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This essay discusses a core tenet of pessimism, Afropessimism, in particular. Pessimism claims to be a metatheory
analyzing the assumptive logics of the system it critiques. Afropessimists hold that a logical treatment of pessinism
15 umwarranted becanse pessimism does not employ a logical treatment of its object. We'll discuss Afropessiniism
and, by extension, pessimism, in general, on their own terms as metatheory. We'll see that a metatheory indirectly
Jfollows the logic its object follows directly. From this, a metatheory must hold an assumptive logic of its own, even
if superficially disavowed. Consequently, we'll arrive at a puzgling result when, in this particular case, the
metatheory’s claims empty its object of its content, hence the pessinisim.
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The status of statements necessary and possible within Black studies—of Race and racialization, socio-
culturally and/or politically, philosophically, and of those subjects’ undetlying logics—is a pressing
topic as of late. Afrpessimism (AP), an analytical framework studying the emergence and evolution of
Black identity, claims to be a metatheory of the “assumptive logic” structuring our world.” This
assumptive logic is White supremacy, which, for AP, is evidenced by a pervasive anti-Blackness. AP
uses Black-ness, the form of life of Black identity and its cognates, as a mechanism to translate
statements regarding Black identity into AP’s terms. Pessimism seems to be the result when, according
to Frank B. Wilderson III and others, a metatheory says of its object that that object is inconsistent,
“irreconcilable,” with the system in which it operates. Therefore, that object has no content save its
incommensurability.

If a metatheory implies an object theory, then a metatheory indirectly follows the constituting rules
that its object theory must follow directly. Claims made about the object theory that are possible in
the metatheory are derived from those obtaining within the object. For the metatheory, the
constituting rules of the object theory are the “object theory,” providing us with an answer to why
certain statements are licensed, or not, within/by the object. If this were not so, how could the
metatheory be said to explain the mechanics of its object at all? Of course, the metatheory’s claims are
not directly interchangeable with those of its object despite following from them. The metatheory’s
arguments, according to Jared Warren, are a shadow of the syntax of the principles constituting the
object theory (Warren 2020).” The metatheory’s own statements are valid insofar as the constituting
rules of the object theory obtain. One cannot both accept and reject a theory much like one cannot
both catch and miss a train. One can have the basic understanding, or rule, for a slur without using it;
otherwise, one would not be able to determine that it is a slur when translated into terms whose
functions are clearly defined in their own language.

This paper intends to show that AP is a program that cannot utilize its own tools to prove itself
consistent despite its claim to universality. This seems to come from the fact that it says of itself that
it does not employ its own logic but follows the assumptive logics of its object theory. Its object, Black
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studies, analyzes White supremacy. For AP, to study Black-ness is to study the a/effects of White
supremacy. Later, we show that to be a metatheory, AP must at least follow the logic of its object to
make statements about the statements necessary to that object. For the metatheory, those necessary
statements, constituting-rules, are the object theory. In following the logic of its object, we see that
AP indirectly employs a logic as well. AP’s method of analysis, as well as its claim to be a universal
determination of Black studies, should be able to show, relative to its singular claim regarding Black
identity, that every statement that can be derived from its object has the property that AP universally
determined for Black studies in general. That property is that Black identity’s value in the system it
analyses is absolute nothing—it zs what is Not in order for White supremacy to be the case. It is only
then that we can say that AP is a complete system. However, as AP evacuates its object of value before
any statement from that theory can be put up for analysis, we argue that AP’s claim to universality is
incomplete. This leaves room for Black studies to formulate alternative frameworks—frameworks
such that the value of Black identity is not absolute nothing—that can be shared and tested to see the
extent to which they can be applied, or not. These finite yet open frameworks are outside of the scope
of AP’s overdetermination of Black studies’ analysis of the organizational and governing dynamics of
our current state of affairs.

