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Abstract: What does it mean to say that black testimony is impossible? This paper addresses this question,
guided by Elizabeth Alexander’s 1994 essay “‘Can you be BLACK and Look at This?’: Reading the Rodney
King Video(s).” Alexander studies the Rodney King event in terms of the language and memories that are
shared between black people. Drawing from her thinking, this essay focuses on bearing witness and considers
whether black testimony can exist not bound to a juridical structure. Following Linette Park and Jacques
Derrida, the later part of this essay discusses the 2018 documentary Visiting Julian Cole (who currently is in a
vegetative state after being assaulted by security and police in Bedford, UK) to reflect on the unsayable secret
that is saved for memory and mourning.

Introduction

“At the heart of this essay is a desire to find a language to talk about ‘my people.’”  This is the first sentence
of Elizabeth Alexander’s 1994 essay “’Can you be BLACK and Look at This?’: Reading the Rodney King
Video(s).” I start with this quote for I wish to acknowledge that at the heart of this essay is also a desire to find
a language to talk about “my people.”  My interest with Alexander’s essay does not end at its very beginning.
Alexander’s essay reckons with how sharing memories of violence in slave narratives, watching videos of
police brutality, and viewing the imagery of black suffering and white terror, such as the photography of
lynching, are a means by which black people gather as a people. In some respects, Alexander understands
this gathering and sharing as a “witnessing.” Yet, in this paper, I will reveal how bearing witness for black
people is paradoxical.

That said, in general, bearing witness in essence is paradoxical. However, while for whiteness bearing witness
is troubled by the impossibility of its fully authentic and proper self, for blackness the impossibility of bearing
witness is related more to its constitution as that which is rendered as unspeakable. Put another way, for
example in terms of trauma studies, the crisis of bearing witness associated with, say, the testimony of Jewish
Holocaust survivors,  is not the same as the “crisis” confronting a black person. In the age of (slave)
abolition, and even now in this epoch of (carceral) abolitionism, such a “crisis” is reserved for a white person
who is suspicious of the reliability of a black person’s testimony: for it is always in doubt and often found

[1]

[2]

[3]

[4]



unacceptable, as I am to address later. Instead, attempts are made for the black body  to speak, for the
episteme of truth regards the (black) body as having more reliability, credibility, and legibility, than the voice.

European philosophical thought consigns blackness to evidence, to the evidential, rather than assigning it the
figure of the witness. Thus, blackness is that which is to be witnessed – it is not a witness in itself, to itself and
to others. Yet, the impossibility of bearing witness for blackness is less an impasse but rather an abyss –
which I shall touch upon towards the end of this paper.

As Linette Park points out, often times the figure and status of a witness is not conferred to blackness, which
is instead considered and examined more as evidence than a modern ethical subject.  If and when a black
person is called to testify in a court of law their words have historically been used to bind them even further
within a relation of domination, where they are demanded to perform codes and decorum of respectability and
civility. Furthermore, if and when their narrative challenges the dominant narrative created by the state or
political order, a black person is at risk of being punished, incarcerated, killed, or “found dead.” I will argue
that when we consider the metaphysics of “black testimony,” we find it is not simply that a black person is an
“impossible witness”  but, following Park, that “black testimony” is itself an impossibility.

What is at stake is the saying of this impossibility. To make the claim that “black testimony is an impossibility”
engages with the conditions of bearing witness, which I will address in the middle of this essay. The saying of
this impossibility bears an unbearability of blackness.  I hesitate to give any impression or determination of
what precisely the impossibility of black testimony is; any commitment and pledge to such a claim would
foreclose (black) testimony.

Ethical questions about viewing black suffering focus heavily on the image and visual reproduction of anti-
black violence, particularly police killings in the United States.  The discipline of communications and media
studies that examines race and racism is generally supportive of its public debate and deliberation. It also
recognizes the power of journalism, albeit being aware of its limitations.  Recent research on black testimony
in legal studies also often takes a linguistic approach and defends the vernacularism of “African American
English.”  However, I want to consider black testimony, or rather black bearing witness,  that is not
housed in a courtroom:  structures of relationality  that injunct blackness to violence are not limited  to
legal forums. Despite, and in spite of, being contained within legal zones, there are other types of bearing
witness that black people share. As Saidiya Hartman notes, in African and African American communal
practices – and we could extend this to Afro-diasporas in other countries as well – “memory acts in the
service of redress rather than an inventory of memory.”  Similarly, for Alexander, her interest is in memory
acts, the act of memory, or rather the act of remembering – how memory is passed and shared between black
people.

