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CHAPTER 1: WEIRDNESS AND PROPAGANDA (INTRODUCTION)

1. Weirdness

I use the term “weird propaganda” to refer to political art that attempts to convince its
readers of a worldview and that is also fundamentally about uncertainty: work that mixes
strong, certain beliefs with a broad sense of anxiety, hope, dread, and speculation rooted in
the fundamental strangeness of radical change.' In order to motivate a readership to spend
time and energy on political organizing, to take risks, and to hold at bay mainstream beliefs
in favor of a new worldview, writers and artists suggest a vision of a better possible world.
The texts I examine here route that sense of possibility through the weird, often embracing
the uncanny as a way of negotiating the day-to-day uncertainties of political organizing and,
more broadly, political hope. Weird propaganda also has the capacity to make the current
world seem odd. Writers employ a version of Victor Shklovsky’s “enstrangement effect,”
describing the world in terms unfamiliar to their readers and projecting other worlds that
throw their own into relief.?

My project examines texts of the Black Power and Women’s Liberation Movements: the

early Black Arts Movement anthology For Malcolm, which I consider a part of the Black Power

movement because of the key role of Malcolm X’s legacy; the now-canonical texts Our Bodies,

"1 generally follow the Leninist traditional split between agitation and propaganda, where
agitation refers to fomenting action around the present and immediate struggles of workers and
propaganda describes the process of conveying larger world views and ideologies (Lenin). Most
of the texts I attend to here are more propaganda than agitation, though the Black Panther
frequently combines the two modes.

* See Victor Shklovsky’s Theory of Prose. In describing the enstrangement effect in Tolstoy’s
work, he writes: “[Tolstoy] does not call a thing by its name, that is, he describes it as if it were
perceived for the first time, while an incident is described as if it were happening for the first
time. In addition, he foregoes the conventional names of the various parts of a thing, replacing
them instead with the names of corresponding parts in other things” (Shklovsky 6).
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Ourselves; The Black Woman; and Sisterhood Is Powerful; a number of pamphlets and other
small press works; and the Black Panthers’ newspaper. The texts convey particular political
views in an explicit way; they also ask questions about the nature of collectivity, who might be
included in categories such as women or Black or working class and what that inclusion means;
what a future in which their ideas spread would actually look like; and what might have been
otherwise under different conditions. The texts express uncertainty about address: who does the

3

text represent; who does it speak to; who is the “we.” In looking at social movements
historically, we tend to see unified groups, “organization” in its ideal form. But the composition
of an organization is, in the moment, constantly shifting, and generally reaching outward,
expanding to encompass more people.

I call the works I examine here weird propaganda, drawing on multiple senses of the
word weird. First, the work that I look at here is odd—*out of the ordinary course, strange,
unusual; hence, odd, fantastic” per the Oxford English Dictionary’s fourth definition of the word
(“weird, adj.”). That is: I did not expect to find in these archives what I found there.
Conventional wisdom would suggest that propaganda is usually pat and didactic. And of course,
plenty is. But the bulk of small-press and independent work produced in the Women’s Liberation
and Black Power Movements—much of which was produced in intense, hurried spurts in the late
1960s and early 1970s—is truly strange and outside of expected modes of political discourse,
even as it presents revolutionary ideologies in unsubtle terms at the same time. A lot of it
contains literary gestures and conventions associated with other types of work: magical realist
fiction; avant-garde or experimental poetry; pulp science fiction, horror, and fantasy.

As a reader, scholar, or general consumer of culture, I like art that is weird—art that gets

at something that cannot be otherwise accounted for, that is countercultural or sub-cultural, that
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brushes up against quotidian aesthetic norms in uncomfortable ways. And I have aimed to keep
this broad, colloquial sense of weird in play in this project. The weirdness of the texts is
surprising, given that revolutionary movements are trying to shift norms, and to also gather
proponents. That is, one might expect revolutionary movements to have an investment in
normalcy, to rely on conventional or at least very straightforward aesthetics to midwife radical
ideas into the mainstream: think of sitting at an Occupy encampment and being inundated with
folk music with lyrics that describe social movements, for instance. If art purports to be ‘about’
politics, we might expect it to have a certain loyalty to straightforward realism. Certainly, there
has been plenty of debate over realism, politics, and the nature of representation: within the
Frankfurt School, the Harlem Renaissance, contemporary conversations about conceptual
poetry—the list goes on and on. Far and away, though, most of those debates happen about art
that is political, and not about primarily political texts that, necessarily, also engage aesthetics—
propaganda. The aesthetic comes into play where do not expect it to, in texts which mostly seek
to convey straightforward political ideas or sentiments. With some notable exceptions, the
writing and art that I focus on here comes directly out of social movements.” My motivating
questions are not about how specific artistic or literary works are political; instead, they’re about
texts whose primary commitments are to political work, and which were initially received as
political, in political contexts. Propaganda often does operate in a straightforward and

uninteresting pedagogical mode. But it seems that aesthetics are, at least some of the time, yoked

? The most important exception is the topic of Chapter 1, the early Black Arts Movement
anthology For Malcolm. Some of the writers there were no doubt politically active, but Dudley
Randall, coeditor of the book and publisher of Broadside Press, was fairly apolitical and an
outlier in the Black Arts Movement. However, the chief question that the book raises is precisely
how to spur a political legacy in the wake of Malcolm X’s death, and its poems are quite overtly
“about” politics, and are often about the relationship between the aesthetic and the political.
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to the inherent oddity of the notion of radical change: the art and writing of the Black Power and
Women'’s Liberation movements turn out to be super weird, in the most colloquial sense.
I1. The Supernatural

The term weird propaganda is also useful for other, related but distinct, senses of the
word weird. First, weird means having to do with the supernatural, unearthly, or uncanny.* The
work I discuss here has an investment in this sense of weird in a few different ways. A lot of this
work has a self-referential quality and a concern with its own conditions of production. Writers
make reference to print and newspapers; use ink in metaphorical ways (sometimes relating it to
blood); and convey suspicion and hesitance about questions of medium, or make media work in
ways counter to their associations. Self-references create a sense of the uncanny—uncanny as in
strangely familiar—that runs throughout these texts.

Self-referential work flags its own conditions of production, disrupting any illusions that
it is simply conveying information (as it might in the case of the Black Panther newspaper) or
that it is a window into the author’s consciousness and emotional life (as it might in the case of
the poetry in For Malcolm or Women’s Liberation poet Alta’s Burn This and Memorize
Yourself). The point of self-referential works is that they cannot convey reality in any
straightforward sense, and must instead convey their own mediated character. Here I draw on
Phillip Brian Harper’s description of abstraction in Abstractionist Aesthetics: Artistic Form and
Social Critique in African American Culture. Harper describes abstractionist artwork as work
that “emphasizes its own distance from reality by calling attention to its constructed or artificial
character,” accomplishing Bertolt Brecht’s alienation effect (2-3). The term I use here, weird,

does not map precisely onto abstraction. Fantasy and gothic writing, for instance, are not

* According to the Oxford English Dictionary, “Partaking of or suggestive of the supernatural; of
a mysterious or unearthly character; unaccountably or uncomfortably strange; uncanny.”
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particularly abstract or particularly representational. Often, such writing relies heavily on
conventions of realism to accomplish a depiction of a world that is different, but like, this world.

Yet Harper’s categorization highlights the connection between writers flagging the
material of the page itself—an act equivalent to breaking the fourth wall in theater—and the
weirdness we associate with genre elements from horror and fantasy that arise alongside self-
referential gestures in the texts I examine here. Self-referentiality calls into question the text’s
integrity—integrity in the sense of wholeness. The boundaries of the text become uncertain. If,
as is the case on the cover of For Malcolm, the X in Malcolm X’s name on the cover is both
referential—refers to Malcolm X—and self-referential—refers to its own X-ness, its sitting there
as a mark on the front of the book, then we do not know where the frame ends and begins. That
is, we are forced to ask where the ‘real” world ends and begins, as opposed to the world of the
text that we are reading—an uncanny effect to be sure.

Extradiegetic gestures work similarly. Writers and artists gesture outside the frame of
what is being narrated to implicate the reader. In film, music that is extradiegetic comes from
outside of the narrated story—something intrudes from beyond the frame. In many of the texts I
examine here, authors refer to the world beyond the literary frame of the article or poem or other
text. That is, they establish a frame in which the content or action exists—sometimes simply
manipulating, say, the cover of a book, to establish or exploit literary conventions around where
it is that meaning will be made. They then puncture that frame in some way that calls upon the
reader. The Boston Health Book Collective, whose members co-authored the classic feminist
educational book Our Bodies, Ourselves, switched the name of the book between editions. The
earliest published versions were titled Women and Their Bodies, a title that retains a sense that

the book will describe a world that the reader looks in on. That is, even though the target

www.manaraa.com



audience is women, the book grammatically follows the convention of delineating content that
the reader will observe from outside. The altering of the title is a diegetic leap, or a leap outside
of the frame for content that the earlier editions had established, since the audience is called into
the action of the title. That is, the reader is no longer part of an abstracted public, looking for
information about a subject in a book; instead she is both reader and subject. Similarly, Emory
Douglas’s images in the Black Panther often are mostly cartoons that then also include
representations of people wearing buttons or holding newspapers that themselves are collaged
photographic images.’ In these images the less realistic world of cartoons and caricature frame a
more realistic world—the photographed world. The images call into question boundaries
between worlds, and the ‘real world,” the world of the reader, becomes just the largest frame in a
sequence of framing devices. That is, Douglas’s technique of photomontage gives the impression
of distinct frames nested within one another. Photos exist within drawings, often photos that are
themselves other Black Panthers propaganda. This nesting effect projects the real world—the
reader reading the paper—as the largest frame or nest in the series.

In short, self-referentiality, particularly self-referentiality that flags the concrete nature of
print, or highlights the author’s role as author or the reader’s role as reader, disrupts writing’s
role as content that we can read, observe, or consume from afar. If the X in Malcolm X’s name
on the cover of For Malcolm is both the language used to reference Malcolm X the person, to tell
a story about this person—a story that must be mediated by text because we are not in the same
haptic world as the person—and black ink on a page, that we can touch with our bodies, with

which we do share a haptic world, our sense of the separation between this haptic world and that

> Photomontage has long been used as a defamiliarizing technique, and has often been employed
in political art. Both Dadaists and early Soviet artists used the technique, and the Constructivist
photographer Gustavs Klucis wrote an essay, “Photomontage as a New Form of Agitation Art,”
arguing for photomontage’s political usefulness.
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haptic world is shaken. The breaching of borders of our own world and some other world: this
topic is both the traditional territory of fantasy, horror, and other genre fiction and germane to the
key questions of political organizing: how do people form collectivities? On what basis does a
collectivity retain its boundaries—for example in the case of the Black Panthers, how does one
separate out the many infiltrators and sell-outs that plagued the organization? Is the category
“women” or “Black women” a meaningful border, and what does political disagreement within
these categories mean? In short, if one is to be part of something larger than oneself, what are the
boundaries of this new formation?

Secondly, and returning to the multiple ways we might describe the work here as
“weird,” the work I examine here is invested in the grotesque, from gory pictures of brains
spilled open in Vietnam in the Black Panther News Service to melancholic attachments to
Malcolm X’s dead body in For Malcolm to images of hanged witches alongside estranging
close-ups of women’s bodies in Su Negrin’s 4 Graphic Notebook on Feminism. The work also
has an investment in the gothic, with a poem in For Malcolm tracing Malcolm X’s blood through
the labyrinthine pipes and walls of New York, in haunted-house fashion, and the Black Panther
Party comparing police violence to an Edgar Allen Poe story.

Third, the work I discuss here has an investment in the ghastly or spectral. Social
movement texts are curious—they must, almost by definition, both attempt to represent a group
larger than those actually writing and publishing the texts—o that very group. That is, a small
group of people usually writes speaking as a larger group—the Black Panthers, for instance,
write to represent, in the sense of speaking for, Black people (at some points) and also more
generally “the oppressed peoples of the world” (a phrase they use frequently). The people that

the small group is speaking for—in place of—is also the group they are speaking fo. They are
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writing in hopes of attracting the attention and loyalty of all Black people, or at least all Black
people who are not “lackeys” or “pigs.” (I’ll write more about these categorizations later.) The
paper creates a series of gaps—a gap between the small group of writers and the large voice they
inhabit in writing; a gap between the projected audience for the paper (all oppressed people) and
the actual readers; a gap between the actual number of people involved in any capacity and the
dream of larger involvement reflected in the writing of the paper. These gaps suggest a sort of
phantasmatic force that is not quite there, a force that might heed the call to action—creating a
radically different future—or that might not, in the exact formation proposed by the Panthers or
by other revolutionary groups, exist at all. That is, collectivities are called to existence
rhetorically®; the actual collectivity may or may not manifest in on-the-ground organizing efforts,
even while the existence of the text itself, especially in the case of sustained and regular
publishing as in the case of the Black Panther’s newspaper, is itself a form of organization.
Propaganda texts are part and parcel of organizing and simultaneously project something larger
than themselves, which may or may not come to fruition.

