construct his mother’s new 

house. He aspired to be the first in his family of seasonal farmworkers to earn a college degree 

and become either an architect or a civil engineer.  

In his “Fulfilling a Dream in Waiting,” an application essay he submitted to the College 

Assistance Migrant Program weeks before his suicide, Joaquin explains how his backbreaking 

experience harvesting asparagus intensified his motivation to attend college. This “motivation 

grew stronger as the season was coming to an end.” “I could see,” Joaquin continues in the essay, 

“the tiredness and anxiety in my family’s face. […] My vital goal is to become a successful 

architect and help my family in any way possible the way they have always helped and been 

there for me.”418 Friends and neighbors describe him as a paragon of responsibility, who never 

fought, never used drugs, never got into trouble with the police. The weekend following his 

suicide, the University of Texas-Pan American offered Joaquin admission to their engineering 

program. 

Reflecting on Joaquin’s state of mind prior to his suicide, his family noticed that he grew 

increasingly despondent about his undocumented status. His despondence became worse as his 

graduation from high school loomed closer. He felt that his prospects of affording college and 

getting a job were severely limited by his undocumented status. “Every time he would put in a 

[college] application,” Diyer explains, “the first thing that would pop up was ‘Are you a U.S. 

 
417 Pilkington, “Joaquin Luna.” 
418 Joaquin’s essay, “Fulfilling a Dream in Waiting,” is quoted in its entirety in Jazmin Chavez, 
“Yo Soy Joaquin,” Justicia Hoy, November 30, 2011, http://www.justiciahoy.org/2011/11/yo-
soy-joaquin/). 
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citizen?’ No. ‘Resident?’ No. ‘Social Security number?’ No. It was all just mounting and 

mounting on top of him.”419  

Compounding his despair, his family argues, was the United State Senate’s failure to pass 

the Development, Relief and Education for Alien Minors Act (DREAM Act) in December 2010. 

The DREAM Act would have amended the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant 

Responsibility Act (IIRIRA), which was signed into law by President Bill Clinton in 1996. While 

the IIRIRA made more migrants, including green card recipients, eligible for deportation by 

expanding deportable offenses, it also made it substantially more difficult for undocumented 

immigrants to obtain legal status. By “slowly but purposefully” yoking together criminal law and 

civil immigration law, the IIRIRA “established the concept of ‘criminal alienhood.”420 The trend 

of “cracking down” on immigration is attributed to the IIRIRA as it helped establish the 

necessary legal framework and infrastructure for ratcheting up the criminalization of 

immigration.421  

The DREAM Act amendment to the IIRIRA would have provided Joaquin and other 

college-bound undocumented students a path to citizenship and qualification for federal financial 

aid if they could demonstrate a history of “good moral character.”422 At the time, Joaquin would 

have been one of the roughly 65,000 to 80,000 undocumented students who graduate from high 

 
419 Manny Fernandez, “Disillusioned Young Immigrant Kills Himself, Starting an Emotional 
Debate,” The New York Times, December 10, 2011, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2011/12/11/us/joaquin-luna-jrs-suicide-touches-off-immigration-
debate.html 
420 Leisy Abrego, Mat Coleman, Daniel E. Martínez, Cecilia Menjívar and Jeremy Slack, 
“Making Immigrants into Criminals: Legal Processes of Criminalization in the Post-IIRIRA 
Era,” Journal on Migration and Human Security 5, no. 3 (2017): 696. 
421 Ibid., 702. 
422 Hyde Henry, “Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996,” Illegal 
Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996 § (1996), pp. 10. 
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school in the United States each year.423 There is an estimated population of 2.1 million 

undocumented youth and young adults, who have lived and attended school in the United States 

for at least five years.424 It is further estimated that at least 825,000 of the 2.1 million would 

benefit from some “meritorious” form of legalization that demonstrates civic responsibility, such 

as earning a college degree or completing military service in exchange for legal residency and, in 

the best case scenario, naturalized citizenship.425  

Like many of his peers, Joaquin found himself “at the intersection of illegality and 

belonging.”426 The anthropologist Leo Chavez describes this interstitial space as the structural 

“condition of illegality.”427 Under such a condition, undocumented students, as Roberto 

Gonzales and Jose Antonio Vargas note, are “pushed […] to the margins and placed […] in close 

contact with law enforcement and immigration officials.”428 “In adulthood,” as Gonzales and 

Vargas reflect on the lives of their undocumented immigrant respondents, “constant worries 

 
423 William Pérez, Americans By Heart: Undocumented Latino Students and The Promise of 
Higher Education (New York: Teachers College Press, 2012) 6. Also See Pedro De La Torre III 
and Roy Germano, “Out of the Shadows: DREAMer Identity in The Immigrant Youth 
Movement,” Latino Studies 12, no. 3 (2014): 449. 
424 Jeanne Batalova and Margie McHugh, DREAM vs. Reality: An Analysis of Potential DREAM 
Act Beneficiaries (Washington D.C.: Migration Policy Institute, 2010): 1-22. 
425 It is predicted that in 40 years this cohort would have generated a combined income of $1.4 
trillion in current currency. See Raul Hinojosa Ojeda, Paule Cruz Takash, Gerardo Castillo, 
Gilmar Flores, Adriana Monroy and Delroy Sargean, “No DREAMers Left Behind: The 
Economic Potential of DREAM Act Beneficiaries,” North American Integration and 
Development (UCLA: 2010): 2-11. 
426 Roberto Gonzales, Lives in Limbo: Undocumented and Coming of Age in America (University 
of California Press, 2015), xix. 
427 See Leo R. Chavez, “The Condition of Illegality,” International Migration 45, no. 3 (2007): 
192-196. Chavez reframes “illegality” as an analytic for addressing the political economy of 
immigration jurisprudence writ large: “The benefits from the structured inequalities and violence 
inherent in the condition of illegality accrue to citizen members of the societies in question, who 
gain value in the commodities immigrants produce and the services immigrants provide. 
Nationals also gain because of the symbolic value and material privileges that accrue to them as 
‘citizens’” (193). 
428 Roberto Gonzales, Lives in Limbo, xix. 
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about apprehension altered daily routines and dramatically circumscribed their worlds. As their 

options dwindled,” Gonzales and Vargas conclude, “their responsibilities increased.”429  

Diyer believes that “if the Dream Act would have already passed, [Joaquin] would still be 

here today.”430 Adding to Joaquin’s frustrations, Diyer speculates, were the anti-immigration 

policies and nativist rhetoric prevailing at the time. Because he closely followed the immigration 

debate in the news, Joaquin would often get “angry” and “depressed real bad.” He would say 

“that people passing these laws had no heart: how could they leave so many kids without parents 

and destroy so many lives?”431 A few weeks after his suicide, U.S. representative Ruben 

Hinojosa and senator Dick Durbin implored their colleagues to honor Joaquin’s death by passing 

the DREAM Act. 

Both Joaquin’s family and political representatives therefore narrate suicide as the cause 

and consequence of a lapse of responsibility. Contrary to the suicide note, however, it is not 

Joaquin’s inability to be a responsible subject that motivates his act, but the irresponsibility of 

the U.S. border governance, and in a larger sense, the flawed ethical order of American society, 

that the political discourse blames for Joaquin’s suicide. Under the umbrella of this broader, 

Durkheimian analysis of the moral order as a social factor, Joaquin’s suicide becomes 

understood as an ethical (if tragic) response to alienation. Put another way, suicide is understood 

as both the effect and, critically, as the ultimate critique of the government’s lack of 

 
429 Ibid., xx. 
430 Manny Fernandez, “Disillusioned Young Immigrant Kills Himself, Starting an Emotional 
Debate,” The New York Times, December 10, 2011, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2011/12/11/us/joaquin-luna-jrs-suicide-touches-off-immigration-
debate.html. 
431 Pilkington, “Joaquin Luna.” 
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responsibility to juridical life. Joaquin’s suicide is understood as a condemnation of his 

seemingly permanent “condition of illegality.”  

This “condition of illegality,” combined with anti-immigrant policies and the rhetorics of 

racial denigration, render undocumented immigrants as criminally irresponsible as opposed to 

morally culpable. This discourse refuses to make suicide a question of individual responsibility. 

It was in this xenophobic context that, as Diyer laments about Joaquin’s state of mind, “se le 

cerro el mundo,” “his world enclosed itself.”432 Joaquin was “closed off” from his dream of not 

only helping his family but also legitimately contributing to civil society as an architect or civil 

engineer. “His world just closed,” continues Diyer. “He took the decision and decided to do 

this—to sacrifice himself.”433 Diyer and Joaquin’s mother both understand this sacrifice as a 

sovereign decision, as an act of martyrdom to bring awareness to the need to pass the DREAM 

Act. “Knowing that he did it for a purpose,” Diyer continues, “and that it wasn’t done in vain 

[…]gives us a little bit of happiness out of our depression and our despair.”434 Here lies one of 

the paradoxes of Joaquin’s family’s response to his suicide. On the one hand, they remove the 

question of individual responsibility, describing his suicide as a forced choice—in other words, 

state-sanctioned murder. Yet on the other hand, they also describe Joaquin’s suicide as a 

purposive decision to sacrifice himself for the greater good of the cause of the immigrant 

community. Indeed, it is the meaning attributed to his suicide that saves Joaquin’s survivors from 

plunging into their own “depression and […] despair.”435 

 
432 Ibid. 
433 Bryan Llenas, “Family Hopes Teen’s Suicide Pushes Passage of DREAM ACT,” Fox News 
Latino, November 28, 2011, https://www.foxnews.com/world/family-hopes-teens-suicide-
pushes-passage-of-dream-act. 
434 Pilkington, “Joaquin Luna.”  
435 Ibid. 
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Against his survivors’ critique of the ethics of the state, and their broader interpretation of 

Joaquin’s death as a message to the world, Joaquin’s address to god elects himself as the 

unethical party. Barred from becoming a responsible, documented subject, Joaquin claims he 

sees no reason to continue living. With “no point of existence in this cruel world,” as he writes in 

his note to god, Joaquin brings death unto himself. He thereby stops himself from a “fall in any 

temptation,” referring to the ambiguous “problems” he writes go on among his pubescent and 

teenaged contemporaries, a possibility over which he was preoccupied. “Jesus,” Joaquin 

continues, “I realize I have no chance of becoming a civil engineer the way I always dreamed of 

here. So I am planning in going to you and helping you construct the new Temple in Heaven.” In 

freeing himself from a criminalized, undocumented life, Joaquin surrenders himself to an 

afterlife of masonry: to an eternal life of proper citizenship and freedom with god. By killing 

himself, Joaquin accedes to become the builder he always wanted to be. If he could not become a 

subject in this world, he could attain a pure being in the afterlife. At least in heaven, Joaquin 

believed, he would be a responsible subject, free from temptation and criminality. By preparing 

himself to go to god—by making himself available to be apprehended by the Light—Joaquin 

stops himself from disintegrating into social nothingness.  

