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UNDOING

What follows is an essay about the undoing of an anthropologist who 
was undone alongside a woman he knew, or tried to know. It is the rec-
ord of an ending; a test of what one can say or do in the aftermath of an 
end. She was ill; those around her were ill. He attempted in a small but 
purposeful way to record the moments in which she unraveled, physi-
cally and psychically, and rarer moments when she pulled together. Years 
passed. The relationship soured. Time is central to this story but not to 
its length — moments are indiscriminate, shaken from their place along a 



x

continuum. Still, it took him a long time to recognize the accumulation 
of failure. He says this knowing just how phony it must sound. And he 
may be a phony, but not a modest one. Modesty has no value for the an-
thropologist, whose discipline requires him to perform virtue and assert 
truth even while claiming uncertainty and worry. There is certainty here 
and the wholeness of ruination.

Boo hiss, the final word offers such little satisfaction.

The inventory of minor happenings in the other global South.1

A career in the human sciences made in a hollow space.



1

THESE 
MOMENTS 

FORMED 
BETWEEN 

US

I’ve planned to meet Beverly at her house in the early afternoon. I call to 
make sure she’s home — I’d made the long drive across Baltimore many 
times before only to be greeted by an unanswered knock at the door or a 
family member who tells me she’s gone elsewhere.

Her son answers the phone and explains that his mother was taken by 
ambulance to the hospital the night before, after his grandmother found 
her unconscious on the bathroom floor. He says her condition is bad. He 
suggests I pick him up so we can go to the hospital together.



2

I let panic set in.
When we arrive, Beverly’s mother is asleep on the bed. Beverly sits 

in a chair, one arm attached to an iv and the other outstretched, ab-
sently picking at food on a cafeteria tray. She’s watching the television 
that hangs high on the wall above her. It takes her a few seconds to no-
tice us before she turns to us and answers a question I’m only thinking: 
“You should have seen me yesterday.” She tells her son to start packing 
up. Her mother, now awake, staggers into the bathroom and washes her 
face. Beverly asks, rhetorically, whether I drove.

Within moments we are walking down the hallway. I amble next to 
Beverly, holding her arm while she holds a catheter bag, some paper-
work, bottles and envelopes of medications, and her coat. On the other 
side, Beverly’s son steadies his mother and grandmother, their arms 
linked. We are a mismatched chain of paper dolls. Beverly’s son carries a 
clear plastic bag containing pajamas, a hospital robe, and uneaten food 
items. I feel embarrassed and anxious as we fumble toward the exit. I’m 
uncertain whether Beverly has been discharged from the hospital; I’m 
uncertain if my arrival was planned by her or just her first opportunity 
to bolt. I don’t ask. Complicit, I am her getaway. I feel duped by the ur-
gency conveyed to me by her son. But mostly I am irritated because I 
sense that Beverly has taken advantage of me.

We have been here before.
As I drive I turn to Beverly, who sits next to me in the passenger seat, 

and ask if we can “try not to make this a habit.”
Even now I am not exactly sure what I meant, or rather what I hoped 

to gain; I only know that my irritation had turned to condescension. 
Looking straight ahead, she says flatly, “This life is a habit. You get used 
to it.”



So much of my time with Beverly felt 

repetitive, even mundane, but the monotony 

was continually punctured by moments of 

crisis that were hypervolatile. 

Life seemed to march steadily on, for better or worse, and then suddenly 
we were spun around, facing a different horizon. These moments swal-
lowed everyone and everything around Beverly. No one was spared: not 
me, not her. Crisis would return to her, an awful cycle that brought with 
it doubt and distrust.

There was certainly nothing untrue about the crisis that led to her be-
ing hospitalized. Later she would tell me about the days of dizziness and 
clouded thoughts that culminated in her collapse. But the tentacles of 
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falsehood grew from it all the same, ensnarling and smothering its truth. 
Hospital staff would come to regard her as a pariah. Her son would make 
apologies. I would lose faith. She would weather their scrutiny and mine. 
These were little moments of injury, strung together; events that seemed 
to lay traps for thinking, moments that made it hard to find the right reg-
ister for apprehending the force of what was happening to her. Or worse, 
these little moments invited misinterpretation, burying their corrosive-
ness in misunderstanding; moments that created an opening for some 
false lesson to be made from this woman.

The following chapters are a record of these moments, of their with-
ering force; an essay about the consuming power of these moments writ-
ten by a young white anthropologist who followed a middle- aged Black 
woman and her family for years. In his writing, this younger man now 
meets his older self at a different political moment, looking back through 
a distorted lens. Return, here, is itself an action of change, a deformation, 
and an acknowledgment of that change. I return to write about illness 
and other injuries not to explain them but to unthread them, or better 
still, to unravel clues about how they came to be lived as they were lived, 
how they entangled Beverly and me.