Revolutionary organizing involves projections and gaps, necessary tricks of the voice,
and the projected larger collectivity is always present as a phantasm not only motivating those
already organizing, but also striking fear in the powers-that-be—the FBI, the government, the
capitalist class, white supremacists, the racial state. The projected audience for The Black
Panther, for instance—all the oppressed people of the world, coming together as a collective—is
a ghost, a monster, and the establishment’s nightmare.

III.  Controlling Fate

% This is a point that rhetorical theorist Maurice Charland makes—though as an intervention into
rhetorical theory—in his essay “Constitutive Rhetoric: The Case of the Peuple Quebecois.”
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Another sense of “weird” comes into play here. Yet another definition of the word from
the Oxford English Dictionary is “having the power to control the fate or destiny of human
beings, etc.; later, claiming the supernatural power of dealing with fate or destiny.” Historically,
weirdness has to do with futurity, with predicting the future and controlling it. Revolutionary
groups are precisely trying to control the fate and destiny of human beings, and to alter those
fates. And unlike say, liberal activists, who are apt to want a vision of ‘progress’ that they can
fully see, without sharp breaks or unpredictability, revolutionary groups are trying to change the
future in ways that are unimaginable. The future often presents itself in these texts as a sort of
impasse. Writers in For Malcolm cannot conceive of a future for Malcolm X’s legacy, though as
those writers wrote the Black Panther Party was forming in the Bay area. In 4 Graphic Notebook
on Feminism, Su Negrin presents women from across history but gestures toward the future with
only the slogan, rendered in a Halloween-ish, ‘eerie’ font, “FEMINISM LIVES” at the back of
the pamphlet. The Panthers envision full-fledged armed struggle against the state, but
simultaneously mourn the fact that Danny Brown, a young man killed by police, will not learn
what life “really [is]” or understand why his government allowed him to be shot—Danny
Brown’s future, for the Panthers, only goes as far as understanding the world and its racism, and
not beyond.

Left activist and science fiction writer China Miéville has argued that a sense of dread is
fundamental to both human consciousness and Marxist theorizations of the world, advocating a

b

“gothic Marxism,” as he terms it. The Left, he argues, should be invested in rationality, but
rationality with holes in it. Dread and fear carry within them the unknown. Miéville is not

explicit about this, but he implies that the category of the unknown—the world as it isn’t, at least
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not yet—is fundamentally of interest in revolutionary movements in that these movements are
attempts to change the world.

In roughly the same period as the activist texts I examine here, Sun Ra produced
psychedelic music, Henry Dumas wrote in a Black nationalist and magical realist idiom, and
feminist science fiction writers like Ursula Le Guin, James Tiptree, Jr., Octavia Butler, and
Joanna Russ emerged. That is to say, revolutionary organizing attempts to both shape the future
and make the world radically otherwise, and therefore has an understated, witchy current of
genre fiction running through it—and also influenced and maintained an exchange with larger
cultural trends that manifested in artistic communities in this period. We might see genre and
propaganda texts as part of the same conversation about making the world otherwise.

Lastly, while weirdness does not necessarily have to do with the bodily, the traditions of
horror, science fiction, and fantasy that propaganda picks up on are heavily invested in the
bodily. From Edgar Allen Poe’s classic “The Premature Burial” to Phillip K. Dick’s Ubik, in
which objects and people continually disintegrate unless they are treated with a spray, to magical
realist Julio Cortazar’s short story “Letter to a Young Lady in Paris,” in which a character cannot
stop vomiting up small, living rabbits from nowhere that then take over the apartment he is
staying in, what Victoria Nelson terms the anti-realist tradition, and I am terming “weird,” is
concerned with questioning the substantiality and integrity of bodies, and is therefore well-suited
to exploring the substantiality and integrity of collectivities, and the significance of an
individual’s body for that collectivity.

IV.  Abstraction and Embodiment Through Print

My project is animated by several additional key concepts that I will rely on throughout.
The first I will term Abstraction Versus Embodiment. Many of the texts I look at flag their own

material qualities, either by explicit discussion of print, ink, and sometimes blood (which also
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relays marking) in their content or by highlighting their own concrete qualities on the page
through unusual graphic renderings. In doing so these texts participate in an experimental
tradition; they also participate in a tradition of using black ink and white paper as an idiom for
race, with a black ink-white paper graphic opposition pointing to a Black-white racial
opposition.’

The self-referentiality of these texts is of interest because it often stands in for the
relationship between embodiment and abstraction. When one reads, one takes meaning from the
concrete words on the page. There is a distinction between the material of print and the meaning
derived from it; the concrete, physical ink on the page stands in tension with meaning.
Additionally, the world of print itself has historically formed our notions of the public. The term
“public sphere” is vexed, and it does not describe much about how the world actually works.
That is, there is not a neutral realm in which people discuss ideas and the best ideas win out.
However, “public sphere” is a useful term for describing an ideological formation: the belief that
print and other media provide a space for a fair and rational exchange of ideas. Such an
ideologeme also includes a notion of the “general public’—a projection (backed up by
institutional forces) that forces anyone not perceived as neutral to bracket their identities in order
to participate. In essence, one must be abstracted into the public sphere, and women and people
of color are abstracted less easily, and at a price. A white-male form is the default, standard,

Platonic ideal (Harper 34) that explicitly or subtly excludes others, and print has been a key site

" There is a fairly long tradition of using aligning ink with racial Blackness. Jonathan Senchyne
documents the early use of this idiom in the nineteenth century (142); James D. Sullivan
examines broadsides from Broadside Press, the focus of one of the chapters of this project, and
observes that book and broadside designs alter the usual patterns of black ink on white page to
highlight that white is usually the negative space, or neutral backdrop, against which black words
are printed (36). Jennifer DeVere Brody’s book Punctuation: Art, Politics, and Play describes
“the link (or leak) between black ink and embodied forms of blackness” (65).
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of this exclusion. We might also consider that African American ability to write was considered
proof of personhood with regard to slave narratives—that is, entry into print was a mode of
categorization. Panning out even further, abstraction has been used to dehumanize African
Americans in popular culture, and it is also the basis of slavery—the abstraction of a body into
property and value (Harper 30-31), while David McNally points out that a similar abstraction,
and violence against the bodies of all workers, occurs in capitalism more generally (13-14).

The public sphere—or rather, the actual set of processes related to print, publication, and
representation in media, as covered over by the ideology of the public sphere—to some extent
asks all people of color and women in general to bracket their embodied selves in order to enter
it. That is, the mode of the public sphere is not hospitable to the revolutionary activists whose
archives I examine here, and not a good medium for the spread of revolutionary ideas. At the
same time that women and African Americans are abstracted into—or left out of—public
spheres, women and African Americans are figured as more bodily than white men. That is,
African American women and men and women more generally are simultaneously asked to
bracket their bodies as a condition for entry into the public sphere and constructed as hopelessly
fastened to their bodies. Long-running stereotypes of African Americans of any gender construct
African Americans as particularly physical; white women and other women of color, too, are
figured as somehow more bodily, and, as McNally puts it, “liberal-bourgeois rationalism pivots
on a disdain for bodies, corporeal experience, and material practices” (8). Writers seeking to
spark collectivities based upon categories of oppression—based upon the experience of being
Black in the United States, or the experience of being a woman—must negotiate the fact that the
stereotypes of bodiliness intersect their own emphases on the bodies that, via experiences of

oppression, bind them together.
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The writers 1 examine in this project are frequently suspicious of print—the Black
Panthers emphasize that their newspaper is not like other newspapers; poets in For Malcolm
allude to Malcolm X’s warnings against believing what you read in mainstream papers; the
Boston Women’s Health Book Collective pushed against conventions of health books by
including personal testimony, instructions for activities, and photographs of individual women in
their specificity alongside medical drawings. In reaction to the construction of the public sphere,
which asks women and African Americans to bracket the very identities on the basis of which
they are oppressed, and on the basis of which they attempt to form collectivities, the writers I
examine here create propaganda that is about physicality. They resist the pull of the public
sphere toward an abstraction that erases their most legible grounds for forging solidarity and also
evokes the legacy of both slavery and the abstractions of capitalism.®

V. Representation

Another key question that runs throughout this project is that of representation.
Representation is a vexed topic, perhaps more so now than at the time of the archive I examine.
In order to attempt to forge a collectivity of any sort, one must attempt to speak for others.
Address in propaganda has several things going on: a smaller group speaks for a larger group; a
smaller group speaks fo a larger group; a smaller group attempts to depict a larger group. Both
scholars and activists frequently have a knee-jerk reaction to these acts of representation:
speaking for others is often suspect, for good reason. However, unless we view categories like
Black or Black women as monolithic, we must acknowledge that political work that aims to forge

collectivities requires representation. Gayatri Spivak, in her canonical essay “Can the Subaltern

¥ See David McNally’s synopsis of capitalist abstraction of bodies in Monsters of the Market:
Zombies, Vampires, and Global Capitalism: “Commodified abstract labour is ... effectively
disembodied, detached from the persons who perform it” (14).
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Speak?” draws out two often-conflated senses of “represent”: represent means both “‘speaking-
for’, as in politics, ...and ‘re-presentation’, as in art or philosophy” (70). As Spivak points out,
these are related, but not the same: one can stand in for a larger group, and one can also depict a
larger group. The act of depicting a group—of causing members of a group to feel descriptively
represented, and descriptively represented as members of a group rather than as individuals, as,
say, Emory Douglas’s artwork might—is quite distinct from standing in for a group. Both of
these types of representation, though, are germane to propaganda, and the one type of
representation—re-presentation in the aesthetic sense—may convince the larger group that,
indeed, the smaller group can stand in for them.

Speaking to also comes into play here. The Black Power Movement in part figured itself
as a turn away from a Civil Rights Movement tactic of rhetorically appealing to white people and
people in positions of power on behalf of Black people, and a turn toward speaking to other
Black people and asking them to arm themselves. The Black Panthers certainly still speak for
and depict, but there is a palpable shift to speaking fo. The Black Arts Movement followed
similar lines, with writers sometimes characterizing earlier African American writing from the
Harlem Renaissance as designed to appeal to White people. In both the Black Panther and a lot
of Black Arts Movement writing, writers are interested in hailing all Black people, but also
separating politically committed Black people off from others.

The texts also share an impetus to bring more people into the fold of representation.
Representation here is dynamic. That is, because the groups of writers here are trying to rally
more people to their causes, questions of who is represented are always in flux. Propaganda aims
to be a sort of contagion. Aesthetic gestures here work to hail the reader into a collectivity, and

the collectivity is always a moving, shifting force.
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Beyond just gathering new members, the Left, generally, has to engage a sort of
boosterism. Activists burn out after doing nearly impossible work fighting uphill battles for years
or decades, taking risks and making sacrifices. In order to make organizations function for any
length of time, those involved in them have to continually nurture feelings of optimism,
solidarity, and collectivity. Or, taking a longer view, sociologist Deborah Gould writes:

...in order to attract and retain participants and to pursue a movement’s

agenda, activists continually need to mobilize affective states and

emotions that mesh with the movement’s political objects and tactics, and

suppress those that do the opposite. Social movements provide affective

pedagogies to participants and supporters, authorizing ways to feel and

emote that often go against the grain of dominant society’s emotional

norms. (213)
Mobilizing useful affective states takes a number of forms; Gould is writing about the 1980s
organization ACT UP and AIDS activism here, and the model involves the various caretaking
work that happened among ACT UP members, as well as the dating scene and a sexy mood that
Gould chronicles within the organization. Taking perhaps a still longer view, the sociologists
Claus Offe and Helmut Wiesenthal describe a problem of labor organization that, given the
intersectional nature of racial, gender, and other forms of oppression with capitalism, applies to
nearly any Left movement. When dealing with capital itself, capitalists are dealing in “dead
labor.” One can picture capital as being like water—you add to it and you get a larger quantity of
a homogenous substance. Whereas workers are living labor:

One simply cannot add one unit of labor power to another so as to obtain what would be a

"double-worker,” who could then legally contract for and physically control twice the

amount of labor power; two rocks put into the same pot remain two discrete rocks. Living

labor power is both indivisible and "non-liquid,” and it is this insuperable individuality
that we will show to be of the greatest consequences for labor's specific "logic of

collective action.” (Offe and Wiesenthal 74)

Or, as Offe and Wiesenthal put it later, ““Workers cannot ‘merge,” at best they can associate in

order to partly compensate for the power advantage that capital derives from the liquidity of
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‘dead’ labor” (74). One consequence is that any sense of collectivity is something that must be
worked for, and many Left writers and activists work for that sense in part by suggesting that that
sense is natural. That is, on the one hand there is a natural tendency for workers to align
themselves with each other; on the other, any such tendency must still be forged by a sort of
projection or pronouncement. Collectivity in writing is performative. In practice, it exists in
fleeting specific moments of people acting in concert. When one represents in the sense of stand-
in-for, one might not be asserting representation so much as asking or calling out—questions
projected out to the ether that may or may not be answered: “Can I represent you? Is there a
‘we’?”