As a performative, then, his suicide amounts to an affirmation—specifically to the 

affirmation of a responsible life, a life that responds to the call of an other, god, who has always 

already recognized him. Implied in this evangelical hermeneutic is Joaquin’s divine election to 

the kingdom of heaven. This election is simultaneously a dysselection: a negative affirmation of 

the world of temptation, teenage transgression, and most importantly, the “condition of 

illegality” that increasingly appeared to Joaquin and to his parents to have become a permanent 

or ontological state. When his world, at least according to his family, “enclosed itself,” it closed 
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itself off from two different worlds across which a transit had become impossible: the one his 

destination, his dream world—legality and a responsible life as a civil engineer—and the other 

the estranged world of his childhood, Mexico. The sovereign performative of his suicidal act 

therefore constitutes an ontological act, the creation of the world of heaven in the foreclosure of 

the temporal world.   

For his survivors, however, Joaquin proffers a broader message to be decoded and read, a 

prayer to be heard and heeded. “Everybody has a mission in life,” Diyer explains, “and I think 

this was his—to communicate to people what’s going on in America.”436 For his family, 

Joaquin’s suicide was a messianic act—a sacrifice with a message—with a clear mission to 

enlighten the world about the plight of undocumented migrants and about the moral poverty of 

the American nation-state. Joaquin’s suicide is therefore an act of enlightenment that seeks to 

educate humanity about the wretched like himself. In the community’s reception of his act, 

Joaquin is understood to have elected himself as both the messenger of social suffering and the 

builder of social justice.  

Yet as his family makes clear, the worst violence that could befall Joaquin would be if his 

suicide and its implied message were to go undocumented and ignored just as he himself was 

undocumented and ignored by the state in the interstices of juridical subalternity. Without 

decoding its messianic act, without making his death meaningful and purposeful, suicide 

becomes traumatically permanent—that is, suicide achieves a state formally identical to the 

seeming ontologization of illegality that drove Joaquin to commit suicide. The call—the 

compulsion, the ethical responsibility—to interpret suicide not only redeems it but undoes it. 

Suicide is “completed” by ascribing it no ethical significance. This situation is one that the 

 
436 Ibid. 
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interpretation of the meaningfulness of suicide attempts to avoid at all costs. Interpretation 

rescues suicide from a meaningless oblivion and transforms it into an ethical conjunction. 

To be undocumented is to be excluded from juridical discourse, from the symbolic 

community of state sanctioned bodies that are entangled in responsibilities—in intersubjective 

calls and responses. To be undocumented is to be incapable of responsibility, to be socially non-

responsive—to exceed the hegemonic articulations of a body politic that coheres ethical life. 

If the act of suicide permanently expunges Joaquin’s “permanent” social suffering, it also 

permanently obliterates his relationship with society. In communicating a response to an injury 

that cannot be redressed in the social world, his suicide paradoxically removes him from the 

realm of human communion. It removes Joaquin from the realm of possibility, discourse and 

dialogue—precisely the realm he perceived to be structurally off limits because of his state of 

“illegality.” Barred from this imagined world of subjects entangled in calls and responses, 

Joaquin’s suicide figures as the ultimate and most enigmatic act of solitude. But the silence that 

follows the blast of his father’s gun resounds in those left behind as a call to which the 

community can and must respond—not in dialogue or communication, but in guilt, lamentation 

and identification.  

What follows the act of suicide—both the event and the “speech of suicide” in the note 

that Joaquin leaves behind—entangles its witnesses, his family, the community and the 

government, in the position of the other as a subject of address. In a strange transposition, the 

witnesses of suicide substitute themselves in the ethical position of “god” to whom Joaquin 

addressed his message. What this act of substitution between god and witness constitutes is the 

community’s collective act of election to the position of an ethical subject: not in dialogue with 

Joaquin, but in the symbolic position of the collective recipient of his message. As I have been 
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arguing, this act of election is structural to suicide and coterminous with a process of 

dysselection of unethical life, an unethical life that in this case describes the subject that does 

not—or refuses to—interpret the ethical import of suicide. If meeting Joaquin’s messianic 

message with silence “completes” his suicide, making his would-be witnesses into complicit 

bystanders, then it is not only his death that is at stake, but the life of the community that is at 

issue as well. Suicide compels the formation of a community constituted in and through the 

interpretation of the enigma of suicide and the unconscious election of that community with each 

other through their collective (and ethical) relation to the absence of the suicide subject.  

Ultimately this suicide note demonstrates the impossibility of expressing the decision to 

kill oneself in non-theological terms, or in terms that do not rely on an ethical narrative to frame 

suicide as a (sovereign) decision. Perhaps that is why it is such a relatively rare occurrence for 

suicides to leave behind a note: across all age groups, between 10% and 43% who die by suicide 

leave such a message.437 As the suicidologist Thomas Joiner obverses, the notes that do exist are 

generally matter-of-fact in tone, often containing instructions regarding day-to-day matters.438 

Yet despite their rarity, suicide notes continue to be considered by scholars of suicide as 

providing “the royal road to the understanding of suicidal phenomena.”439 It is a pursuit that the 

founder of suicidology Edwin S. Shneidman himself surrenders after decades of compiling and 

analyzing suicides notes, conceding that they rarely hold any meaningful significance. He argues 

that “many notes are, in fact, bereft of the profound insights that we had hoped would be 

there.”440 

 
437 John P. Pestian, Pawel Matykiewicz and Michelle Linn-Gust, “What’s in a Note: 
Construction of a Suicide Note Corpus,” Biomedical Informatics Insights 5, 2012 (2012): 2. 
438 Myths About Suicide (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2010), 119.  
439 Edwin S. Shneidman, Autopsy of a Suicidal Mind (Cary: Oxford University Press, 2004), 7. 
440 Ibid., 7. 
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Perhaps that is also why Western societies have invented the role of the coroner to 

determine (for the sovereign, whether king or state) the facticity of suicide in the absence of such 

a note. As its historical genealogy implies, the coroner has historically been the “guardian of the 

crown,” tasked by the sovereign to determine if a subject usurped the sovereign’s right to kill 

(i.e., whether their death was natural, accidental, or an intentional act of homicide or suicide). In 

fifteenth-century Europe, the coroner was tasked with adjudicating whether the suicide was 

either non compos mentis (“not sane”) or felo de se (“felon of himself”), with the latter judgment 

a prosecutable offense that lead to both the sovereign’s seizure of the suicide’s property and the 

post-mortem torture of the suicide’s corpse. Today, the coroner must determine the discrete 

motivations of suicide, whether depression or another extreme psychical state created by the 

subject’s social circumstances. For the modern coroner, as with the political community that 

interprets Joaquin’s death, suicide is no longer “not sane” but essentially a socially and 

psychologically meaningful act. 

Today, the coroner and their professional contemporary, the medical examiner, make 

(the) suicide speak. In the absence of a note, the state writes its own “note”—the coroner both 

conjures its speech and interprets the language of suicide. The same process of making and 

interpreting the speech of suicide now also takes place in its social and political reception. This is 

true for the family and loved ones of the deceased. It is also true for the political interpretations 

of the suicide, which is to say, the political formations and political collectivities that are 

constructed on an ethical (as opposed to an ontological) disposition toward suicide.   

As news of Joaquin Luna’s suicide spread, Chicana(o) activists, primarily students on 

college campuses across the Southwestern United States, began a chant that performed an 
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identification with the dead, reciting the title of the most famous poems in Chicana(o) literature: 

I Am Joaquín. 

 

Corky’s “I Am Joaquín/Yo Soy Joaquín: An Epic Poem” (1967) 

The coincidence between Joaquin Luna’s death and the DREAM Act’s failed passage in 

the U.S. senate provoked community activists to frame Joaquin Luna’s suicide as a consequence 

of the bill’s failure. Student activists from the University of Texas, Pan-American, the school 

that Joaquin Luna had been accepted to just days after his death, publicly manifested their 

discontent through the political aphorism, “I am Joaquin Luna.” This reiteration between two 

historical epochs of social suffering and political struggle—between two Joaquins—warrants a 

critical examination. The ease or spontaneity with which this reiteration occurred raises 

questions about the political imaginary that such articulations presuppose about suicide for their 

own capacity to index the continuities of filiation and injury.  

Both Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzales’ poem and Joaquin Luna’s suicide note, along with their 

respective private and public receptions, reflect a melancholic preoccupation with sacrifice and 

freedom, moral responsibility and historical becomingness—in short, the ethics of social life. 