It is the Rodney King event that calls on Alexander to find a language of her people. In the next section I will
spend a considerable time discussing the different analyses of the Rodney King videotape. This may seem like
an out-dated exercise, yet it is precisely the (non-) eventfulness of Rodney King that I am concerned with for it
relates to how we share memories and visit survivors or the dead. In re-visiting Rodney King, and re-citing
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“’Can you be BLACK and Look at This?’” this paper will move onwards, in a similar manner, visiting another
“survivor” of anti-black police violence, in this case in the UK. Julian Cole – a nineteen-year-old black man –
was assaulted and restrained by private security and police officers in Bedford, 2013. Since then, he has been
paralysed and is in a post-coma unresponsive state. The question “Can you be BLACK and Look at This?”
guides my listening in this essay, though what precisely “this” is cannot be properly determined. Yet, it is my
approach throughout this essay to pose this ‘question’ not simply to receive an answer or response. I contend
that it holds or bears the saying of an impossibility. An impossibility that is related to the unspeakability of
white terror and anti-black violence, and an impossibility that is related to the unsayability of black testimony,
where a secret is saved for memory and mourning.

Rodney King

The “videotaped police beating of Rodney King” is what makes Alexander (re)turn to this desire to find a
language to talk about “my people.” On 3rd March 1991, after pursuing his car in a chase for its alleged
speeding, a large group of L.A. police officers brutally beat Rodney King on the motorway at night, leaving him
with serious medical injuries. Alexander is not so much interested in the event of this date, as she is the
videotape of the beating, recorded by a member of the public, George Holliday, a resident who lived across
the street and decided to film with his new camcorder once he saw what was happening outside his window.
More specifically, Alexander is interested in the playing and play out of the videotape’s broadcast. Following
the trial and acquittal of the police officers, riots/uprisings ensued in LA.  The beating of Rodney King
seemed to mark the ending of Civil Rights protections for African Americans and was concurrent with the rise
of cable television, public camcorder use, and a new media circulation and spectatorship of black suffering.
That the videotape did not result in a guilty verdict, and in fact was used as evidence to support the police’s
justifications, reaffirmed, particularly for African Americans, that white supremacy was existent in the political
and legal system of the United States. It further indicated how the simulacrum of the image was a tool for
white supremacy and imperialism, such as with the televising of the first Gulf War.

Ryan Watson comments that the televised videotape of the beating of Rodney King, which was continuously
replayed during that period, challenged common preconceptions of the photographic and moving image held
by some scholars and artists at that time.  The videotape “reconceptualized the scope of radical
documentary practices and marked a shift to witnesses, portable cameras, increased documenting, and the
power of evidence in the 1990s.”  It would seem there arose a revaluation, if not crisis, of representation, in
regard to how to bear witness, or more specifically how to read “live” black suffering, how to read the scene of
death, as opposed to the scene after death, as is arguably the case with lynching photography. 

This spurred critical readings that sought to challenge and expose the racial logics of the police officer’s
rationale, and to provide political context for the beating. These analyses were read against the police’s own
reading of the videotape. In their essay “Endangered/Endangering,” Judith Butler claimed that the seeing of
the videotape from the majority white jury was a “reading, a contestable construal, but one which nevertheless
passes itself off as ‘seeing,’ a reading which became for that white community, and for countless others, the
same as reading.”  The task then was to read “aggressively” against this reading that mis-read itself for
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seeing. Butler urged, “in order to establish the injury on the basis of visual evidence, an aggressive reading of
the evidence is necessary.”  The visual field is a racial formation where the freeze-frame and still images of
the videotape were curated and “cultivat[ed] an identification with white paranoia.”  Focusing on the relation
between the majority white jury, the police officers, and the video/stills, Butler argued that the jury identified
themselves with the officers and identified with white paranoia. For Butler the “black male body” was a
“projection” of the white officers and jury’s “own aggression,”  and thus, according to them, the
“performative force”  of whiteness that identified and named blackness as a danger, a threat, was
transposed onto a black person, King.

According to Avital Ronell, the police could not read the videotape in a critical way. If they had they would no
longer be the police. This presupposes that the theories from the “key thinkers” of modern European
philosophy are not similar to the logics that the police articulate to protect the subject, the ego, and the
sovereign self that decides matters of life and death.  Apparently different from a “viewing of a spectacle,”
Ronell asserted that the “video require[d] a reading.”  She contended, “[t]he Rodney King event not only
forces a reading of force and enforcement of law, but requires citation and the reading precisely of the
phantom body of the police.”  For Ronell the phantom body of the police is television,  and hence her
reading is an analysis of how television watched the videotape of the beating of Rodney King. 