VI. Turning to Propaganda

This project in an inherently interdisciplinary one. A lot of my research involved reading
in sociology and history, rather than literary studies. Historically, there has been a baseline
assumption that propaganda is not of literary interest, and the bulk of writing about the Women’s
Liberation and Black Power movements is in history and sociology. Additionally, projects about
explicitly political art frequently tend toward the literary-historical. I aim to contribute here to
the growing body of work that deploys the methodologies of English and cultural studies to look
at propagandistic work.

I focus on weird propaganda in part because I believe there is a larger cultural need for us
to attend to these two categories, weird and propaganda. In looking at explicit propaganda,
rather than reading literary texts politically, I hope to nudge toward a larger shift in the frame for
talking about art and politics. Since the 1970s, in large part as a result of the social movements I
examine here, it has become commonplace, as a mode of reading, to locate the politics of a piece

of writing or visual art. A well-informed reader or critic assumes that writing is always political.
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The default mode of close-reading in both undergraduate courses and graduate seminars involves
reading the politics off of a piece of writing. In many ways, this is great. I am certainly not
advocating an updated New Criticism, nor the shift away from a Jamesonian hermeneutics in
favor of an apolitical ‘surface-reading’ that Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus have advocated.’
However, if everything is political, the word political begins to lose its referent. We are all
‘doing politics’ all the time, without ever considering questions of political power.

To some extent, the social movements of the past several years have forced a large-scale
cultural reengagement with on-the-ground politics. At the same time, unfortunately, there is
probably some causality between the default modes of teaching in undergraduate English,
women’s studies, and cultural studies courses and the version of online activism that has become
pervasive now: reading and explaining how a text or film or tweet supports oppression in some
way, then ‘calling out” whoever produced the text or film or tweet. The practice echoes some
modes of teaching; ideology critique has become pervasive and, in some instances, supplanted
political organizing.

Clearly, it is good to engage politics in one’s teaching and criticism, whether that means
making claims for the political work that literature and art can do or, if one is tasked with, say,
teaching canonical literary texts, teaching those texts politically. However, the decades-long
waning of political activity up until 2011 or so meant that the political reading of aesthetic
production was often the main mode of politics for large numbers of people, both faculty and
students. The question “what is the best way to build political power?”—a question to which

almost no one would answer, “by close-reading literary texts”—was rarely asked. Campuses

? See Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus’s critique of literary criticism “as political activism” (1)
in Representations 108, where they advocate “surface reading” as an alternative to politicized
close-reading.
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were sites of political struggle in the 60s and 70s, and this political struggle resulted in the
formation of Black Studies and Women’s Studies departments, for instance (undeniably huge
wins for the Left that both relied on political power and built more political power). But in
general, academia became less political in the 80s, 90s, and aughts as the Left fell apart more
generally. We started from the point of close-reading texts and politicizing things, resulting in a
kind of confusion about how one “does” political work.'” For these reasons, I think it is
particularly productive to look at propaganda now. We can recalibrate our senses of the word
political, which have become fairly meaningless, by looking at texts where we cannot close-read
politics because the politics are already on the surface. Additionally, looking at the ideas of on-
the-ground political movements will tend to reorient academic communities toward solidarity—a
concept that is often not as prominent in contemporary political discussions as it was in the past,
and that ought to be.

I focus on the weird here because the weird shifts our attention away from our present
moment and toward other possibilities. While I do not have space or time with this project to
build a full argument about the contemporary political mood, I contend that that mood is
simultaneously one of deep cynicism and hope. Alongside the rise of Black Lives Matter,
Occupy, Bernie Sanders’ presidential campaign (significant regardless of what one thinks of his
actual politics), and the victories of the Fight for Fifteen minimum wage and unionization
campaign, we have the fact that these surges in organization have won only modest victories.
And in the same time frame, we have seen increasing austerity measures in the large-scale
defunding of public education, passage of Right to Work bills, and innumerable other areas.

Moreover, there is a general sense that the world is getting worse, with climate change and

' For my take on this in relation to contemporary poetry and poetics, see “Organization and
Acesthetics” at the blog 4 Better World Is Probable.
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neoliberal policies creating a widespread sense of despair, reflected in the fact that so much
contemporary science fiction is dystopian rather than utopian. (Think of the films Children of
Men or Advantageous.) Of course, it would be difficult to make the case that the world is
objectively getting worse. I am not sure how we would take a worldwide measurement of the
suffering of years past against current suffering. But there has been a clear shift away from a
sense of progress or possibility. In the period of the 1960s, there seems to have been a
widespread belief that the world would progress. Even as visions like Star Trek’s might now
strike us as naively liberal, that naiveté strikes me as far preferable to current moods of
resignation.

To give one brief example, just over the past year there has been a proliferation of
FaceBook groups for the sharing of absurdist, nihilistic memes (a topic I will likely write about
in more detail in the future).'' People—probably mostly young-ish, probably either stuck at
desks or unemployed—make meme after meme about wishing to die, following meme-patterns
for humor. For example, a fairly typical meme is as follows:

THE WORLD’S GOING TO END
2012: Oh God, no!
2016: Are we doing this or not??

The memes are, of course, jokes—I do not take them to express a true desire to die on the part of

the writer. But the act of collectively creating large bodies or work that copies other such work—

"' For more on “Weird FaceBook, see New York Magazine’s February 2016 article “The Rise of
Weird FacBook: How the World’s Biggest Social Network Became Cool Again (and Why It
Matters).” The author, Hudson Hongo, writes that “the ‘Weird’ version of any social network is
the one in which its tools are pushed past the bounds of their intended purposes, usually for the
purposes of inscrutable, self-referential humor.” Hongo also observes that Weird FaceBook has
grown considerably in 2015 and into 2016, for unknown reasons; that “Leftist and anti-capitalist
politics dominate Weird FaceBook™; and that in some ways Weird FaceBook is a sort of retort to
4Chan and Reddit and their notorious bad politics.
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of meme-ing—about desires for death and for the destruction of the world indicates a collective
mood of sorts. People are invested in having others echo back to them—with humor—a sense of
despair. People take pleasure in sharing the sense of despair. Simultaneously, Weird FaceBook
has a decidedly leftist vibe (Hongo) and has also been a hub of activity in support of Bernie
Sanders through a group called Bernie Sanders’ Dank Meme Stash. The humor in that group
(which had hundreds of thousands of members and often wound up being covered by mainstream
media because it had an influence on the primary), was also absurdist—but had a streak of
earnest hopefulness about the Sanders campaign itself. And so we can track in our contemporary
moment, too, weirdness mixing with earnest and straightforward political ideology.

Strange, gothic, gory, and oriented toward futurity and dread, “Weird Facebook” or
absurdist FaceBook is both a contemporary example of the aesthetic weirdness that I identify in
the archive I examine here and an indicator of the need for more weirdness, and different kinds
of weirdness—an opening of political possibility at the level of dread, solidarity in dread, and
perhaps eventual imagination of something else. While my primary aim in this dissertation is to
contribute to the growing body of scholarship on affect, social movements generally, Women’s
Liberation, Black Power, and general considerations of aesthetics and politics, I also hope to
highlight both propaganda and the weird as topics that have a lot to give us in our pursuit of a

less-terrible world.
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CHAPTER 2: FOR MALCOLM AND EMBODIED COLLECTIVITY IN THE BLACK
ARTS MOVEMENT

The problem with black families, they say, is absent fathers. Malcolm X is absent because
he’s dead.

—Glenn Ligon

I. For Malcolm

For Malcolm: Poetry on the Life and the Death of Malcolm X appeared at a politically
volatile juncture in history—in Detroit in June of 1967, just a month before the historic 1967
riots, or Great Rebellion. The anthology was the first Broadside Press book planned and the
second actually published. Dudley Randall, a Detroit poet from a middle-class background who
studied at Wayne State University and later at the University of Michigan, started Broadside in
1965, initially publishing only single broadside sheets and later going on to publish books. At the
1966 Fisk Writers Conference, he heard a number of poems about Malcolm X and conceived the
anthology, then later asked the Chicago poet Margaret G. Burroughs to co-edit (Boyd 127).
While Detroit ultimately became less significant to the Black Arts Movement as the movement
developed (Smethurst 234), Broadside played a crucial and catalyzing role in the early Black
Arts Movement. The anthology itself was simultaneously central and peripheral to the
movement. It included canonical Black Arts poets LeRoi Jones, Gwendolyn Brooks, Etheridge
Knight, Mari Evans, and Sonia Sanchez, and it was based out of Detroit, a center of Black
culture in the 1960s. But in addition to canonical Black Arts poets, the anthology included
several white poets and a few Black poets who actively resisted Black Arts aesthetics, like
Robert Hayden and Conrad Kent Rivers. And despite creating one of the first and most key

presses of the Black Arts Movement, Randall was fundamentally opposed to one of the unifying
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threads of the movement—the idea that aesthetic concerns flowed from political concerns, rather
than the reverse.'’

Yet despite the anthology’s idiosyncrasy within the movement and non-canonical status,
For Malcolm offers us a unique vantage point from which to consider the role that masculinity
played within Black Arts Movement work, particularly in relation to a sense of political crisis
characteristic of the movement. For Malcolm shows some of the ideas that would later animate
both the Black Arts Movement and the Black Power movement as they were being initially
articulated and hashed out. In this chapter, I will argue that poets’ near-obsessive references to
masculinity in For Malcolm do not function to valorize masculinity or patriarchy, as one might
expect. Instead, the poets here redeploy a series of white supremacist constructions of black
masculinity—black masculinity as threatening, as contagious, as reproductive, as transferable—
as a metaphor for communicability. The poets both depict Black collectivity spreading and, in an
extra-diegetic leap, incite the reader to catch the sense of collectivity that Malcolm X sparked.
Where we might expect contagiousness to function as a metaphor for sexuality, sexuality
functions as a metaphor for contagiousness. Ultimately, Black masculinity is a useful metaphor
for the poets because it enables them to project a vision of a Black collectivity that is based on
embodied presence rather than on the model of the liberal, Habermasian public sphere—a
collectivity that does away altogether with the notion of abstracted, individualized subjects

entering into rational discourse.

'2 Randall’s biographer, Melba Joyce Boyd, uses the following quote to demonstrate Randall’s
editorial philosophy: “I believe that a poet has the right to write as he or she wants to write and
not as they are told. As long as the poetry moved me or other people, it could be published. I
would accept poets on whether or not I liked their poetry, not so much on their political stances
but on what I thought was their ability as poets” (Boyd 242).

www.manaraa.com



23

I1. Masculinity

Contributors come from a range of backgrounds: a poem by John Sinclair, the founder of
the White Panther Party who espoused a sort of sex-drugs-rock ’n’ roll revolutionary plan,
precedes a poem by Amiri Baraka (then LeRoi Jones); the biographies in the back of the book
identify a large number of new poets, and their poems appear alongside those of well-established
poets Gwendolyn Brooks and Margaret Walker; Detroit is heavily represented, but does not
dominate; an Afro-Russian poet’s work is included in both Russian and English."> And the
editors themselves observe in the book’s introduction that “the styles vary from the clipped
syllables of Gwendolyn Brooks and the glittering phrases of Robert Hayden, from the dense-
packed images of Carmin Auld Goulbourne and Oliver LaGrone, to the experimental
punctuation and phrasing of LeRoi Jones, John Sinclair, and Le Graham, and the hip dialect of
Ted Joans and Etheridge Knight” (xxi). But for all the diversity of the writers, the poems’
representations of Malcolm X circle around similar themes and images: Malcolm X’s
masculinity, blood, abstraction and concreteness, marking, black and white colors, and the idea
of communicability or transferability. While the book is not at all homogeneous—each poet
treats these themes and images somewhat differently—the repetition is remarkable.

The book also has the feel of being particularly crafted as an anthology. It is broken up
into sections: “For Malcolm: The Life,” “The Death,” “The Rage,” and “The Aftermath.” The
poems are not arranged by author, and even within individual sections, there might be multiple
poems by the same author separated by other poems. Christine C. Johnson, Clarence Major, Ted
Joans, James Worley, Etheridge Knight, Conrad Kent Rivers, Theodore Horne, Edward S.

Spriggs, and Bobb Hamilton each have two or three poems in the anthology, and, most of the

1 Broadside Press generally published exclusively Black poets; For Malcolm was the only
exception during this period. Later, the press would go on to publish Latin American poets.

www.manaraa.com



24

time, these poems do not appear next to one another. Dudley Randall and Margaret G. Burroughs
clearly pieced the book together with considerable attention to ordering, and the book feels all
the more like a collaborative effort—and single work—because of the attention given.