Since its first publication in 1967, scholars and activists alike have canonized Corky’s I 

Am Joaquín as a founding moment in Chicana(o) cultural expression. One of the most influential 

publishing outlets for el movimiento (i.e., the Chicana(o) movement) was El Gallo: La Voz de la 

Justicia (The Rooster: The Voice of Justice), the newsletter of the Chicana(o) political group 

Crusade for Justice, in which I Am Joaquín first appeared.441 The poem is now considered an 

 
441 Melina V. Vizcaíno-Alemán, Gender and Place in Chicana/o Literature: Critical 
Regionalism and the Mexican American Southwest (London; New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2017), 100. 
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axiom of the historical and material conditions of Mexican Americans in their becoming 

Chicanas(os). This becoming announces an ever-nascent political habitus of mestizaje hell-bent 

against the mimetic introjection of colonial whiteness,442 while melancholically incorporating (or 

conjuring) phantasms of a lost pre-colonial past.443 George Hartley notes that “[b]eyond its 

immediate public activist function, […] I Am Joaquín functioned as the inaugural work of what 

is now seen as the Chicano Literary Renaissance, lasting from the late '60s to the mid '70s.”444 

Hartley finds the function of the poem to be “its role in serving as the founding literary work for 

all previous Chicano literature.”445  

Since its initial publication—and its eventual filmic performance by the director Luis 

Valdez in 1969—the poem has been frayed by divergent interpretations, either embracing or 

interrogating the ethno-nationalism that Corky hypostatizes. It has been touted for its cultural 

empowerment,446 rejected for its heteropatriarchal chauvinism,447 and dismissed as an 

anachronistic political text.448 Whether hated or loved, it has been universally recognized as 

foundational. Epistemic ambivalence defines the conditions of its interment in the Chicana(o) 

 
442 Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London; New York: Routledge Classics, 2004), 
85-92. 
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of Chicanismo,” Electronic Poetry Center website, 
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446 See Silvio Torres-Saillant, “Inventing the Race: Latinos and the Ethnoracial Pentagon,” 
Latino Studies 1, no.1 (2003): 124-151. 
447 See Leigh Johnson, “Unsexing I am Joaquín Through Chicana Feminist Poetic Revisions,” in 
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Ethnonationalism,” Callaloo 16, no. 4 (1993): 859-873. 



Flores  165 

canon, as well as a primary document in the university-bound struggle for ethnic studies that 

continues to this day. 

Its ambivalent interment in Chicana(o) political thought was suspended in 2011 by 

immigration activists, who reiterated the poem—with a slight vocative difference—after Joaquin 

Luna committed suicide. The identity is obvious enough: Joaquin Luna and the titular character 

of the poem share the same first name. But what does this political identification, this articulation 

between the birth of Chicano literature and the death of Joaquin Luna, tell us about the capacity 

of suicide to be interpellated and signified upon? How does the community’s implicit 

interpretation of suicide as a new moment in the formation of Chicanismo reinvent the collective 

Chicana(o) subject as suicidal? And finally, how does this articulation to Gonzales’ work make 

Joaquin Luna’s suicide itself into a poetic stanza that writes it into political significance? 

Jacques Lacan describes poetry as “the creation of a subject adopting a new order of 

symbolic relations to the world.”449 Unlike the madman, whose delusion creates only a world for 

himself, the poet “introduces us to a world other than our own and also makes it become our 

own, making present a being, a certain fundamental relationship”450 to the intersubjective world. 

A poem is not impenetrable but relational, a creation of the symbolic world but not an act of 

assimilation to existing idioms of language. There are two levels of poetic relation that I am 

interested in tracing in the following. First, I want to use Lacan’s above conceptualization to 

briefly meditate on how the poet Corky creates a Chicano world (or creates Chicanismo in the 

world), a new order of symbolic relations to the United States and within (but not assimilated to) 

the political fabric of the New World.  

 
449 Jacques Lacan, The Psychoses, 1955-1956: The Seminar of Jacques Lacan, Book III, trans. 
Russel Grigg, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller (New York; London: W.W. Norton & Company), 78 
450 Ibid., 74. 
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Second, I want to examine how the articulation between the “two Joaquins” in the 

political organizing of 2011 creates a second poetic relation between suicide and Chicanismo, 

where the latter “interprets” the former through the hermeneutics of a nation building project. 

The symbolic constellation between I Am Joaquín and Joaquin Luna overwrites the ontological 

impossibility of creating a symbolic relation to a suicide that permanently expunges Joaquin 

Luna from dialogue and the social world. The reanimation and expansion of the Chicano national 

and literary project through this articulation can only incorporate Joaquin Luna’s death by 

erasing his suicide—or more accurately, by overwriting the non-relational “madness” of suicide 

(in which, as his brother said, Joaquin’s “world enclosed itself”), through a poetic/symbolic 

relation.  

Famously, I Am Joaquín stages a multiple and hybrid identity for its first-person narrator, 

who acts as a metonym for the mestizo (i.e., “mixed” or “miscegenated”) identity of Mexican 

Americans. The text’s “hero” is interpellated by a number of different and even competing 

national and ethnic identities that are ultimately reconciled in an act of self-naming: “I am 

Joaquín.” In this process of reconciliation, Corky references and condenses a number of different 

identities, including Hérnan Cortés (the sixteenth century conquistador who invaded present-day 

Mexico) and Cuauhtémoc (the Aztec king who fought, and was eventually killed by, Cortés and 

his troops). Corky makes this acute when he identifies with both the victor and the vanquished of 

colonial war: 

I am Cuauhtémoc, proud and noble,  
leader of men, king of an empire civilized  
beyond the dreams of the gachupín Cortés,  
who also is the blood, the image of myself.  
 
I am the sword and flame of Cortés the despot  
And I am the eagle and serpent of the Aztec civilization.  
I owned the land as far as the eye  
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could see under the Crown of Spain,  
and I toiled on my Earth and gave my Indian sweat and blood  
for the Spanish master who ruled with tyranny over man and  
beast and all that he could trample  
But...THE GROUND WAS MINE.451  
 

Joaquín is the consolidation of “five and a half centuries of Mexican and Chicano history,” at 

once articulated as “the common Chicano hero [linked] to legendary Mexican and Chicano male 

figures.”452 In his diegetic universe, Joaquín announces himself as the incarnation of racial 

multitude, grounded in time and space: “I am the masses of my people,” bearing “brown eyes of 

expectation for a/Better life.” Joaquín is, in other words, the metonymic consolidation of “la 

raza,” a new genus sparked by the struggle between Cuauhtémoc and Cortés, between 

indigenous Mexicans and colonial Spaniards, over the motherland.  

I Am Joaquín acts as a genesis narrative for Chicanos(as) as historical agents of 

representation, but also as an act that consolidates an existing body of Chicano(a) subjects and 

culture. Hartley underscores this point by reckoning “that before 1967 Chicano literature did not 

exist, but after 1967 the whole history of Chicano literature from the 1600s to the 1960s 

suddenly, retroactively came into being.”453 He particularly contends “that prior to 1967 and the 

publication of I Am Joaquín, Chicanos did not exist and yet after that moment we can see that 

they had been around for centuries.”454 For Hartley, then, I Am Joaquín retroactively 

hypostatizes Chicanos(as) as discrete instantiations of “Chicanismo.”455 The repetition of I Am 

 
451 Gonzales, I Am Joaquín/Yo Soy Joaquín. 
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Joaquín that, first, prevails in the poem as a founding statement that names Chicanos(as) as a 

New World hybrid, and second, prevails as a mantra in the protests and mobilizations that 

followed the suicide of Joaquin Luna, symbolically secures Chicano subjectivity as a collective 

identification, establishing their historical vulnerability. As subjects, they are born out of and 

bound by the symbolic necessity of the copula “I am,” rendered thereafter vulnerable to the 

threat of erasure in their very becoming. 

 Joaquín’s political subjectivity hinges on a sacrificial dilemma. He is confronted with a 

constrained choice between spirit and flesh, between accepting death in the defense of 

Chicanismo or securing his material reproduction at the cost of a spiritual sterilization. This 

constrained choice is described as a paradox, one that Joaquín resolves in favor of becoming a 

soul without a body: 

I must choose between the paradox of  
victory of the spirit, despite physical hunger,  
or to exist in the grasp of American social neurosis,  
sterilization of the soul and a full stomach.  
[…] 
I am  
The black-shawled  
Faithfulwomen [sic] 
Who die with me  
Or live  
Depending on the time and place.  
I am faithful, humble Juan Diego,  
The Virgin of Guadalupe,  
Tonantzín, Aztec goddess, too.456  
 

The choice, again, lies between filling his stomach, fulfilling the material reproduction of his 

body, or achieving a “victory of spirit” by fighting for—and expressing—an authentic voice. 

Joaquín cannot eat and speak at once. His carnal fullness is coterminous with the sterilization of 

 
456 Gonzales, I Am Joaquín/Yo Soy Joaquín. 
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his soul; yet the expression of the identification—I Am Joaquín—and the creation of the 

Chicano(a) spirit is coterminous with bodily expiration. The poem is a testament to his decision 

on this impossible choice. It is to fight, to wager and ultimately relinquish his body in favor of a 

political afterlife. We can understand this choice to sacrifice his bodily integrity as a sovereign 

decision, as an act of martyrdom that verges on the suicidal but that also establishes the ethical 

standing of Chicano subjectivity, precisely by becoming vulnerable to historical erasure. 

Chicanismo is a response to the threat of erasure. If the ability to respond in discourse is, 

as Judith Butler writes, constitutive of subjects of power,457 if being interpellated and recognized 

establishes a stake in the symbolic order, they become probable subjects of redress and 

grievance. Vulnerable subjects, in turn, are morally available for recognition and empowerment; 

subjective interiority itself is in this reading “a space created by power and invested with the 

ability to respond [to power].”458 Vulnerability indexes the plaintive capacity for loss and 

mourning, which variably takes the juridical form of a call for accountability and distributive 

justice. The ability to respond and the capacity for responsibility necessitates subjects to the 

extent that vulnerability presumes affectability—to be moved by introjecting compulsions toward 

sociality in general. Vulnerability implies that the subject is historical, that they are mortal and 

subject to the process of becoming and the inevitably of death. On this level of abstraction, 

“response-ability,” or the ability and compulsion to respond amid the threat of erasure, “precedes 
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and constitutes subjectivity” itself. If so, “the structure of subjectivity is fundamentally 

ethical.”459 Chicanismo is tantamount to an ethical formation. 

