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1 .  M O V I N G  T O WA R D  B L A C K  F R E E D O M

Time would pass, old empires would fall and new ones take their place, the relations of 
countries and the relations of classes had to change, before I discovered that it is not quality of 
goods and utility which matter, but movement: not where you are or what you have, but where 
you have come from, where you are going and the rate at which you are getting there.
  —  C. L. R. James, Beyond a Boundary (1963)

Set the captives free.
  —  Bob Marley, “Exodus,” from Exodus (1977)

The conditions of Black life, past and present, work against any notion that 
what we inhabit in the now is freedom. Postslavery and postcolony, Black 
people, globally, have yet to experience freedom. We remain in the time of 
emancipation. Emancipation is commonly understood as the “freeing of 
the slaves” in the post-Columbus world, but emancipation is a legal process 
and term that I will argue marks continued unfreedom, not the freedom it 
supposedly ushered in. The legal parameters of emancipation in each re-
gion were different, but in no instance did emancipation give the formerly 
enslaved the right simply to leave their surroundings. In the British eman-
cipation proclamation, for example, the formerly enslaved were to serve as 
apprentices for up to seven years (1834  –  40). It was the ex-slaves’ resistance 
to apprenticeship that led to a speeding up of emancipation. It is in the mo-
ment of accelerated legal emancipation that the contours of freedom, or a 
potential freedom, begin to take shape for Black people. In fact, one must 
note that at every moment Black peoples have sought, for themselves, to 
assert what freedom might mean and look like, those desires and acts to-
ward freedom have been violently interdicted. It is this ongoing interdic-
tion of a potential Black freedom that I have termed the long emancipation.

In this essay, The Long Emancipation: Moving toward Black Freedom, I 
argue that we are still in the time of emancipation and that freedom, which 
is extra-emancipation or beyond the logic of emancipation, is yet to come. 
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What, then, is freedom? What am I defining as freedom? How do I demar-
cate why and how Black peoples do not yet have something called free-
dom? I understand emancipation as always embedded in the juridical and 
thus as always orienting and delimiting freedom. Freedom resists guar-
antees of comportment. I define freedom as ways of being human in the 
world that exist beyond the realm of the juridical and that allow for bodily 
sovereignty. I argue that freedom marks an individual and a collective de-
sire to be in common and in difference in a world that is nonhierarchical 
and nonviolent. It marks, as well, the social, political, and imaginative con-
ditions that make possible multiple ways of being in the world. With the 
phrases in common and in difference, I am stressing that collective com-
monality can occur alongside individual self-actualization. In other words, 
the ways that human beings share common experiences of the world we 
inhabit do not have to erase individual wants, desires, and needs. But the 
time of the long emancipation continues to tie Black people to the regimen 
of slave and plantation logics and economies. The idea of freedom that I 
am attempting to articulate here is one that imagines a break with those 
logics.

Indeed, most definitions of freedom are circular, repeating the word 
freedom or free, which is then rendered in opposition to something else: 
in this sense, one is often freed (passive voice) from or to A or B as an ex-
pression of freedom. Black freedom is often offered only in opposition to 
the history of enslavement  —  an idea that recognizes the former (slavery) 
but struggles to articulate what we do not yet have a language for (some-
thing more). I suggest that, especially for Black people, the idea of freedom 
contains both oppositionality and the something more. By making such a 
claim, I am interested in examining what I call glimpses of Black freedom, 
those moments of the something more that exist inside of the dire condi-
tions of our present Black unfreedom. To glimpse Black freedom requires 
that those of us who look for it reject the modes of looking and assessing 
freedom that blackness itself often refuses. The major ideals of modernity 
that constitute the normative registers of recognizing freedom do not, in 
fact, give us insight into the ways that Black beings make something like 
freedom appear. Blackness’s refusals include, but are not limited to, repre-
sentative democracy; the institution of policing; modes of comportment in 
terms of fashion, style, and attitude; reformist logics that retain the present 
shape of the world; nationalisms of all kinds; as well as a more generally 
assumed mode of human life as one of linear progression and human per-
fection. I suggest that the conditions of a potential Black freedom remain 
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outside of modernity’s imagining. There is a tension within the logic of 
modernist freedom, which assumes a linearity  —  that one perfects what it 
means to be human in a linear fashion. That maturation narrative is one in 
which, for example, first we can recognize white women as human beings, 
and then we can recognize white gays and lesbians as humans, and that 
recognition offers a kind of fulfillment of the promise of freedom. Black 
freedom, I argue, is much more eruptive and much more disruptive than 
the so-called freedoms offered up by that kind of narrative.

Black freedom, or a potential Black freedom, exposes that tension and 
refuses that kind of linear narrative. A potential Black freedom is more like 
a set of eruptions that push against and within how we have come to un-
derstand what freedom is, that push against what is often offered to us as a 
logic of the maturation of human life. As Saidiya Hartman has articulated 
so clearly in Scenes of Subjection, that “burdened individuality” gives the lie 
to the logic of liberalism’s linear progressive narrative precisely because of 
the ways that modernist logics of freedom are deployed against Black peo-
ple and how Black people themselves have largely come to imagine what 
freedom might be.1 Put another way, all of our present conceptions of free-
dom, understood within that linear progressive narrative, actually prohibit 
Black subjects’ access to that very same linear modernist freedom.