Fred Moten cautioned in 1994 (the same year of Alexander’s essay) that we should be careful of making it
seem that Rodney King (the event) is legible for a reading to be allowed. Rather than using the term “the
Rodney King event,” Moten (re-)named the totality: Rodney King – “in the effort to indicate the convergence of
man, phantom, beating, ritual, mundane occurrence, event, trial, text, negation, principle.”  Reading is not
outside the event and to be applied, but reading is an integral part of this totality. Moten is against or at least
hesitant of a reading that maintains Rodney King as idiomatic for a particular theme or issue, for any reading
 “is always in danger of becoming what it would critique.”  Moten calls for an ensemble as an alternative to
reading; an improvisation, where we would linger between “the ongoing and the ‘to come’.”  Writing on the
famous image of Emmett Till for example, Moten urges us to listen to the phonic substance of the image, the
sound before the media, the sound of display, “which holds an affirmation not of, but out of, death.”

The subtitle of Alexander’s essay is “Reading the Rodney King Video(s).” She includes the term “reading” but
does not discuss any such methodology or provide a visual analysis as Butler and Ronell do. Also note the
bracketing of the letter “s,” indicating doubling and repetition of the video, where “Rodney King” becomes
synonymous with “video(s).”  Though Alexander refers to reading, she does not submit a counter-narrative
or a guide on how she saw the video. It is not the footage of the video or the technics of the video she is
concerned with but  the memory of the video, the video as memory.  Alexander maintains the notion of
collective memory; that there are memories we share socially, wherein we are connected by these memories.

 This perspective is predicated on the notion of a kind of collect-ivity that views memory as collectable and
containable within the body; transferrable, somatically and inter-generationally.

Alexander is of the view that Fredrick Douglass’ semantics of “’heart-rending’ and ‘bloodshot’ work both
literally and metaphorically to show the ways the body has a language which ‘speaks’ what it has
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witnessed.”  It would seem for Alexander it is the “black body” that bears witness and suggests she views
evidence and bearing witness as a homologous – or perhaps she is hitting upon the trouble for blackness with
the distinctions of evidence and bearing witness? If a black person bears witness, they bear witness to how
they are made to be evidence.

Alexander is concerned not necessarily with the textuality or materiality of the videotape but with how black
people speak of the videotape to themselves. To put another way, if Butler and Ronell focus on the
transmission of the videotape, Alexander is attentive to the transmission of the memory of the (event of the)
videotape. This videotape is not limited to the footage of the beating of Rodney King but the replay of the
violence and the reaction to its viewing. Thus, there is more to see than just the footage of black suffering.
There is the repetition and reproduction of these images that trouble notions of origin, primacy, and
immediacy. Furthermore, there is a listening to be attentive of.

From the last decades of the twentieth century and into the twentieth-first century, there are now increased
capabilities and potentialities for the public to record police brutality (and black suffering) with smartphones,
and in turn they are also able to view and circulate images and recordings online. The ethical question that is
often raised is whether one should watch the latest video of the beating, shooting, killing of a black person,
most often in the United States. When the live-stream of the killing of Philando Castile, recorded by partner
Diamond Reynolds, was circulated Kimberly Fain insisted that people needed to watch the video so as not to
turn a “blind eye,” keep silent, and ignore racial violence.  The video is supposedly meant to contribute
towards putting pressure on the police, for their prosecution and conviction, reform or abolition, and thus,
towards racial and social justice.  Ultimately, this sense of a civic (anti-racism) duty and guilt pertains
especially for those who are white, middle class, and members of the electorate. One of the purposes from
viewing the video, along with being a “psycho-op,” is for the citizenry to play their part towards ending police
killings. One watches the video in the hope they will not have to watch again.  

Related to the ethical question is also a concern with reproducing the violence. There is the trauma for black
people in seeing the repetition of anti-black violence. In addition, there is violence not simply of its contents
(moving/still image) but the violence of its distribution, for example its broadcast on television, and the
circulation on social media. For black people, particularly the working class and financially poor, the question
over whether to watch the video is almost not a question at all. This perspective is based on the general view
that black people do not have to watch a video to know about police violence for they already live with this
experience.  

To quote at length from Fred Moten and Stefano Harney:

Blackness isn’t unwatchable because of whiteness, because whiteness needs it to be, or because whiteness cannot see it;
it’s not invisible, or surveilled or evaded in dark sousveillance, or exaggerated, or desired; it’s not subject to (color) correction
even in the total, broken ubiquity of the institution, though the unwatchable may be given all these explanations. Blackness
is unwatchable because there’s no way to watch it that ain’t in it, no way to watch it from the outside, which is to say from its
anti-black and worldly effects: politics, policy, legality.
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What is at stake is the distinction of watched footage and unwatched footage. Can we know for certain
whether we have actually seen the footage and know for certain whether we have not. Furthermore, underlying
this is the desire to be (both) inside (and) or outside blackness.

Looking at “‘Can you be BLACK and look at this?’”