Corky achieves this position of responsibility through a process of self-election, through 

a self-recognition through power that also includes the subject in power. This unfolds in two 

ways in the poem. First, the titular Joaquín identifies (i.e., “I am”) with various names of the 

father and mother: the aforementioned Cuauhtémoc and Cortés, as well as the Mexican dictator 

Porfirio Díaz, the frontier bandit Joaquín Murrieta, the Mexican revolutionaries Emiliano Zapata 

and Pancho Villa, the Virgin of Guadalupe, and the very son of god himself: 

I look the same 
I feel the same 
I cry 
And 
Sing the same. 
I am the masses of my people and 
I refuse to be absorbed. 
I am Joaquín. 
The odds are great 
But my spirit is strong, 
My faith unbreakable, 
My blood is pure. 
I am Aztec prince and Christian Christ. 
I SHALL ENDURE! 
I WILL ENDURE!460 
 

Second and relatedly, Joaquín elects himself by establishing his ethical position within various 

paternal and nationalist genealogies: México, Spain, and the indigenous civilizations of the 

Mesoamerican world. This establishes Chicanismo as an historical formation, but also as an 
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anthropological invention: not assimilable to any of these previous genealogies, but a new 

subjective composite—“la raza cósmica”461—which is also greater than the sum of its parts. 

 Yet this process of election is also and at the same time a process of dysselection. When 

Corky writes, above, that “I am the masses of my people and/I refuse to be absorbed. /I am 

Joaquín,” he refuses the indistinguishable, the namelessness that lacks a history and that is not 

incorporated into a genealogy. By placing the normally “nameless” masses in the same copular 

structure (i.e., “I am”) in which Corky also puts the aforementioned names of the mother and 

father (i.e., “I am the masses of my people”), he indicates that it is not the masses into which he 

is afraid of being absorbed. In fact, Corky rescues the masses themselves from absorption into 

what he earlier described as the “American social neurosis,” a condition that he had already 

rejected in favor of a soul without a body. This neurosis is further qualified by Corky when he 

writes: “Yes, I have come a long way to nowhere, /unwillingly dragged by that monstrous, 

technical, /industrial giant called Progress and Anglo success....” Joaquín does not want to be 

absorbed into “nowhere,” the abject, the inexistence of family, heritage, and land, and thus a 

place that does not exist within the coordinates of responsibility and historical time.  

We might understand Chicanismo as an answer to the monstrous “Progress and Anglo 

success” in the same way that Oedipus elects “Man” as the answer to the riddle of the monstrous 

Sphinx. Yet if the Sphinx is obliterated by the answer that Oedipus provides, what happens to the 

Anglo-American monster that Corky refuses? In light of his foregoing affirmation of the 

Spanish, Christian, and Indigenous genealogies, we can put a finer point to this “nowhere” as the 

position of the ex-slave that is neither colonizer nor colonized. If the New World, furthermore, 

 
461 See José Vasconcelos, The Cosmic Race (Baltimore; London: The Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1979).  
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has neurotically repressed the practice of slavery, then racial blackness is the symptom of this 

“American social neurosis.” To refuse absorption into this symptom is to resist absorption into 

racial blackness, the history of which “begins” in the obliteration of history, names, and heritage. 

Racial blackness is therefore, at the same time, the neurotic symptom of Chicanismo, 

constituting what Wendy Brown would call a “wound[ing] attachment.”462 This wounding 

attachment rhetorically coheres claims of social injury, making non-Black/non-white political 

claims morally intelligible. 

But the wounding attachment of Chicanismo to blackness (i.e., “nowhere”) involves more 

than a ruse of analogy. Chicanismo fetishizes psychic stress to help sustain the image of 

universal human suffering and the “fantasy of mental health as relational and situational 

stability.”463 Following Saidiya Hartman, the double complicity of Chicanismo with 

antiblackness comes into stark relief when activists mobilize social suffering (like acts of suicide 

by Chicana[o] youth) to demand “inclusion, protection, and greater access to opportunity,” and 

ultimately “equality, liberation, and redress within [the] confines” of the (white) “norm.”464 Such 

double complicity with antiblackness is constitutive of Chicana(o) studies. This is so insofar that 

Chicana(o) studies works through a racial episteme that centralizes whiteness as the locus of 

theoretical and political intervention rather than centralizing blackness against which the 

(nonblack) “norm” structurally coheres. Simply put, Chicanismo praxes “do not ultimately 

 
462 Wendy Brown, States of Injury: Power and Freedom in Late Modernity (Princeton University 
Press, 1995), 52-75. 
463 Virginia L. Blum, Hide and Seek: The Child between Psychoanalysis and Fiction (University 
of Illinois Press, 1995) , 83. 
464 Saidiya Hartman, Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-
Century America (New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 234.  
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challenge the economy of racial production or its truth claims or interrogate the exclusion [of 

blackness as] constitutive of the norm.”465  

In describing Chicano militancy in the 1960s, the driving force for the establishment of 

Chicana(o) studies, the legal historian Ian F. Haney López writes that “Chicanos did not want to 

be white, neither did they want to be black.”466 This founding dilemma demanded assuming an 

ontological responsibility for the being of Chicanismo as neither one or the other. Rather than 

rejecting their racial marking altogether as an absorption into “Anglo society” under the impress 

of hierarchy, Chicano(as) instead appropriated and resignified their racially marked status, 

“thereby restor[ing] [themselves] to the world of meaning through the world of being [brown and 

proud]”467—to become beings that are part of the world but not assimilated or subordinated to it. 

Corky’s I Am Joaquín is a resolution to the founding dilemma of Chicanismo and the 

founding gesture of that dilemma. It opens with a suicidal choice that gives epic form to the 

existential condition of Chicanos(as) as alienated subjects of colonial modernity: Joaquín must 

choose between eating or starving, between spiritual destitution or ethical sovereignty, the 

former signifying cultural assimilation while the latter signifying the rejection of racial 

blackness. In this sense, responsibility forms the performative structure of suicide as a political 

allegory of Western modernity, revealing its founding commitment to a racialized freedom. 

 

Between Two Joaquins 

Activists conjured Corky’s I Am Joaquín in the aftermath of Joaquin Luna’s death. This 

both reanimated the poetic and ethical foundation of Chicanismo and performed a collective 

 
465 Ibid., 234. 
466 Ian F. Haney López, Racism on Trial: The Chicano Fight for Justice, 212. 
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identification with the suicide subject. Joaquin Luna was adopted as an icon of grievance and a 

rallying cry by Chicana(o) activists. His suicide note figures in the context of a confrontation 

between anti-Mexican rhetoric, anti-immigrant legislation and the immigration rights movement, 

a confrontation embodied in a dispute of competing nativisms. In light of the fact that the 

martyrdom I Am Joaquín performs already has a suicidal structure (i.e., in choosing between a 

“full stomach” and spiritual death or “victory of the spirit” and material death), there is a peculiar 

redoubling of the issue of suicide. In other words, the articulation between the “two Joaquins” 

articulates two moral grammars of suicide. This articulation frames immigration as a site of 

competing appeals to civil society: claims on the legitimacy of arrival, indigeneity, cultural 

heritage and human rights. Such solicitations suture Joaquin Luna’s suicide note and Chicanismo 

through a moral grammar of life, death and responsibility.  

In making Joaquin Luna a martyr for immigrant rights, and affirming his suicide note as a 

tragic text, Chicana(o) activists leverage suicide as a touchstone of non-Black/non-white political 

legibility, one that replaces and postpones Black Civil Rights discourses about the “afterlife of 

slavery”468 with a discourse about the precolonial life of freedom. By reading Joaquin Luna’s 

suicide as a response to the silence of what Corky calls “nowhere”—a “nowhere” that is figured 

in Joaquin Luna’s biography as an experience of temporally irredeemable guilt or 

irresponsibility—it becomes clear to us that this “nowhere” indexes a pre-moral state of 

existence. This pre-moral state is always-already racialized as an abject otherness, the 

repudiation of which makes a non-Black/non-white appeal to responsibility legible. Joaquin 

Luna’s suicide note is therefore not merely an expression of personal tragedy, psychopathology 

 
468 Saidiya Hartman, Lose Your Mother: A Journey Along the Atlantic Slave Route (New York: 
Farrer, Straus and Giroux, 2007), 6.  
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or group suffering, but, rather, functions as a mode of production of a fundamental racial 

division.  

At a vigil held for Joaquin Luna in December 2011 at the University of Texas, Austin, a 

group of 30 people sang songs, held a prayer, and raised bilingual signs that read, “Yo soy 

Joaquin. We are Joaquin.” Similar events occurred throughout the country, where gatherers also 

held signs and chanted “I am Joaquin Luna.” Hector Gaucin, a student at UT Austin, explains the 

significance of this chant. “In some way, most of us are Joaquin. We have all faced and had hard 

times through high school or college. This is to show high school or college dreamers that there 

is a support system here for them.” The identification with Joaquin Luna after his death 

engenders two different readings. First, “I am Joaquin Luna” is a collective identification with 

the act of suicide. To say that “most of us are Joaquin” is to imply that most of us are suicidal. 

This articulation grounds its interlocutors as a suicidal collectivity. Second, “I am Joaquin Luna” 

also functions explicitly as a strategy of suicide prevention. This identification as suicidal 

functions (as Gaucin explains) as a “support system” for others in the community who might be 

in a similar psychological and political position as Joaquin Luna was. Everyone therefore 

identifies as vulnerable to a forced choice in which all options have death as an outcome. Indeed, 

the community itself coheres through this shared identification with vulnerability.  