To evacuate its object of content, AP defines Black identity as essentially what must be negated
wherever it appeats to maintain the value system of/in which it is a part. For AP, Black identity has
the intrinsic property of necessitating its negation, making it identical to what is not in every context.
Black studies as a system of statements that speaks to this process becomes the object of AP. Before
showing that AP—derived from its operation as a metatheory or system that makes statements/claims
about the statements that can be derived from another system, that is, its object theory—is incomplete,
we will discuss where and how pessimism in Black studies arises. We will then explore how a system
can analyze the assumptive logics of another and what it means to determine whether that meta-system
is complete. Finally, we will discuss the implications of AP’s incompleteness for/in Black studies.

Frank Wilderson I1I is one of the primary architects of contemporary AP.* Wilderson cites Otlando
Patterson as a primary source. Patterson developed, in Slavery and Social Death, a comparative study
between the development of slavery across societies and the concept of social death, lower-than-
human status determined through institutional and cultural segregation. The latter is central to AP’s
claims. AP also employs Saidiya Hartman who discusses in Scenes of Subjection, and later in Lose Your
Mother, what it means for our contemporary state of affairs to have been formed in the “afterlife of
slavery” and uses this as a framework in which the socio-cultural and political emergence of
contemporary relations of subordination and dominance evolve. Just as important is Hortense Spillers
in AP’s retroactive calling up into its service of sources to substantiate its claims. Spillers reveals in
“Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book” that relegation to slave status means
unfettered bodily access of the subordinate by the dominant.” This comes along with the foreclosure
of access to any value derived or recognition within the system in which those whose bodies form that
extractive base are identified as a non-member yet foundational resource. There are others. However,
these authors claim that Wilderson’s conclusions drastically differ from their own. Wilderson proposes
an altogether new course from what was proposed. In a conversation between Liz Meneo and
Patterson, “The Kerner Report on Race, 50 Years On,” Patterson reiterates his surprise that Wilderson
would cite him, for the major issue he finds is the conflation of individual actions with the system
licensing them. For Patterson, individuals’ interactions serve as the evidence from which our work is
to derive the system that allows or disallows those acts to the benefit or exclusion of the actors, thereby
explaining how these events were possible in the first place. This makes that system a set of relations
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between categories mobilized to organize the conditions in which those acts and thereby the position
of individuals and subsequent group affiliations emerge. Wilderson’s treatment according to these
authors leads to a dehistoricization of the development of these categories along with an inability to
explain, for example, the representation and inclusion of those who were formerly excluded in the
cutrent system or a narrative regarding how we got here.’

Gracious for Hartman’s suggesting he use the term Afropessimism for his project while
acknowledging its original use in international relations/affairs with respect to investment in Africa,
Wilderson’s theory diverges from the concept’s original formulation for the sake of a universalist, or
global, claim (Wilderson 2010: 59, 346). The category of social death for the slave is made in perpetuity.
Black is/means slave, and to be a slave is to be excluded from socio-cultural and political affairs, to
already be born socially dead. For Wilderson, this entails that no alliance between any other person,
group, or class is possible, for their existence is founded on the exclusion of Blacks. However, for
Hartman, we are in the afterlife of slavery. The terms of slavery and the position of Blacks and
identities—understood equivalent by way of individuals’ operating in similar ways within their
respective contexts, despite being known under a different name—have evolved such that those
excluded in societies globally are in a community with others where they “meet” each other, not merge
into one another, forming alliances outside the scope of a system whose determinations must remain
rigidly dehistoricized because those parameters are the system itself. It is within this framework that
Patterson’s comparative and historical program gains force. Wilderson’s unique interpretation of
Frantz Fanon’s statement in Black Skin, White Masks, “the Black man 7s not [. . .],” focusing on and
taking literally only a part of that formula, marks Black identity as the point of “absolute dereliction,”
the “abject,” as a position belonging to Blacks alone (Wilderson 2010: 58; Wilderson 2020: 78, 84, 222,
251, 12, 100 respectively). This leads to an “essentialist identity,” according to Annie Olaloku-Teriba
in “Afro-Pessimism and the (Un)Logic of Anti-Blackness.”” That essentialism, “obscures, rather than
lluminates” what Race is and processes of racialization (Olaloku-Teriba 2018: 96).