What, then, is the long emancipation? It is the continuation of the ju-
ridical and legislative status of Black nonbeing. The use of the term eman-
cipation as a synonym for freedom can only continue to make sense be-
cause it is through legislative and juridical practices and regimes that Black 
people come into a status that is other than that of being the enslaved. 
In other words, this logic can only hold if freedom, as far as the Black is 
concerned, is legislative and conferred. What emancipation does not do 
is to make a sharp and necessary break with the social relations that un-
derpin slavery. That this break has not yet happened is why we are still in 
the period of emancipation. We recognize this as it plays out in our pres-
ent times in the ways that other modes of the legislative and the juridical 
come into play through social proscriptions around Black dress and move-
ment, from baseball caps and saggin’ pants to stop-and-frisk and carding 
to what Frank Wilderson identifies as the ongoing “ipso facto” deputiza-
tion of white people.2 These proscriptions are, in effect, the legacies of a 
juridical emancipated Black status that remains tied to the social relations 
and former conditions of enslavement.

Whether we are speaking of the time of emancipation in the British Ca-
ribbean or in the United States, the legislation passed to end chattel slav-
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ery did not allow those newly unowned peoples fully to become a part 
of the polities where they live. Instead, emancipation legislation held the 
formerly enslaved in captive relationship to their very recent past.3 By so 
doing, emancipation legislation sets up a structure in which the newly 
emancipated are tutored, in often degrading fashion, into a new reorient-
ing political and social polity. In that new polity, Black people are placed 
in a position of subordinated lives in which further resistance contin-
ues to push the boundaries of what constitutes emancipation. But I insist 
that Black people do experience moments of freedom that are unscripted, 
imaginative, and beyond our current modes of intelligibility. Each push by 
the formerly enslaved is an eruption of a potential Black freedom, but each 
push is also contained by the juridical and legislative elasticity of the logic 
of emancipation as partial, as incremental, as apprenticed.

In these pages, I explore the potential of Black freedom, and I point to 
how we might dwell in its fleeting moments. The central conceit of this 
work is to grapple with a desired sovereignty of Black being, a desire that 
Toni Morrison, in Beloved, puts into the mouth of Baby Suggs. Sethe, in her 
“rememory” of Baby Suggs, remembers it this way:

In this here place, we flesh; flesh that weeps, laughs; flesh that dances 
on bare feet in grass. Love it. Love it hard. Yonder they do not love 
your flesh. They despise it. . . . No more do they love the skin on your 
back. Yonder they flay it. And O my people they do not love your 
hands. Those they only use, tie, bind, chop off and leave empty. Love 
your hands! Love them. Raise them up and kiss them. Touch others 
with them, pat them together, stroke them on your face ’cause they 
don’t love that either. You got to love it, you! And no, they ain’t in 
love with your mouth. Yonder, out there, they will see it broken and 
break it again. What you say out of it they will not heed. . . . What 
you put into it to nourish your body they will snatch away and give 
leavins instead. No they don’t love your mouth. You got to love it. 
This is flesh I’m talking about here. Flesh that needs to be loved. Feet 
that need to rest and to dance; backs that need support; shoulders 
that need arms, strong arms I’m telling you. And O my people, out 
yonder, hear me, they do not love your neck unnoosed and straight. 
So love your neck; put a hand on it, grace it, stroke it and hold it up. 
And all your inside parts that they’d just as soon slop for hogs, you 
got to love them. The dark, dark liver  —  love it, love it, and the beat 
and beating heart, love that too. More than eyes or feet. . . . More than 
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your life-holding womb and your life-giving private parts, hear me 
now, love your heart. For this is the prize.4

With Baby Suggs’s sermon in the Clearing, Morrison offers us an engagement 
with the Black body and Black personhood as sites onto which the condi-
tions of freedom and unfreedom are projected. Reading this sermon points 
to that which must be undone so that Black freedom might be glimpsed 
globally. The reclaiming of the flesh as a body, a body loved, is a glimpse 
of freedom in its kinetic form where freedom meets love, and where love 
becomes an activating force toward a potential freedom. In this instance, 
freedom exists beyond the material even though it is also, and importantly, 
material conditions. Indeed, love, a nonmaterial condition, becomes a ma-
jor context for moving toward freedom. Freedom as imminent condition  —   
Derridean language on democracy as that which is “to come” might point 
us toward this  —  is both belated and always just ahead of us. Black freedom 
has been denied despite juridical emancipation, and that denial produces 
the conditions of a future-oriented Black expressivity  —  a Black freedom to 
come. It is my argument that Black life most clearly reveals the limits of the 
conditions of freedom because Black life seems to dwell in that Derridean 
“to come” that is always anticipatory and future-oriented. Black life points 
us toward what freedom might be, and ultimately is, a project yet to come.