But this chant does not just perform a collective vulnerability to suicide; it also claims a 

more fundamental prerogative to suicide—as a right, as a “sovereign” choice—that makes this 

imagined community legible. This chant inaugurates an intramural debate about the choice of 

suicide. Creating a “support system” is a preventative measure, but it is not the same as 

prohibiting or foreclosing the choice of suicide. It is rather a form of speaking about, and 

weighing the stakes of, that decision. Finally, by identifying Chicanas(os) with the legal category 
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of undocumented Dreamers, this chant instantly connects the issue of suicide to the moral 

culpability of the US government. Suicide functions as a reflection of immigration policy, as a 

way of drawing attention to Chicanas(os) as a civil constituent and an aggrieved constituency. In 

the context in which it is a commonplace to say that “no human is illegal,” suicide becomes an 

index of humanity vis-à-vis the condition of illegality or of an ethically indefensible legal 

“nowhere.” 

Yet there is an additional tension in the identification with Joaquin. “I am Joaquin Luna” 

can mean that “most of us [were] Joaquin,” that Chicanas(os) not only face a common set of 

hardships but collectively identify with what Joaquin Luna is now—departed. “I am Joaquin 

Luna” implies that I am dead. This second interpretation is foreclosed in the activist discourse. 

The refusal of the second interpretation in favor of a symbolic association to collective 

vulnerability or suicidality rejects an absorption into death. In the words of Corky’s poem, this 

refusal to identify with the death of Joaquin Luna amounts to a “withdraw[al] to the safety within 

the circle of life—MY OWN PEOPLE.” In yet another sense, this identification also suspends 

Joaquin Luna’s death, refusing his radically singular death in the name of a collectively 

endangered life. In any case, the identification with Joaquin Luna requires either refusing the 

singularity of his death or risking the “death” of the collective that coheres through this refusal. 

The articulation between the texts of the two Joaquins has formal similarities, in that both 

are symbolic creations. Joaquin Luna wants to create a Temple of Heaven outside and against a 

world in which his becoming as a responsible subject has been foreclosed. For Corky, Joaquín 

founds “la Raza Cósmica” as a world within the New World. The articulation of Joaquin Luna’s 

suicide to the founding poem of the Chicana(o) literary canon rewrites Joaquin Luna’s radical 

departure from the world into a race making project. What was once an act of suicide becomes 
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an act of martyrdom. What was once a state of dereliction becomes a resolution to sacrifice. 

What was once a private decision between Joaquin Luna and God becomes a microcosm of the 

social relations between Chicanismo and Anglo-American “progress.”  

If we think of I Am Joaquín as the performance of an identification—with Spanish, 

Mexican and Indigenous genealogies—that creates a sui generis racial formation (i.e., 

Chicanismo), the subsequent articulation between two Joaquins performs an intra-Chicana(o) 

identification. Joaquin Luna is adopted as a “child” of Chicanismo in a way that Corky’s Joaquín 

character was not. If I Am Joaquín is an act of self-election that separates Joaquín, as a “new 

man,” from his genealogical forebears, the subsequent 2011 performance of “I am Joaquin Luna” 

articulates Chicanismo as a family that bears children or heirs. Suicide is no longer akin to an act 

of martyrdom (a choice between two deaths that no longer needs to be made) but threatens the 

reproductive futurity of Chicanismo.  

While Corky once refused absorption into whiteness and blackness to create an identity 

outside the American social neurosis, this same separatist grammar does not organize the 

DREAMers’ imaginary. In their case, “I am Joaquin Luna” attests to how an inscription into the 

American neurosis has become preferable to a fate worse than an assimilation to whiteness: 

suicide. We might think of this attenuation of Chicana(o) politics, this transition from an 

idealistic to a more pragmatic politics, as a phenomenon in part attributable to how the neoliberal 

state imposes an intensified discourse of responsibility on marginalized subjects as a special 

prerequisite to access to civil society. 

“I am Joaquin Luna” therefore transforms suicide into a juridical category that anoints 

Chicanismo as a figure of futurity. Subjects with an historical standing and a reproductive future 

are juridical subjects when the state becomes responsible for their social life. Juridical subjects 
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both respond to the law and have their voices heard by it. The structure of responsibility governs 

the call and response between the subject and their reflection in the other, whether state or civil 

society. We recall, as Joaquin Luna’s mother said, that the refusal or inability to respond to the 

call of suicide as a sacrificial message is a fate worse than death—it is the loss of a status as 

juridical, civil, and social subjects. This is a reading consolidated by activists’ articulation 

between the suicide and the poem. Corky identifies Joaquín as the Messiah who transmits the 

message of the election of la Raza. The death of Corky’s Joaquín, like the death of Joaquin Luna, 

can only be redeemed by transmitting Chicanismo as a message—and specifically by 

transmitting the structure of the “I am” as the grammatical site of generation, identification, and 

self-election. 

Ultimately, the articulation between the two Joaquins acts as a dysselection of social 

death—as a repudiation of death that has no meaning because of a permanent illegality in which 

even an original birth cannot be affirmed. Social death constitutes a death that has no meaning. 

The election of Chicanismo assures that the death of Joaquin Luna has meaning as a failure of 

the becoming of the Chicana(o) as an ethical subject. The articulation of Joaquin Luna’s suicide 

to I Am Joaquín is therefore an “election” of Joaquin Luna to the family of Chicanismo, which 

is, at the same time, a disarticulation of a death that deracinates the subject from genealogy and 

culture. This is a death that cannot be plotted within the coordinates of ethical and juridical 

significance. 

  



Flores  179 

CODA 

IS REVOLUTIONARY SUICIDE POSSIBLE? 

What happens to the titular question of this dissertation: “What is suicide?” As a final 

attempt at grappling with this question, I conclude this project with a coda that, as I italicize at 

the outset here, problematizes the ontological implications of “is” in the question itself. Not only 

does this copular verb for “to be” grammatically bind together “what” and “suicide” to form my 

question, it also operates at the level of ontology, both presuming and instantiating Being. The 

question of suicide itself, by way of the copular “is,” is a metaphysical problem, and this itself is 

a problematic that needs to be elaborated. This is a question that each of my chapters address 

elliptically, but here I want to address it directly. At this level of abstraction, the copula is always 

already entangled in a tacit understanding of Being in which, according to the Western doxa of 

history and science synopsized so far, Man figures as a form of perfection. By implication, the 

immanent negation of Being is non-Being, the other of Man. But this non-Being is not without 

ontological status, as it is the being of otherness, whose being, by virtue of its otherness, is 

improper to Being. I have suggested throughout this project that this otherness is racialized as 

Black in the historical conjuncture. 

The obliteration of this otherness (i.e., non-Being) makes it possible to interpret existence 

(i.e., Being) in general, which has so far allowed the copula in my titular question to masquerade 

as self-evident. Meaning both everything and nothing—as a master-signifier for the 

suprasensible reality that is required of us to posit if beings are to appear, to make proper sense—

the copula “is” defines the shared division that comprises the boundary of Being and non-Being. 

As the feminist philosopher Françoise Dastur notes, “Being has no other meaning than the 
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meaning of the copula.”469 Martin Heidegger also reminds us that the basic function of the 

copula is “making-present as a pure making-present, a pure letting-be-seen of the presence of 

entities, or of entities in their presence.”470 Without the copula, there could be no propositional 

statements: no claims to truth. And without propositional statements, language losses its essence. 

The copula is therefore the crux of the problem of my titular question.  

The stakes of my problematization become clearer when considering how the copula is 

linked logically to the symbolic into which (human) beings emerge in their birth as speaking 

subjects. Human beings make language into their dwelling to find purpose and meaning in 

relation to some imagined totality of sense. In this sense, the copula, which discloses this link to 

the symbolic universe of language, can be compared to the umbilical cord as a primordial 

connection to the mother. 

Feminist psychoanalyst Marcia Ian describes the umbilical cord as “the only universal 

biological organ of connection”471 whose loss ultimately sets in motion our desire for 

metaphysical wholeness. Incessantly frustrating and hence maintaining this desire for a reunion 

of the Self and Other—a grasping for the primordial totality of Being and Time, which Jacques 

Lacan describes as the ethical basis of various iterations of the “Sovereign Good”472—is the 

figure of the navel: at once an organic remainder of our umbilical castration and the organ of our 

natality. The copula is a defensive substitute for the cut from the maternal Other’s body, who 
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becomes the aim of all desiring. The “is” instantiates Being in the face of, and after the advent 

of, the loss of Being. After all, if a being lacks the lack (i.e., castration) that natality introduces, 

that being would be reduced to the status of object, rendered bereft of the possibility of becoming 

a speaking subject. This is how, in Chapter Two, I described Morrison’s representation of the 

navelless Pilate, who lacks natality and figures a racialized otherness to Being that makes suicide 

available as a question for both Milkman Dead and the other Oedipal characters of Song of 

Solomon. Pilate, by virtue of her smooth stomach, by her absence of an umbilical scar, condenses 

birth and death into one navelless figure, a “pure” or uncastrated being that is simultaneously 

before, after and outside of proper speaking being. If she embodies the impossibility of suicide 

(because she was never birthed), it is against her monstrous difference that suicide becomes 

imaginable as a possibility. 

The copula in “what is suicide?” therefore presumes a (human) being who is always 

already born as a subject of language. Posing my titular question reifies the differentiation 

between life and death that the dialectic of suicide presupposes; the copula, in other words, is 

already a mode of dysselection. It presupposes the natal spacing that cannot be presumed in the 

historical instance wrought by racial blackness. Answering what suicide is reiterates the natal 

dysselection of blackness from Being by reproducing the racializing assumption of Being 

inherent in the question. The question of suicide is therefore not only not answerable but is itself 

already an answer on another level. Posing the question assumes a being only by disavowing—

by both recognizing and repudiating—the question of non-Being. The historical condition of the 

question is negative: suicide is not Black.  
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The Leading vs. Fundamental Question 

The overarching critical move in this dissertation has, of course, been to subordinate the 

leading question of “what causes suicide” to the fundamental question of “what is suicide.” The 

first is an ethical question, the second an ontological one. The fundamental question of “what is 

suicide” differs from the leading question by questioning its ground—the problem of how human 

beings relate to Being. Suicide is a problem of Being. What this problem refers to is the horizon 

of natality that conditions the difference between life and death and the possibility of human 

freedom.  