The book’s significant emphasis on masculinity begins in its introduction: Burroughs and
Randall themselves observe and reinforce the role that masculinity will play in the rest of the
book: “The theme which recurs in many of the poems, and which recalls the theme of Ossie
Davis’s preface, is that Malcolm was a man, in spite of white America’s efforts to emasculate the
Blackman” (xxi). They go on:

There is no black man, regardless of his agreement or disagreement with
Malcolm’s politics, goals, or racial theories, whether he’s a serf in Mississippi, a
cat on the corner in Chicago, or a black bourgeois in Westchester, who didn’t feel
a stiffening of his spine and pride in his blackness when he saw or heard Malcolm
take on all comers, and rout them. There are some who feel threatened by the
taking of full manhood rights by the Blackman. Malcolm was a man, and for
being a man he was murdered.” (Xxi-xxii)
“The taking of full manhood rights by the Blackman” suggests that the anthology will fall into a
problematic sort of strategic essentialism that Michele Wallace describes in Black Macho and the
Myth of the Superwoman: a vision of Black sexuality based on white patriarchy, formed in
response to internalized white supremacist ideas about Black sexuality, that views women as
objects that Black men and white men fight over. (I rely on Wallace heavily in the pages that
follow because her account of Black masculinity provides uniquely clarifying insights into For

Malcolm.) Yet Burroughs and Randall’s observation that the anthology appeals to diverse
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audiences foreshadows a sort of crisis that plays out across the anthology, and masculinity’s

relationship to this crisis is more complicated than Burroughs and Randall suggest here.
Following the introduction is a preface by Ossie Davis, the actor and playwright who

famously eulogized Malcolm X, and Davis’s eulogy itself is printed in the back of the

anthology.'* The eulogy is entitled: “Eulogy of Malcolm X: ‘Our Black Manhood...Our Black

299

Shining Prince!...”” (ellipses in original). Davis expresses love for Malcolm X in a defensive

mode:

There are those who will consider it their duty, as friends of the Negro people, to tell us
to revile him, to flee even from the presence of his memory, to save ourselves by writing
him out of the history of our turbulent times. Many will ask what Harlem finds to honor
in this stormy, controversial and bold young captain—and we will smile. Many will say
turn away—away from this man, for he is not a man but a demon, a monster, a subverter
and an enemy of the black man—and we will smile. They will say that he is of hate—a
fanatic, a racist—who can only bring evil to the cause for which you struggle! And we
will answer and say unto them: Did you ever talk to Brother Malcolm? Did you ever
touch him, or have him smile at you? Did you ever really listen to him? Did he ever do a
mean thing? Was he ever himself associated with violence or any public disturbance? For
if you did you would know him. And if you knew him you would know why we must
honor him: Malcolm was our manhood, our living black manhood! This was his meaning
to his people. And, in honoring him, we honor the best in ourselves. (121)

The eulogy ends emphasizing masculinity as well: “...And we shall know him then for

what he was and is—a Prince—our own black shining Prince!—who didn’t hesitate to die,
because he loved us so” (122).

The transition from “man” to “seed” and the description of Malcolm as a prince both
suggest a specifically masculine /egacy. The language of “black shining prince” occurs again and
again in the book’s poems, as do the defensiveness around Malcolm’s legacy and the theme of a

seed’s having been planted. The preface, “Why I Eulogized Malcolm X,” reinforces these

'* Manning Marable writes that “in subsequent decades [the eulogy] would dwarf everything else
that occurred [on the day of Malcolm’s funeral]” (458-9).
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themes. Davis sets the preface up as a reply to a magazine editor who asked him why he had
eulogized Malcolm X and writes:
You may anticipate my defense somewhat by considering the following fact: no
Negro has yet asked me that question...Every one of the many letters I got from
my own people lauded Malcolm as a man, and commended me for having spoken
at his funeral.
At the same time—and this is important—most all of them took special
pains to disagree with much or all of what Malcolm said and what he stood for.
That is, with one singing exception, they all, every last, black, glory-hugging one
of them, knew that Malcolm—whatever else he was or was not—Malcolm was a
man! White folks do not need anybody to remind them that they are men. We do!
This was his one incontrovertible benefit to his people. (xxxiii-xxiv)
In all of these documents, Malcolm is virtually defined by his masculinity, and masculinity
seems to actually stand in as a fetish for politics or religion. One might expect Malcolm to be
remembered for his religious work in the Nation of Islam, or for his work with the Organization
of Afro-American Unity or Muslim Mosque Incorporated afterward."” Instead, Davis remembers
that Malcolm was a man—and suggests that this masculinity takes the place of any number of
more tangible and seemingly relevant accomplishments. '

Many Black feminist scholars have suggested that admiration and canonization of

Malcolm X often plays a reactionary role in allegedly-progressive political projects.'” And the

!> The OAAU was short-lived due to a lack of organization, but it still seems surprising that it
did not attract more of Malcolm X’s followers and more people, like many of the poets here,
who were moved by his death and preferred his later politics to the Nation of Islam.

' Robin D. G. Kelley reminds us that a particular use of the word “man” was also a hallmark of
the zoot suit culture that Malcolm was a part of in his youth. Zoot suiters “made a fetish of
calling each other ‘man’” “in a world where whites commonly addressed them as boy” (Kelley
166). “Man,” was a cultural rebuttal to “boy,” the response to white obsession with Black
masculinity. Kelley’s account reminds us of the context for strategic essentialism that lauds
Black masculinity. White denial of Black masculinity permeated even the language of address.
7 Wallace writes that “Malcolm was the supreme black patriarch” (37) and argues that the Black
Power Movement embraced a Black Macho image. In Wallace’s account, Black Macho involves
the active resentment of Black women, viewing them as an overly-masculine, castrating force.
Black Macho also involves a preference for white women and figures white women as passive
and properly feminine possessions of white men. Black Macho was a sort of retort to and
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sometimes prominent focus on masculinity in the Black Arts Movement would seem to be part
of the Black Macho ethos that Wallace describes.'® While I have no interest in defending the
homophobia and misogyny of some of the poems of the movement, I think it is worth thinking
through the multiple ways that images of masculinity function in the Black Arts Movement.
Davis describes (apparently pervasive) disagreement among African Americans over Malcolm

X’s politics. Yet the fact that Malcolm X “[reminded]” them that they were men was Malcolm

extension of an image of an idealized masculine patriarch—embodied by Malcolm X and
associated with a protective attitude toward Black women. Both the macho image and the
patriarchal image, Wallace suggests, reflected the Moynihan report and internalized white
projections of Black sexuality. While Wallace does not say much about Malcolm X as a
historical figure, she believes the circulation of his image to be the other side of the Black Macho
coin, as well as its immediate predecessor. Over a decade later, Barbara Ransby and Tracye
Matthews offered a similar assessment of 90s “Malcomania” and Spike Lee’s Malcolm X biopic
in relation to some rap music, writing that in popular discourse “Malcolm is the strong,
redemptive Black patriarch and Ice Cube is the warrior Black pimp” (61-2). And Nikol
Alexander-Floyd’s 2003 assessment of Wallace’s book discusses the Million Man March in
relation to Black Macho and the Myth of the Superwoman and argues that the Million Man
March deployed the patriarchal side of the Black Macho coin (183). Wallace’s assessment of the
Black Power Movement remains relevant both in terms of contemporary political commentary
about Black families and in terms of how literary scholars think about the Black Arts Movement.
'8 Wallace’s broader take on the Black Power Movement is that frustrations with the repression
of the Civil Rights Movement led many Black men to give up on the larger vision of the
movement and instead settle for taking a symbolic possession of white men: white women.
Wallace writes of “the black man™: “He pursued the white woman though it might mean, and had
meant, his life, because he understood that she was a piece of the white man’s property that he
might actually obtain. He turned his back on the white man and degraded the black woman
because that produced much faster and surer effects than a sit-in at GM” (48). In Wallace’s view,
the Black Power Movement (and ethos of the late 60s and early 70s) was wrapped up in a
misogynistic definition of what Black liberation might be. Malcolm X was not indicative of this;
instead he stood for an earlier notion of what Black patriarchy looked like. But he was vital to
the notion that developed. She writes: “Stokely Carmichael, as media figure and America’s new
sex symbol, was the embodiment of the impending revolution, but Malcolm X was its lifeblood;
without him revolution would have been unthinkable. He was the dream. White men may speak
of Martin Luther King with misty eyes but to black men, at least black men under thirty-five,
King represented a glaring impossibility—a dream of masculine softness and beauty, an almost
feminine man—and they took his murder as the final warning to rally to the other side: Men
must be hard, knock down whoever is in their way, and take what they want ‘by any means
necessary’” (37). (It is, however, worth noting that in the introduction to the current edition of
Black Macho and the Myth of the Superwoman, Wallace distances herself from her original text
and downplays the assessment of the Black Power Movement that I describe here.)
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X’s “one incontrovertible benefit to his people.” Davis’s general overstating of the case, the fact
that women seem to be addressed by Malcolm X as well as men (unlike in the ethos that Wallace
describes), and the conjunction here of diversity of political views and masculinity suggests that
masculinity here operates symbolically.

While Wallace makes a convincing case that many people involved in the Black Power
movement, the Black Arts Movement, and in particular forms of Black nationalism absorbed
white ideas about Black gender roles, this chapter traces in For Malcolm a distinctively Black
masculinity that I will argue is a good deal more peculiar and more productive than the Black
patriarch figure that Malcolm X embodies in other cultural contexts. Wallace writes that “white
men were perversely obsessed with the black man’s genitals but the obsession turned out to be a
communicable disorder” (73). In her view, the Black Power movement simply mirrored back
what whites had been saying about Blacks for decades: that Black male sexuality was a threat to
white womanhood, that Blacks were equal to their sexuality, and so on. In For Malcolm, though,
masculinity comes to stand in for communicability itself, rather than simple obsession. That is,
Black male sexuality is conceived of as threatening in part because it is conceived of as a means
of reproducing Black sociality, and in part because masculinity is generally conceived of as
power."” Black male sexuality, Wallace points out, is figured as inherently threatening to the
white supremacist power structure:

On one level, the emotional, hysterical level and the level on which most
powerless white men react, white men feared the black man’s sexual dexterity, the
black man’s sexual appeal, and the black man’s attraction for the white woman.

But on another level, on the level at which actual power changes hands, white
men feared the black man’s penis as the starting point of black families, of the

' Patricia Hill Collins makes a similar point about the formation of white sexuality around black
sexuality: racism and heterosexism, she says, each use binary logics that rely on a normal/deviant
binary (237). “For racism,” she writes, “the point of deviance is created by a normalized White
heterosexuality that depends on a deviant Black heterosexuality to give it meaning” (238).
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strength of numbers, of the perpetuation of the race, and the resourcefulness
gained from centuries of oppression. (72)

Richard Dyer, in theorizing whiteness and film, suggests something similar—that sexuality (of
any sort) is perceived as a threat to whiteness, both because of the possibility of miscegenation
and because sexuality itself is coded as black (Dyer 23). In both of these formulations, sexuality
is contagious, the thing that allows blackness to spread. *° For Malcolm, though, is not a
meditation on sexuality so much as it is a meditation on political organization. While poem after
poem focuses on Malcolm’s masculinity, masculinity here is not an end in itself. Instead, the
poets of For Malcolm deploy sexuality as a strategic metaphor for communicability—the
communicability of revolutionary political affect. That is, these poems are about masculinity at
one level, but the true topic is contagiousness. Black masculinity is relevant here because it has
been figured as a contagion within white supremacy. The For Malcolm authors redeploy this
association as a means to speculate on contagiousness and how a group can build power.
Sexuality here addresses a problem fundamental to social movements: a collective mood
such as the one so strongly evoked by Malcolm X does not necessarily correlate to actual
political organization.”' It is worth pausing here for a moment to consider what we mean by

“mood” and “affect.” Here I follow Jonathan Flatley’s description of revolutionary counter-

%Y Marlon B. Ross puts the problem another way: writing about racial discourse of rape,
castration, and metaphor, Ross notes that in white-supremacist patriarchy, “women, black or
white, mediate racial combat by being made the targeted spoils, imaginary or real, of the other
race’s men” (Ross 314). What’s curious, though, is that actual systemic rape of Black women
gets metaphorically extended to men: in an “unspoken act of metonymy,” “black men, rather
than women, become the improper tokens of the other race’s raping desire” (Ross 314).

*! Here and throughout, I use the term “affect” simply to denote an analytic category. While
“emotion” tends to suggest an “inside out” model in which an individual has an emotion at a
personal and isolated level (and can then project that emotion out to the world in some way),
“affect” connotes emotion considered socially. Emotions are always interactive, formed out of a
dialectical relationship. I use “affect” to distinguish this version of feelings from the
individualized version called to mind by “emotion.”
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moods, a description he develops through Heidegger’s work on moods and counter-moods:
mood, or “attunement” is “the overall atmosphere or medium in which our thinking, doing, and
acting occurs” (503). Flatley writes:
Only within a mood or by way of mood can we encounter things in the world as
mattering to us. In an important sense, a mood creates our world at a give
moment. Thus, in some moods collective political action might not even enter
one’s consciousness except as something impossible, futile, foolish, or obscure.
But then, with a shift in mood, organized political resistance all of a sudden
seems obvious, achievable, and vital, and it makes urgent and complete sense to
storm the Winter Palace, to occupy Wall Street, or to strike.
Mood here, and affect more generally, is not pre-discursive emotion (as it is described by Teresa
Brennan or Ruth Leys). Affect is not volitional and not reducible to cognition—but at the same
time, affects can be contested, influenced, or interrupted (Flatley 505). Art and literature (as well
as any number of other texts) created out of social movements may often register these shifts in
mood or attempt to create such shifts. Attention to art that seeks an active role in social
movements can help us understand the affective dimensions of social movements—an area that
has often been ignored.