Following the confession of her desire for a language to talk about “my people,” Alexander wonders “What do
black people say to each other to describe their relationship to their racial group, when that relationship is
crucially forged by incidents of physical and psychic violence which boil down to the ‘fact’ of abject
blackness?”  Alexander studies the language of  Douglass, Mary Prince, Harriet Jacobs, the photograph of
Emmett Till, the videotape of the beating of Rodney King, and Pat Ward Williams’ artwork. Specifically
speaking about Douglass’ Narrative of the Life of Fredrick Douglass, Alexander maintains that the “black
body” “has a language which ‘speaks’ what it has witnessed.”  Though Alexander acknowledges Hortense
Spiller’s concept of the flesh, she refers to the body (not in opposition to the flesh) to emphasize the
corporeality, where memory “resides” and responds.

The black body takes in experience of white terror “via witnessing and recorded in memory as knowledge.
This knowledge is necessary to one who believes ‘it would be my turn next.’”  Indeed, as Alexander argues,
“in order to survive, black people have paradoxically had to witness their own murder and defilement and then
pass along the epic tale of violation.”  For Alexander black people are placed in the position of a witness
and participant. To rephrase one of her questions to be more declarative, Alexander suggests that despite the
“abjection” of blackness, there remains a “creative space for group self-definition and self-knowledge.”
Such a creative space is storytelling that “works to create collective countermemory of trauma as those
stories also terrorize.”  Yet, that space is a spatial and physical one for Alexander. Her perspective is of
memory, rather than remembering. Memory resides in the black body and reacts to the embodiment of this
memory, violence, and terror.

Alexander cites the statements of African American students who expressed the maddening pain and rage
they experienced when they watched the videotape of the beating of Rodney King. “[T]he violence that is
watched, this time on the television, is experienced, as it were, in the bodies of the spectators who feel
themselves implicated in Rodney King’s fate. The language employed by the first person is a corporeal one,
heard and then experienced in his nervous system as ‘a pain that went from the top of my head to the tip of
my toes.’ The entire body responds.”

The language is corporeal, not merely seen but heard, experienced in the nervous system, throughout the
body. Furthermore, to evoke the responses of the students that Alexander cites, the body responds, it reacts,
it blows up, it wants to kill, and it breaks everything. This raises the question of whether the embodiment of
memory and the reaction to a collective memory that is transferred into and imprinted onto the black body,
where that reaction is impulsive and natural, is of a language. If it is a language, is the language of “my
people” simply the exchange of mnemonic (corporeal and cerebral) activations? I suspect Park would warn us
that the notion that memory resides in the black body misleads us to think that the black body is a proper
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place, as though blackness is at home in blackness.

Before I examine the figure of the witness and consider whether a black person is able to fill that position, as
Alexander contends, I want to think about another statement that she cites. For Alexander the question “Can
you be BLACK and Look at This?” awakens a memory of terror that needs to be remembered. The title is in
reference to Pat Ward Williams’ mixed media artwork Accused/Blowtorch/Padlock, 1986. At the centre of this
artwork is a polyptych  that frames the photograph of a black man tied to a tree. The window plane to the
left shows the full height of the man, with the three planes to the right close-ups of the arms pulled behind his
back and the upper part of his body graphed onto the tree, the rope cutting into his flesh. Surrounding the
polyptych is a text of polyvocal reveries. They are handwritten (in legible English, the statements in lowercase
are cursive, while the letters of capitalised words stand apart) and recall looking at the photograph, which in
turn is framed within the artwork. The voice of the text asks who took the photo and how it can exist. To the
right, it asks “could Hitler show pics of the Holocaust to keep JEWS in line?” To the left it asks why “couldn’t
he just as easily let the man go?” At the bottom it asks “HOW can the photograph EXIST?”. “do something” is
stated below the word “somebody.” At the top, above the polyptych, the text speaks of how unfathomable it
is to reckon with this photograph. One of the questions that is inscribed is, “Can you be BLACK and look at
this?” Interestingly, there are or were two versions of this artwork. In the version that is cited the word “black”
is capitalised in full and the question mark ends at the word “this.” In another version the full question is “Can
you be black and look at this without fear,” with “black” in lowercase.

Indeed, what remains of the question from repeating the question? There is no primacy or principality to this
question, that is forged with its repetition, yet with discontinuity. It would seem there is a history to this artwork
with traces of its erasure and effacement. This writing has an errantry to it.

Alexander asserts “the line, ‘Can you be BLACK and look at this?’ forces viewers to confront the idea of
memory that would indelibly affect the very way that someone sees what is before them.”  This view follows
the perspective that confrontation is a strategy of Williams’ work, as has been suggested by Janet Marquardt-
Cherry, though she centres her whiteness in her review.  Yet, confrontation is an adept term for Williams’
work, as well as for Alexander’s essay, for the confrontational invokes the thematical motif of the face, the
positionality of standing and anteriority of the front, the encounter of the accused or witness, the bordering of
oppositions. Accused/Blowtorch/Padlock con-fronts, that is joins together the fronts of the photographs so
to speak – and a/front itself, in the sense of its panelled “flatness” though with a depth of voices in the
“background.”