Essentialist identity, for Olaloku-Teriba, is not defined in relation to others but as a tautology.® As a
tautology, this statement represents an assumption in the logic of AP. Black’s position being
“noncommunicable” within White supremacy—Black being everywhere identical with/to a Not that
is absolute according to Wilderson—is the first principle, the organizing rule, of our current state
according to AP. We render this defining principle here as Black=Not. This is the organizing principle
of a system “[. . .] sutured by anti-Black solidarity” (Wilderson 2010: 58). Thus, assimilationism will
not do for AP, for to assimilate marks the point of one’s own demise. Black’s position is determined
insofar as the system it defines is found to be the case, which is everywhere according to AP (Sexton
2016; Wilderson 2010, 2020). This universality means the bounds within which AP’s object system are
considered significant cannot be known. That system cannot be tested with respect to others for it is
universal, hence AP’s meta-theoretical position (Wilderson 2020: 14—15).

Black identity’s position in the metatheory is unquestioned in AP, for it substantiates what we believe
to be the case in a world always already organized by anti-Black-ness. According to Wilderson’s
Afropessimism, interrogating the assumptive logics, the “foundations, methods, form, and utility”
(Wilderson 2020: 14) of AP’s object “on a higher level of abstraction than the discourse and methods
of the theories/systems it interrogates,” (Wilderson 2020: 14) makes it such that AP’s program begins
from this same tautology. For example, the emancipatory logics, both against and yet founded within
a system predicated as anti-Black, forces one to onboard the means of one’s own subordination for
recognition’s sake, ultimately annihilating oneself upon accomplishing that goal. That goal being
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defined as: the assimilation into a system defined as its anti-thesis, and where Black’s
overdetermination is everywhere inevitable. Therefore, AP comes under scrutiny for it seems unable
to interrogate its theoretical underpinnings. It can only state them because its object theory’s first
principle, introduced by definition through negation, becomes its foundation. However, contrary to
AP, it has been held in studies of Race and racialization that the means by which these identities
acquire value in a system governing the modes in which they are expressed is most effectively analyzed
through the emergence and evolution of groups and their relative positions with respect to the system
mobilizing them. These categorical identities are mobilized in the service of reproducing those
relationships in future contexts—(see H. Blumer (1958) and L. Bright, et al. forthcoming)’

Now for our analysis of assumptive logics: AP instantiates a theory it extrapolates from individual
experience and universalizes it as evidence for itself (Wekker 2021), claiming Black is Not because it
is Black, the tautology. However, X=X doesn’t tell us much about X. Later, we’ll find that AP doesn't
explain the conditions licensing its use sufficiently enough; it only catalogues the effects of certain
experiences and universalizes that rigid designation without showing how that determinant acquires
value insofar as the system in which it operates.

Identity essentialism has been shown to make for more efficient systems of subordination (Bright et
al. forthcoming). According to AP, the position Blacks occupy does not have access to the benefits
derived from its exploitation because it is the basis of extraction for that system. Black is, by definition,
outside of it (Wilderson 2020). If Black=Not, a statement about Black identity that takes that identity
as its object—a theory of Black-ness—conflicts with the system and, therefore, is excluded from the
domain that system organizes. This is a problem for AP, not Black-ness. Defining Black as being
interchangeable with Not, an operator that negates its value upon instantiation, reveals a contradiction
at the heart of the metatheory. This is especially the case when that contradiction is also AP’s animating
principle. If Black=Not is to be a universal determination, yet in the metatheory that identification
and its function have a definite value, then how can Black-ness be of absolutely no value and yet be
the basis for any and all value that can be attributed to a theory that mobilizes that identity? This
contradiction is especially grave for a theory that makes claims about the organizing principles of the
systems in which that identity appears. To negate Black identity affirms that Black is an object outside
of that system, meaning that that system is, by definition, constituted as not Black. Black-ness is
therefore left undefined and of no recognized value in the system save by the negation of that which
cannot be of value in it. Black-ness cannot be denied despite its inability to be represented in the
system itself.

