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ABSTRACT 

 
In Hegel’s system, all identities are unstable.  Beings and concepts continually become their 
others in order to remain themselves.  This notion of being‐fluid powers Gayl Jones’ novel 
Corregidora, in which the protagonist’s personal identity comes from the identities of others 
with whom she interacts – including her ancestors, who suffered the cruelties of slavery.  
Blues music, by which Jones’ novel is inspired, also embodies and performs the presence of 
enslaved ancestors, and of the African‐American community as such, in present‐day African‐
American individuals.  This article therefore offers Hegelian readings, based on his theory of 
identity as fluid, of Corregidora, the blues, and the African‐American identity performed in 
these artworks.  Through these readings, I propose, following Hegel, that all identities be 
denied fixed definitions, in favor of fluid ones that allow for change and the sublation of 
otherness – even Hegel’s identity.  With Paul Taylor, whose theory of post‐black aesthetics 
relies on the fluidity of racial classifications, I argue for Hegel’s relevance to African‐
American aesthetics, despite his just classification as a white racist. 
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hen someone writes, “there is nothing harmonious with 
humanity to be found” in “the Negro,” it is understandable that 
in certain contexts, such as African-American aesthetics, his 

bigotry might overshadow his other remarks, germane though they may 
be.1  Anachronisms aside, it hardly seems possible that the proponent of 
this nonsense could contribute to reflections on blues song or a “blues 
novel” – both of which are said to address the very “essence of the black 
experience” – even if he is G.W.F. Hegel.2  Yet Hegelian readings of Gayl 
Jones’ 1975 novel Corregidora, as of blues aesthetics, from which this 
novel takes its form and content, are not just plausible but illuminating.  
Hegel’s philosophy can take us right to the heart of what’s at stake in 
these important African-American artforms.  Likewise, in their expressions 
of black identity, Corregidora and the songs that inspired it enact what 
might be Hegel’s most perspicacious idea: the instability of identity.  Self 
and other, singularity and plurality, subject and substance, creator and 
created continually become one another whilst remaining themselves in the 
fluid becoming that is being.  

Few interpreters of “black” music and literature openly 
acknowledge their Hegelian connections.  With rare exceptions, as we’ll 
see, those who do mark Hegel’s echoes tend to do so with omissions of his 
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name or descriptions of his ideas as racist obstructions.  Hegelian analyses 
of blues music and literature nevertheless corroborate what audiences, 
authors, and scholars of these artforms claim to hear in them.  Granted, 
the Hegel we read today isn’t just the man who penned the asinine remark 
above.  It’s the latest Hegel who seems, at times, to be of almost common 
mind with blues aesthetics, particularly as he’s read by Frederic Jameson 
(2010), Catherine Malabou (2005), and Jean-Luc Nancy (2002).  Not that 
any of these thinkers mention blues.  Rather, it is my contention that 
Hegel, his postmodern readers, early blueswomen and an important “blues 
novelist” sometimes perform one another unwittingly. 

To recognize identity as fluid and contingent is to build a solid 
platform whence we might perceive that seemingly oppositional 
phenomena, “black” culture and “white” philosophy, always-already shade 
into each other.  Not in the sense of assimilation: this is not a case of 
“white” norms, such as certain artworld politics, forcing black artists to 
conform.  Nor is it a matter of proving that African-Americans are 
brainwashed by “white” culture to the extent that, having lost sight of their 
uniqueness, they can only make art in conformity with “white” norms.  No: 
I will demonstrate that for Hegel, the becoming-otherness of self-
sufficient individuals is the engendering of their self-sufficiency.  

Further, I suggest that Hegelian readings of African-American 
artworks are exercises in post-black aesthetics, as outlined by Paul Taylor.  
Propelled by Hegel’s concept of fluidity, post-black aesthetics discourage 
the confinement of “black” art and “black” people – by extension “white” 
thought, “white” people, and even racist thought – to any fixed categories.  
These include stereotypical conceptions that preclude those who are not 
black (or “not black enough”), from responding intelligently and 
empathetically to Afro-American art.  The bottom line: we can use Hegel’s 
ideas to propel our thinking beyond scholarly, aesthetic, and philosophical 
segregation – in spite of Hegel himself. 

 

 Fluidity  
 

Otherness, plurality, contingency, and fluidity constitute self-sufficient 
singularity, identity, and individual being.  This principle goes by many 
names in Hegel’s Logic and Phenomenology, among them: fluidity, Spirit, 



	
Mandy-Suzanne Wong                                         
 

Evental Aesthetics   p. 88 

absolute knowing, substance-subject, negativity, dialectic, sublation, 
determinate being, self-consciousness, “the I that is We and the We that 
is I.”3  Everything in Hegel’s system aspires to this multiplicitous condition.  
Its countless names are buzzwords signaling the presence of his shadow in 
later thinkers’ ideas.  

The gist of the principle: each individual is unified with and 
delineated from its other; each individual is formed by and gives form to its 
other.  This applies to individual things, concepts, and subjects, such as 
human subjects.  The other of a given individual can be another person, a 
separate thing, an alternate concept, or “substance.”  For Hegel, substance 
is everything there is: the “totality” of universalities, possibilities, and 
particulars that comprises the concrete world.4  These particulars include 
sociocultural and historical circumstances, as well as the persons and 
things that form situations.  Being an individual means becoming all these 
things while sustaining oneself.  It means relating to oneself by relating to 
others.  In Hegel’s Logic, “A determinate, a finite, being is one that is in 
relation to an other; it is a content standing in a necessary relation to 
another content, to the whole world...[I]t is only through such relation that 
it essentially is what it is.”5  

In fact, existence is a continual movement of becoming-other: as I 
join in relationships with others, I become those relationships.  And that 
relating alters me, changes me into the other of what I had been.  Being is 
“a union which can only be stated as an unrest of incompatibles, as a 
movement ” that “involves the spontaneous vanishing,” or change, of that 
which is.6  Thus, being is dialectical.  

[W]e call dialectic the higher movement...in which seemingly utterly 
separate terms pass over into each other spontaneously...a movement in 
which the presupposition sublates itself.  It is the dialectical immanent 
nature of being and nothing to manifest their unity, that is, becoming, as 
their truth.7  

Something is sublated when it “enter[s] into unity with its 
opposite,” at which point it “cease[s]” and is “preserve[d].”8  A being 
becomes its other in order to remain itself.  For example, a person is 
sublated by her sociocultural surroundings.  They define her by eradicating 
her individuality – by placing her as “just another” member of a group (e.g. 
black blues singers active in the ‘20s) – which eradication assures her 
individuality by distinguishing her from other people of different 
sociocultural circumstances (e.g. Bessie Smith from Tracy Chapman or 
Belle Mann).  At the same time, an individual sublates her sociocultural 



 
Hegel's Being-Fluid v.1n.1,2012  p. 89 

             

circumstances by absorbing them into her identity: she thereby cancels 
their universality (“blues singer” applies to Smith in a singular way valid for 
her alone), changes and preserves it (without individuals like Smith, the 
category “blues singer” would not mean what it does).  Even in thinking 
about myself, building my self-conscious identity, I formulate my 
uniqueness in terms of cultural norms established by others.  I sublate 
these norms in my uniqueness even as they sublate my uniqueness. 
Sublation is resistance and surrender, making and being made.  A “person” 
is thus “a culturally formed rationality which has made itself into what it 
is.”9 