The aim of the ethical question “what causes suicide?” is the prevention of suicide. And 

implicit in this leading question, which structures the modern field of suicidology, is the dual 

biopolitical imperative to save lives from suicide and to incite life itself in the face of death—a 

dual imperative that coheres through the essentialist measure of social suffering, “premature 

death,” which presumes that there is a right time or moment for death. My dissertation suggests 

that the prevention of suicide not only preserves human life by re-binding them to the 

anticipatory possibility of death, but that it also, more fundamentally, preserves a metaphysical 

and racialized understanding of Being. In other words, the individualizing and collectivizing 

poles in the biopolitical responses to suicide hinge on not only the presupposition of a regular 

and predictable populace but also on a particular understanding of Being. If beings are to be 

discoverable and determinable at all, then Being must be understood as a constant presence that 

paradoxically precedes, exceeds and subsists in all particular beings. 

My dissertation has tried to demonstrate how the question “what causes suicide?” is 

intrinsically an ethical question of prevention and a problem of pastoral power that, like the 

history of Western philosophy itself, is onto-theologically oriented to Being. Is there a way of 
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thinking about suicide in terms other than Being, with all the theological and philosophical 

baggage that it carries? One of the most storied twentieth-century attempts to re-envision suicide 

on radically different, and explicitly political and antiracist terms, is in the form of the writings 

of the Black Radical philosopher Huey P. Newton. I want to conclude with an analysis and 

critique of his theorization of suicide in order to demonstrate the challenges that remain in 

thinking the relation between suicide and racial blackness.  

 

Revolutionary Suicide: Huey P. Newton 

In his 1973 autobiographical manifesto Revolutionary Suicide,473 Huey P. Newton 

problematizes “suicide” in political terms. He reformulates the fundamental question—“what is 

suicide?”—in such a way that momentarily challenges the ontology of suicide that I have 

outlined in this dissertation, even if, as I want to show here, he ultimately resolves this encounter 

in favor of an ethical formulation that repeats the logic of dysselection in a spectacular way.  

In his manifesto, Newton describes his coming to a radical Black consciousness. The 

pivotal moment of his self-awakening is Newton’s discovery of the “word,” his gaining of 

literacy, after which he voraciously reads the Western philosophical canon, particularly Plato’s 

Republic. Perhaps that is why the metaphor that Newton uses to describe his emergence into 

political consciousness is Plato’s allegory of the cave, of the emergence into the world of 

objective reality from the world of imaginary shadows, which coincides with the moment that 

Newton is thrown into (and emerges from) the “cave” of solitary confinement in jail. While in 

jail on burglary and petty larceny charges in 1964, Newton was stripped naked and thrown into 

the “hole”—the “soul breaker”—as punishment for helping organize his fellow inmates in a 
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protest of the jail’s poor conditions. His experience in solitary confinement led to a moment of 

clarification, in which Newton “understood them [his jailers] better than they understood me. No 

longer dependent on the things of the world, I felt really free for the first time in my life.”474 

Whereas Newton had previously succumbed to a hedonistic self-centeredness, enraptured by an 

ideology of abstract individualism that instilled in him a deep fatalism about being Black in the 

United States, a fatalism both “inimical to growth and change”475 and incongruent with the 

historical experience of Black existence, his awakening to consciousness involved a new 

awareness of Blackness as an historical class involved in a global struggle. 

Emerging from this perspective of global politics, Newton’s worldview delineates two 

forms of suicide: reactionary and revolutionary. Explicitly drawing on Frantz Fanon’s Wretched 

of the Earth, Emile Durkheim’s Suicide, and the psychologist Herbert Hendin’s Black Suicide,476 

Newton defines “reactionary suicide” as “the reaction of a man who takes his own life in 

response to social conditions that overwhelm him and condemn him to helplessness”477—

conditions of poverty, violence and abjection specifically confronted by Black people in the 

United States. Reactionary suicide is a form of negative freedom (a concept Newton attributes to 

Durkheim and Hendin), figuring as a desperate act of release or independence from the present, 

including the material and historical conditions of racial oppression. This concept is closely 

related to the dominant understanding propagated by the suicidological imagination, which seeks 

to determine suicide’s material conditions in order to alleviate and prevent (reactionary) suicide. 

Reactionary suicide is for Newton a response of hopelessness, a nihilistic act, and for 
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suicidology, a referendum on the ethics of society. For Newton, ideological apparatuses such as 

institutional education and religion instill such a sense of hopelessness and cultivate reactionary 

suicide, a hopelessness that describes Newton’s state of mind before his political awakening. 

Reactionary suicide is a weapon of oppression. 

Newton’s original concept of “revolutionary suicide,” in contrast, departs from the 

Durkheimian understanding of suicide. Revolutionary suicide subverts the historical motivations 

of reactionary suicide. Newton writes that, “In coining the phrase, I took two knowns and 

combined them to make an unknown, a neoteric phrase in which the word ‘revolutionary’ 

transforms the word ‘suicide’ into an idea that has different dimensions and meanings, applicable 

to a new and complex situation,”478 referring here specifically to the Black liberation struggle of 

the 1960s and 1970s. As opposed to a reaction, a move away from (or freedom of) some form of 

suffering, revolutionary suicide is a political act that moves toward the material conditions of 

Black subjection, engaging directly in a struggle against their historical determinants. This is not 

a flight into death but a confrontation with it, a risking of life, in a bid not to change one’s own 

condition in the world (i.e., negative freedom), but to change the conditions of the world itself 

(i.e., positive freedom). Newton does “not think that life will change for the better without an 

assault on the Establishment, which goes on exploiting the wretched of the earth.”479 Whereas 

reactionary suicide seeks to “master” death by bringing it to oneself, revolutionary suicide 

consists of exposing oneself to whatever may happen, a form of being open to, and allowing 

oneself to be determined by, death in armed struggle.  
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 Revolutionary suicide, summarizes Newton, is risking one’s life for “the possibility, if 

not the probability, of changing intolerable conditions”480 for the “multitude”481—the oppressed 

as a global class—to prevent the continued infliction of violence, to dismantle the ideological 

apparatuses that cause reactionary suicide. Revolutionary suicide, he continues, “does not mean 

that I and my comrades have a death wish; it means just the opposite.”482 If revolutionary suicide 

is neither an embrace of death nor a drive toward life, that is because it implies an indifference to 

the difference between these two categories (whereas reactionary suicide, in contrast, is precisely 

a commitment to that difference). “The revolutionary must always be prepared to face death,” 

and revolutionary suicide “demands that the revolutionary see his death and his life as one 

piece.”483 Not only does revolutionary suicide preempt the essentialism of premature death, but it 

describes Black radical life (or politicized, radical Black life) as an assumption of one’s living 

death, perhaps as a form of social death. 

Once again, Newton turns to the allegory of the cave to describe this difference between 

reactionary and revolutionary suicide. Reactionary suicide is an attempt to “liberate” oneself 

from the material conditions of subjection within the cave by escaping through death. Rather 

than face the reality of the historical order of things outside the cave, the possibility of another 

world, reactionary suicide opts for a form of personal relief, death, that affirms the lifeworld 

inside the cave as the only possible one. The movement here affirms the self-evidence of life 

inside the cave as well as the death outside it. Revolutionary suicide comprises a different 

movement. The revolutionary, through their radical education and philosophical enlightenment, 
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leaves the cave, glimpses the objective reality of the historical conditions of subjection outside 

the cave and returns to conscript others to the fight against their imprisonment.  

Revolutionary suicide is a political mode of being. It involves taking responsibility for 

one’s ownmost existence in an antiblack world. Implicit here is a resoluteness toward death, a 

mode of being that militates against the will to master nature and thus death itself. Revolutionary 

suicide is the de-mastering of death.  

This resoluteness takes aim at Man as not only the racialized and racializing idiom for the 

master, who takes death as its slave, as the non-Being whose negation affirms the freedom of his 

Being, but Man is also the site of the copula in my titular question, “what is suicide?” 

Revolutionary suicide challenges the will to power—to infinitely negate death—that structures 

the antiblack world; it militates against the possibility of the master having to live on after death 

“in order to cash in on and enjoy,” as Jacques Derrida notes, “the benefits of the death risk he has 

risked”484 in mastering death itself. Unlike revolutionary suicide, the subject of reactionary 

suicide dies in the name of their own name. Their suicide is a death with a remainder, one that 

not only negates their own death but also secures for them an afterlife of personal relief from the 

indiscriminate laws of nature and the tyranny of society, between which they have no means of 

distinguishing.  

 The assumption of a “self” in revolutionary suicide is not of a bourgeois, abstract 

individual but is rather the recognition of, as Newton puts it by paraphrasing “an old African 

saying, ‘I am we.’”485 Whereas reactionary suicide is a mode of being through which the 

reactionary encloses themselves against the calls for political struggle, revolutionary suicide is a 

 
484 Jacques Derrida, “No Apocalypse, Not Now (Full Speed Ahead, Seven Missiles, Seven 
Missives).” Diacritics 14, no. 2 (1984), 30. 
485 Newton, Revolutionary Suicide, 332. 
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mode of political struggle. As a mode of being singular plural, “I am we” “is revolutionary 

suicide: I, we, all of us are the one and the multitude.”486 Newton thus situates revolutionary 

suicide in a cosmological order that blurs the boundaries between individual and community. 

The blurring of these ontological differences troubles the self-reflexive being that is presumed by 

the suicidological imagination, which, ever since conjoining the etymons sui (“of oneself”) and 

cidium (“a killing”) in the early 17th century, has understood “suicide” as the deliberate killing of 

oneself. If suicide is the destruction of “oneself” and if “I” is already the “we,” then suicide 

becomes a different question.  

