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Abstract This note represents an effort to think together Afro-pessimism and trans studies.
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“D on’t exist” is an imperative, a sanctioned foreclosure. “Don’t exist” is not

“nothingness”—the social death Eric Stanley so ardently articulates as queer

(2011)—not exactly. Nothingness is no-thing (Martin Heidegger’s [2013] “thing-

ness”), an exclusion from mattering (see Fanon 2008), whereas “don’t exist”

indexes a plot, a social condition for making killable (see Haraway 2008), an

insistence on not-existing such that killability is unnecessary to articulate or make

conscious. “Don’t exist” articulates an attack on ontology, on beingness, because

beingness cannot be secured. Talking about trans nonexistence, Laverne Cox

(2013) writes in the New York Times, “At the heart of the fight for trans justice is a

level of stigma so intense and pervasive that trans folks are often told we don’t

exist—that we’re really just the gender we were assigned at birth.” This “stigma,”

Cox continues, is “a state of emergency” that results in “many gay, lesbian, and

bisexual brothers and sisters” not wanting anything “to do with us.” And yet, Cox

says, the paradoxical consequence of this nonexistence is violence, unemployment,

and lack of housing and health care, especially for black trans women and trans

women of color. You do not need to read the article’s comment feed to recognize

the conundrum: terrible violence directed at the nonexisting, the never having

existed. Cox’s critical call is uncannily echoed in the recent antitrans work of

Elizabeth Grosz, who writes:

However queer, transgendered, and ethnically identified one might be, one comes

from a man and a woman, and one remains a man and a woman, even in the case

of gender-reassignment or the chemical and surgical transformation of one sex

into the appearance of another. . . . Sexual difference is still in play even to the
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extent that one identifies with or actively seeks the sexual organs and apparatus of

the “opposite” sex: at most one can change the appearance and social meaning of

the body, but the sexually specific body that is altered remains a sexually specific, if

altered, body. (109–10)

Specificity, sexed ontology, and materiality, for Grosz, resist transition, transfig-

uration, and ultimately trans. Not surprisingly—perhaps because her resistance

aims to make trans nonlife, a void, cut life, an alteration without substance—I

stumble at the threshold of her argument. While trans is not Grosz’s only

target—so too are the “queer and ethnically identified”—she defines trans as

little more than an iterative identificatory gesture with regard to the ontological

order of male and female difference, which, she argues, is of an order unto itself.

Working with Luce Irigaray and Gilles Deleuze, Grosz argues for a feminist

renunciation of identity and its various politics, arguing for a reinvestment in the

materiality of sexual difference—what she has called the return of the real Real.

Putting Jacques Lacan’s alienation and Frantz Fanon’s antiblack violence

into conversation, Frank Wilderson argues that while Lacan attends to how

alienation is essential to the formation of the subject in relation to the Imaginary

and Symbolic, Fanon insists on how racial violence is at work at the level of the

Real. He writes, “Whereas Lacan was aware of how language ‘precedes and

exceeds us,’ he did not have Fanon’s awareness of how violence also precedes and

exceeds Blacks” (2010: 96). Blackness, Wilderson argues, is structured through

gratuitous violence—amatrix of suffering that is illegible to “Humanist discourse

[that] can only think a subject’s relation to violence as a contingency” (68).

Blackness exposes the white supremacy at work in the ontological, in the

beingness of “the human,” revealing that the divide is not the human/the animal

but, as Wilderson excellently diagnoses, “the Human/the Black” (73). What of

the black trans woman, the position from which Cox speaks? As Cox writes, trans
women are dying because they don’t exist—for black trans women, this equation

reveals a matrix of “gratuitous violence” forged in relation to “don’t exist” (2013).

The “don’t exist” of trans is not equivalent to the racist refusal of “the human” for

blacks—if institutionalized trans only indexes desire for change as disfigurement

of, or reification of, sex/gender, then trans is still human oriented. Following

Wilderson’s critique of “the human” as white beingness, might we ask: is being-

ness the problem, rather than the solution, for addressing antitrans violence?
Rather than refusing Grosz, what if we say that she is right, that trans ought

to refuse “the human” (see Hayward 2008), and, in doing so, refuse Grosz’s racist

and antitrans arguments, boycotting the humanist (antiblack) project of the

ontological (sex centrism)?Might this trans negativity help expose how the order

of the subject, and the matter of ontology, are what make black trans women, in
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particular, vulnerable to violence? In this way, trans negativity turns against

liberal (white) transgender projects about visibility, accessibility, and progres-

sivism, to expose how these political logics are predicated on racialized humanism

(Weil, in progress; Gossett 2016; Snorton and Haritaworn 2013). We can say that

trans cuts the technology of sex/gender; yet and still, the logic of sex and gender

are given coherence and meaning through the Middle Passage, through slave

making (see Spillers 2003). Rather than building a political and intellectual

project on the bodies of dead black trans women—the ongoing project of slave

making—trans negativity asks how trans identity, representation, and politics

have needed the murdered bodies of black trans women and trans women of

color to constitute “the transgender tipping point.” It is no surprise that Time

magazine’s “tipping point” cover features Laverne Cox; conscripted labor of black

trans women is the inevitable violence that institutional trans/sexual/gender

projects (broadly imagined here) need in order to become, in order to potentialize

the politics of identity. These projects, then, are an effect of progressive

humanism, with white uplift as their aim.
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