Sublation is embodied, lived.  We pass into others, and they into us, 
physically and sensibly, not just conceptually.  For instance, in Corregidora, 
the physical appearance and deportment of the narrator, Ursa, cause her to 
be pushed and pulled in and out of unity with socially constructed 
concepts: “black,” “passing,” “Spanish,” “American.”10  This pushing and 
pulling isn’t just in Ursa’s mind.  Other people see her slip between racial 
categories.  They treat her accordingly, ask demeaning questions such as 
“What are you?”11  Thus, gliding to and from conceptions is physically 
palpable, as people’s reactions to Ursa’s multiplicity affect the sights and 
sounds that comprise her interactions with the sensible world: “Then when 
I was just walking down the street minding my own business, these two 
[black] women in a car. ‘You red-headed heifer,’” they said.12  Ursa 
physically instantiates racial and nationalistic concepts just as they become 
her.  She and the concepts, along with their associations and 
consequences, absorb and affect each other, forming and being formed by 
each other’s visibly and audibly fluid identities. 

Throughout the Phenomenology, Hegel uses the term fluidity in 
several contexts related to subjective self-certainty and fixed definitions, 
all of which are illusive.  By practicing and promoting fluidity of thought, 
Hegel challenges himself and his readers to break free of fixed categories 
in general – in philosophy, personal identity, and ordinary naming. 

Nowadays the task before us...consists in actualizing and spiritually 
animating the universal by means of the sublation of fixed and 
determinate thoughts...Thoughts become fluid when pure thinking, this 
inner immediacy, takes cognizance of itself as a moment, that is, when 
pure self-certainty abstracts from itself – it does not consist in merely 
omitting itself, or setting itself off to one side.  Rather, it consists in 
giving up the fixity of its self-positing as well as the fixity of the purely 
concrete, which is the I itself in contrast to the distinctions of its content 
– as the fixity of distinctions which, posited as existing within the 
element of pure thought, share that unconditionedness of the I.13 
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Even “I” connotes an illusive “fixity” that should be “given up.”  
Hegel emphasizes that to say “I am I” is meaningless and empty; such an 
“I” can only refer to something that has no being at all.14  For I am nothing 
without my distinctions, which as socially constructed concepts exist 
separately from myself: I am “a blues singer,” I am “black.”  Similarly, 
distinctions cannot exist without something to bear them: there is no 
concept called “blues singer” without extant or imagined blues singers.  

This is not to say there is nothing we can reasonably call “I,” that I 
can’t differentiate myself from other beings or concepts.  I am a singular, 
self-sufficient subject even as I am the substance of the world, even as I 
am the concepts that comprise my distinctions, fluid interactions between 
otherness and independence.  “The I is the content of the relation and the 
relating itself.  The I is itself in its both confronting an other and at the 
same time reaching out over and beyond this other, which, for the I, is 
likewise merely itself.”15  Similarly, others are themselves even as they are 
the life I live.16  This too is fluidity: “This very fluidity, as self-sufficiency 
in-parity-with-itself, is [my and my others’] durable existence.”17  My 
independence from others is my fluidity with and through them.18  

Altogether, substances and subjects, their unities and differences 
are all fluidity.  The fluid process of living is simultaneously that which 
lives.  

Within the universal fluid medium, life in its motionless elaboration of 
itself into various shapes becomes the movement of those shapes, that 
is, life becomes life as a process.  The simple universal fluidity is the in-
itself, and the distinction among the shapes is the other.  However, by 
virtue of this distinction this fluidity itself becomes the other, since it 
now exists for the distinction which exists in and for itself and which is 
thus the infinite movement by which that peaceful medium is consumed.  
As such, it is life as living things.19 

This life is not peaceful multiculturalism or idyllic ecological 
harmony.  It is a violent life.  In fluid being-as-becoming, although one’s 
self-sufficiency is preserved by interactions with others, aspects of 
oneself are nonetheless mutated and consumed.  Fluidity is “pure 
negativity” and “unrest,” “doubling” as “self-restoring parity.”20  Perpetual 
instability and change, constant consuming and being-consumed – 
arduous, painful.  Otherness constantly disrupts my independence, uproots 
my sense of myself.  I am ruptured from without as I drive myself into 
others.  Breaking them again and again as I am broken.  Hegel cautions: do 
not overlook “the suffering, the patience, and the labor of the negative.”21  
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Spirit only wins its truth when it finds its feet within its absolute 
disruption.  Spirit is not this power which, as the positive, avoids looking 
at the negative, as is the case when we say of something that it is 
nothing or that it is false, and then, being done with it, go off on our own 
way on to something else.  No, spirit is this power only when it looks the 
negative in the face and lingers with it.  This lingering is the magical 
power that converts it into being.22 

Lingering with the negative is the subject itself, which is substance 
and their mediation.23  Fluidity is the process of being-as-becoming 
invaded and independent.  The traumatic invasion of Ursa’s subjectivity by 
other subjectivities, especially her ancestors’ and husbands’, exquisitely 
exemplifies and elucidates this process, as I’ll describe below.   

Recent readings of Hegel emphasize being-fluid as the effort and 
performance of living undertaken by all beings: the work of being-oneself 
as the pain of being-broken.  I am “the infinite work of negativity,” says 
Nancy.24  This work, “restlessness,” is what and how I am, think, and do.  
Simply by being, I am an irruption and explosion, recurrently “opening the 
present, opening space and time, opening the world and the ‘I,’ and 
throwing existence into its restless exigency.”25  This exigency is the need 
to “manifest” before others, an impulse in every being to give itself to 
others in singularity and relation.26  Manifestation is the effortful self-
presentation of individuals to others, inevitable in a populated world.  

The “gift” of manifestation must be physically sensible.  
“[S]ensibility...make[s] the other come about for the subject, and makes 
the subject for itself in what becomes its other.”27  For Nancy, sensation is 
itself the “incessant movement and activity” of being-fluid, “being torn 
away from subsistence...away from fixed determination.”28  Malabou 
affirms: sensation is a relation that throws a subject into crisis.  Sensing an 
other, one must struggle to remain oneself.29  Thus sensation is an effort 
and a giving-away, likewise a mediation and shared ground between 
sensor and sensed.  Being present, speaking and writing are sensible acts 
of manifestation-before-others.  