Black=Not, then, is the object theory/system for the metatheory. This leads to what we term an
instantiation problem, for AP critiques these assumptive logics. The assumptive logic is the set of
axioms or principles that define the system AP critiques. However, logically, as a tautology, Black=Not
75 the assumption upon which AP, as a meta-system, is built so as to interrogate, as a subset of Black
studies, Black studies itself. Our analysis comes to the fore because Black studies analyses White
supremacy, wherein “Black=Not because Black” has been described as one of its motivating
principles. Thus, AP indirectly follows the logic of the system it analyses and in which the function of
that statement is determined. AP assumes that tautology is true in every interpretation of its object—
Black studies of White supremacy—with White supremacy being a theory for AP identical with anti-
Black-ness and which Black studies onboards in order to study its effects, which, if universal, is
equivalent to AP’s universal determination that Black 7s Not. Hence the issue that arises with AP’s
metatheoretical claims discussed in this paper. The limits of AP’s application are not clearly defined
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because AP is built on the assumption that its claims regarding Black identity is essential, or universal,
regardless of what’s actually the case.

Consider the following: “Rules”—here, the constitutive principles of a compositional capacity
formalizing the mechanism with which statements in that system are produced—must be in place for
the components of a statement indexing one’s position within a system to play their role in constituting
a valid statement in that system or language. We do not have direct access to said rules because we
would inevitably use them to compose that explanatory statement. The ability to form an expression
at all means it’s licensed by the rules of that system; albeit its ability to satisfy the rules of that system
does not mean that it has a discernible function in the models (=set of statements) we build. We build
these models to map the aspects of the world with which we’re concerned, encoding a theory of the
object of study. With the evidence provided by those who possess those rules, we can indirectly
formalize the mechanism that forms expressions in that language and with which we explain that
language’s regulative conventions. Doing away with external stipulations of convention or validity, a
proof of the meaning (=functional-content or use-value) of a statement, is a metatheory of the
assumptive logic of that system.

Stipulations, by definition or tautologies, beg their own validity via other stipulations and invite a
circularity of argument that claims direct access to the rules by which we constructed those explanatory
expressions in the first place. An infinite regress implies incommensurability with the system in place.
This framing invites our treatment of AP. The formalization of explanatory means occurs in the
metatheory by indirectly following the meaning constituting rules that afford the capacity to produce
expressions valid in the object theory’s language. This licenses the object’s capacity to form
expressions from those finite means in the first place. It also explains the capacity to compose
compound expressions automatically valid in the language as a function of their parts. With each
component of a statement being able to be produced in the first place, and despite that compound
statement’s current novelty, that statement can be validated relative to the constituting-rules,
conditions of use, licensing the mobilization of those “tautological” building-blocks from which that
compound statement was built. We can then be assured of that statement obtaining a determinate
function that’s valid in that system.

Discussing assumptive logics through the lens of a metatheory requires a mechanism to translate
statements from object to metatheory and back. This allows us to determine if the metatheory explains
what’s going on in the object. A metatheory encodes statements from the object, purporting to make
statements about statements possible in the object theory in order to examine if its object is consistent
or determines the scope of that system cum object theory’s applicability. Applicability being defined
as the domains in which the object represents an explanatory model of some state of affairs. According
to its architects, AP is this lens (Wilderson 2020: 14, 41). AP uses Black-ness to translate Black-
identified expressions into AP terms, inviting self-reflexivity into its argument. As a theory of Black
study from within Black studies, AP requires the ability to say something of itself in the language
constituting the domain in which it is expressed. Using its object as a lens to make a statement about
the system from which it results, AP claims to explain the supposed irreconcilability of that object
with the larger system organizing the domain of which that object, and consequently itself, is a part.
The metatheory's consistency, then, is proven by a sentence that claims that the object theory does
not contain a statement that proves that object’s inconsistency. If this is true, and that sentence doesn’t
exist in the object theory, then the metatheory cannot prove its own consistencys if this is false, and
there is a sentence proving the object theory inconsistent, then the metatheory is consistent, for it

Journal of World Philosophies 7 (Winter 2022): 42-52
Copyright © 2022 Victor Peterson II.
e-ISSN: 2474-1795 e http://scholarworks.iu.edu/iupjournals/index.php/iwpe doi: 10.2979/jourworlphil.7.2.04




Journal of World Philosophies Articles/47

proves that it is true that that sentence is false. The theory the metatheory follows contradicts itself
upon assertion while the metatheory’s statement evacuates its own claims of content.