I am also engaged in another kind of unthreading. I direct this essay 
against a galling, late liberal project that would maintain a set of abstract 
principles about how things are or how one should be in relation to  
others — a project that at its core wrongly assumes all forms of living 
are somehow already known or played out. I refuse to rob living of its 
terrible inventiveness. If anthropology arranges its politics to counter 
narratives that demean and vilify, then in equal measure anthropol-
ogy should admit the danger of cheap moralisms. By unthreading mo-
ments, I am looking for something in my encounters with Beverly that 
is difficult to name. I focus on small, intimate moments of contact and 
abrasion that offer, at least for me, a way to open and move within a 
critique of power that flows between two people in order to show, as 
Elizabeth A. Povinelli suggests, how “the critique of power might im-
pact at a deeper, richer level with immanent forms of social obligation 
beyond given articulations of identity.”1 By returning to these moments 
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between us — moments that are fine and dense and largely insignificant 
in some larger scheme — I hope to show what the terms of social obli-
gation expose in their unmaking, expressed by the lack of givenness be-
tween Beverly and me.

Beverly and me.



“How does one inhabit these more awkward 

worlds of obligation and analyze the differentials 

of power shooting through them?” 2  

Indeed. Gone is my sense of how things are meant to go. I had no idea 
what shape this inquiry would take as it took shape, and even now, its 
form — in the text and in the reception of the text — is uncertain. This is 
not a problem of authorship in pursuit of objectivity or the generaliza-
tion of knowledge; rather it is the epistemological character of arranging 
words and events with feltness and memory. My challenge, as an actor 
and author, has been to track this arrangement, wherever it leads.
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The minutes and hours we were together, the textual record of that 
time in my notes, and the faulty memory that wishes to transform touch 
and old words into new words on the page cannot be taken for granted —  
two people who were different in so many ways, two people who shared 
something between them, who inexplicably returned to each other again 
and again. She entered the relationship differently than I, and she would 
surely see me differently now. I entered, too, but in order to take her in, 
to see her, as Stephen Best writes, I had “to enter through a different 
door.”3

Beverly’s life was a habit. I followed her, habitually. I do not have to 
guess where the power to think habitually — to take up residence in an-
other’s life and to repeat that action of habitation over and over, to pos-
sess the power to leave or stop or to take an altogether different path —  
comes from. I also do not have to guess from where the constraint Bev-
erly felt derives. It is a power generated by race and infinite strata of dif-
ferences and inequalities, “rooted in the material conditions in which 
those inequities thrive.”4 It strikes me now that in all my years of fol-
lowing Beverly through medical environments, my access was never 
questioned, not once. I belonged. It strikes me now how many times 
I watched as security guards asked Beverly to show them the contents 
of her bag or chided her for being late or early. She belonged to these 
places, not to possess but to be possessed; she needed, and that need con-
strained her and was exploited by others.

Beverly knew the scrutiny of others. But Beverly invited me in again 
and again, to bear the intimacy of scrutiny.5 It is impossible for me not to 
think of Beverly when reading the following passage from Audre Lorde: 
“As we learn the intimacy of scrutiny and to flourish within it, as we learn 
to use the products of that scrutiny for power within our living, those 
fears which rule our lives and form our silences begin to lose their con-
trol over us.”6 Despite injury and insult, Beverly found a form in which 
to flourish, knowing only too well the intimacy of scrutiny. I witnessed 
the unharmonious and threatening reality of this flourishing, and my ef-
fort to record and engage it feels both weak and necessary. Her effort to 
communicate and direct my record feels both tenuous and vital. Chris-
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tina Sharpe describes this vitality- in- being in a way that drains it of any 
passivity: “Black being that continually exceeds all of the violence di-
rected at Black life; Black being that exceeds that force.”7 My account is 
a pale record of this violence and what launches from it. I grab at small 
bits of its evidence whizzing past in the tempest of that wild and delib-
erate force, in one life.8



In the case of a life. 

The case is a distillation not of many worlds but of a world: the case 
breaks the smooth tension on the surface of a world seen from above; 
it is a method of agitating as much as looking, diving in where one sees 
no bottom.9 The question of the individual, situated in time but out of 
step with its familiar cadence; a subject at once the center of clinical and 
experimental knowledge and pushed to a margin by the mess of living — 
 these are aspects of the intellectual labor of ethnography. My concern 
with a life, one marked by the real threat of persistent, unrelenting 
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chronic illness, is bounded by the reality of precarity and harm that de-
rive from racism and other prejudices found in the everyday of the world 
in which Beverly lives. There is nothing neutral in looking back at these 
moments. What I seek to avoid is “looking through a racially impervious 
lens” that would ignore the shape of these inequities; at the same time, I 
seek to avoid conjuring racial tropes.10 I seek to write the negative with-
out vandalizing it. So clear in our present political moment is how easily 
racialized fantasies work their way into the representation of Black lives, 
even or especially in the face of so much struggle.11 There are failures in 
the project of late liberalism that we must get into; we must find ways 
into their unease and contaminating mess. My approach is to use an in-
timate and frank register to examine those failures, to consider the way 
they take up residence in lives and how we might exceed them. I ignore 
the empty promise of an ethics of encounter that is already worked out 
in advance, removed from Beverly, yet would seek to explain her. The es-
say risks itself in order to open such a critique. I rely warily on difference; 
I move within it in order to thwart, as Audre Lorde puts it, a “total denial 
of the creative function of difference” that would prevent us from saying 
something, anything, of consequence.12





12

She was there whole, looking exactly as she had at the 

beginning, capable of the same actions and no more, having 

the same name, the same habits, the same history. Yet, freed 

from the block, the relations between her and everything 

which was not her had changed. An absolute yet invisible 

change. She was now at the center of what surrounded her. 

All that was not her made space for her.

John Berger, Bento’s Sketchbook
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