This question, this “line,” is an image itself. However, this image is not merely a memory aid. It is less an act or
work of memory but the remainder of a memory. “Can you be BLACK and look at this?” does not so much
test us (addressee/addressor) but tests the act of addressing, and by extension the act of memory. In this
sense, there is a testimonial quality to the question, a question that is doubled. It asks can you be BLACK and
look at this (photograph of a lynching), and – perhaps this is the and of the question, which marks the
question’s doubleness – it asks can you be BLACK and look at this very question. If we are confronted, it is
not merely with the images of black suffering, but the image of how we question the images of black suffering.
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Following Moten, there is a sound to this image, to these images. If Williams, as Alexander claims, “shows
why such images need to be remembered,” it is in the sense that the bottom/less line  is needed to be
questioned. It is a necessary question for it folds and joins the possibility and impossibility of black testimony.

The subject of the witness, the act of bearing witness, and meta-witnessing

There are different types of a witness. There is the third party who authorises or verifies an event or status; the
survivor who outlives those who were killed or died from an event – speaks for the other; the martyr, who does
not only speak a truth but is committed and lives, and dies, for this truth. While there is a distinction between
witness (the subject) and bearing witness (the act), they are inter-related. On a generic level, a witness is
someone who was present at an event from which they observed or experienced something. This claim of an
experience is predicated on a memory, which is particularly resonant for Alexander. Experience institutes a
witness, who is thus the subject of an event, so long as they are able to speak of this experience,
intelligentially and rationally. That is to say, the “fact” of being present to an event is not enough for one to be
a witness. Strictly speaking, to be a witness, one must bear witness: firstly, to promise what they say is true (to
them) and to speak on how they experienced an event.

The promise to tell the truth is what partly distinguishes bearing witness from other performative modes of
speech, which may serve more towards officiating, verifying, or narrating.  Through this promise, a witness
pledges and agrees to engage with language, linguistically and culturally, and, by extension, the procedure of
a legal forum or public setting. For the social convention of bearing witness, a witness cannot bear only to
themselves, inwardly, internally. To respond to the call and demand of their summons, a witness must share
and speak about their experience and share their knowledge for the public and for its reproduction. Thus,
while bearing witness privileges the past, it is always for the future – for repetition, reiteration, and recitation.

To be understood by the public, a witness must speak in the same language as the public.  Their testimony
must meet the standards of credibility, authenticity, and honesty. Such standards emanate from “the modern
subject,” idealised as the white European man, a property-owning human, with the potential of transcendental
consciousness. One of the major requirements for a witness is that they are singular and irreplaceable. That is,
they should only speak directly for themselves, not for a group.  Though they may be a representative of a
community, a witness should not claim to have the exact identity and experience of another person. Where
they speak on behalf of a community, they should be clear about this, and not explicitly express that it is
solely their own individual and unique experience. Yet, to be understood and for it to be cited as evidence, a
testimony must be able to be repeated and reproduced, which, paradoxically, troubles the notion and status
of a singular, unique, irreplaceable subject and witness.  Being open to the public, a witness is split and
divided from the public, and themselves.

Bearing witness is heterogenous for it is continuously reproduced through repetition and translation. When
one appears and declares themselves to be a witness, when one affirms their identity and status as a witness,
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and vows to speak truthfully, to speak with the intention that they mean to speak the truth, this vow, spoken in
an agreed and understood language, this temporal moment, marks an instant that divides the witness from
the one who bears and the one who had experienced an event. The status of the witness, and the normative
opposition of truth and fiction, is troubled from the multiplicity inherent within the figure of a witness and the
heterogeneity of bearing witness. It is based on this condition, that Derrida asserts, following many other
European continental philosophers (e.g. Agamben and Lyotard), bearing witness is an impossibility.

Celan is famously cited for expressing this impossibility: “no one can witness for the witness.” Generally
speaking, this poetics expresses that the witness is always divided from oneself, and thus, cannot properly
and purely bear witness to who they were or are, and what they experienced or experience. This paradox
does not however annul bearing witness or testimony. For van der Heiden, the articulation of this incapacity to
speak is where bearing witness begins.  However, while this may be true for the conceptualisation of
bearing witness, if a witness bears to this incapacity or failure too explicitly, their words would not be
accepted as testimony. As Derrida points out, the speaking of this “meta-witnessing” would be not considered
a testimony in the legal sense, but rather taken as a theorem, a poem, or madness.

What is at stake with meta-witnessing, with any discursivity of the impossibility of bearing witness or
testimony, is as Derrida states, “the strange limit between what can and cannot be determined or decided” in
such poetics and analytics.  The idiom of the impossibility of bearing witness however relies on the figure of
the witness. Thus, it is bearing that is impossible here, not necessarily the witness. While the statement No
one can witness for the witness may dispel a positivist historiography, it maintains the humanness of the
witness.  And while it may supposedly speak to the general condition of bearing witness, following Park, this
idiomatic code is not licenced to blackness.