How do we go about discussing this strange affair? We will restrict our treatment of Afropessimism
to the meta-logical analysis it proposes as the framework for its eponymous text and program. Can we
say that AP, as it claims, is complete, or universal? Let’s say that an AP statement encodes a well-
formed statement from its object if, and only if, that statement encodes a valid statement within that
object. For example, AP encodes an identity from the history of slavery and the development of the
concept of social death as the statement, slave=social death. Furthermore, to be a slave in AP is to be
Black. As such, for the concept of encoding to make sense, we must explain substitution through an
encoding/decoding mechanism.

We must formalize the idea that an encoding with a certain property proves a statement and as such
that theory proves that statement if, and only if, that statement’s encoding has that property, or is
“true.” So, we require a way to substitute a statement with an encoding of that statement such that if
the former statement, say from the object theory, possesses a certain property then the encoding of
that statement can also be said to possess that property.

To do this, say there’s a function whose input is a statement and whose output possesses a property
expressed by the substitution of that statement for an encoded statement about that statement
provable in some system, for example, Black=Not. Say that that statement is the encoding of the
function of a statement, in other words, its role with respect to others in the system of which it is a
part, thereby referencing the object of a metatheoretical concept, here “self-reflexivity.” By definition,
we can treat a function “objectively” when there is an object of some system’s domain and another of
a sub/co-domain/system such that the pair are members of that function, making the relationship
between those systems in some sense tangible. That function, then, can be treated as an abstract object
in the metatheory. Abstract in the sense that, for example, relations between features in the world are
abstracted from experience, or decoded in terms relevant to the perceiver, and that relation between
them encoded for later use. This encoding is projected into subsequent contexts to see where and
when that same relationship between aspects of the world obtains, thus identifying that relationship
as having the encoded property—Iocating that encoded concept in the world. So, if a provable
statement identifies/encodes the function of a statement within an object theory if, and only if, the
act of substituting an object statement with itself obtains that property, then this is equivalent to saying
that we can substitute an encoding of that object statement and retain that property. In sum, we say
that the encoding of that function, a statement’s role, has that property and is equivalent to a
statement’s referencing that function as having that property. As a result, we can formalize a system
that can make statements about itself via this metatheoretical, explanatory operation. Explanation,
then, is a description of the function of a statement in some system or object theory that organizes
the domains to which it is applied. In organizing that domain, that system becomes that domain for the
metatheory. The function of a statement being able to be formalized as an abstract object of the
metatheory must then be derived from its object theory, that is abstracted so as to explain the role
cum content of that statement in the object theory. The function that statement serves in the system
indexes a property that relates it to others in the object that is considered in the metatheory as the
system organizing the domains in which it applies. As such, the metatheory is an abstract yet objective
framework in its own right, one that when implemented enacts material effects on how one perceives
how that object’s domain is organized.
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What does this mean for AP? Well, if a property indexes a statement or an encoding of a set of
statements claiming to prove a theory consistent (that property indexes a relationship between
encoded statements about the object theory that proves the object consistent) then that encoding
explains the object theory’s assumptive logic. As such, we can substitute, in terms relevant to the
metatheory, an encoding of that statement with a statement that is valid in the object system,
proposing that there is a provable relationship between the statements constituting the object theory
whereby each can be said to possess a property designated #ze by a statement in the metatheory. This
is so just in case that metatheory proves whether each statement in the object system has that property
or not. As such, the consistency of the object theory from the view of the metatheory is proven if, and
only if, there is no statement that proves an invalid statement in the object. This poses a serious
problem for AP. In speaking about its object, in speaking of the subject it follows and formalizing a
reflexive statement regarding the system it analyses—especially because, in the case of AP, it’s an
extension of it—AP cannot prove its own consistency. If there is no expression with which one can
tell if AP’s pronouncements are consistent, then there is no proof. It follows that AP cannot make a
universal statement regarding its object of study and thereby prove itself. AP is incomplete.