But, Nancy suggests, art is a more “fulfilled” manifesting, a richer 
gift.30  Through art we may present deeper aspects of our being-fluid that 
elude language – through blues-singing, for instance, as I will discuss.  As 
evidenced by Hegel’s flock of terms, no single linguistic category can 
capture the unstable, motley fluidity of being, the “common vertigo” that 
all things suffer.31  But the creative acts and material changes 
characteristic of art are effective communicative enactments of going-out-
from-oneself as remaining-oneself, as Jameson and Malabou attest.  
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For Jameson, works are effortful acts of all kinds: ethical, 
utilitarian, creative, or otherwise.  A “work as a message or a 
communication” is an effort in which fluid being-as-becoming “achieve[s] 
a very special kind of recognition from other people.”32  Recognition of its 
work-as-gift affirms the fluid self’s existence to itself.  In a work, an 
individual addresses other individuals and the world at large by means of 
shared constructions like cultural norms.  As such, works, including 
artworks, are acts by individuals made of and for all individuals.  Works 
instantiate or perform the presence of “the collective within individuality,” 
a form of the otherness within singularity.33  Jameson underscores the 
collectivity, to whom I present and whom I draw on in presenting, as 
presupposed.  Nonetheless I form this collectivity by being part of it, even 
as it is the substance of which I am formed.  My recognition of and by the 
collective is thus my reconciliation with a part of myself.34  When the 
working, creating, singing “I” unifies with those who listen and respond, 
the “I” confirms its own existence to itself.35 

The importance of making and doing to the achievement of self-
conscious fluid identity suggests to Jameson a “handicraft ideology” at the 
root of Hegel’s identity-theory.  By “working,” “interven[ing] in [the] 
world,”36 one comes to a sense of the other as oneself, a “feeling of the 
alien existence [as] self-feeling.”37  For Hegel, this feeling is 
“happiness.”38  

Malabou’s synonym of choice, Hegel’s term “plasticity,” further 
accentuates the materiality of being-fluid and its relationship with 
creativity.39  Cued by plastic artworks, plastic as polymer, plastic 
explosives, plasticity in the brain and other phenomena, Malabou reads 
plasticity as a “capacity to receive form and a capacity to produce form.”40  
Plastic beings “lend themselves to being formed while resisting 
deformation” – as in marble underneath a chisel, a standard blues form 
made new by an improviser, a man molding himself out of cultural 
universals.41  Being-plastic is “synthetic,” “explosive,” “violent”; it is 
between presence and absence, passivity and action.42  Thus, “Plasticity’s 
native land is the field of art.”43 

To summarize: contemporary readings of Hegel describe being-
fluid as a self-made effort, formed by and out of otherness, that according 
to its own impulse must be performed for others in a way they can 
experience with their physical senses.  Artistic creation is one such 
performance.  Musical performance, even improvised performance of the 
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kind that characterizes blues and jazz, is an effortful act of presentation in 
which one draws, sometimes unwittingly, on sociocultural norms in a 
communicative gesture.  This presenting is interactive and formative: in 
improvising blues, I draw on otherness in presenting myself to others, 
affecting them; and their responses affect me and my presentation.  

To take a simple example, while improvising over blues changes, I 
throw in a quotation from Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition.  The 
effect on my audience is appreciable: those who recognize the tune 
applaud my integration of the stately “Promenade,” and its reminiscences 
of Russian folk tunes, with the rhythmic and formal strictures of American 
blues.  In response to the applause, I plan to repeat the quotation later in 
my solo.  With their response to my performance, my audience assumes an 
active role in shaping that same performance.  My improvisation also 
constitutes otherness in the form of musical conventions, for example the 
twelve-bar blues form, which originated with someone other than me in 
some other time and place.  These conventions are learned, remembered, 
passed down; they are attributes of the musical cultures in which blues 
participates.  Thus my performance is partly molded by forces other than 
my own, and I in turn affect these forces by performing them.   

To put this another way: in personal extemporizations, improvising 
musicians perform (play, play with, and play on) memories – their own, 
others’, and cultural memories.  Nina Sun Eidsheim and I recently 
investigated the diverse ways in which conscious and subconscious 
memories determine what goes on in improvised musical performance.44  
We found that, as much as any performance, Jones’ novel Corregidora 
enacts memory’s effects on blues singing.  But a multifaceted relation with 
the past comprises just one aspect of the unending performance that is 
Hegelian fluidity.  As I revisit Corregidora, I’ll consider not just how 
interactions with the past form what Ursa lives and sings, but also how her 
relations with present listeners, with Jones’ readers, and with the 
construct known as “African-American cultural identity” make the fluid 
identity that she makes into song. 
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 Corregidora  

 

Blues singer Ursa Corregidora is thrown down a flight of stairs by her first 
husband, Mutt.  As a consequence of her injuries, she must undergo a 
hysterectomy.  To twenty-five-year-old Ursa, this operation renders her a 
complete failure and makes her existence pointless; because several 
generations of Corregidora women have inculcated her with the idea that 
her only purpose is to create the next generation, who will bear unwritten 
tales of the family’s dark history into the future.  Ursa recounts her ordeal 
in the novel that bears her name. 

Corregidora is the debut novel of the Kentucky-born, African-
American author Gayl Jones.  Since its publication in 1975, this novel has 
engendered mixed (but inevitably strong) feelings in its readers, exciting as 
much controversy as admiration.  While some reviewers undertake heated 
polemics against the book’s violent and sexually explicit content, other 
scholars employ psychology in attempts to make sense of Jones’ disturbing 
plot and unusual narrative voice.45  Still others try to rationalize the 
strangeness of Jones’ story and its structure, which will be evident in my 
discussion below, by relating them to musical structures – specifically, to 
the blues.46  But as Casey Clabough notes, “philosophical” readings of the 
book are scarce.47  I’d like to attempt such a reading based on Hegel’s 
being-fluid, which may shed light on Corregidora’s themes, complex 
voices, and the “philosophical purposes” behind Jones’ vivid portrayals of 
sexual violence.  

I read Corregidora as a performance of a substance-subject 
performing her fluid identity: a violent becoming rife with joining and 
breaking.  Ursa lives and sings her own traumatic past; the memories and 
voices of other persons; plus the cultural memories and constructions that 
are still considered vital to African-American identity.  Ursa’s identity is as 
much others’ as her own, as much a collective and somewhat abstract 
movement as a personal becoming that struggles to achieve both self-
subsistent singularity and communal acceptance.  

The otherness in Ursa consists largely of her ancestors’ memories 
and voices.  In compulsive retellings, her grandmother and great-
grandmother recount tales of their enslavement under “Old man 
Corregidora...Portuguese slave breeder and whoremonger.”48  Like her 
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mother before her, and even as a very young child, Ursa’s made to listen 
close, repeatedly.  She learns that Corregidora hired out her Great Gram as 
a prostitute, and fathered her grandmother and mother.  History is forced 
to overlook this man’s perversity: all written documents attesting to the 
existence of slavery are destroyed as soon as the institution is abolished.49  
So to create living testimony to Great Gram’s and all slaves’ suffering, each 
Corregidora descendant burns into the next the duty to “make generations” 
and keep the truth alive through them.  As a force their witnessing outlasts 
every individual and all attempts to snuff it out.50  

The retellings are vivid, angry, desperate, and so frequent that 
Great Gram’s tales are like etchings on Ursa’s memory and body.51  
Throughout their lives, she and her mother feel physically compelled to 
produce children but, largely because Great Gram’s horrible story is all 
they know of men, they are unable to foster healthy relationships.  
Moreover, in a compulsion to repeat her ancestors’ ordeal, Ursa 
consistently chooses abusive male partners.  As shared trauma, otherness 
determines her self-image, the reason for her existence, the function she 
envisions for her body, and the way she perceives and interacts with other 
people.  In the manner Hegel described, Ursa’s determinate being is this 
fraught relationship with others.  