Any serious student of Black life can but note the multiple ways in 
which freedom is continually interdicted and prohibited for Black subjects. 
And yet Black people’s desires for freedom and to be free find expression in 
their resistances to ways of being that would deny them bodily sovereignty 
(through their embodiment, community formations, etc.). In this work, I 
think what lies between that which is prohibited and that which is gestured 
to can offer insights into and evidence of a freedom to come. Furthermore, 
Black freedom is not just freedom for Black subjects; it is a freedom that in-
augurates an entirely new human experience for everyone. Black freedom, 
then, is not one kind of freedom that sits alongside other kinds of freedom; 
it is a global reorienting and radical reordering phenomenon. This is not 
an exceptionalist argument on behalf of Black people but an accounting 
of the ways that Black people’s dispossession and its possible rectification 
would require global reordering, rethinking, and remaking; such an ac-
counting would mean a reorientation of the planet and all modes of being 
human on it. With such an accounting, new registers of life would appear.

Where we see glimpses of Black freedom to come, we see it as the Black 
body configures and reconfigures modes of being in the world, often in 
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the vernacular cultures of Black people’s everyday and ordinary lives. 
The manner in which Black people “own” their bodies and the ways in 
which music, dance, clothing, attitude(s), posture, affect, optic, and opin-
ion keep language and a range of practices both tied closely to the body 
and emanating from it allow for us to glimpse Black freedom in fleeting 
moments. Again, in noticing such practices, the material conditions and 
something beyond them are marked as central to thinking what freedom 
can be. I turn to several vernacular moments and practices, to think about 
how Black freedom and unfreedom register and the ways in which those 
practices are violently interdicted. When I speak of the vernacular, I mean 
to note all of those moments of creativity of Black beings that initially  
exist outside of or in response to dominant and normative institutions and 
modes of being. The vernacular marks Black inventiveness and Black ways 
of being that create Black self-conscious worlds. The vernacular is a partic-
ularly fertile site for thinking about Black freedom because the vernacular 
is, contradictorily and simultaneously, a sovereign site of Black expressiv-
ity and creativity and one of the most heavily policed and interdicted sites 
of Black life.

Black Power and the Black Arts Movement attempted to bring Black 
vernacular practices into existence as legitimate modes of being Black in 
the world for both Black people and others, and in many ways they were 
successful. These political and artistic moments self-consciously aesthet-
icized what was formerly degraded and dismissed. Such practices offer 
contemporary critics a different way to think about the work of the Black 
vernacular as enacting and pointing to a potential Black freedom. Indeed, 
the white state’s supremacist response to Black Power and the Black Arts 
Movement demonstrates that these attempts, or acts, of a potential free-
dom must too be undermined and violently interdicted  —  thus the genesis 
of the surveillance and infiltration project of the fbi’s Counter Intelligence 
Program (cointelpro) and, more recently, the agency’s creation of the 
“Black Identity Extremist” designation to apply to Black activists.

Nonetheless, Black people continue to find ways of engaging vernacular 
practices in which to narrate their lives to themselves  —  from within and 
against the proscribed conditions set by white supremacy. As Robin D. G.  
Kelley has long pointed out, Black men have remade the street corner as 
one site of communal gathering that is both labor and pleasure.5 At the 
same time, a site like the corner is policed by the state and understood as 
in opposition to whiteness as the only proper form of comportment. Such 
eruptions of freedom are also policed by forms of Black respectability pre-
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mised on a linear modernist notion of freedom that is (un)consciously 
drawn from a template for whiteness. Black women have remade hair as 
fashion beyond the haircut or “hairstyle,” and Black women’s hair remains 
a significant site of cultural debate, disgust, and cultural appropriation. In 
the midst of such approbation and disgust, and attacked with the (dubi-
ous) category of female beauty based in whiteness, Black women create 
lifeworlds in which their modes of speech, their “hairstyles,” and even their 
bodily parts are replicated and desired and claimed as beautiful on others, 
not them.6 Black vernacular forms, whether bodily or of another form of 
materiality, when appropriated are often capitalized and celebrated in ser-
vice of others. All of this marks what I call the long emancipation, where 
one does not have full possession of one’s being and where the one, in 
fact, who would claim ownership over you is compensated and not the one 
(Black) who is doing the labor.

To think these ambivalences and contradictions, this work grapples with 
the insights of Sylvia Wynter, that philosopher of the Americas, in “1492: 
A New World View,” on questions of the human and the requirement that 
we (re)think what the human might be. In a world where Black people 
have been ejected from the category of the human and have struggled both 
to enter it and to reanimate what it might/can mean, (re)thinking the hu-
man is central to any notion of a freedom for which we do not yet have the 
words. Following Frantz Fanon in Black Skin, White Masks and Wynter in 
“1492: A New World View,” The Long Emancipation is committed to the 
notion of a new humanism, beginning in the acknowledgment that our 
present conceptions of what it means to be human and a subject do not 
currently include Black people. Indeed, such conceptions of the human 
cannot contain them.7
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