While Flatley explores how a shift in mood led to the formation of the League of
Revolutionary Black Workers in Detroit, I explore a somewhat more anxiety-ridden
phenomenon. It seems that for many people, Malcolm X symbolized the possibility of a Black
collectivity. For Malcolm indicates the mood—an orientation toward Black collectivity—that
Malcolm X left when he died. But the book also reveals the extent to which that mood involved
an attachment to Malcolm X’s physical body. For Malcolm, as a text that gathers numerous
writers together, can constitute some version of collectivity. But it cannot constitute actual on-

the-ground political organization—and if it could, it is not clear what its political beliefs would

be. The book does not suggest a fully-formed counter-mood. Instead, it reveals the difference
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between affective response to Malcolm X as a symbol of Black collectivity and on-the-ground
organization. Malcolm X’s physical body operates as the link between an imagined collectivity
and practical organization.

The question of the nature of the very possibility of Black collectivity animates the Black
Arts Movement more generally, as Phillip Brian Harper and others have noted. Furthermore, any
revolutionary movement, but particularly revolutionary movements waged by people of color,
women, or other minorities, is tasked with articulating a vision of collectivity other than the
dominant liberal public sphere model. The liberal public sphere model relies on a disembodiment
of the subject, with whiteness “[masquerading] as racelessness” and masculinity taken as “the
norm” (Collins 237). This model of the public sphere is not one that foments the formation of
Black collectivities. As the visual artist and essayist Glenn Ligon puts it, “even if race is just one
more costume to wear, when black folks try to change for the next act, the zipper always seems
to stick” (14). That is, liberal public sphere models tend to make African Americans invisible as
a group at the political level at the same time as they encourage discrimination based on race at
the level of lived, embodied experience. Because traditional liberal politics work by bracketing
Blackness at a formal level (and thereby ignoring racism that is not explicitly codified as such),
successful Black political organization requires an emphasis on embodiment. Embodiment is
what is omitted elsewhere, and a politics that refutes liberal public sphere models must be about
the bodily in some sense. For Malcolm is able to provide a model of a Black collective as it
explores the question of communicability. Additionally, the joint emphasis on communicability
and embodiment re-forges the question asked in many Black Arts Movement texts: who can be
part of a Black collective, and how do differences, particularly class differences, come into play?

Sexuality here is embodiment and contagion, and the best political subjects are those who are
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open to this embodiment and contagion—those most receptive. In For Malcolm, then, the
idealized political subject is not the patriarch figure, but the person who is most open to a
transferable collective mood, a distinctly feminized figure. The valorization of femininity (as a
trait anyone of any gender might have) would seem to stand in contradiction to the book’s
apparently-normative valorization of masculinity. But the masculinity that Davis valorizes in his
preface and eulogy was, perhaps, the most available metaphor for a revolutionary Black
collectivity—a collectivity that must overcome the political, aesthetic, and class differences that
For Malcolm also registers. This is not to say that masculinity is only a metaphor for something
else. Rather, masculinity sits at the crux of several related threads. White supremacy has
historically sought to simultaneously emasculate Black men and tag Black men as hypersexual as
a way of dehumanizing Black people; Malcolm X’s particular performance of gender—his
affective presence and his mix of defiance and skill at traditional public-sphere masculine
performance—made him a symbol of non-apologetic Blackness. But his masculinity in this book
is also bound the question of communicability.

The anthology’s first poem is by Gwendolyn Brooks, who had recently allied herself with
the Black Arts Movement (Smethurst 48). Here is Brooks’s poem “Malcolm X,” which is
dedicated to Dudley Randall, in its entirety:

Original.

Hence ragged-round,

Hence rich-robust.

He had the hawk-man’s eyes.

We gasped. We saw the maleness.

The maleness raking out and making guttural the air
And pushing us to walls.

And in a soft and fundamental hour

A sorcery devout and vertical
Beguiled the world.
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He opened us—
Who was a key.

Who was a man. (3)

Brooks does not simply emphasize masculinity here; masculinity seems to be the main
content of the poem. The somewhat mysterious first stanza describes Malcolm X, then the poem
proceeds to a falconry metaphor: “He had the hawk-man’s eyes. / We gasped. / We saw the
maleness” (lines 3-5). The metaphor is odd and inconsistent—initially Malcolm X’s eyes are
simply like the eyes of a falconer, but the “maleness” comes to take the place of the hawk or
falcon.

The poem goes on to describe a “we” gasping at maleness. That Brooks uses the word
“maleness” rather than “masculinity” suggests that the word is a euphemism for “penis.” The

2

“maleness” rakes out and “[makes] guttural the air.” (“Rake out” is the term that cements the
falconry metaphor. Falconers say that hawks “rake out” when they fly too far away from their
masters.) A guttural sound is one that is made in the back of the throat—so the notion of raking
out has to do with the breaching of a boundary and the notion of the guttural has to do with depth
in the oral cavity of the throat, as well as the association with harsh sounds. (Additionally, the
throat and the vagina are linked and considered as parallel entry points into the female body in a
variety of literary texts and films (Clover 79)).

3

So Malcolm X’s masculinity, in the physical form of his penis, pushes the “us” to

boundaries. Malcolm X’s “vertical” sorcery in a “soft” hour vaguely suggests sexual penetration
as well. In this image Malcolm X’s “maleness” is breaking boundaries, exceeding the reach of

the falconer (Malcolm X himself), breaching an opening, altering the nature of the air, and either

pushing the “us” (which I take to refer to Black America) to boundaries and/or pinning the us
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against a wall. Gasping is a noise associated with surprise or fear, and the gasping seems to be in
response fo the maleness. “Pushing us to walls” evokes violence, and the “vertical” in “A sorcery
devout and vertical” suggestions an erection. The poem closes with an explicitly coital image:
“He opened us—Who was a key. / Who was a man.” So, the mixed metaphors of the poem
simultaneously suggest Malcolm X pushing African Americans to break new, arguably political
boundaries through his own breaking of boundaries, with his political charisma and organizing
work as the key, and Malcolm X sexually penetrating the larger African American community
with a “maleness” that is detached from his being, “opening” the community, disseminating
revolutionary affect. Here, it is not Malcolm X’s ideas that pushed boundaries, but his embodied
masculinity. Furthermore, the penetration is an unlocking, and the more general gloss of the
poem—this is a tribute to Malcolm X, who changed the character of African American culture—
suggests that the collective speaker regains masculinity via Malcolm X. Thus the act of
penetration depends on the femininity of the speaker, and articulates the femininity of the
speaker, but also changes it. Brooks’ poem presents Malcolm X’s masculinity as transferable to
others—to the feminine “we” of the poem—through sexuality. Masculine sexuality is the means
through which African American culture can become—what? Masculinity seems to be means
here rather than end; the goal is to be “opened.” The ambiguity of the final lines—does “who
was a key / who was a man” refer to “he” or to “us”?—reinforces the idea of incorporation. The
slippage places the ultimate focus of the poem on masculinity as dissemination and idealizes the
recipient.

The reactionary masculinist thread of Black politics—exemplified by the Million Man
March, or Bill Cosby’s politics, or by some of the beliefs of the Nation of Islam—sees properly

normative families as an end in themselves. Here and throughout For Malcolm, though, the
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question is one of opening, communicability, and revolutionary collectivity. In addition, though,
the penis here seems to be detached from Malcolm X’s physical body: it rakes out, moves away
from the body, as it disseminates. There is a tension here between masculinity, associated with
the penis as phallus, and a certain transferability of the penis itself. The contagion of Black
masculinity fits into Judith Butler’s description of the lesbian phallus: the masculine phallus
cannot help but indicate its difference from the penis (since a symbol cannot be the same as that
which it signifies (Butler 83).** Therefore, the lesbian phallus “furthers a crisis in the sense of
what it means to ‘have’ one [a penis] at all” (89). The detachability of the penis in Brooks’s
poem similarly destabilizes the masculine metaphors. This is perhaps because Malcolm X is
dead. If Malcolm X’s ideas are to be disseminated, and this dissemination must occur via
Malcolm X’s embodied masculinity, we must change our notion of how, exactly, that embodied
masculinity works if we are to have much hope. If Lacanian psychoanalysis requires the phallus
to symbolize the wholeness of the body (Butler 89), the phallus here is instead one that has the
transferability and plasticity of the lesbian phallus. Malcolm X’s death requires it, if Malcolm X
was a sort of controlling signifier of a jumbled, detached potential collectivity. The gap between
what Malcolm X symbolized (a coherent Black nationalist collectivity) and actual African
Americans (not adherent to any one philosophy and with no common link other than the
experience of discrimination) reveals Malcolm X’s “maleness” here to be a sort of phantasm or
potentiality, and thus the gendered metaphors can never really operate in the usual

heteronormative way.

> More specifically, Butler writes: “The phallus symbolizes the penis; and insofar as it
symbolizes the penis, retains the penis as that which it symbolizes, it is not the penis. To be the
object of symbolization is precisely not to be that which symbolizes™ (83).
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III. Crises in Social Movements

Malcolm X left a confusing and mixed legacy for his supporters, and the question that
circulates throughout For Malcolm is ‘now that Malcolm X is gone, what do we do?” As
Manning Marable observes, “from the moment of [Malcolm X’s] murder, widely different
groups, including Trotskyists, black cultural nationalists, and Sunni Muslims, claimed him” (8).
Furthermore, the Nation of Islam was an odd mix of religious organization and political
organization (or, in Marable’s account, a religious organization thrust into the political because
of the time period (11)). When Malcolm X broke with the Nation of Islam, he moved away from
a conservative religious organization—but in changing his Black nationalist politics to
something that was (sometimes anyway) inclusive of whites, Malcolm X seemed to soften his
politics. His politics after the break with the Nation were both less conservative and more
conservative at the same time, thus leaving a strange legacy. And the organizations that Malcolm
X did leave were not well-organized (Marable 460). Marable observes: “Neither the OAAU nor
the MMI [Muslim Mosque Inc.] had cultivated procedures of collective decision making, and
without Malcolm, the weak bonds that had held the groups together came apart...collective
leadership was the desired goal,” but people deferred to Malcolm X (460).

So on the one hand, there were crises of leadership in the MMI and the OAAU after
Malcolm X died. Even more significantly, though, most people influenced and affected by
Malcolm X had nothing to do with either of those organizations. After Malcolm X’s break with
the Nation, his politics were not consistent, and most of the people who admired Malcolm X had
never followed his politics, exactly. Malcolm X projected a vision of a Black collectivity that did
not exist in any organizational structure—so what he symbolized was a collectivity that did not,

in fact, exist. Eldridge Cleaver wrote of Malcolm:
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The Black Muslim movement was destroyed the moment Elijah cracked the whip
over Malcolm’s head, because it was not the Black Muslim movement itself that
was so irresistibly appealing to the true believers. It was the awakening of twenty
million Negroes which was so compelling. Malcolm X articulated their
aspirations better than any other man of our time. When he spoke under the
banner of Elijah Muhammad he was irresistible. When he spoke under his own
banner he was irresistible. If he had become a Quaker, a Catholic, or a Seventh-
Day Adventist, or a Sammy Davis-style Jew, and if he had continued to give
voice to the mute ambitions in the black man’s soul, his message would still have
been triumphant: because what was great was not Malcolm X but the truth he
uttered.” (59).
As sexist as some of Cleaver’s other writing in Sou/ On Ice may be, Cleaver gets at something
important here. What precisely Cleaver means by “the truth he uttered” is not clear—since it
would not be the truth of Islam or Catholicism or Judaism. What Cleaver refers to seems to be
more a collective mood: the “mute ambitions in the black man’s soul,” with “the black man” as
both singular and a group—even Cleaver’s word choice and syntactical choices here suggest a
pulling together of individual experience into collective, publicly acknowledged experience. And
“the truth he uttered” also seems to be about numbers—“the awakening of twenty million
Negroes.” Cleaver’s point here may seem circular. Cleaver is suggesting that what was so
compelling, that is, what drew people to Malcolm X, was that Malcolm X drew so many people
to him. But Cleaver seems to be in line with many of the poets in For Malcolm here, as well as
with many other commentators on Malcolm X. Malcolm X was so compelling because he
signified a Black collectivity—a Black collectivity that did not really exist in any practical,
organization sense. That collectivity, here and in For Malcolm, is attached to Malcolm X as a
specific, embodied individual rather than to any particular political ideology.
After Malcolm X died, then, his legacy was an open question. Malcolm’s physical body

seemed so central to the nascent political collectivity still forming around him that tension

bubbled up even in the promotional activities for For Malcolm. In February of 1967, several
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months before For Malcolm would actually appear, the Detroit branch of the Socialist Workers
Party hosted a Friday Night Socialist Forum memorializing Malcolm X (Breitman). Dudley
Randall brought a group of poets to read from For Malcolm. The Reverend Albert Cleage, a
former Freedom Now Party activist who had worked with Malcolm X and at the time was
beginning to form the Black nationalist Christian movement, delivered a talk entitled “Myths
About Malcolm X.” Cleage’s talk essentially argued that in the time since Malcolm X’s death,
white socialists and others had tried to reinterpret Malcolm X’s significance through
misconstruing some confused statements he had made toward the end of his life. Cleage argued
that Malcolm X’s famous “Message to the Grassroots” speech was his “last will and testament”
(Cleage) and described the myth of an integrationist Malcolm X as something that Black people
should work to debunk. Three weeks later, George Breitman, a white member of the Socialist
Workers Party who had done extensive work in getting Malcolm X’s speeches into print, gave a
talk at the Friday Night Socialist Forum. The talk was a response to Cleage and it too was called
“Myths About Malcolm X.” Breitman argued that while Malcolm X was by no means an
integrationist (since he believed Black people needed to build their own movement before
uniting with whites with similar interests), one could not excise the last year of Malcolm’s life
from Malcolm’s legacy. Tension and heated debate about Malcolm X’s legacy continues to this
day—Manning Marable’s much-awaited biography, Malcolm X: A Life of Reinvention,
occasioned many critical responses, including a volume titled 4 Lie of Reinvention: Correcting
Manning Marable’s Malcolm X, for instance. Malcolm X’s particular history left his legacy open
to a particularly wide range of interpretations.