European Enlightenment places blackness on the side of evidence rather than of the witness.  Blackness is
that which can be witnessed, but cannot be a witness; thus, it is untroubled by the idiom no one can witness
for the witness. As “no bodies,” already always dead, when black people have borne witness or testified it has
been an impossibility.  Yet, to reiterate Derrida, we need to concern ourselves with the determination and
the sayability of such a statement.

Testimony and black testimony

Considering Krämer and Weigel’s observation that the testimony of a witness is not solely assessed in a court
of law or a public but also it is their character that is judged. Park importantly points out that black people are
excluded from the category of a witness.  This assertation should not be confined merely to a discourse of
ethics. Park explicates the significance of this assertation for ontology and psychoanalysis.

Black people are precluded from the category of being a witness not simply because of cultural prejudice or
racial discrimination within the court system, but because blackness has no symbolic support, according to
Park. For her, this does not mean that blackness “does not simply lack signification, or require, for that matter,
a better translation,”  but that blackness is unsupported to whiteness, and thus, blackness is a property that
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cannot own itself. Even when “in” blackness, blackness is never at home with itself.

Park associates unhomeliness and uncanniness with blackness:

Here, the notion of uncanniness designates blackness with and as an absence (without home or self) but also signals a
process of conversion between familiar and unfamiliar, present and elsewhere. This duality should not be construed as an
opposition, but as a becoming that emerges from the vaults of repression and that initiates the cyclical return of blackness’s
absence as a presence.

Botham Jean, a black man who was shot dead by “off-duty” police officer Amber Guyger, a white woman, in
his apartment in Dallas, Texas, September 2018, was an “intruder in his own home.”  Guyger claimed she
shot and killed Jean because she thought he had broken into her apartment. Killed for both being where
Guyger had “mistakenly” thought he was and for being where he should not have been (that he was in
Guyger’s imagination as an intruder precisely underscored her “mistake”), Jean was “imagined as a kind of
errancy within different registers of signification.”  He “represents a life of ‘neither-either – screened out and
exposed,’ a life deprived of symbolic support as a life lived or a living being.”  As an unsupported,
unclaimed, and unleased property, this unhomeliness was the ground upon which Guyger was able to support
her claim – through her testimony – that she was mistaken and the shooting, the killing, was accidental.
Thus, Guyger’s testimony dwells in the unhomeliness of Jean’s blackness.

When a black person testifies in a criminal court, especially in the trials of police officers who have killed a
black person, “black witnessing is only made to bear evidence or truth at the expense of black death.”  In
the case of neighbour, Joshua Brown, he was “mysteriously” shot dead ten days after testifying in court.
“Black witnessing” or “black testimony” is dangerous for it can be a risk to a black person’s life but also black
bearing witness is limited to matters – the mattering – of black social life/death. According to Park’s
perspective, even if black bearing witness intends to testify for the worth of black “livelihood,” is it bound to
relationality,  wherein a claim of the humanity of black people, is incumbent on notions of civility,
respectability, and hetero-normativity, that only “ramify the carceral conditions of relationality whence
blackness is positioned already always into enslavement.”

By this measure, black bearing witness or black testimony is an impossibility. To refine this further, there is an
impossibility of black testimony. Such a claim is premised on the proposition that the category of a witness
does not permit blackness, for according to Park, following Denise Ferreira da Silva and David Marriott,
blackness does not have the symbolic support to sustain such a category. Once this is accepted, “it makes
perceptible the impossible position of a black witness to bear any infliction of truth from within and without a
system that relies on a construction of the modern subject as the transparent I.”

Is there a (possible) position for blackness outside the modern subject? Do black people bear witness that
does not rely on a construction of the modern subject? When black people gather is the modern subject an
uninvited guest? Is there no room for a black person to enter without history waiting there?  In the next
section, I will touch upon these questions. But before I do I want to raise another issue concerning the very
articulation of Park’s statement. If the impossible position of a black witness becomes perceptible, what of the
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sayability of this statement? Indeed, how are we able say, to determine, to perceive, this impossibility?

Park reminds us that the possible and impossible are not mutually exclusive, especially when she states: “the
possibility of black witnessing is ensured by the impossibility of (black) testimony to bear a human truth into
existence without it portending that existence to aphanisis.”  Staying with the inter-play of possibility and
impossibility here, the first part of this statement is similar to Derrida’s comment – despite him not speaking on
blackness – that possibility and impossibility are not oppositional.  Following this, though black testimony is
an impossibility, it is only possible to say it is an impossibility. Yet, the sayability of this impossibility betrays
black testimony, for it is necessary that black testimony remains unsayable, even when in the gathering only of
black people. We must be careful that this avowal of its impossibility does not disavow its impossibility.

