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Summary

James Baldwin has reemerged in prominence in academic circles, popular culture, film,
and anti-racist and anti-sexist movements, like the Black Lives Matter movement, since
2016, when the first international conference on James Baldwin studies was held and
Raoul Peck’s I Am Not Your Negro was released in cinemas. I developed this thesis
because I was deeply interested in this revival.

The work aims to discuss selected fictional and non-fictional works and
conversations of James Baldwin through a methodology that combines a series of studies
that originated from the poststructuralist revolution in the 1970s (i.e. postcolonial,
cultural, and feminist studies, and paved the way to queer and trans* studies) with the
Black radical tradition. The latter is a stream of thought that emerged in the 1980s in the
U.S. via the groundbreaking work of the historian Cedric Robinson but whose origins can
be traced back to the first half of the 19th century and in other regions of the world.
Recently, it has been reevaluated by scholars Fred Moten, Stefano Harney, Denise
Ferreira da Silva, Hortense Spillers, and Eduard Glissant, among others.

In light of this, the approach is complex and intricate, necessitating a careful
interaction between these critical areas of inquiry. My translation practice and preference
for music and performance metaphors assisted in achieving this objective. Indeed, the
translation and musical approaches helped carry Baldwin’s literary oeuvre across the
author’s formative years and later times, his pains and joys, his situatedness and
transatlantic circuits that are frequently reflected in his fictional characters or recounted
in his poignant non-fictional testaments. They also helped weave the complicated strands
that link the writer’s works to a new notion of blackness, indicated by a lowercase letter
and inspired by Black radicalism, and includes ideas from the aforementioned series of
studies.

Presented as a para-ontology, blackness defies Enlightenment philosophy and
scientific presumptions of race while also challenging the aesthetic revindication of Black
beauty that the 1960s and 1970s Black Arts Movement sought to restore. The ultimate
goal is to advocate a novel framework for comprehending the world. Two specific
branches of Black radicalism influence the study of blackness: black optimism, as
articulated by cultural theorist Moten, and Black Feminist Poethics, presented by
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The first strand revisits Frantz Fanon’s psychological and ontological inquiry into
Black existence, focusing on the dynamic interplay between pleasure and suffering,
pessimism and optimism. It promotes blackness as a poetical and performative sociality
rooted in Black people’s living experiences, but accessible as a model of knowledge for
humankind. The second strand scrutinizes knowledge and the historical and scientific
assumptions that established “the arsenal of racialization.” Inspired by Black female
narratives, Ferreira da Silva proposes Black Feminist Poethics, which highlights how
knowledge celebrates blackness as a model of creativity and accountability.

Both schools of thought aim to reimagine the world and question the rigid
categorization that supports political and social capitalism, which has its roots in slavery
and endures due to the racialization of Black individuals. Therefore, they correct the
Marxist view of capitalism and its poststructuralist rereading by asserting that capitalism
did not end the slavery system perpetrated by feudalism, but it is an extension of it.

Based on this revaluation, I claim that Baldwin’s exemplary life and output
foreshadowed Black radicalism’s commitment to change the wor(l)d. In other words, the
writer can be regarded as a prophet of blackness. The thesis understands prophecy as a
form of “afterlife” or translation itself, a “pre-diction” that not only predicts the future but
also shields us from the present and contains knowledge from the past. It is a sort of
virtuality that merges the past, present, and future by perceiving the past as both before
(preceding us and in front, or after us). The capacity for change lies in this virtuality since
prophecy through a critique of present-day events underscores the re-presentation or
repetition of a past event that can be subject to transformation. Through prophecy,
Baldwin hopes that we radically change how we look at the world/word and rejoice in the
force of life. Hence, his prophecy entails two lessons: beauty and love.

To explain Baldwin’s prophecy, the thesis also proposes a conjunction of form and
content via symbolism and technical devices. Consequently, it has a four-part structure,
and each chapter comprises four sections. The use of the number “four” is an homage to
Ferreira da Silva’s invitation to abandon the Hegelian tripartite structure of thesis,
antithesis, and synthesis and overcome dialectical thinking.

In terms of technical strategies, the work relies on contrapuntal reading,
augmentation, and apposition, which are derived from musical language, translation,
linguistics, and biology. Contrapuntal reading draws from Edward Said’s piano-based
idea that texts could be understood as musical counterpoints that reciprocally convey the
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earlier and later works reveals Baldwin’s persistent exilic sense—represented in certain
of his characters—caught between belonging to the U.S. and journeying over the ocean,
vision and sound, and optimism and despair. Augmentation is rooted in Moten’s call to
“consent to not be a single being” (first articulated by Glissant) and Jacques Derrida’s
deconstructionist idea of translation as survival (survie), both indicating that there is more
than one life, and that criticism always offers an augmented version of the work it
analyzes. Finally, Moten uses apposition, a concept derived from linguistics and biology,
to show closeness rather than antagonism, even when opinions diverge. In grammar, an
apposition indicates two noun phrases (np) in a sentence to refer to the same person or
object. In biology, it signifies cell wall layer expansion, which happens by addition and
proximity.