Malcolm X was a key figure for both Black Power and the Black Arts Movement, beyond

just the Broadside Press anthology. Phillip Brian Harper has observed a tendency toward
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political crisis in the Black Arts Movement more generally. While the canonical poems of the
Black Arts Movement make clear that the white establishment is the enemy, they do not
generally articulate a political path forward, substituting instead a division between a masculine,
and properly Black 7 and a you that is accused of not being properly masculine or properly Black
(Harper 41-53). That is, Harper suggests that notions of Black masculinity mediate a political
crisis inherent to Black nationalism. Since Black nationalism does not necessitate any particular
political project—it could refer to the Black capitalism of Garvey or the Leninism of the Black
Panther Party or the League of Revolutionary Black Workers or the cultural nationalism of
Maulana Karenga—a sense of anxiety and crisis continually accompanies Black Arts work.
Harper argues that many of the canonical poems of the Black Arts Movement crystallize this
anxiety in their uses of / and you, and that while the poems explicitly address a Black audience,
their enunciation actually suggests a white audience, plus a Black audience that overhears the
poems.

This sense of crisis is particularly acute in For Malcolm. And while Harper describes the
canonical Black Arts Movement poems that he reads as indicating social division within the
Black Arts Movement—division between a masculine and politically conscious / and a
feminized and politically naive you—the most common division in For Malcolm is between
Malcolm X and a feminized, politically naive we. That is, the book’s subject—Malcolm X—
forces a shift in Black Arts Movement constructions of masculinity, emphasizing not the
femininity of whites or “Negroes” as opposed to “Blacks,” but the overwhelming masculinity
and political potency of Malcolm X. As Harper observes, many of the canonical poems of the
Black Arts Movement strike an accusatory note in their relationship to implicit Black readers.

This dynamic is present in specific poems in For Malcolm. Amiri Baraka’s “A Poem for Black
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Hearts” focuses on Malcolm X rather than on a politically conscious /. But the you is the one that
Harper describes:

For all of him, and all of yourself, look up,

black man, quit stuttering and shuffling, look up,

black man, quit whining and stooping, for all of him,

For Great Malcolm a prince of the earth, let nothing in us rest

until we avenge ourselves for his death, stupid animals

that killed him, let us never breathe a pure breath if

we fail, and white men call us faggots till the end of

the earth. (Pages 61-62, lines 20-27)

The focus here is not on Malcolm X’s body (as it is in many of the other poems in For
Malcolm), but on the black you, who the speaker accuses of stuttering and shuffling. The we here
needs to avenge Malcolm X, rather than simply be open to Malcolm X’s contagious mood.

We can contrast Baraka’s poem—typical of the Black Arts Movement’s way of indexing
social division and crisis as described by Harper—with two poems by Theodore Horne and one
by Raymond Patterson in For Malcolm. Each of these poems crystallizes the recurrent theme of
communicability that circulates throughout the book, and Baraka’s poem turns out to be an
outlier. Raymond Patterson’s “At That Moment” (69) begins:

When they shot Malcolm Little down

On the stage of the Audubon Ballroom,

When his life ran out through bullet holes

(Like the people running out when the murder began)

His blood soaked the floor

One drop found a crack through the stark

Pounding thunder—slipped under the stage and began

Its journey: burrowed through concrete into the cellar,

Dropped down darkness, exploding like quicksilver (Lines 1-9)
The poem then goes on to describe Malcolm X’s blood as “a thousand fiery seeds” (line 16)
traveling throughout the city, into the “pipes and powerlines, the mains and cables” (line 15).

The poem closes with these lines:

At that moment,
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Those who drank water where he entered. . .

Those who cooked food where he passed . . .

Those who burned light while he listened . . .

Those who were talking as he went, knew he was water
Running out of faucets, gas running out of jets, power
Running out of sockets, meaning running along taut wires—
To the hungers of their living. It was said

Whole slums of clotted Harlem plumbing groaned

And sundered free that day, and disconnected gas and light
Went on and on and on. . .

They rushed his riddled body on a stretcher

To the hospital. But the police were too late.

It had already happened. (Lines 17-30, ellipses in original)

A few things are striking here. First, an emphasis on Malcolm X’s physicality is
completely merged with an emphasis on how something of him spreads. We’re not given a
picture of people mourning Malcolm X’s body, for instance. The poem takes place in the interval
between when Malcolm X was shot and when he died. Malcolm X’s blood acts as a conduit for
potential political wins (“Stop utility shut offs!”) or perhaps simply a projection of a world in
which African Americans do not experience poverty or ghettoization. Malcolm X is also
depicted as satisfying “the hungers of their living,” which highlights the incorporation metaphor
here—Malcolm X does not simply touch people or improve lives and move on; rather, those he
encounters consume him and incorporate him into their being.

What is particularly curious, though, is that this effect only seems to work while Malcolm
X is still alive. His blood leaves his body—as Malcolm X’s penis seems to detach from his body
in Gwendolyn Brooks’s opening poem—and has its effects on people, but the poem’s last lines
do not imply that this effect continues. Instead, the poem ends on the note of his death. At the
same time, though, X’s death has already happened at the end of the poem: “...But the police

were too late. / It had already happened.” The confusing temporalities here suggest a sense of

crisis about how exactly—through what conduit—Malcolm X will leave a political legacy. And
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it is the occasion of Malcolm X’s death that allows his legacy to spread widely, even as Horne’s
speaker worries that the legacy may simply end with Malcolm X’s death.

Not long after Malcolm X’s murder in the Audobon, Amiri Baraka wrote: “Malcolm’s
greatest contribution was to preach Black Consciousness to the Black Man. Now we must find
the flesh of our spiritual creation” (qtd. in Marable 481). Baraka, along with Patterson, makes
clear that a sense of revolutionary collectivity can exist where no practical revolutionary ability
exists. Maurice Charland has pointed out that the formation of political subjects is not a matter of
persuasion so much as interpellation (134). One is not persuaded to become part of a Black
revolutionary collective; rather, one is interpellated into the collective “through a process of
identification in rhetorical narratives” (134). For Malcolm shows, though, that there are gaps
between the rhetorical constitution of collective political subjectivity, the affective constitution
of collective political subjectivity, and the ability to politically function as a collective. The
affective dimensions may flow from political work—cross-racial solidarity achieved over the
course of a strike, for instance—or rhetorical work might hit an affective nerve and prompt
political action. Or an acting political collective might form with differing and competing
affective dimensions, as was often the case with regional Occupy movements (where affect was
hinged to individual senses of the national movement). Getting the various dimensions of
collectivity to line up is part of political struggle, a challenge to writers like Baraka and Horne as
well as to Black Power activists more broadly. Stokely Carmichael, for one, admonished in
1966: “We have to say, ‘Don’t play jive and start writing poems after Malcolm is shot.” We have
to move from the point where the man left off and stop writing poems” (qtd. in Harper 51),
echoing Baraka but also explicitly turning away from artistic and rhetorical gestures. As

Carmichael suggests, embodied physical presence cannot sustain a social movement on its own;
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movements that exist only at the level of rhetoric or affect are not movements at all. Malcolm
X’s body here is a fetish for multiple things: embodied presence in social movements (presence
that can strike, for instance, or wage war); the embodied presence that is affixed to African
American bodies and bracketed in the Habermasian public sphere; and, at the same time, the
affective and phantasmatic link between a rhetorical Black collectivity and an organized,
embodied one.
IV. Possession, the Public Sphere, and Revolutionary Affect
A poem by Theodore Horne, included in the section “The Aftermath,” further

demonstrates Malcolm X’s strange role. “Malcolm Exsiccated” begins by suggesting that the
speaker was previously suspicious of Malcolm X’s ideas:

No sooner than I heard them holler out in Harlem,

The well is dry, did I crave a drink from it . . .

I remember I used to spurn it when it brimmed—

pointing out how rife it was with impurities,

choosing the well-distilled—and dearer—Tlibations.

I waited for it to settle, which it seemed to be doing,

gradually becoming much clearer and more enticing.

Frankly impressed that it refreshed so many others,

I often approached a pail that passed before me,

poised a dipper to take a draught, then put it off. (Lines 1-10)
Horne echoes Ossie Davis’s sentiment in the preface. As in Davis’s account of a larger public’s
relationship to Malcolm X, the speaker admires Malcolm X without subscribing to his political
views. “I waited for it [the well] to settle, which it seemed to be doing” (line 6) indicates that the
speaker was less interested in the Nation of Islam’s views than he was in the political views that
Malcolm X espoused after his break with Elijah Muhammad and his trip to Mecca. That the text

references this break so explicitly is noteworthy, since contributors include at least one member

of the Nation as well as whites. That is, part of the tension of the book is precisely the
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“settl[ing]” that the speaker refers to, and this is one of the few points at which that settling is
explicitly mentioned.

Horne chooses to use thirst and a well as the metaphors here. Malcolm X was, in this
metaphor, a particularly refreshing well, rumored to be an oasis: “Was it really the oasis they
said it was? / Though I thought not, now I will never know” (lines 12-3). What’s particularly
striking here is the “now I will never know.” Up until this point, we may well have been talking
about Malcolm X’s ideas. The speaker was intrigued but had some disagreements. He was struck
that so many people latched onto those ideas and took inspiration from them. Malcolm X was a
well of ideas, and now that he is dead, the well is dry—so he will produce no more new ideas.
This all makes sense—but if the speaker will never know if “it” was “really the oasis they said it
was,” then the speaker cannot be referring principally to Malcolm X’s ideas. If so, why not go
back and read some of the published speeches, talk to people who had been involved in the
Organization of Afro-American Unity, read the autobiography, and so on? The fact that the
“well” is now dry and completely inaccessible to the speaker means that the speaker is not
referring to Malcolm X’s ideas, but his physical form. Or, to be more precise, the poem suggests
here that Malcolm X’s ideas were bound to his physical form: the speaker cannot imagine the life
of the ideas apart from the life of Malcolm X. This is odder still when we consider the discussion
of distillation and impurities: the speaker must be referring to Malcolm X’s thinking here (not his
physical presence), but whatever is referenced is now inaccessible. The poem continues:

Perhaps a mere sip might have been something to savor...
Now, with fancied unquenchable thirst, afire with the regrets
of an inferno-fated spectre, I creep to the wall of the well

and peer into its pitch-black depth at a desert;
sand stopples my throat, and froth unparts my lips. (Lines 14-18)

www.manaraa.com



45

Considering the subject at hand, this imagery is quite striking. The speaker has an unquenchable
thirst—that apparently cannot be satisfied by taking up Malcolm X’s political ideas or affiliating
himself with a nationalist group of some sort. What the speaker wants has to do not with
Malcolm X’s politics, but with his physical being—and the speaker suffers like a person damned
to hell for not having access to it.

Here Malcolm X as water should be ingested, incorporated into one’s body. Part of the
tension in the poem is the speaker’s self-castigation for not having ingested Malcolm X as water
earlier, or been open to Malcolm X’s politics. The ideal political subject in For Malcolm is not
one associated with masculine toughness, but one who is open to the contagion that is Malcolm
X. The ideal subject opens him or herself to an illogical (if one doesn’t agree with Malcolm X’s
politics) and revolutionary mood, and the mood changes the subject, brings her or him fully into
a Black collectivity.

We can look across media and genre to other work that thematizes contagion and
incorporation, and that operates in the realm of the weird: possession films, which took off right
around the time of For Malcolm’s publication. These films, too, tend to thematize racial and
gendered openness. Carol J. Clover’s assessment of possession films in Men, Women, and
Chainsaws: Gender in the Modern Horror Film offers some unique ways to understand For
Malcolm and the way that For Malcolm conceives of contagion and incorporation in gendered
and racialized terms. Just as “the drama of [possession films] ... turns on the process of
conversion: the shedding of disbelief, the acceptance of the mystical or irrational” (67), the
drama of For Malcolm turns on the process of conversion: the disruption of skepticism about
Malcolm X’s espoused politics and the acceptance of the instance of Black collectivity that

Malcolm X symbolized and spread.
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In possession films, the possessed person is opened up—in a way that is sexually
coded—to the possessing spirit (Clover 102). Clover describes the gender logic of possession
and occult films: the possessed person, she says, is always a woman, or at least feminized;
women are “[ports] of entry for the satanic” (71) “Vulva,” Clover points out, “is related to
valve—gate or entry to the body—and so it regularly serves for all manner of spirits” (76). There
is also a usually-male character who witnesses the possession (Father Karras, the main priest in
The Exorcist, for instance), and the film is ultimately more about the male’s struggle to accept
the possibility of the occult (over hard science) than it is about the possessed woman (Clover 85).
We can see echoes of the same logic in the poems in For Malcolm. A second poem by Theodore
Horne demonstrates. Here is the beginning of “There’s Fire (For February 21)”:

Wonder why is it I still smell smoke?...