If the statement by which it can make a universal pronouncement over its object does exist, thereby
proving what AP asserts, then its object is inconsistent. However, its own statements would be
vacuous by extension. AP seems to contradict its own universalism. In other words, AP would be true
if its object’s expressions were false and false if its object’s expressions were true. AP’s
pronouncements regarding its object, if indeed a theory whose statements are included or equal to the
set of possible expressions in that object, imply that the statement proving its consistency says of itself
that it is false. In AP terms, claims of the object being reconciled with that system amount to “nothing”
but AP cannot say this of the object in total.

The trouble continues. What if we were to encode a statement about what AP says of itself? What if
we encode a statement using AP’s claim that it is a valid system—a statement about AP that is a claim
to its own consistency—and substitute that for the statement required to prove itself consistent on its
own terms? This much has been shown by our formalization of substitution. As such, the possibility
to formalize reflexivity as shown is possible. We would inevitably run into the same predicament. As
a metatheory that indirectly follows the constituting rules of the theory it analyses so as to know what
it’s talking about, AP would be inconsistent. It would purport a universal pronouncement over the
inconsistency (=irreconcilability) of its object, which can be shown, on its own terms, that it cannot
know universally. Or, if it is true that its object amounts to nothing, for no expression by which its
object exists can be found because, by definition, that object s not—which, according to Wilderson,
it must “accommodate,” or incorporate, its negation in order to reconcile itself with the system—then
again, AP would be unprovable on its own terms (Wilderson 2020: 223).

Black studies, Afropessimists in particular, should be pragmatically concerned about the
logical/theotetical problem outlined. If AP claims that the consequence of its theory is that Black
exists as the negation of what is the case by definition alone, then across the disciplines in which Black
and equivalent identities are found, there would be no restriction to AP’s exporting an inconsistency
into whatever discipline it pleased despite how its object operates in the field that discipline analyzes.
There would be no value to any analysis or action because anything would follow, what in logic is
called the explosion or modal collapse of a theory. AP couldn’t provide justification for doing so save
by referring to its own definition, licensing the claim that whatever field in which Black is an object of
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study, that field is inconsistent. But this would have to include AP! These claims would be facts in the
metatheory, not necessarily (even despite) its object. Consider the following.

The constituting-rules of a theory indirectly license what can be said of that theory in the metatheory
for statements in the metatheory are formalized from what’s possible in the object. Statements in the
metatheory and those possible in the object do not directly translate both ways. From the metatheory,
a statement valid in the object is so in virtue of the constituting rules that become the object for the
metatheory; otherwise, one cannot be said to know that object theory. Translation cannot work by
definition alone. Consider Lob’s theorem: if a system proves that if a statement has a property then
that statement is the case, then that system proves that statement; or Curry's Paradox: if a statement
is defined as leading to another, then given that statement, the other statement is the case, which can
be surmised from the Black activist, theorist, and poet, LeRoi Jones’ (Amiri Baraka’s) adage, Hell is
your definitions (Jones[Baraka] 1965: 157)." The undesirable consequence of this would be that we
would be able to instantiate the existence, or non-existence, of something from anything. Our search
to justify our claims, then, would be akin to searching for a definition in an unknown language with a
dictionary written in that language and, therefore, claim whatever we want.

How can this be formalized within this context? Consider an expression in English is valid in virtue
of the constituting rules of “English,” that is English insofar as one who possesses those rules is said
to possess the language. Otherwise, one couldn’t be said to be speaking English or would not be able
to form expressions, that could be externalized or in their mind, at all. What is possible to express in
that language necessarily follows from full possession of those rules (=mechanism/device). From the
metatheoretical view, conventions arise from analyzing the formation of complex statements derivable
from combinations of expressions already known in the language and that indirectly follow the
constituting rules of the language. Composition licenses complex statements in that context, built up
from core or kernel phrases in the object, from which understanding by others is possible via their
full possession, according to Stuart Hall, of that encoding/decoding mechanism (Hall 1973: 3-4)." In
translating English to French, for example, an individual speaker of I indirectly follows the syntax of
statements made by a speaker of E to determine what are valid (=meaningful) expressions in E. F
encodes the logic of E in its terms, constituting a subset of its own logic with operations functionally
equivalent to E’s, although some of its conventions may not find an equivalent in E. Direct translation
leads to obvious falsities, with correlations between encoded “meanings” only occurring by chance.
Thus, we determine indirectly that E speaks English by virtue of them possessing its constituting rules
and whereby even if E is mistaken, they are understood as having those rules in full in order to
compose those expressions in the first place. The mechanism is the language, not what is produced.
Operating over this set, E speakers can deduce and compose more complex or compound expressions
in that language and correct themselves once notified by other speakers also in full possession of that
mechanism.