Visiting Julian Cole

Though Julian Cole remains alive, the police have killed a part of his life. On 6 May 2013, in Bedford, UK, in the
early hours of a Bank Holiday Monday, Julian Cole – a nineteen-year-old black man – and his three friends
were forced out of a nightclub by security.  Julian wanted to get a refund for the entry he paid and
approached the entrance. One of the bouncers tackled him to the ground and restrained him. The police were
called and joined in the restraint when they arrived. Witnesses recalled seeing police officers drag Julian to the
van, who appeared unable to stand and walk. When the police van arrived at the station officers called an
ambulance due to Julian’s condition. He was then taken to hospital where, following a medical examination, it
was established the vertebrae in his neck was broken. Since then he has been paralysed and in a “vegetative
state.”

There has not been an inquest for Julian as he did not medically die from the assault and restraint. The Crown
Prosecution Service did not charge any of the officers for they did not believe there was sufficient evidence for
a criminal investigation. Following the completion of an “independent” investigation by the regulatory body
Independence Police Complaints Commission – as it was then known– a police misconduct hearing
dismissed three officers involved in the killing after they were found lying in their notebooks and statements to
investigators. They claimed Julian walked to the van and that he was moving his legs when they had asked if
he could during the detention. In addition, the officers did not perform health checks when they detained
Julian.

In the 2018 “documentary” Visiting Julian Cole his mother says Julian has been forgotten and the film
attempts to remind the public and viewer that he is still alive, in addition, that the issue of accountability and
justice has not been achieved.  The documentary was commissioned and distributed by the British
newspaper The Guardian.  Though it is a work of journalism, it sits back and observes how visitors – Julian’s
mother and friends – spend time with him in the hospital room.  

The documentary visits Julian but also visits the visitors. This thematic of visiting we could further consider in
terms of the hospital, of hospitality and, following Park, the unhomeliness of the hospital room – indeed of the
eviction from the club that refused him a refund. Where does Julian reside? “In” life or death, or somewhere
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in-between?

It is difficult for his mother and friends to reckon with the notion that Julian is alive but that he is not living his
life. He is not conscious, in the medical sense, nor receptive to the people around him – to the camera on the
other side of the bed. How do we speak to Julian? How do we speak of Julian?

Following Alexander’s line of inquiry, how do black people in this documentary describe violence to each
other? If you have seen the documentary or not, you may feel it is not the best documentary for this question.
Firstly, this is a documentary, and so it is open to a public, and therefore the space that Julian’s mother and
friends share is not exclusively between one another. Indeed, they are not all together in the documentary.
Julian is visited by them, one at a time. Neither actually speak to him about what has happened in detail.
Thus, there is not really a description of violence spoken about in the documentary. Nonetheless, despite this
being a documentary, open to the public, despite the fact that the company Julian shares is limited to one
person at time, and despite the absence of a description of violence for us to assess the documentary in
relation to Alexander’s question, the visitors keep a secret of the secret, that relates to the unsayability of
black testimony’s impossibility.

Julian’s mother and friends have different ways of speaking, addressing, and facing him. Julian’s mother
perhaps says the most, sharing with the camera what could be considered as her “inner” thoughts, fears, and
prayers. The three friends who appear are less forthcoming and seem conscious of the camera. One friend
reflects on Julian’s former life, his maturity, and his prospects for the future. Framed within the documentary,
Julian is put forth as someone worthy of life, for the civility and respectability he demonstrated. Another friend
jokes that he would not be wearing a shirt he has on. Another friend has a “one-sided” conversation with
Julian. He asks him questions, not expecting a reply, as though to show that what has happened has not
changed the way he speaks to him. This friend speaks for Julian to hear he is listening.

How much influence the camera has on how they all speak to Julian, we cannot say. They speak to Julian
directly and respond to questions from the director and yet as this film is public there are times when they
speak to Julian via speaking to the camera, and they sometimes speak to the camera via Julian. In terms of its
cinematic style, the camera does not survey, in that it does not attempt to conceal itself, or position itself from
a distance to record the activity in the room. Rather, the camera is a mirror, close to Julian on his left bedside
(like the Bible his mother places by his head on the pillow). His friends are not tempted to stare at the camera.
It does not seem to register for them. They seem unfazed by the camera, as though they are familiar with this
feeling, this sensation, of being watched, under the gaze of an observer.

Arguably, the camera attempts to twin Julian, to embody his disembodiment. The camera is a prosthesis for
Julian (something for him to look back on?) or is it the case that he is a prosthesis for the camera? There is
much we could consider on this relationship of cinema, technology, disability, and blackness but at this
juncture I am interested in the uncertainty and incertitude of the public, in and of the film, for this concerns
and troubles the secret, that which is not said and said in place of something else being said, which should
not be fully affirmed, so that the declarative statement of “no words” is not heard as a demand for words.