Jones’ narrative style accentuates individuals’ fluidity not only in 
their slippage in and out of categories, but also as the absence of clear 
boundaries between characters.  Ursa’s first-person narration is actually 
polyphonic: her imagination speaks to her in others’ voices; her interior 
monologues are always interrupted by other people’s thoughts, usually her 
ancestors’ or her ex-husbands’.  For example, while considering how she 
should feel about Mutt, now that he’s grown violent, Ursa finds her 
thoughts broken into: first by fears of long-dead Great Gram; then, mid-
sentence, echoes of her mother. 

Is it more his fault than mine?  Naw, when you start thinking that way.  
Naw, that nigger’s to blame.  What’s bothering me?  Great Gram, 
because I can’t make generations.  I remember everything you told me, 
Great Gram and Gram too and. 

Good night, Ursa baby.  Good night, Irene.  Honey, I remember when you 
was a warm seed inside me, but I tried not to bruise you.  Don’t bruise 
any of your seeds.  I won’t, Mama.52 

Here Ursa is addressor and addressee; her voice is hers and her mother’s, 
sliding in and out of others, in and out of self-sufficiency.  
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Jones’ male characters are similarly unstable.  Ursa imagines a 
conversation in which Mutt addresses her just as Corregidora addressed 
Great Gram, his “little gold piece.”  Mutt’s voice becomes Corregidora’s, 
then that of Ursa’s second husband, Tadpole.53  Because she is, in part, her 
ancestors, the man who abused them is among her abusers, who likewise 
share his identity.  By the end of the novel, “It was like I didn’t know how 
much was me and Mutt and how much was Great Gram and 
Corregidora...”54 

For Donia Allen, the persistent interruption of Ursa’s thoughts by 
others’ voices evidences a “lack of emotional space [that] reflects the 
extent to which boundaries between characters are confused” – or fluid.55  
The same applies to boundaries between Ursa as an individual and the 
mid-twentieth-century African-American community to which she 
belongs.  She lives, Nancy would say, in “common vertigo.”56  

Several scholars, including Clabough, read Ursa’s (private and 
inherited) memories of abuse as “intersections of personal and cultural 
traumas.”57  Slavery in all forms is considered “traumatic experience” for 
the African-American community, says Jennifer Griffiths, implying that the 
trauma and its residues “exist within the cultural and familial framework” 
common to African-Americans.58  “Ursa’s narrative stands as a collective 
memoir to the suffering endured by [all] black women in slavery as well as 
an articulation of black women’s ability to endure,” adds Jennifer Cognard-
Black.59  For Joyce Pettis, therefore, to read Corregidora is to investigate 
its reflections of “black culture.”60  

The point is: for many readers, Ursa’s fluid identity embodies 
African-American cultural identity in general, which is equally a fluid 
becoming of past into present, self into other.  All cultural identities are 
similarly fluid: all communities are defined by their histories and their 
relationships to other communities.  But African-American identity 
includes the collective memory of slavery in the Americas.  Ursa therefore 
exemplifies the unique fluidity of American blackness as well as the 
concept of fluidity, which qualifies all communal identities.  Thus, with his 
notion of being-fluid, Hegel identifies the condition that enables living 
African-Americans to define themselves according to collective 
memories.61 

It’s a struggle for Ursa to maintain a sense of individuality.  
Crowded by others, she rarely has room to think about herself.  “I would 
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rather have sung [Mama’s] memory if I had to sing any.  What about my 
own?  Don’t ask me that now.”62  One’s alienation of oneself, during 
relations, enables individuality.  But alienation-relation – rifting oneself, 
guzzling others – is painful.  Hegel says “individuality” is “consumed...in 
preserving itself at the expense of the universal...However, the sublating of 
individual durable existence is, conversely, equally its own engendering.”63  
For Nancy, “being-affected [as] a determinate relation to the other” is the 
essence of pain that is nonetheless crucial to individuality.64  “Pain is 
precisely the element of the singularity of separation [of a self from 
itself]...It occurs as the alteration of its subsistence, and thus as its self 
awakened in its alterity...To undergo pain is therefore to feel oneself 
singular.”65  

Foregrounding the necessity of relation-as-pain, of lingering with 
the negative, could be the “philosophical purpose” behind Jones’ frank 
portrayals of sexual violence.  These joinings are brutal, humiliating, 
sometimes incomplete.66  In my view, these scenes enact the damaging and 
being-damaged that compose everyday being: the exigent but cruel 
penetration of the self by otherness.  In fact, Jones underscores the 
essentiality of breaking and being-broken by demonstrating how violent 
relations may control an ordinary life.  Punctuated by these vicious 
encounters, Corregidora is not a linear trajectory but a presentation and 
performance, setting-forth and enactment, of a being-fluid that “looks the 
negative in the face.”67  

I say “presentation” rather than “trajectory” because despite all her 
suffering, despite attempts to revise her relationships with men, her 
mother, and her ancestors’ legacy, Ursa seems to have changed little by 
the end.  This isn’t a widespread view.  Most scholars conclude that by 
singing the blues, Ursa works through her traumas and looks forward.68  
However, such readings don’t devote enough attention to the fact that 
Ursa takes Mutt back.  She does so out of renewed desire and, as I read it, 
out of vengeance.  She recalls her hatred for him even as she accepts his 
invitation.69  And as they renew their sexual relationship, Gram’s voice 
breaks into her thoughts, reminding her that Great Gram had done 
something – never said what – that humiliated and enraged Corregidora so 
that he wanted to kill her.  Ursa calculates what that might have been; she 
returns to Mutt in order to do this thing to him.70  Meanwhile he asks her 
not to let her ancestors’ experiences color their relationship; she begs him 
not to bloody the relationship with abuse.71  Neither promises a thing, 
because they haven’t overcome their disrespect for one another.  Mutt 
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knowingly retains abusive tendencies, and Ursa keeps letting Corregidora 
dictate her actions.72 

The point of the continual process of self-othering and returning-
to-self that comprises being-fluid isn’t to “resolve” by “moving on” from 
otherness or selfness.  Rather sublation, unifying opposites, involves both 
ceasing and preservation, change and remaining-the-same.  As I see it, the 
point of Jones’ novel is not to execute a narrative trajectory that relies on 
the positing and resolution of conflict, but to present an extreme (yet far 
from uncommon) manifestation of being-process as sublation: concurrent 
resistance and surrender to conflict.  Ursa performs this process, living it; 
and Jones performs it by presenting Ursa’s life-experience.73 

For Jones, being-fluid is a kind of blues performance.  She calls 
Corregidora her “blues novel.”74  Ursa’s singing is communicative work, a 
“talent” and a “craft” through which she’s compelled to manifest her 
being-fluid before others.75  “They squeezed Corregidora into me, and I 
sung back in return...in the whole way I drew out a song. In the way my 
breath moved, in my whole voice.”76  After her hysterectomy, singing the 
blues becomes Ursa’s only means of fulfilling her filial duty.  By singing her 
ancestors’ story so that others may acknowledge it, she affirms her 
mothers’ truth and their presence within her.  Singing her own 
compositions in a striking voice shaped by her own suffering, Ursa also 
manifests her singularity.  In Jameson’s terms, blues is the “work” through 
which Ursa performs the “collectivity within [her] individuality.”77  In 
Malabou’s, Ursa is plasticity: formed by her ancestors’ past and her own 
troubles, she gives form to bluesy creations. 