Indeed, Newton characterizes his own political awakening as a form of revolutionary 

suicide; or, revolutionary suicide consists of the imaginary destruction of the individual “I” as a 

precondition to recognizing one’s place in an immanently collective political class. In this sense, 

revolutionary suicide is an assault on the conditions that produce reactionary suicide, an assault 

that wagers the life of its agents. “I do not think that life will change for the better without an 

assault on the Establishment, which goes on exploiting the wretched of the earth. This belief lies 

at the heart of the concept of revolutionary suicide. Thus it is better to oppose the forces that 

would drive me to self-murder than to endure them.”487  

What the political act of suicide does is create a meaningful death. It transforms suicide 

from an outcome or effect of political, social and historical conditions that otherwise has no other 

meaning than those conditions (i.e., reactionary suicide) into a political act par excellence, in the 

sense of grounding a political collective. “My fear was not of death itself, but a death without 

meaning. I wanted my death to be something that people related to, a basis for further 

 
486 Ibid., 359. 
487 Ibid., 3.  



Flores  189 

mobilization of the community.”488 In revolutionary suicide, unlike reactionary suicide, death is 

not guaranteed and one’s life is divested of meaning—meaning comes, rather, from tarrying with 

one’s death, a meaning produced in and through political community.  

The parallels between revolutionary suicide to the martyrdom expressed by I Am Joaquin 

in Chapter Three, and the political community that the suicide of Joaquin Luna coheres, are 

striking. Suicide in both cases is imagined as a means for advancing the dialectical culmination 

of a new and freer world. Both the titular Joaquin in Corky Gonzalez’s poem and Joaquin Luna 

are ontologically understood as beings taking responsibility for their own existence in a way that 

would advance the political cause of Chicanismo and ultimately contribute to the greater good. 

They are venerated for their decision to act in making their death into a political project rather 

than merely reacting, without responsibility, to their material conditions.  

Although not essentializing death, by distinguishing between meaningful and 

meaningless suicide, Newton importantly implies that death is a universal condition, a possibility 

and a necessity, that implies an ultimately equal footing in life. If this preserves a certain idea of 

the human as a mortal being, Newton’s desire in the act of revolutionary suicide, to have a 

meaningful death in which his disappearance creates or expands a political community, it also 

sustains a desire for a reunion of the Self and the Other (i.e., the political community) that 

presumes a (human) being who is always already born as a subject of and in language. “We will 

touch God’s heart; we will touch the people’s heart, and together we will move the mountain.”489 

“It [Newton’s death] could be one more step to bring the community to a higher level of 

consciousness.”490 

 
488 Ibid., 190. 
489 Ibid., 360. 
490 Ibid., 196. 
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Referring to the pacifist and reformist elements of the Civil Rights Movement that were 

critical of the political strategies of Newton’s Black Panther Party, Newton writes that if other 

leftists and “scholars call our [the Black Panther Party’s] actions suicidal, they should be 

logically consistent and describe all historical revolutionary movements in the same way.” 

Newton continues:  

if the Black Panthers symbolize the suicidal trend among Blacks, then the whole 
Third World is suicidal, because the Third World fully intends to resist and 
overcome the ruling class of the United States. If scholars wish to carry their 
analysis further, they must come to terms with that four-fifths of the world which 
is bent on wiping out the power of the empire. In those terms the Third World 
would be transformed from suicidal to homicidal, although homicide is the 
unlawful taking of life, and the Third World is involved only in defense. Is the 
coin then turned? Is the government of the United States suicidal? I think so.491 
 

Revolutionary suicide ultimately acts as a metaphor for political struggle. This understanding of 

global political combat—in which the rhetorical tables are turned, and the ruling class is 

designated as the “actually” suicidal class—builds atop of the sociological/suicidological 

understanding of suicide, i.e., revolutionary suicide is explicitly a destruction of the conditions of 

reactionary suicide. Put another way, revolutionary suicide is anti-suicidal, and in at least two 

senses. First, it seeks to alleviate the material conditions (i.e., hopelessness and nihilism) that 

global imperialism imposes and that cause reactionary suicide; second, it seeks to end the reign 

of the United States, which is critically recast by Newton as a suicidal, not homicidal form of 

power. The United States is suicidal because if it does not abdicate the untenable position of 

oppressor, then the Third World will rise up and destroy the Western imperial order. Perversely, 

Newton logically wants to prevent the suicide of the United States: if it does not cease its 

hostilities, it will be accidentally hung by the noose of Third World resistance. 

 
491 Ibid., 5. 
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 In this interpretation, the Third World functions as a mortal instrument to the United 

States, which acts as the unwitting agent of suicide; suicide consequently become inapplicable as 

a description of the Third World, which is described as acting only in self-defense (and thus as 

neither homicidal nor suicidal). This strangely places the Third World on the right side of the 

law, or what I describe, in Chapter One, as on the side of the Decalogue that demands the 

preservation of life (i.e., “love thy neighbor”) and underwrites the moral grammar of 

suicidology. I specifically advance a critique of Gayatri Spivak’s adherence to a Kantian 

understanding of love in her critique of the coloniality of suicide. Spivak’s secular “love of thy 

neighbor” concedes that there is always something that exceeds the disclosure in the scene of 

alterity, the scene of encounter between the postcolonial critic and the subaltern. Cultivating this 

embrace “must,” Spivak ultimately insists, “be supplemented by the memory that to be human is 

to be always and already inserted in a structure of responsibility.”492 Operative in this practical 

love is the same categorical imperative of humanity that operates in Newton, which strings 

togethers defense of the Third World from the First through the act of rescuing the suicidal First 

World from itself. 

It seems to me, then, that revolutionary suicide cannot properly speaking be suicidal 

because it is first and foremost a defense against it—first against the reactionary suicide of the 

global lumpen proletariat and ultimately against the reactionary suicide of the First World. 

Newton is not reproducing the individualist focus of the suicidological imagination, insofar as 

the act of revolutionary suicide, in which what he calls the “I” becomes the “We,” obviates the 

possibility of a suicide as the killing (cidium) of “one” self (sui). Nevertheless, in the end, 

 
492 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Afterward,” in Mahasweeta Devi’s Imaginary Maps: Three 
Stories by Mahasweeta Devi (Routledge, 1995),  201. 
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revolutionary struggle becomes ethically defensible because it is articulated as a form of suicide 

prevention. 

In politicizing the problematic, Newton manages to skirt around the fundamental, 

ontological question, “what is suicide?” He answers in effect that suicide is its causes: a 

reactionary response to the political, historical, and social conditions that cultivate nihilism 

and/or hopelessness in subaltern subjects. Revolutionary suicide grounds instead an ethical 

system based on the prevention of precisely this sociological and political formulation of suicide, 

not an interrogation of suicide itself. The foreclosure of the fundamental question produces an 

ethical framework that assumes a certain type of sovereign subject. That subject, the 

revolutionary class, is a presumptively rational agent, acting either in a rational response to their 

political environment or, after their coming into a new political consciousness, in transparent 

self-defense. What this revolutionary subject defends against is an imperial system that, 

conversely, Newton characterizes as psychotic and irrational, blind to the danger that its violence 

is putting itself into. 

Ultimately, it is Newton’s desire to transfuse the rationality of the revolutionary subject 

to the reactionary West, to educate the United States about the potential and imminent self-harm 

that its imperialist actions put it in. Newton’s presumptively sovereign subject is therefore 

consummated first, in the act of revolutionary suicide, through the union of “I” and “we” that 

creates a revolutionary class, and then between First World and Third World. The union between 

the “I” and “we” on the level of a revolutionary class, and then between that revolutionary 

vanguard and the (first) world itself, ultimately presumes a common Being, the copula “I am 

we.” The elaboration of the notion of revolutionary suicide becomes a scene for the production 
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of what I have described throughout this project as a principle scene in the negation of a 

racialized otherness to Being—of what exceeds “I am We.” 

 

Black Oblivion 

A through line in the divergent epistemologies of suicide that I have examined 

throughout this project is that suicide is symptomatic of whatever conditions make it inevitable. 

Suicide operates in the suicidological imagination, broadly conceived, as a metaphor for some 

fundamental truth about human being (or the Being of human) in the discourses that purport to 

describe its intrinsic reality, borrowing from both the languages of literature and science to 

constitute itself. As a metaphor, suicide relates to the literary to the extent that it grapples with 

abstract individuals and meaning systems, and it relates to the scientific to the extent that it 

grapples with causal relations. In this sense, suicide is a metaphysical idiom that, through its 

moral grammars of suffering, either reinforces or challenges an ideology of the universal subject.  

Whether figuring as a reactionary or revolutionary mode of dying, suicide is understood 

as communicating something meaningful about the essential Being of humans. The copula in my 

titular question “what is suicide?” takes aim at this metaphysical essentialism—an essentialism 

that posits a truth about the species difference between those creatures who can commit suicide 

and those who lack that capacity, those who can meaningfully relate to their own mortality and 

those who cannot. The “real truth” that the discourse of suicide tries to hew at is presumed to be 

outside and independent of discourse. In hewing at its “real truth,” the discourse of suicide 

produces an excess, a remainder, of the essence of Being. That excess manifests in an endless 

failure to find the final cause(s) of suicide that could prevent it, a failure to which the history of 

the study of suicide attests. This failure is readily conceded by the field of suicidology itself, 
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which calls suicide an enigma, an anagram of motivation. That remainder, enigma, or anagram of 

motivation is an excess of meaning that paradoxically compels interpretation in the wake of 

suicide, at the remainders of, for example, the suicide note (à la Joaquin), a family genealogy (à 

la Milkman), or a political legacy (à la Spivak’s aunt and Newton). Suicide’s memento mori act 

as catalysts to interpretation that demand being converted into the meaning of suicide. That 

meaning is either a private one projected by the subject beyond the horizon of their own death or 

by the friends, family and community that “survive” the death of one among their midst—or 

both. 

What consternates suicidologists is the question of causality, which is fundamentally a 

question about human freedom. What is compelling the subject to suicide? What constriction of 

freedom motivated the subject to “choose” their own death? Some suicidologists believe that 

suicide is not an aberration but a unique characteristic or capacity of human freedom. Others 

believe that it is a constriction of freedom, but they concede that suicide represents some sort of 

conscious choice—a very limited notion of freedom, but one nonetheless—to escape the material 

and psychological conditions of suffering. “Freedom” acts in both of these interpretations as the 

excess of meaning in the field of suicidology. Every act of suicide launches a search for freedom. 