I don’t mean the odor of cinders

issuing from so many blockheads’ tempers,

or that parched and pungent fume of eggheads

and fatheads scrambled together—and neglected.

Nor is it that stench of black and white

passions ignited in a long hot summer—

It is another sort of smoke—but not

that of burning churches in Alabama,

burning blackflesh way out in a wheatfield,

burning whitepine crosses in a frontyard,

or burning midtown mosques; it isn’t quite

that kind of smoke which just now smarts

my eyes to tears, and smites my nose. (Lines 2-14, ellipses in original)
At this stage in the poem, the speaker implies that smoke is a metaphor for Malcolm X’s legacy
and that fire is a metaphor for something else—perhaps his physical being. The speaker feels the
need to clarify what kind of smoke, since smoke is a loaded metaphor, given the history of white
supremacist church bombings and cross-burnings. Smoke generally seems to waft in and out,

across space and time, sometimes associated with individuals and other times with events,

always with strong affective associations. And smoke, like Malcolm X’s blood in Raymond
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Patterson’s poem and like pneuma of various sorts in horror films, is something that is taken into
larger bodies and incorporated.

The speaker is ambivalent about Malcolm X’s ideas and echoes the speaker’s concern
about “impurities” in “Malcolm Exsiccated.” “The stench of passions ignited in a long hot
summer” (lines 6-7) suggests smoke associated not with white supremacist oppression (as in the
reference to cross-burnings) but with Black rebellion. “Long hot summers” refers to the
rebellions that occurred throughout the mid-1960s in cities across the country. Mainstream
accounts generally refer to these as race riots. “The stench of black and white / passions ignited
in a long hot summer” depicts the riots negatively (“stench,” and the fact that the speaker
distinguishes the good smoke he smells from their smell). The lines also flatten the rebellions out
into a vague, negative violence. The speaker views the rebellions, a crucial moment of the Black
Power Movement, as negative, and seems to view the violent acts by oppressed African
Americans as morally equivalent to the violent acts of oppressive white supremacists. The
speaker’s ambivalence is, to some extent, ambivalence about the entire project of the Black
Power Movement. This skepticism is typical of the poems in For Malcolm. But the speaker goes
on to distinguish the smoke he now smells:

...itisn’t quite

that kind of smoke which just now smarts

my eyes to tears, and smites my nose.

What I smell is not unlike an incense

yet stronger, stranger, and intoxicating.

I knew a source of this aroma once,

but that was snuffed out. He is cold...

But how is it that I smell that smoke?

I’m hoping where there’s smoke—you know the saying. (Lines
12-20)

A few interesting things happen here in this closing. First, the speaker suggests that the smoke

that symbolizes Malcolm X’s legacy is of a different nature than the smoke mentioned earlier—
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but the types of smoke the speaker distinguishes it from include both KKK cross-burning smoke
and the smoke of Black rebellion against white power structures. This conflation means that
whatever the speaker’s describing, the sense of justice he articulates stands in stark contrast with
the notion of Black self-defense that Malcolm X helped to popularize. The speaker goes on to
describe the smoke that symbolizes the legacy of Malcolm X in rather bizarre terms: “not unlike
an incense” and “‘stronger, stranger, and intoxicating.” The language is associatively feminine.

The poem mourns Malcolm X and seeks something left of him after his death—a
melancholic, ghostly, and weird project, to be sure. Clover’s work clarifies some of the odder
aspects of the poem. “Eggheads / and fatheads scrambled together” refers to smart or dimwitted
versions of masculinized logic (“White Science” in Clover’s terminology), and the smell that is
“not unlike an incense / yet stronger, stranger, and intoxicating” is feminine (“Black Magic” in
Clover’s terminology). The poet’s ambivalence and interest in traditional Western logic gives
way to enthusiasm for Malcolm X and an interest in feminine magic toward the end.

While the anthology does not depict Malcolm X as monstrous—quite the opposite—it
does depict the formation of a Black collectivity around him as something that requires a
suspension of rational thought. Over and over, writers articulate their disagreement with
Malcolm X’s politics and simultaneous, illogical attraction to him. In horror, the possessed
person is a separate character from the person who must undergo a transformation. There is the
possessed woman, and there is the male observer who cannot help unless he gives up his belief in
White Science—traditional logic—as explanatory. In For Malcolm, and possibly in other texts
from the 60s that deal with political fervor and collectivity—the figure is collapsed into one, a
political subject whose test is whether he or she can allow herself to be ‘opened to’ the political

mood (which is embodied in a masculine figure). This connection between Black Magic in
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horror and political fervor may even give us a way of understanding that odd scene in The
Exorcist (1973) that shows Regan’s mother, Chris MacNeil (played by Ellen Burstyn), acting for
the movie that she is in Washington to film. Chris’s character in the movie-within-the-movie is
in the midst of a large protest for an undisclosed cause, and she leaps up to the front of the crowd
to speak, then tells the crowd that you have to work within the system to get what you want. At
face value, the scene does not resonate with the themes of the rest of The Exorcist. But perhaps
there is a larger discursive context for questions of rationality and protest in this period, with
elements of horror appearing in propaganda and horror movies themselves commenting
mediating questions of political organization.

According to Clover, the proliferation of “white males, typically doctors...and...surgery,
drugs, psychotherapy, and other forms of hegemonic science” in horror films represent Western
rational tradition (66). Western rational tradition is one and the same with the idea of the
Habermasian public sphere. The opposite, “Black Magic,” is symbolized by

satanism, voodoo, spiritualism ... crosses, holy water, seances, candles, prayer,
exorcism ... and its inhabitants are blacks, Native Americans, mixed-race
people...and third-world peoples in general, children, old people, priests,
Transylvanians—but first and foremost women” (66).
Clover gets at the connection here between people of color and women in this particular cultural
logic: both are excluded from rational public discourse and associated with a threatening
alternative. They are not necessarily themselves the threatening alternative, but they are subject
to invasion by it, particularly when they experience rage and pain (Clover 71), often due to
inability to cope with a loss (Clover 73). Certainly, we can see how horror and social movement

literature (particularly by women and people of color) might overlap: here pain and rage at
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Malcolm X’s death (and the daily experience of racism) leaves the speakers of the poems open,
valves to a dangerous, irrational affective force that both actively rejects the public sphere model
of political activism and poses a real threat to those who adhere to that model. Horror films also
offer an available way of talking about return: most possession films end with a hint that it is
actually not over, that the evil lives on and may resurface in the future (Clover 72), just as most
of the poems here speculate on whether Malcolm X may live on in some form.

Many of these poems act almost as incantations. Edward S. Spriggs’s “Stillborn Pollen
Falling” (72-3) ends with the lines “The waters are rising / & the ritual begins again” (lines 12-
3). The present perfect tense and the word “ritual” each suggest that the poem is performing a
sort of resurrection of revolutionary affect itself. Another poem by Spriggs, “Berkeley’s Blue
Black™ (74), references “[waiting] for the second coming / of MALCOLM” (lines 7-8).
Etheridge Knight’s “The Sun Came” also references the occult or gothic:

The rays of red have pierced the deep, have struck
The core. We cannot sleep.

The shadows sing: Malcolm, Malcolm, Malcolm.
The darkness ain’t like before.

The sun came, Miss Brooks.

And we goofed the whole thing.

I think.

(Though ain’t no vision visited my cell.) (Lines 11-8)

Knight’s description of the “deep” piercing resonates with smoke and water’s penetration
of the body in Horne’s poems and blood’s penetration of the piping and utilities in Patterson’s
poem, as well as with Clover’s description of possession in horror films. Knight’s reference to
Malcolm X’s ghost in the final line further emphasizes the nature of the mistake: Malcolm X, the
sun, came, and “our ears were not equipped / For the fierce hammering” (lines 5-6). Knight and

other African Americans resisted the penetration, focusing too much on reasoning out and

evaluating the arguments that Malcolm X was making, but now “...beneath the placid faces a
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storm rages” (line 10). If the placid face is the previous, rational subject, this new subject that has
been touched by Malcolm X is in a rage—out of control, unreasonable. And while the speaker
specifies that no vision has visited him, even the mention of a vision seems to do the same work
as those shots at the end of horror movies in which some small part or piece of the evil is
revealed to still be lurking about.

Kent Foreman’s “Sleep Bitter, Brother” (23) even directs Malcolm X not to rest
peacefully:

Keep fingers crossed when you give up the ghost,

And strings attached; there’s work for ghosts to do.

Sleep bitter, brother, and at last provide

Uneasy dust beneath a restless sod. (Lines 4-7)
Ted Joans’s “True Blues for a Dues Payer” (25) refers to Malcolm X as “my soothsayer His
Hipness Malcolm X / a true dues payer!” (lines 13-4), with “soothsayer” calling to mind the set
of Black Magic associations that Clover refers to. Robert Hayden’s poem “El-Hajj Malik El-
Shabazz (Malcolm X): O masks and metamorphoses of Ahab, Native Son” (14-6) even makes
reference to Malcolm X’s prison nickname: Satan.

These brief bursts of horror and ghost story imagery begin to make sense when we
consider that the horror story begins when modernity begins, since horror and uncanniness make
sense only in the context of Enlightenment ideas (Miéville). The fantasy author and socialist
activist China Miéville argues that Marxists generally ought to be materialists—but materialists
with “chinks in their armor” that allow in fear, dread, and a sense of the uncanny (Miéville). A
sense of possibility and potentiality necessary for political work resides in those chinks, despite
the usual Marxist suspicion of anything unrealistic (Miéville). We can see a rejection of the

public sphere model, as well as an invocation of the potentialities of dread, in For Malcolm’s

turn to the supernatural.
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Overall, For Malcolm makes a claim that, in order to succeed, political organization must
not model itself off of the rational public discourse model that is the alleged (and exclusionary)
basis for American politics. It also shows a conversion, though not exactly the one that Clover
identifies in horror films. Here African Americans are convinced to give up their reliance on the
notion of a rational public sphere, in which it makes sense to keep one’s distance from Malcolm
X if you disagree with some of his views, and open themselves up to contagious political affect,
to the sense of Black collectivity that Malcolm X supernaturally inspired. As in horror films, the
ideal figure for this opening is female or at least feminine. Possession films deal with “fertility
and conception” (Clover 81) and, by association, to the birthing of social movements that are
horrifying to the current power structure—social movements that, while not Satanic, would be in
opposition to the rational public sphere model. And in the horror films, being too skeptical of
Black Magic will get you killed, since you have no defenses if you continue to operate on the
model of Western rationality, rather than accepting help from the priest or soothsayer or medium.
And the writers in For Malcolm had good reason to undergo a conversion at this moment. While
the Civil Rights Movement no doubt included diverse ideas about the public sphere model and
rational discourse, in 1967, African Americans across the country were increasingly skeptical of
nonviolent strategies and convinced that models assuming a rational opponent were doomed to
failure—and, indeed, might get you killed. (Murders of Civil Rights activists were alarmingly
frequent.) Through rage and pain about Malcolm X’s murder, the writers here find an openness
to the notion of collectivity.

V. Print as Embodiment

Clover also observes that possession films are invested in the physicality of women and

that the films “[force] the ‘physical presence’ of a woman...to externalize its inner
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workings,...to give a material account of itself” (82). Here too we find a parallel: the writers of
For Malcolm emphasize the actual material quality of the book, forcing the act of reading to give
a material account of itself. Recent work in American print cultures draws out a set of
connections between print and the notion of the public sphere that goes far beyond the
Habermasian narrative. Building on Nancy Fraser and Michael Warner’s notions of “counter-
public,” Elizabeth Maddock Dillon asks:
How might we define the shape and terms of participation in a public sphere not
grounded in critical rationality, not grounded in an abstractive, negative relation
to an embodied presence? Further, how might we understand such a public sphere
in terms that are not merely oppositional with respect to existing, dominant
accounts of the public sphere—that is, not simply defined in terms of illogic,
nonspeech, nonsense, or sheer physical presence? (324-5)
I will argue here that For Malcolm is one attempt to answer, by example, the former question. I
will also suggest that the second question may not be so pertinent. That is, at least in the case of
the emerging Black Power Movement in 1967, simple negation was able to do a lot of affective
work (perhaps less so in the period Dillon is writing about, the eighteenth century). The implicit
goal in rejecting the public sphere model is not necessarily to form a better kind of sphere in its
place.