As Hegel recognized, fludity’s inherent instability enables it to 
evade fixation even in language.  For Ursa, blues can go where language 
can’t: “to explain it, in blues, without words, the explanation somewhere 
behind the words.  To explain what will always be there.”78  Her past, the 
traumatic otherness in her, is audible in her songs and the timbre of her 
voice.  After Mutt’s attack, a listener reports: 

Your voice sounds a little strained, that's all.  But if I hadn't heard you 
before, I wouldn't notice anything.  I'd still be moved.  Maybe even moved 
more, because it sounds like you been through something...Like Ma 
[Rainey], for instance, after all the alcohol and men, the strain made it 
better, because you could tell what she'd been through.  You could hear 
what she'd been through.79 
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In fact, says Ursa, “I sang because it was something I had to do, but 
[Mutt] would never understand that.”80  He attacks her because he resents 
her career as a blues singer, which enables her financial independence and 
self-expression before others.  In Hegelian terms, he tries to prevent her 
from achieving a self-sufficient identity mediated by relationships with 
others and affirmed by others’ recognition, in order to cement her 
dependence on him.81  He aims to silence her, nullify her work, cancel her 
manifestation, and thus make her meaningless, effectively annul her 
existence.  

But Ursa sings the blues even in her dreams.  Imagining her 
ancestors, she sings them in the three-line (AAB) form of standard 
twelve-bar-blues lyrics.  She daydreams “Old man Corregidora” in a pair 
of blues verses. 

While mama be sleeping, the ole man he crawl into bed  
While mama be sleeping, the old man he crawl into bed  
When mama have wake up, he shaking his nasty ole head  
Don't come here to my house, don't come here to my house I said  
Don't come here to my house, don't come here to my house I said  
Fore you get any this booty, you gon have to lay down dead...82 

In a subtler example:  

But you got to make generations, you go on making them anyway.  And 
when the ground and the sky open up to ask them that question that's 
going to be ask.  They think it ain't going to be ask, but it's going to be 
ask.  They have the evidence and give the verdict too.  They think they hid 
everything.  But they have the evidence and give the verdict too.83 

We could hear “And when the ground...” as the opening of a three-line 
blues with the last line repeated (concerning evidence and verdicts).  
Alternately, we may hear a repeated “question” followed by a repeated 
“verdict.”  The latter is still blues: call-and-response is the archetype of 
blues forms.  In twelve-bar blues, the first two lines sound a call to which 
the last responds; and each line itself comprises two clauses in a call-
response structure. 

As Jones said in an interview, most blues lyrics are about “blues 
relationships...out of a tradition of ‘love and trouble,’” which represent 
Afro-American cultural memories of slavery and racism.84  I’ll say more 
about this below.  Here I want to emphasize that since all Ursa lives and 
sings are “blues relationships,” her life and its novelized presentation are 
blues performances.  
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Jones even formats important dialogues as twelve-bar blues.85  

 
“If that nigger love me he wouldn’t’ve throwed me down the steps,” I called.  
“What?”  She came to the door.  
“I said if that nigger loved me he wouldn’t’ve throwed me down the steps.”  
“I know niggers love you do worse than that,” she said.86 

A poignant example forms the final strains of the novel: a blues by 
Ursa and Mutt, in which Mutt, saying nothing in the final line, fails to 
provide a verbal response to Ursa’s call. 

“I don’t want a kind of woman that hurt you.” 
“Then you don’t want me.” 
“I don’t want a kind of woman that hurt you.” 
“Then you don’t want me.” 
He shook me till I fell against him crying. “I don’t want a kind of man 

that’ll hurt me neither," I said. 
He held me tight.87 

Jones calls this “ritualized dialogue.”  “[I]n ritualized dialogue, 
sometimes you create a rhythm that people wouldn't ordinarily use...[Y]ou 
change the rhythm of the talk and response and you change the rhythm 
between the talk and response...both things take the dialogue out of the 
naturalistic realm – change its quality.”88  In the examples above, speech 
takes on the quality of blues song.  As musical performance, Jones’ novel 
turns its readers into listeners. 

In Hegel’s thought, effortful and sensible self-giving, and the 
receiving audience’s recognition, are partly formative of being-fluid.  
Similarly, says Clabough, “Jones believes the input of the hearer, even if 
the listener is also the speaker, serves as a kind of reaffirming agent for 
the rendered narrative, making it more genuine and beneficial for the 
speaker.”89  Cognard-Black describes a working reader-listener who 
destabilizes her identity through that of the other.  "[L]istening is work, a 
productive strain.  Listening is that tender and precarious act of attempting 
true empathy, of putting oneself in the proverbial shoes of another 
character or person...and in Corregidora, listening on the part of a reader is 
a process of acknowledging that Ursa and her foremothers can reveal 
something cutting and vital..."90 

Jones’ blues brand themselves on our memories too.  She performs 
consequences of being: relationships are vital even as they tear us to 
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pieces.  She sings in multicolored polyphony; screams and brutal taunting 
mix in with her songs.  All this is otherness that I, a reader-listener, absorb 
into myself – Corregidora, with its ghosts, is part of the substance that 
forms my fluid subjectivity.  Ursa and Jones forcefully disrupt my self-
sufficiency as I struggle to bear their violence and understand their split, 
jagged narrative.  At the same time, their fluidity is affirmed and altered by 
my recognition of their struggles.  In Hegel’s words, “Each is, in its own 
eyes and in that of the other, an essence immediately existing for itself 
which at the same time exists for itself in that way only by way of this 
mediation.  They recognize themselves as mutually recognizing each 
other.”91 Listening to Jones’ blue fluidity, I recognize my own.  Thus in her 
way (a performative, interactive way – a blues way), Jones brings her 
reader-listener to “absolute knowledge”: painful awareness of the 
disruptive, integral existence of otherness in myself. 

 

 Blues  

 

Early reviewers of Corregidora named its author a blueswoman.92  The 
shoe fits.  Corregidora shares classic blues structures and themes: the 
twelve-bar form, “love and trouble,” enslavement and freedom, sex and 
abuse, neverending dissatisfaction and the compulsion to repeat (tonally 
speaking, the twelve-bar blues could circle indefinitely).  Jones affirms: 
“the main focus of Corregidora...is on the blues relationships or 
relationships involving brutality...[since p]erhaps brutality enables one to 
recognize what tenderness is.”93  So if Corregidora is a blues performance: 
given that this novel may embody Hegel’s notion of being-fluid, can we say 
that blues music embodies this notion too? 

In my view: yes.  The meat of Corregidora and Hegel’s system, 
being-fluid, is also a motivating impulse of the blues.  In blues, a self-
sufficient individual, molded and riddled by otherness and collectivity, is 
compelled to present herself to other complex individuals.  Robert Switzer 
says it well.  “Where the blues is truly radical is in its continual breaking 
down of barriers...[T]he blues song has indefinite boundaries as to origin 
and conclusion, is a confluence of forces and events rather than a discrete 
entity.”94  Jones’ fascination with the blues has similarly "to do with 
meanings and things having a lot of different meanings at once...Blues 
acknowledges all different kinds of feelings at once.  How do we know, for 
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instance, ‘Sometimes he is a bad dark man’ isn’t really a repetition of 
‘Sometimes he is a good dark man’?  That's what really interests me.  
Ambiguity."95  The pertinence to the blues of Hegelian being-fluid is 
evident, although it is not named, in hearings of classic blues by other 
venerable authors and in the identity-forming, community-shaping roles 
deemed acceptable for blues by African-Americans.  