Chapter 1 examines James Baldwin’s revival in the past two decades. The first
section addresses literary methods such as cultural and postcolonial studies, feminism,
queer studies, and trans* studies that have explored the author and his works. The
“afterlife” in translation studies, including Walter Benjamin’s “The Task of the
Translator” and Derrida’s use of survival—which is a continuation of life rather than life
after death—inspire the first section. Baldwin’s “afterlife” suggests that his life and works
changed throughout time and after his death, but he also received a new life that persists
in our present.

In the second section, I analyze Baldwin’s postcolonial and culturalist
reinterpretation, arguing that he was a precursor to Stuart Hall’s theory of diaspora, Homi
Bhabha’s “hybridity,” and Edward Said’s views on exile and Gramscian “organic
intellectual.” These tenets assist the reading of Baldwin’s transnationalism, exile,
diasporic encounters, and organic intellectualism.

In the third section, I demonstrate how LGBTQ+ support has revitalized the queer
and feminist perspective on Baldwin in recent decades, fueled by his (never completely
declared) homosexuality and queerness, despite the writer’s skepticism towards these
labels. This section focuses on how feminism and queer studies confront patriarchal
heteronormativity, a struggle that several Baldwin’s characters endure, rather than the
writer’s own ambivalent sexual orientation or stance on the matter. Feminism also
influences another important thesis technique, “speculative fabulation,” described by
Donna Haraway as a process combining intellect and imagination. I use it to prove
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fiction also suggests that literature may change reality and vice versa, linking reality and
fiction, as well as the humanities and science. Baldwin’s testaments illustrate this.

Finally, in the fourth section, transness is a key lens. It complicates postcolonial
ideas on diasporic identities and transnationality, deepens feminist intersectionality and
queer studies-based or critical trans* notions, and helps acknowledge Baldwin’s “many
strangers” in life and fiction. Three modalities inform the interpretation of transness. First,
it acts as a conjunctive marker (trans*) that denotes the numerous “and” (or possibilities)
of identity. Secondly, it is conceptualized as a musical trance, a dance movement, and a
state of possession, reflecting the writer’s complex masculinity inhabited by other forms
of being, and a trans-aesthetic that ultimately embraces androgyny. Finally, I approach
transness as transnationalism, drawing inspiration from Jaqui M. Alexander’s work on
transnational feminism. This approach advocates a return to spiritualism and views
transness as a manifestation of the spirit and, more importantly, the flesh. In this regard,
Hortense Spillers’s views of the flesh as the site of knowledge without symbolic
conceptualizations and inscriptions in the body are fundamental. Baldwin’s
transnationalism, thus, balances particularity with universality and welcomes the
spiritual. I contend that the writer may have crossed the line from queerness to trans*ness,
or physical and spiritual intimacy with the flesh, sensuality, or presence without
reconceptualization.

In Chapter 2, I aim to augment the methods discussed in the first section,
particularly postcolonialism and feminism, by delving into the Black radical tradition,
particularly its reexamination by Moten and Ferreira da Silva. The chapter also describes
contact zones between Baldwin and this tradition. The first section presents Frank
Wilderson I1I’s Afropessimism and Moten’s black optimism as opposing responses to the
questions this tradition poses. Although I agree with Black radicals that Marxism, a
European philosophy, is unable to explain the racialization of non-European populations
or resist racism, the former ties Blackness to slavery and the Middle Passage. He also
dismisses any effort to understand how or empathize with these experiences that
dehumanize Black people. Instead of opposing Wilderson, Moten reads his stance from
an apposing perspective, emphasizing that Black people’s lived experience is
characterized by an entanglement of joy and pain. This, in turn, has shaped a new form
of sociality and performativity known as blackness, a transformative fantasy.

The second section, then, examines Moten’s contrapuntal analysis of blackness
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which concerns Black existence’s psychoanalytical and ontological nature. This
investigation prompts Moten to propose the “case of blackness,” which refers to
blackness’s potential when freed from Western ontological binarism between
Subject/object, individuality, and transparency. Rather, the theorist favors a study that
incorporates opacity, emptiness, multiplicity, and flesh mysticism, which are profoundly
ingrained in music.