There is a publicity to the documentary in that the visitors in the film are aware they are being filmed, that they
will be seen by people who are not there, people who they will never meet or know. Additionally, in another
sense of publicity, the documentary is accessible by viewers, online for free, and is thus continuously
circulated and distributed, and referenced – this paper is no “exception.” Furthermore, there is publicity within
the relations between visitors, Julian, and the camera, which undergirds bearing witness. They will not really
see themselves, in themselves, if they watch the documentary.

A witness bears a unique experience for the other to understand as evidence. In general terms, through
testimony, a singular and private experience becomes public and generalisable for reproduction and
knowledge. As discussed, there is an aporia of testimony with its heterogeneity. Extending Celan’s poetics to
the documentary, it could be argued that Julian’s mother and friends cannot bear witness for Julian. Moreover,
we could say that Julian cannot bear witness for himself. For a juridical order, he is an unreliable witness as he
lacks the mental capacity to bear witness or testify. In terms of meta-witnessing, Julian’s selfhood is
temporally and spatially divided, thus he could only bear witness to what he fails to witness for.

We could seek the assistance of Malabou if we wanted to think about violence inflicted on the self that is
wholly other from their constitution, but not only would this likely be to forget the flesh,  we would overlook
how the witness is an impossible position for black people. Following Park, we cannot bear witness for Julian,
for neither he, his mother nor his friends are witnesses, in the ethico-juridical sense of the term. When they do
speak about Julian and share their experiences, it is contained within the relationality of the documentary.

However, there is something that interrupts this relationality of the “true story.” Extending the uncanniness or
errancy of blackness to the abyss, Park associates bottomlessness with how blackness turns away from
testimony.  Park quotes Felman who states the law “inadvertently denies the abyssal nature of the
abyss.”

Rizvana Bradley and Damien-Adia Marassa suggest that the experience of the abyss, by way of Spillers,
“originates in the historical moment when language ceases to speak.”  However, with the abyss in the
documentary, I contend that language does not cease to speak. Rather the cessation of language is sealed by
the voice. The voice does not simply refuse to speak or is cut off from the ability to speak, but moreover seals
an unsayability.  

One of Julian’s friends admits that he does not have the words. Irrevocably, what has happened to Julian is
unspeakable. This “missed” death that denies Julian a “proper” life and a death, this anti-black violence is
unspeakable. More than just an assault, this anti-black violence misplaces and disarranges death, (and),
blackness, (i.e. Julian put to death but not placed in death). Yet, while we speak of this unspeakableness, this
unspeakableness is not unspoken. That said, if it can “properly” be said, my claim that the unspeakable is not
unspoken must not be said so freely. We must save something of the unspoken so as not to make the
unspeakable seem accessible, audible, and citable.

Weigel comments that “[B]earing witness does not convey a representative knowledge about ‘how it was’, but
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a qualitative knowledge; that is witnesses report about specific experiences that are not accessible to the
listener and to which there is no access via other paths.”  Park quotes this passage to attribute this quality
to – in Weigel’s words – the “human-made system of jurisdiction.”  The construction of the modern subject
and the “human-made system of jurisdiction” certainly take advantage of this claimed inaccessibility to truth
and its in-difference,  to justify, legitimise, and authorise its conquests, invasions, and domination. To
underscore this point, it is important to stress that this inaccessibility within listening pertains not simply to
qualitative knowledge but is core to the episteme of truth. Conversely, it is just as important to recognise that
this inaccessibility is a condition and necessity of testimony to affirm the abyss and save the concept of the
secret.

Julian’s friends appear to face something of an abyss, yet we could never say – as neither could they fully
affirm – what that abyss looks like. When the director is heard asking “off camera” if he was “there on the
night it happened,” the eyes of Julian’s friend instinctively glance up from under his navy-blue cap, but then
just as quickly, in a blink, his eyes return to Julian. His clasped hands block his mouth – the nail of his thumb
is touched to his lip. He slips out a “Yeah.” He remains still in his pose, stuck in the stare he was in before, and
does not say anything further. 

This avowal says what needs to be said without submitting towards providing a longer testimony for evidence
to be collected. Perhaps Julian’s friend knows what the director is trying to do, can see what he is aiming at.
He does not need to look at the camera to see what it is trying to capture. He is looking or perhaps rather
facing his friend, Julian, and perhaps he is facing Julian now to help turn the gaze away from him to
somewhere else. Perhaps when we look at this – whatever “this” may be – perhaps it is to go unseen by the
gaze, optics, and sensorium of white sovereignty. If we do look at this – whatever this may be – perhaps it is
for others to go unseen – to remain unwatchable, and unsayable.  
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