The individual as collective, the past in the present, is the fluid 
identity that’s typically sung in blues – in African-American improvised 
music generally, says George Lewis, or in what he calls “Afrological” 
improvisation, which is guided by the principles that underlie black identity.  
In Lewis’ view, “the African-American improviser, coming from a legacy of 
slavery and oppression, cannot countenance the erasure of history.  The 
destruction of family and lineage, the rewriting of history and memory in 
the image of whiteness, is one of the facts with which all people of color 
must live.”96  As in Ursa’s blues, the past is alive and sung in African-
American music of the present: the identity of the contemporary African-
American improviser is that of his ancestral others.  Lewis implies that 
individual memories of slavery solidified into a communal memory, a 
formative aspect of present-day African-American cultural identity “with 
which all people of color must live.”  

Additionally, the African-American improviser sings a “personality” 
comprised of present others.  “[T]he development of the improviser in 
improvised music is regarded as encompassing not only the formation of 
individual musical personality but the harmonization of one's musical 
personality with social environments, both actual and possible.”97  Thus, 
for Amiri Baraka, “the Blues Aesthetic is not only historical and carrying all 
the qualities that characterize the African-American people, but social in 
the same way.  It must be how and what black life is and how it reflects on 
itself.”98 

Hegel said it like this, vis-à-vis personality in general: “the history 
of the cultural maturation of the world...constitutes the substance of the 
individual, that is, his organic nature. – In this respect, the cultural 
maturation of the individual regarded from his own point of view consists 
in his acquiring all of this which is available, in his living off that inorganic 
nature and in his taking possession of it for himself.”99  In Hegelian terms, 
the blues is work, executed by and through individuals, that gives and 
presents African-American cultural fluidity to others. 
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At the same time, says Lewis, “One important aspect of Afrological 
improvisation is the notion of the importance of personal narrative, of 
‘telling your own story.’”100  Blues is often described as a formative 
encapsulation of African-American cultural identity that also emphasizes 
individuality.  As Baraka put it:  

Even though its birth and growth seems [sic] connected finally to the 
general movement of the mass of black Americans into the central 
culture of the country, blues still went back for its impetus and emotional 
meaning to the individual, to his completely personal life and death.  
Because of this, blues could remain for a long time a very fresh and 
singular form of expression.101  

Yet, this individual is “the African-American as such” or “the Negro as 
such,” Baraka implies: each black man or woman is the entire African-
American race and culture.  Thus:  

the intensely personal nature of blues-singing is also the result of what 
can be called the Negro’s “American experience”...[T]he insistence of 
blues verse on the life of the individual and his individual trials and 
successes on the earth is a manifestation of the whole Western concept 
of man's life, and it is a development that could only be found in an 
American black man's music.102 

“In this view,” writes Karen Ford, “even the focus on the individual 
(supposedly an apolitical emphasis) suggested by the ubiquitous blues 

theme of lost love and 
estrangement, signifies 
the larger problem of 
the dispossession of 
blacks in America.”103  
As Corregidora 
demonstrates, abusive 
sexual relationships 
sometimes have roots 
in social problems, like 
slavery and racism.  
Angela Davis points to 
several songs by Ma 
Rainey and Bessie 
Smith in which 
“representations of 
pain suffered by 
women in their sexual 
relationships often also 

Slave to the Blues 
by Thomas Dorsey, 
recorded by Ma Rainey, 1925 

 
Ain't robbed no bank, ain't done no hangin' crime  
Ain't robbed no bank, ain't done no hangin' crime  
Just been a slave to the blues, dreamin' 'bout that man of mine  
  
Blues, please tell me do I have to die a slave?  
Blues, please tell me do I have to die a slave?  
Do you hear me pleadin', you going to take me to my grave  
  
I could break these chains and let my worried heart go free  
If I could break these chains and let my worried heart go free  
But it's too late now, the blues have made a slave of me  
  
You'll see me raving, you'll hear me cryin', ‘Oh, Lord, this lonely 

heart of mine!’  
Whole time I'm grieving, from my hat to my shoes  
I'm a good hearted woman, just am a slave to the blues. 
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seem to be metaphorical 
allusions to pain caused by the 
material hindrances of sexism 
and racism.”104  For instance, 
in “Slave to the Blues,” Rainey 
equates the content expressed 
in blues – blues relationships, 
love and trouble, the burden 
of otherness in selfness – with 
slavery.105  In its “blurring of 
the sexual and the social,” the 
private and the shared, blues 
enacts what Hegel calls the 
“consumption” of individuality 
by collectivity, that equally 
“engenders” individuals.106  

Consequently in the 
blues, as in Jones’ blues novel, 
sexuality is no longer a private 
affair.107  Consider Rainey’s 
“Sweet Rough Man”108 and Smith’s “Spider Man Blues”109: explicit 
portrayals of horrifying sexual violence.  The idea is that listeners might 
hear reflections of themselves in Ma’s and Bessie’s words, and recognize 
their part in the collective that shares the “larger problems” signified by 
sexual trauma.110  According to Davis, Bessie Smith’s “popularity was a 
result of the black community’s ability to identify her greatness as an artist 
and to discover themselves and their lives – women and men alike – in her 
work.”111  As such, “Smith was an articulator and shaper of African-
American identity and consciousness.”112  Articulation or communication, 
bringing-forth, says Hegel, is such exigent work because the recognition 
of others is formative and affirmative of one’s collective-individual 
identity.  Blues is indeed urgency, an “impulse” to manifest personal and 
cultural “blues feelings” so that listeners may acknowledge and sublate 
them – rendering them shared burdens, easier to bear.113  Ralph Ellison:  

The blues is an impulse to keep the painful details and episodes of a 
brutal experience alive in one's aching consciousness, to finger its jagged 
grain, and to transcend it, not by the consolation of philosophy but by 
squeezing from it a near-tragic, near-comic lyricism.  As a form, the 
blues is an autobiographical chronicle of personal catastrophe expressed 
lyrically.114 

Sweet Rough Man  
by J. Sammy Randall and Ma Rainey, 1928 

 
I woke up this mornin', my head was sore as a boil  
I woke up this mornin', my head was sore as a boil  
My man beat me last night with five feet of copper coil  
  
He keeps my lips split, my eyes as black as jet  
He keeps my lips split, my eyes as black as jet  
But the way he love me makes me soon forget  
  
Every night for five years, I've got a beatin' from my man  
Every night for five years, I've got a beatin' from my man  
People says I'm crazy, I'll explain and you'll understand 
  
My man, my man, Lord, everybody knows he's mean  
My man, my man, Lord, everybody knows he's mean  
But when he starts to lovin', I wring and twist and scream  
  
Lord, it ain't no maybe 'bout my man bein' rough  
Lord, it ain't no maybe 'bout my man bein' rough  
But when it comes to lovin', he sure can strut his stuff. 