If in evaluating expressions contradictions persist, the language itself is not necessarily inconsistent. F
just assumes that E doesn’t have the capacity to produce English sentences, or F is mistaken and must
update its assumptive logic. We see that I can accept but does not have to follow E-rules directly,
deducing in its terms what expressions are acceptable by the rules E follows and assumed by F
indirectly. If this were not the case, there would be no way that we could say that I “knew” what they
were talking about, save by stipulation. But such a stipulation would lead to a rather odd consequence,
regardless of whether E was speaking English or not, F could and would go on incorrectly without
challenge, licensed to say anything they wanted about E.
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With that being said, AP is in the same position as the one catching and missing the bus or F making
statements about E-conventions without regard for its constituting rules. AP accepts “Black”-ness as
necessarily constituting the world but rejects its socio-political and cultural content (Wilderson 2020:
229). However, it needs that content to substantiate its consistency, which, inevitably, casts a shadow
over its own position. Hortense Spillers, when speaking about a country founded through White
supremacy, came to the conclusion that “the country needs [Black] me, and if I were not here, I would
have to be invented” (Spillers 1987: 65). For Stuart Hall, encoding/decoding practice as a model for
studying the assumptive logics licensing what can or cannot be done in our state of affairs is key to
the study of social formations. It also provides a way to study the evolution of the relations of
subordination and dominance that comprise the state of affairs we inhabit as we participate in that
state’s articulation via interactions licensed or prohibited in those conditions with respect to that state’s
constituting-rules, which, nevertheless, is that state of affairs for a theory about that state. The output
of one’s mode of expression can become input to express oneself in the next context or the input for
another to express themselves here or in some other context. That output is the object of the same
operation mobilized by oneself or another individual. However, that input is always decoded in terms
relevant to the decoder.

When making claims to prove its own consistency with statements regarding those necessaty to/within
its object, the proof for AP’s own assumptions regarding that encoder’s “read” of their state of affairs
leads us down a Gédelian hole. Black-ness is both a “lens of interpretation,” according to Wilderson
(2020: 14), and “consigned” in the larger system to be a non-being being, to “nothing,” to “social
death.” (Wilderson 2020: 16) However, if AP is the Black lens looking at Black-ness, then for AP to
have anything to say at all, Black-ness must have content. In accord with Patterson and Spillers, it is
obviously the case that Black-ness does have content in the sense that it is of value in, even the basis
of, the system in which it is an actor. It produces the value that, even if not all of it, is to be extracted,
despite histories of exclusion. If AP is to be a metatheory without an object only because that object
is empty, then AP amounts to an objective theory in its own right.

It can be shown on its terms that AP cannot prove itself universally consistent and must admit to its
object having content unknowable on its terms, making its own statements either inconsistent or
incomplete. AP’s claims, then, are a shadow of the syntax, the constituting-rules qua compositional
mechanism, of its object that, inadvertently, admits of the content of that object. That content is the
capacity to produce output in excess of the larger system’s finite means. This much is indicated by
AP’s own incompleteness. Therefore, one cannot say that AP does not have a logic while it’s logically
following and formalizing its own to license arguments regarding its object of study.

Therefore, I cannot support identity essentialism, that Black identity is universally the same and has
the same cause everywhere, nor moves negating the possibility or the content of subject(s), both as
individuals who are identified Black or as an area of study whose efforts move towards changing their
condition/position. Revealing the limits of pessimism’s assumptive logics, we don’t require
assimilationism either—or, seeking a position in a system benefitting from that effort—because we
need not be reliant on essentialist organizing principles. Neither do we accept the inevitability of
overdetermination. The map is not the territory. Essentialist identities, both historically and logically,
further the efficiency of subordination regardless of their origin (Bright et al. forthcoming). Our
conclusion, then, falls within Hortense Spillers” call for study (Spillers 1994: 87, 94, 97-98)."” We
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should embrace the capacity of the subject to produce expressions outpacing attempts at universally
capturing the subect(ivity)s of Black-ness so as to determine what it finds as void of content.