In the third part, I try to augment the study of blackness by delving into Ferreira
da Silva’s Black Feminist Poethics, which offers a discussion of blackness as “matter”
and promotes intersectionality and transness. After emphasizing the sensitive world and
the necessity to move away from the Enlightenment and (post-Enlightenment) Subject,
Ferreira da Silva invites us to return to the world as a Plenum (Leibniz), where all beings
are virtually and nonlocally “implied” and different but inseparable.

In the fourth section, Moten and Ferreira da Silva’s great intuitions and study of
blackness give ground and sustain Baldwin’s prophecies of beauty and love as
manifestations of blackness. The author comes to symbolize a new type of prophet who
wants to end the socio-political arsenal that underpins institutions and knowledge systems
while retaining the spirit of the Jeremiad. This prophecy evokes Black mysticism and its
ability to eloquently offer hospitality to the marginalized, silenced, and forgotten “many
thousands gone,” as exemplified by one of Baldwin’s famous titles.

Chapter 3, indeed, presents the prophecy of beauty. It begins with a discussion of
Black aesthetics theories, beyond the slogan “Black is beautiful” and the belief that the
knowledge inspired by Black people’s lived experience is primarily confined to
performativity and entertainment.

In the second section, I reread the seminal The Fire Next Time (1963) to introduce
Baldwin’s sonic gaze and his ability to “look through and with” beauty to express
proximity and distance from the people at the same time.

In the third section, I contrapuntally read the essay The Devil Finds Work (1976)
and The Fire Next Time highlighting the interplay between pleasure and despair, terror
and beauty, and to remind us that the Middle Passage also fostered examples of resistance,
fugitivity from canonical assumptions, and experimental performativity.

The fourth section analyzes both works’ aesthetics, particularly their non-
linguistic receptivity and musicality. These aesthetical values and the influence of Ferreira
da Silva’s presentation of the Plenum inspire me to propose a shift from Baldwin’s mirror
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level, I celebrate blackness through the “implicancy” of all senses and the invitation to
embrace “exsence” (Harney and Moten), a concept that surpasses a singular sense and
defies complete comprehension.

The final chapter, Chapter 4, portrays the second prophecy, the prophecy of love,
through the intense narratives of Another Country and If Beale Street Could Talk and
“Revolutionary Hope” (1985), “Open Letter to the Born Again” (1979), and “Here Be
Dragons” (1985) as counterpoints. Blues and jazz rhythms accompany the passionate
reading, which redefines love beyond sentimentality and social conventions. The first
section briefly revises Baldwin’s love ethics and examines how Black Power and Black
feminism affected it—an aspect that Baldwin’s critics have just recently acknowledged.

In the second section, I envision Baldwin’s “trans* cartographies” as reflected in
the reading of Another Country. This figuration emphasizes blackness as transness. The
novel’s tripartite structure allows me to read the story as an example of the three forms of
transness discussed in the second chapter. The novel’s main characters (Rufus, Vivaldo,
Leona, Cass, Eric, and Ida) represent the complex intimacies of these strongly
interconnected forms. The first part, then, is an example of transness as trans*, an open
signifier for several identities, including interraciality, heterosexuality, queerness, and
homosexuality. In the second part, transness is used as a trance to both depict the state of
creative possession and that of being possessed by other people’s pleasures and sufferings.
This limbic condition enables Baldwin and his characters to reinterpret life and death.
Finally, in the novel’s third part, I highlight transness as transnational—a physical and
spiritual journey into the world/word that leads the writer and his figures throughout
Europe and the U.S. and evokes Turkey, Israel, and Palestine.

The third section establishes a connection between 4 Dialogue (1972) with Nikki
Giovanni and If Beale Street Could Talk (1974) and sheds light on Baldwin’s ideas about
love during the 1970s. Martin Luther King Jr.’s death and the writer’s involvement with
the Black Power movement and feminism marked this period. This section engages with
intersectionality and expands upon it by including Ferreira da Silva’s Black Feminist
Poethics and Spillers’s incisive assessment of Baldwin’s politics of intimacy, his literary
style, and the American family’s grammar. Through the love romance of Tish and Fonny,
Baldwin reimagines love as a moral force that has the potential to serve as a solution to
anti-black racism and take care of the future of the generations to come—Ilove becomes

an endeavor for the infancy of the world.



The fourth section, indeed, proposes love as a prophetic work for the infancy of
the world. Here, the interpretation of infancy encompasses both a stage of life, namely
childhood, and a creative condition akin to blackness. Through a discussion of Baldwin’s
critique of the political treatment of children and young adolescents in the U.S., vis-a-vis
some of the commentators of his time, such as Hannah Arendt, I conclude that Baldwin
seeks to demonstrate that society must depart from the political divisions of private and
public to recreate better conditions of life for children. His call is also an invitation to be
open to other ways of knowing and loving, which ultimately alludes to infancy’s creative

openness to difference.
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