 
Hegel's Being-Fluid v.1n.1,2012  p. 105 

             

Note Ellison’s accord 
with Hegel, via Jameson 
and Nancy: work, 
communication, creation, 
sensible manifestation as 
exigent drives toward 
affirming recognition.  
Ellison also echoes 
Hegel’s and Jones’ 
insistence on lingering 
with the negative. 

Some blues 
scholars even rely on 
quasi-Hegelian language, 
though his name never 
comes up.  One example 
is the “self-alienating 
double consciousness” 
that Andrew Scheiber 
hears in the relationship 
between jazz and blues.  

Given my observations above, Scheiber’s concept could apply to blues 
alone.  The double consciousness: 

pull[s] in opposite directions, mapping contradictory ideological 
imperatives onto the black subject — one emphasizing personal, dynamic 
self-stylization and self-invention and the other defining selfhood 
primarily in terms of shared historical, cultural, and emotional 
affinities...one having to do with innovative freedom and the other with 
the interpersonal and collective affinities that bind the community to its 
past and to one another.115 

In another example, Bruce Baugh points out that although hearing 
oneself in Ma and Bessie “opens up the possibility of understanding the 
world differently, it nonetheless constitutes a negation of one’s self, and 
so produces not exhilaration but anxiety.”116  The blues is thus a “dual 
negation of self and world"; as Switzer puts it, a "recovery of the 
experience of the negative.”117  Hegel’s resonance is patent in this driving 
force of blues: the painful fluidity of identity that craves the recognition of 
others. 

Spider Man Blues 
by Bessie Smith and Harold Gray, 1928 
 
Early in the mornin' when it's dark and dreary outdoors  
Early in the mornin' when it's dark and dreary outdoors  
Spider man makes a web and hides while you sleeps and 

snores  
  
Never try to sleep, mean eyes watch me day and night  
Never try to sleep, mean eyes watchin' day and night  
Catch every fly as fast as she can light  
  
That black man of mine sure has his spider ways  
That black man of mine sure has his spider ways  
Been crawlin' after me all of my natural days  
  
I'm like a poor fly, spider man, please let me go  
I'm like a poor fly, spider man, please let me go  
You've got me locked up in your house and I can't break down 

your door  
  
Somebody please kill me and throw me in the sea  
Somebody please kill me and throw me in the sea  
This spider man of mine is going to be the death of poor me. 
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The philosophical potential of blues was for many years undermined 
by black and white intellectuals, as in Ellison’s refusal to hear “the 
consolation of philosophy” in such music.  Davis explains that: 

black intellectuals associated with the [Harlem] Renaissance largely 
underestimated the value of African-American blues and jazz...On the 
one hand, it [blues] was the one art form within black culture that had 
retained the vigor of the culture's historical realities.  It furnished 
evidence of race identity and race consciousness.  On the other hand, it 
was the target, like the culture as a whole, of racist characterizations 
such as “savage,” “primitive,” and “undeveloped.”118 

Only Langston Hughes, and later writers like Jones, Toni Morrison, and 
August Wilson, credited blues with the expression of philosophical ideas.  
Wilson, whose fictionalized Ma in his 1982 play Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom 
is “drive[n] to arrive at truths through voice and music,” believes that blues 
is indeed an “entire philosophical system.”119  Hegel would be hard pressed 
to disagree. 

 

 Hegel and (Post-)Blackness  

 

Baraka and Cognard-Black intimate an awareness that Hegel’s ideas could 
contribute significantly to comprehensive analyses of blues, Corregidora, 
and the fluid African-American identity sung in both.  At the same time, 
these scholars and others seem to attempt to deny his relevance. 

In an article on black aesthetics, Baraka describes blues as an 
enactment of “the One is Two dialectic.”120  When “[w]e blues or jazz 
up...One is Two.  One Breaks into Two.”121  Each individual is its other: 
singular identity breaks into plurality, and blues performs this fluidity.  
Baraka attributes the One-is-Two to Marx, summoning Nietzsche and 
Lenin in addition.122  “One is two, as Lenin said, explaining the dialectic in 
The Philosophical Notebooks.  Everything is itself and something else at 
the same time, i.e., what it is becoming.”123  It is well known that Marx was 
a direct respondent to Hegel, and that significant portions of Lenin’s 
Notebooks are extended commentaries on Hegel’s Logic and other works.  
It’s more than likely that the dialectic Baraka attributes to Lenin is actually 
Lenin’s reading of Hegel’s ideas, specifically being-fluid, rather than 
Lenin’s own thought.  Nonetheless, Baraka prefers to cite Hegel’s 
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philosophical descendants instead of the progenitor of the dialectic that 
forms the crux and rhythm of Baraka’s argument.  Hegel’s absence is 
conspicuous because of the extent to which Baraka seems to go out of his 
way to align himself with the German-Idealist tradition by naming Marx, 
Nietzsche, and Lenin.  

In a comparable move, Cognard-Black concedes Hegel’s relevance 
to Corregidora only as a representative of the white oppression Ursa has 
to overcome.  Mutt and Ursa, Corregidora and Ursa’s ancestors, are for 
Cognard-Black reflections of the “master and slave” figures in Hegel’s 
Phenomenology.124  She formulates a surmise in accordance with Hegel’s 
own: that “masters” are only independent because slaves depend on 
them.125  I read the master-slave example as an idiosyncratic enactment of 
being-fluid: I achieve my self-sufficiency via my relationship to others who 
are equally self-sufficient and dependent.  Thus the master-slave dialectic 
exemplifies Corregidora’s driving force, being-fluid.  Yet Cognard-Black 
reads the dialectic as a whole – and here Hegel is named and quoted – as 
something Ursa must elude.  She must “sidestep the master-slave 
dialectic...[because] the crucial method of protecting herself against 
silencing whiteness (including its agent, Mutt Thomas) is for Ursa to 
establish an antidiscourse to the white imaginative landscape; and 
necessarily, Ursa must conceive of herself as opposite to the forces that 
suppress, repudiate, and erase her selfhood.”126 

However, I have demonstrated: first, that the “forces that suppress” 
Ursa’s selfhood also constitute it; second, that this continual, paradoxical 
becoming is the Hegelian dialectic, which finds expression in the master-
slave figures; third, that Hegel’s concept of being-fluid aptly characterizes 
African-American cultural identity.  Nonetheless Cognard-Black assumes 
that Hegel’s philosophy represents “the white imaginative landscape” and 
nothing more.  In writings like Baraka’s and Cognard-Black’s, why is 
Hegel’s philosophy – though it qualifies a key aspect of African-American 
identity and formative impulses in important African-American music and 
literature – guarded against, misattributed, and derogatorily relegated to 
the realm of “whiteness”?  