The proof undoubtably harbors major implications and consequences for studies of Black-ness and
theories regarding racialization. We need to develop theory that formalizes finite yet open frameworks
through which knowledge is produced, generating output that’s held in relation to others, tested by
others, so that we know the extent to which that frame explains contemporary concerns in comparison
to prior analyses. The framework should be open enough to be applicable across contexts yet relevant
within them. This represents a “point of oscillation among contending conceptual claims,” according
to Spillers (1994: 87), when speaking about the historical and what is at issue in the development of
contemporary models of Black study. These frameworks are the instruments we “play.” The value of
these instruments and the music, both the frameworks (or sheet music) and performances, are found
insofar as they can be shared by others. When we’re given a framework to play, performances are
updated as their outputs enter the environment they’re used to organize for fear of no longer being
relevant to that environment as it’s changed by their use. Subsequent output can be seen as the result
of an improvisation that references the conditions indexed by that framework. Referencing those
conditions to remain relevant to what’s on the ground so to speak, at times producing something as
yet experienced but nevertheless evidenced as previously possible because its relevance, currently. This
updating is akin to a “call and response” process. Mobilizing this frame in ways relevant but not always
directly caused by the context in which they’re articulated, the theory adapts. The limits of the
applicability of frameworks must be updated as we accumulate the output of their use. The theory
must be changed when those outputs no longer apply. Their outputs, then, if found to be functionally
equivalent, in other words, not interchangeable but operating in the domains to which the framework
was applied in similar ways, does not negate others’ ability to play or the relationships between contexts
that are discovered despite differing inhabitants. It just means that with respect to those frameworks’
determinant conditions of applicability, the conditions licensing that framework’s use have been
updated and thereby made relevant to local concerns despite being involved in what may appear
mutually exclusive contexts. Output enters the environment, thereby changing it, making alternatives
come available because the conditions that license them arise despite the frame in which their function
is determined having been encoded at a different time. In a way, we see more of the present because
what was hidden in the past has been brought to the fore, opening different avenues to act and barring
others that are no longer relevant. This re-conceptualization marks clear distinctions to what’s
considered a consequence of that frame’s application. Abstracted from experience, theory as an active
guide, not necessarily a solution but a means of explaining those we discover, aids in noting what is
significant or not in subsequent contexts in relation to that theory. However, without limits, a theory
that applies everywhere is as good as applying nowhere in particular, negating the purpose of having
that guide or destroying anything that refutes what it claims to be universally true, leaving us blind.
This is so, especially if this framework cannot be shared, a view held by AP as no coalition is possible
in that framework for Black occupies its position alone and relative to no other. The consequences of
that theory’s use are unable to be analyzed in particular contexts by those that inhabit those contexts.

It must be said, then, that my intervention is not in support of the systems that AP critiques—
assimilationism, White supremacy, or essentialism. In this I agree with the pessimist that in seeking
redemption within the larger system it analyses is where a deep-seated issue both for the dominant
and the subordinate festers. However, where AP says there is no possible coherence between Blacks
and other groups, let alone Blacks across contexts and amongst themselves, without annihilation, we
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nevertheless find proofs as well as evidence of AP’s inability to be universalized across the contexts
and conditions in which Black-ness has and is emerging (Wilderson 2020: 250). White supremacy as
well as AP are shown to not be interchangeable with the territory they map—unless they become the
territory themselves. The latter was attempted by AP with respect to Black studies. This discussion
reveals that they wouldn’t be able to prove themselves consistent from their own axioms. There are
places the map does not cover, regions to which the organizing principles of those models do not
extend. Shining a light on pessimism’s assumptive logics, the shadow slowly recedes, revealing the
object that threw that dark shape, mistook for the real entity, and feared.
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