I would suggest that we think of the public sphere not as an actually-existing formation
so much as a key ideologeme within a liberal worldview. What I mean by ‘public sphere’ is not
precisely Habermas’s version, but simply the version of the public sphere that resides in popular
discourse and consciousness. Regardless of The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere
and regardless of the work by numerous scholars to make the public sphere a more useful
analytic category, in our culture more broadly, the public sphere functions at the ideological

level. Civil Rights Movement activists operated through some version of the public sphere,

demonstrating that African Americans were being wronged and arguing through reason and
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emotion, rather than force, for better treatment. The turn that we are concerned with here—the
turn, via the figure of Malcolm X, to the Black Arts Movement and to Black Power—is a
rejection of the public sphere ideologeme as dangerous and mistaken. The worldview that
assumes that each individual acts based on reason and has an equal voice in things is, Black
Power activists suggest, a dangerous one. In the context of social movements, it encourages
activists to make what many in the Black Arts and Black Power movements considered strategic
errors: trying to sway the cops, shifting social movements’ efforts into electoral politics, or
acting with the assumption that the movement simply needs to show that it has support, and the
powers-that-be will have to respond. In this view, assuming that your opponents will act
rationally and disinterestedly sets you up to fail—and perhaps to capitulate and make various
concessions in order to demonstrate your side’s rationality. For instance, if your opponent has an
interest in keeping you disenfranchised regardless of what kinds of arguments you make, then
your best course of action is to direct your energies not at your opponent, but toward the number
of others who are also disenfranchised and recruit them to active resistance. At least, this is the
argument that the Black Power movement would make, implicitly in its organizing strategies and
sometimes explicitly as well, in relation to the Civil Rights Movement, which had a much less
contentious relationship with ideologies of the public sphere. Stokely Carmichael’s words in a
1967 speech are demonstrative:
Dr. King’s policy was that nonviolence would achieve the gains for Black people
in the United States. His major assumption was that if you are nonviolent, if you
suffer, your opponent will see your suffering and will be moved to change his
heart. That’s very good. He only made one fallacious assumption: in order for
nonviolence to work, your opponent must have a conscience. The United States
has none. (The Black Power Mixtape)

Carmichael’s argument engages the public sphere ideologeme: in public sphere ideology, one

can use an emotional or rational appeal to convince his “opponent” (a word that toes the line
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between registering public sphere and Black Power ideologies here) to concede a point. Justice
will ultimately prevail, since all actors in this fantasy are, in some fundamental way, neutral. (I
myself do not mean to suggest that Civil Rights activists believed their detractors were neutral,
merely that activists strategically chose to engage with mainstream white audiences as though
they were a neutral public sphere.) Carmichael’s argument that Black peoples’ opponent has no
conscious, and the fact that he names that opponent as the United States, suggests that Black
Americans and their oppressors are diametrically opposed and unevenly matched, rather than
neutral parties negotiating politics and making rational and emotional appeals to one another.

The very fact that this public sphere model asks political subjects to bracket their
embodied selves also means that the model cannot serve well at the affective level for
movements based around ending discrimination against African Americans or women. The
public sphere does not need to be replaced by some other formation, as Dillon suggests. Rather,
those who would be part of an African American collective aiming for concrete political gains
need to replace any notions that the world operates in the way public sphere discourse says it
does with an entirely different worldview, or way of interpreting events—perhaps a Black
nationalist or a Marxist worldview (or a combination, as in the case of the League of
Revolutionary Black Workers, which would form shortly after the publication of For Malcolm).
In either of these ways of looking at the world, an oppressing group and an oppressed group
stand at fundamental odds with one another, and reason is inconsequential. While the idea of
reason or logic doesn’t get thrown out the window, it is a presumption that logic is not a tool in
winning an oppressing group to your cause. (The oppressing group will not be reasoned with;
they must be forced to yield power through other means.) Indeed, contagious revolutionary

affect, notions of collectivity, revolutionary versions of horror-movie violence, a sense of oneself
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as part of a totality, rather than as an individual, and a collective suspension of individual
skepticism seem better tools for the Black Power Movement, or any social movement, than does
any traditional notion of reason.

So the question here is not whether “public sphere” is a useful analytic tool or descriptor.
The question is how activists and writers might signal their refutation of the public sphere-based
worldview to make space for collectivities based on different worldviews—collectivities based
on an understanding of the forces that participants are up against. One problem that the writers in
For Malcolm face is the tendency of print toward public sphere models. That is, print has long
been considered the key site of public sphere discourse in America. On top of that, African
American writers must negotiate the fact that the ability to read and write—and particularly to
have one’s words appear in print—was considered proof that African Americans were fully
human (Gates 12). That is, the act of publishing ropes one into a set of assumptions and a
framework that is premised on white supremacist ideas (ideas also based in the public-sphere
worldview) from the start. Furthermore, African American literature is continually taken to be of
a documentary nature (duCille 458). That is, African American writers are forced to contend
with the idea that their writing ability proves their humanity in the liberal public sphere model
and with the idea that what they write must document either historical fact (as with slave
narratives) or the so-called African American experience (in the case of more contemporary
writers) in some way. African American writers are presumed to bear witness, rather than to
agitate; to tell the truth of racism so that the other inhabitants of the liberal public sphere can
respond in some way.

Of course, Black Arts Movement writers (like Harlem Renaissance writers before them)

emphasized that they were not writing for whites—but the fact that they had to emphasize this
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indicates that the standard discourse around this still suggested the opposite. Part of the Black
Arts impulse to negate that assumption, to write agitation literature rather than documentary for
the powers-that-be, takes the form of a flagging of the material and graphic qualities of print.
While print, as opposed to in-person conversation or assembly, necessitates a certain
disembodiment, print itself is still material.

For Malcolm plays off of this materiality via a second connection between print and
racialization: the historical construction of black ink as signifying racial Blackness. In the
nineteenth century, black ink and white paper came to operate as racial metaphors (Senchyne
142). White and black do not correspond to actual visual color, of course, and it was at least
partially through the printed page that legal categories of Black and white came to be figured as
binary, opposite, and visual (Senchyne 144). Additionally, discourse about print helped to form
and reinforce the idea of whiteness as unmarked, blank, and neutral and blackness as a sort of
mark (Senchyne 151). The poets in For Malcolm carefully control their engagement with the
public sphere of the printed word, flagging the material and visual aspects of printing throughout
the anthology as a way to offset the pull toward public sphere discourse that print enacts on
Black writers. By figuring print as blackness, the poets can drag embodiment into the printed
book and launch an implicit criticism of the public sphere worldview. And this criticism can,
presumably, clear the way for forms of collectivity that do not make the strategic errors that

minority appeals to public sphere elites generally make.” At the same time, ink is something that

% It should be clear that what I am suggesting here has little to do with whether Black Power
activists or Black Arts writers were actually acting rationally or acting based on emotion. Plenty
of research has shown that these are not opposites, and that one in fact needs emotional
motivation in order to act rationally. Recent work about social movements within sociology has
put emotion back on the table. Sociologists coming out of the 1960s and 70s worked to change
the prior presumption that activists were, essentially, an unruly, emotion-driven irrational mob
(Gould 14-5). They insisted that activists were driven by reason, and only recently have scholars
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is transferable. In fact, print works because ink is transferable, and books are made by the
transfer of ink. While one way of thinking about print reinforces the idea of white as neutral (and
thus the notion of the public sphere and the bracketing of embodiment), another way of thinking
about print—print as black, embodied, material, and transferable—functions as a perfect
metaphor for the contagious Black collectivity that For Malcolm envisions. If Black is the mark
upon the neutral page, that Blackness also rubs off, so much so that in nineteenth century
printing, the apprentice who dealt most with the ink was called the “printer’s devil” because the
ink would stain his skin (Senchyne 147). The satanic pneuma of horror films, the printer’s devil,
and Malcolm X as “Satan” in poems that reflect on his prison stint have in common their
infectious, contaminating, and trouble-making nature as well as their association with the color
black.

For Malcolm’s critical stance toward the medium of print begins on the cover, which is
beige with “For Malcolm” in a simple sans serif font across the top and a giant X in the middle.
Toward the bottom are the words “Poems On The Life And The Death Of Malcolm X and then
in smaller font “Edited by Dudley Randall and Margaret G. Burroughs” and then “BROADSIDE
PRESS: Detroit.” The large X in the center, which takes up most of the cover, is made to look as

though it has been painted on. The edges of the X are rough and the two lines are rendered so

begun a discussion about how emotion works in social movements that does not assume that
emotion is, essentially, bad (Gould 14-5). For more on this conversation, see Passionate Politics:
Emotions and Social Movements, edited by Jeff Goodwin, James M. Jasper, and Francesca
Polletta. What interests me here, though, is not the debate about how these things actually work.
It is clear to anyone who has done any sort of activism that emotion and reason (if we can even
separate them that way) both play roles in the various decision-making that activists do, and
across various types of activities that might be grouped under ‘activism’—from staid nonprofit
work focused on lobbying to black bloc direct actions. I take as a presumption that social
movements have affective dimensions that we might study and that this does not at all conflict
with the idea that activists employ reason. What I want to examine in this chapter is the affective
role that a rejection of public sphere theory and its accompanying split of reason and emotion
into dichotomous opposites plays.
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that they look like brush strokes. The painted-on quality suggests a resistance to the normal
associations of print: this X is painted, but the painted quality is obviously fake. However, once
one notices how the X works, one realizes that the X is not any more fake than the rest of the
text. The ink throughout is ‘painted on,” an actual substance applied to the page. Additionally,
the X reads as a mark, rather than a word. X is what someone signs if she or he can’t write, and
in particular what a slave who could not write would have signed in the antebellum era. X is also,
of course, meant in the tradition of the Nation of Islam to signify white supremacist violence
more generally. And on top of that, it is a marking out—a handwritten mark scribbles out a
printed word; it creates an absence and replaces meaning with pure mark; it takes reasonable
discourse and writes over it with material.

Below, the press’s name, “BROADSIDE PRESS,” is rendered in all capitals, drawing
attention to it. The name of the press is curious in its self-referentiality. Dudley Randall reported
that he had named the press Broadside Press simply because at the beginning, the press produced
only broadsides (Boyd 230). But apparently the name stuck. When the press’s name referred
simply to what it produced, the self-referentiality seems to highlight print production as a
process, if a bit elliptically. But a press named “Broadside” that produces books seems odder
still. The press’s business, perhaps, was to produce materials for circulation. Broadsides forefront
their material nature (Sullivan 33). If print is a simple conduit for information, it could occur in
any form, usually a compacted form, with a lot of information in one place. But broadsides, with
or without images, function as visual art, and in doing so they highlight the visual nature of print.

The name “Broadside Press,” then points to the visual nature of print and to the production of
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that print, both. The name also seems to suggest something that is passed among individuals,
rather than something that is simply “published.”**

The book itself features a black and white picture of Malcolm X speaking into a
microphone in the opening pages. The image is roughly a profile or three-quarter view of
Malcolm X’s face. The image is on the verso, and Malcolm X seems to be looking toward the
rest of the book, speaking to the poets. The bold sans serif, all-caps poem titles, poets’ tendency
to use all caps at different points in their poems, poets’ tendency to use ellipses, and even the
repetition of X over and over all combine to create an effect that James D. Sullivan has described
in Broadside Press’s broadsides: an implicit “critique of humanist assumptions in whiteness as a
universal standard of legible space...and black as differentiation upon it” (35) through the
graphic drama of black and white on the page. This rejection of public sphere discourse is, at the
same time, a concern for the ability to get bodies in the streets, to “find the flesh of our spiritual
creation” in Baraka’s words. After all, public sphere discourse relies on individuals persuading
individuals at the rhetorical level, rather than on movement-building, on getting actual bodies in
action.

The end of the book features a “Photographs of Authors” section. The photos are not
uniform—authors appear to have sent in photos of their choice. Most are roughly a quarter page,
though Gwendolyn Brooks and Ossie Davis with Ruby Dee each get a full sheet. At first glance,
the photos seem like they may be there to register race. For Malcolm was unusual in Broadside
Press’s catalogue as well as in the Black Arts Movement more generally for including white

authors. But, of course, photographs do not tell race necessarily—both because race is not

** James D. Sullivan notes that “A broadside presents a poem as a contingent artifact dependent
on the visual design and on the context of its appearance. A book, on the other hand, usually
presents a poem as existing outside the history of the specific artifact that manifests it” (33).
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strictly visual, and because the medium of photography cannot necessarily convey who would be
read as Black and who would be read as white if you were to see the authors in person. What the
photographs do register, though, is embodied presence—the authors bring their bodies into the
medium of print, and print is no longer the site of disembodied exchange of ideas, but a site of
the material word and representations of bodiliness. While political organization after Malcolm
X’s death is represented as fleeting, with Malcolm X’s physical being flickering ghoulishly in
and out of poems, the book registers the impulse toward organization and a making actual of the
phantom collective that poems refer to throughout.
Clarence Major’s “They Feared That He Believed” brings together many of the

anthology’s disparate strings. Here is the poem:

The press boys tried to erase

what he said. Smear it. Change it.

This meant that he no longer

trusted the lies of the times.

Too strong in his manhood.

This meant that reason was no longer reason.

What he said showed them

he did not see the world through

THEIR eyes. This frightened them:

And his death came.

Was not permitted by magic to take;

he was not here long enough

for the final exams—so

no showdown came: because t