After all, the subject of suicide is always imputed with a voice, one that suicidologists, 

coroners and loved ones try to recover as a sign of suffering for which the act would operate as a 

form of release or liberation. Despite its resistance to signification, the voice of the suicide 

performs a copular articulation of the subject of the signifier and its ultimate referent, freedom: 

for the being is now, after suicide, free from mortal suffering. The essence of suicide is freedom. 

My project attempts to demonstrate how the suicidological imagination presumes the existence 

of human freedom, and precisely as the essence of Being. Suicide, in turn, is imagined as both a 
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curtailment and expression of that freedom, but—critically—suicidology does not treat freedom 

itself as an aberration, as a datum that needs to be explained (and precisely because the questions 

about causality that it poses would not make sense without assuming such a fundamental 

freedom). That is why in this discourse, the cause of suicide is the leading question, and not an 

inquiry into what “causes freedom”—nor the related and fundamental question, what is freedom. 

That question is one asked in both antiphilosophy and Black political thought, among other 

fields. Drawing on these critical traditions, I have argued not only that freedom is a racially 

determined category, but that the subsumption of the question of freedom in the question of 

suicide produces racial difference along the fault line between Being and its immanent otherness 

(i.e., non-Being). 

Newton does not presume freedom, but a certain grammar of alienation is fundamentally 

presupposed. In contrast to the notion of freedom as a state or condition, whether natural or a 

special characteristic of the human species, revolution is for Newton a process of freedom 

defined negatively: as a progressive destruction of the conditions of non-freedom that motivate 

reactionary suicide. Newton’s definition of suicide in the revolutionary context is therefore 

important, despite the failures I have identified in its formulation, because it disallows thinking 

freedom as a universal endowment. Rather than ask the question—"what is suicide?”—Newton 

raises the issue of suffering. If he does not inquire into its constituent elements, Newton does 

destabilize the ground on which the question of the causes of suicide can be posed, insofar as he 

transforms freedom from a natural state to a political—and collective—achievement. Freedom is 

the outcome and aim of a revolutionary praxis. This means that, contrary to suicidology, his 

discourse prevents thinking about revolutionary suicide as a form of (liberal) individual release 
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or liberation, but as a form of action that requires understanding reactionary suicide as a form of 

un-freedom wrought by the history of white supremacy and global imperialism.  

Yet for Newton, too, there is an excess of meaning in the revolutionary imagination. 

Reactionary suicide, described by Newton as personally (and fictitiously) meaningful but 

collectively meaningless, signifies an absence of politics, the failure of a radical awakening to 

the role that white supremacy has in producing the conditions that compel self-destruction. 

Reactionary suicide marks the absence of politics and revolutionary suicide its presence. In 

contrast to the free and sovereign subject of the suicidological imagination, the subject in 

Newton’s discourse is essentially empty—they can either kill themselves “foolishly” by 

mistaking the historical present of white supremacy for an unchangeable nature or can be 

converted into conscious and intentional political subjects. Through their coming to radical 

consciousness, the political subject relinquishes any attachment to their life outside its “use” (and 

jeopardization) in global political struggle. Newton opens Revolutionary Suicide with a short 

poem that acutely captures the sovereign yet momentarily empty subject at the heart of his 

suicidal conception: 

By having no family, 
I inherited the family of humanity.  
By having no possessions,  
I have possessed all.  
By rejecting the love of one,  
I received the love of all.  
By surrendering my life to the revolution, 
I found eternal life. 
Revolutionary Suicide.493  
 

In this sense, revolutionary suicide registers as an act in the dialectic of master and slave, 

whereby the revolutionary risks everything, including their life, in order to advance the 

 
493 Newton, Revolutionary Suicide, xxi (emphasis in original).   
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revolution. We therefore have two opposite but complementary images of the subject: an 

essentially free and self-determined subject as found in suicidology, or an essentially empty 

subject entirely determined by external determinants, subject either to ideology or its antidote, 

revolutionary consciousness, as found in Revolutionary Suicide. 

Newton perversely enacts a dysselective move, the same one I have identified as the 

essential performance of the discourse of suicide, but here in the inverse: Newton ultimately 

projects a progressive amalgamation between First and Third World anti-capitalist struggles. 

Extrapolating from the African proverb “I am we,” Newton conceptualizes the solidarity—and 

ultimate mergence—between the First and Third World as “revolutionary intercommunalism.”494 

Informed by historical debates about the limits of revolutionary nationalism and internationalism 

within the Black Liberation movement, Newton calibrates his notion of revolutionary suicide to 

better fit a dialectical materialist critique of capital imperialism, a critique that proceeds from the 

class position of the lumpen proletariat. This non-working-class position is made up of the Black 

“brothers and sisters off the block,” who are “kickouts and dropouts,”495 the unemployable. He 

argues that the “revolutionary banner will not be carried by the proletarian class but by the 

lumpen proletariat,”496 who, because they are the most vulnerable to reactionary suicide, are the 

paragons of revolutionary suicide. The lumpen proletariat has nothing to lose and everything to 

gain.  

Newton further reasons that under American capitalist empire, nations as such no longer 

exist. According to him, “evidence shows very clearly that the United States is not a nation[,] for 

 
494 See Huey P. Newton, “Intercommunalism,” in In Search of Common Ground: Conversations 
with Erik H. Erikson and Huey P. Newton (Norton, 1974), 23-43.  
495 Ibid., 40. 
496 Ibid., 40. 
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its boundaries are extended into every territory of the world. The United States is an empire.”497 

Nations have instead “been transformed into communities of the world,” as communities who are 

either exploiters or exploited. “Because of slavery,” Newton specifies, Black people “never 

really felt attached to the [concept of a] nation,” which is why they occupy a vanguard position, 

as their diasporic and lumpenized condition enables them to “easily identify with other people in 

other cultures.”498  This is why, he declared in his 1970 speech at Boston College, “the Black 

Panther Party disclaims internationalism and supports intercommunalism.”499 Revolutionary 

intercommunalism effectively rejects the ethno-nationalism of Pan-Africanism and the pacifism 

of the Civil Rights movement.  

Revolutionary suicide bears the dialectical potential of what Newton describes as the 

“qualitative leap […] to revolutionary intercommunalism.” However, he concedes that 

“revolutionary intercommunalism” “will not immediately bring into being either a universal 

identity or a culture that is essentially human. It will only provide the material base for the 

development of those tendencies.”500 Racism and ethnocentrism will not cease when the 

oppressed take “control of all the productive and institutional units of society.” This takeover 

will indeed empower the people to seize “possession of their own subconscious attitudes,”501 

which would enable them to ultimately resolve the contradictions of racism and ethnocentrism. 

Once these contradictions are resolved, when people seize control of their own psyches and 

 
497 Huey P. Newton, “Intercommunalism: A Higher Level of Consciousness, “Dr. Huey P. 
Newton Foundation Inc. Collection, Box 48, Folder 4, 6-7. 
498 Ibid. 
499 Huey P. Newton, “Speech Delivered at Boston College: November 18, 1970,”in The Huey P. 
Newton Reader, ed. David Hilliard and Donald Wiese (New York: Seven Stories Press, 2003), 
170. 
500 Newton, “Intercommunalism: A Higher Level of Consciousness. “ 
501 Ibid. 
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claim sovereignty over their self-determination, “revolutionary intercommunalism” will 

transform into communism. And it is then, Newton anticipates in a stunning formulation, “the 

Black Panther Party will no longer be the Black Panther Party.”502 

What is the Black Panther Party without blackness? The horizon of revolutionary suicide 

somehow entails purifying communist politics of the politics of blackness. For Newton, Black 

radical consciousness is the essential catalyst of revolutionary suicide, the vanguard of 

contemporary politics, and, finally, the very category that must be eradicated for a post-

nationalist, post-capitalist world to be realized. Suicide can be thought neither with nor without 

blackness. Blackness constitutes both the limit of freedom that defines suffering and gestures to 

something beyond itself, an excess beyond suffering, that provides the metaphysical coordinates 

that define the freedom (i.e., causality) of suicide. Despite Newton’s best intentions, the structure 

of the discourse of suicide has an antiblack operation baked into its ontology. 

In the discourse of suicide, which includes Newton’s political interventions, the subject is 

presented as a self-reflexive being who has the capacity—the freedom—to become something 

other than they are. This ground by which the Being of (human) beings unfolds is the open 

ground in which the suicidal act, whether reactionary or revolutionary, is suffused with the 

potential of becoming historical—a potential that constitutively affirms the Being of (human) 

beings. For not only does suicide disclose an afterlife of birth and death, but it also discloses a 

being who is always already participating in the eternity of Being, of Creation. In participating in 

the eternity of their ownmost Being, in their ownmost Creation, the being of suicide is a being 

mastering the contingency and finitude of life. It is through the master’s tools of terror, violence 

and abjection that the contingency and finitude of life is mastered, a mastering that 

 
502 Ibid.  
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fundamentally involves the obliteration of what is most improper to Being and Creation. In an 

antiblack world, blackness not only lacks Being but is also what is most improper to Being itself.  

Constitutively bereft of the possibility of Being, blackness is non-Being. It is the 

otherness proper to Being, an otherness that Being has propertied itself. In its improperness, 

without an analogue of otherness that is proper to it, Black life qua non-Being is disclosed only 

through its obliteration. Black oblivion—indeed, the dysselection of Black life from Being—

discloses an opening of infinite possibilities for (non-Black) beings to stand their ground and 

project themselves toward actualizing those possibilities. It is the opening in which beings could 

become agents of their own being, altering or destroying of any aspect of their general condition. 

In an antiblack world, suicide thus performs the election of Being, with life emerging as the 

transcendental fact of non-blackness.   
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