In my view, the answer has nothing to do with the theory of being-
fluid, but with the man who conceived it, with who he was and what he 
thought outside this theory.  He takes pains to underscore cannibalism and 
tyranny in his descriptions of Africa.  “The Negroes indulge, therefore, that 
perfect contempt for humanity, which in its bearing on Justice and Morality 
is the fundamental characteristic of the race.”127  Thus “The peculiarly 
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African character is difficult to comprehend, for the very reason that in 
reference to it, we must quite give up the principle which naturally 
accompanies all our ideas — the category of Universality.”128  With the 
boorish claim that “our” (read: his) ideas cannot apply to black people, 
Hegel shoots himself in the foot: he undermines any potential for 
universality that may reside in his own theories.  Perhaps this is why 
Baraka omits his name, and Cognard-Black cannot see past his “silencing 
whiteness.”129 

Can we think beyond Hegel’s bigotry rather than consigning him to 
oblivion or obsolescence, “savagery” or “primitiveness” (or misreading him, 
as some do, in order to exaggerate his racism)?130  As Susan Buck-Morss 
pleads in “Hegel and Haiti”: can we not “rescue” Hegel’s philosophy “from 
the uses to which white domination has put it?”131  Can we read the 
valuable contributions that Hegel’s thought on being-fluid can make to 
philosophical considerations of African-American music, literature, and 
identity, in a manner that allows the idea itself to achieve its greatest 
potential – even though some of that potential results from the very fact 
that the idea was coined by a particular racist white man who also 
happened to be a great philosopher?  

Let me put this another way.  Does the fact that I inherited the 
brownness of my skin from my Bermudian grandfather, who inherited his 
mahogany coloring from his enslaved African grandparents, make me more 
qualified than Hegel to speak philosophically about anything, blues and 
black identity included?  Musicologist Guthrie Ramsey would answer in the 
affirmative.  To him, the “cultural experience” of blackness automatically 
grants an author the “authority” to address blues and other “black music” 
intellectually.132  I cannot hold with this view.  In my opinion, the very fact 
that we can glean insight on African-American art and identity from such 
as Hegel, says something about the status of race-thinking in scholarship 
and philosophy in general.  

Recent sociological and philosophical work turns the influence of 
race-thinking on scholarly, political, and philosophical discourses into a 
question rather than a given.133  To take a Hegelian perspective on this 
question: I don’t believe Hegel would countenance the wholesale 
elimination of racial concerns from philosophical considerations of identity 
or aesthetics.  Whether it’s inherited from our ancestors or constructed by 
those around us, race and race-thinking constitute aspects of substance, 
the totality of otherness that forms each individual subject.  Substance is 
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inescapable, as is being-fluid.  But through them both, individuality and 
self-sufficiency persist – which means each individual can decide, for 
himself or herself, how to approach races, race-thinking, and racism.  

In my opinion, Hegel’s idea of being-fluid is his authority, and mine, 
and that of any intellectual approach to African-American identity and art.  
Hegel’s identity is as fluid as anyone’s, particularly now that he’s not here 
to conduct himself in ways that risk suggesting otherwise.  He’s not only 
the ignorant penman of the racist remarks in The Philosophy of History, 
even though he is that author as much as he is the Phenomenology’s.  The 
latter Hegel, who is yet the former, just may have hit upon certain 
universalities in spite of himself.  Baraka and Cognard-Black sense this, I 
think, despite themselves – otherwise they would not have surrendered to 
the allure of certain ideas. 

Paul Taylor does so without shame, in his indispensible theory of 
“post-black aesthetics.”  Post-black aesthetics is “an approach to 
expressive culture that reflects [artists’] experiences of a world in which 
racial boundaries are blurry...blackness ceases to be a foundation and 
becomes a question.”134  “For post-black thinkers, nationalist ideas about 
cultural self-determination and about a unique African personality have 
been supplanted by individualist and often apolitical aspirations, and by 
appeals to intra-racial diversity and interracial commonalities.”135  
Consequently, “post-black aesthetics treats blackness not as its source but 
as its subject,” recognizing that “[d]istinct human populations, such as they 
are, shade into each other.”136  

The defining characteristic of post-blackness is thus fluidity. 

[T]he traditional meanings of blackness, the meanings that took their 
most recent form in the soul-era [1960s and ‘70s] politics of 
respectability and black power, are too confining.  New meanings have 
emerged: new forms of black identity that are multiple, fluid, and 
profoundly contingent, along with newly sophisticated understandings of 
race and identity...We might say that to be post-black is to experience 
the contingency and fluidity of black identity, to have to wrestle with the 
question of how to orient one’s self to the various options for black self-
consciousness, and to do all of this while relating one’s self to the 
similarly fluid meanings and practices of the wider society.137 

This fluidity is Hegel’s fluidity: post-black identity remains itself “while 
relating” and “orienting” itself to equally fluid otherness.  For Taylor, it is 
just such fluidity that enables the “post” in his understanding of blackness.   
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Post-blackness is not un-black or nullified blackness, but sublated 
blackness: in post-black aesthetics, “traditional” black identity undergoes 
cessation and preservation.  “Posterizing,” naming a phenomenon as post-
something, “enjoin[s] those who would engage in it to embrace and to 
reject the past, while also embracing but remaining wary of the 
present.”138  Taylor finds the roots of the posterizing enterprise in Hegel’s 
philosophy, in his notions of the “end of art” and “end of history.”139  
These ideas are grounded in the more general notion that categories such 
as “art” do not have fixed definitions.  In Hegel’s Aesthetics, “art points 
beyond itself”: what art means, its function relative to philosophy and its 
ability to represent truth, changes (“ends” or is negated) even as the 
constituents of art, such as music and poetry, remain what they are.140  For 
Taylor, “race takes the place of art on Hegel’s scheme...it is free to do or be 
anything, or nothing, without historical consequence.”141  At the same 
time, in post-black aesthetics, “race is in the position of Geist [Spirit]” as 
self-conscious contingency.142  

The point is, the concept of post-blackness does not entail 
overlooking race, race-thinking, and racism in aesthetics or any other 
discourse.  It’s not a matter of casting aside the painfully charged history 
that yet informs African-American identity.  It’s rather a perspective that 
relinquishes any presupposed fixity, in the interest of ensuring that 
African-Americans – and Caucasian philosophers – may live and be more 
than that history, in addition to it.  Classic blues like Ma Rainey’s, and 
blues-based fiction such as Corregidora, achieve just such self-aware 
fluidity.  Hegel helps us recognize their accomplishment.  And Taylor not 
only legitimates Hegelian readings of African-American art as exercises in 
(post-)black aesthetics; but also, by recognizing the philosophical potential 
of the relationship between black identity and Hegel’s conception of 
being-fluid, affirms the fluidity of Hegel’s identity. 

 

 Notes  

 
I’d like to extend special thanks to Nina Sun Eidsheim for setting my sights on the path that 
led at last to this essay, also to Joanna Demers and the anonymous Evental Aesthetics 
reviewers for their invaluable feedback. 
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halfhearted attempt to rescue Hegel by proposing that the master‐slave dialectic, in which slaves 
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which, if one has the right kind, bestow upon one the "authority" to speak about black music (18, 
35). Professional blackness "consists of complex theoretical explanations of identity and culture" of 
unspecified nature that scholars may acquire through "specialized training" (32‐33). According to 
Ramsey, even an eminent (white) musicologist like Gary Tomlinson should justify his analytical 
insights on African‐American jazz‐rock fusion artists, by tying them to his biographical experiences 
(25).  
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