
A C K N O W L  E D G M E N T S

I have been thinking about the themes of melancholy, remembrance, and 
trauma for a while. Part of my investment can be traced back to personal 
experiences and losses; another source of this interest is my immersion in 
African American lit er a ture and culture and my passion for critical and 
literary theory. This book is motivated by a suspicion that many of our 
influential narratives, images, and cultural symbols minimize the intensity 
of loss and injury in our world. More specifically, this proj ect is animated 
by the dangers and limitations of interpreting black freedom strug gles and 
the legacy of racism within logics of pro gress and national exceptional-
ism. My sense is that a dif er ent kind of hope and set of possibilities emerge 
through melancholy, remembrance, and a heightened understanding of his-
tory’s tragic features.

I completed the penultimate draft of this book a month before the Fer-
guson uprising and the re- emergence of the Black Lives  Matter movement. 
While time and space did not permit me to write about this insurgent 
set of practices, strug gles, and aspirations, much of my analy sis resonates 
with the concerns and overall energy of this movement. This book is also 
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very much concerned about the ways in which black death and sufering 
have become normalized and widely acceptable.

While writing (and academic life more generally) often seems like a 
solitary practice, this proj ect would not have been pos si ble without the 
support, love, friendship, and interventions of  others. At the same time, an 
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ful to the editors of the Religious Cultures of African and African Diaspora 
 People series— Dianne Diakité, Terrence Johnson, and Jacob Olupona— for 
their welcoming embrace of my proj ect. I owe a special debt of gratitude to 
 Terrence Johnson, who initially had more faith in this book proj ect than I 
did. I want to also thank my editor, Miriam Angress, and the staf at DUP (es-
pecially Susan Albury) for their support, hard work, and patience through-
out this pro cess. Miriam Angress’s generous encouragement throughout the 
editing pro cess was invaluable.

To my Prince ton  people, thank you for pushing me to be more clear 
and confident with my ideas. Jef Stout has always encouraged me to write 
lucidly and be more generous  toward interlocutors. Eddie Glaude encour-
aged me to find my own voice. Cornel West, who continues to be the main 
source of motivation for my work, taught me that reading Adorno and 
Morrison together is not so strange. To my fellow students in religion, ethics, 
and politics, especially Kevin Wolfe, Terrence Wiley, Molly Farneth, Fan-
nie Bialek, Stephen Bush, and Andrea Sun Mee Jones, thank you for push-
ing and challenging me.

I would not have kept my sanity if it  were not for friends and colleagues 
like Ken Walden and Jamil Drake. I want to thank them for showing me 
how to balance the life of the mind with responsibilities in the “real world.”

This proj ect would not have been pos si ble without the support and intel-
lectual brilliance of my early mentors— Romand Coles, Ken Surin, Nelson 
Maldonado- Torres, and Bill Hart. I especially want to acknowledge Bill Hart, 
a colleague and friend, who first introduced me to the possibility of approach-
ing black religion and African American studies in an eccentric manner.

My colleagues and students in the Department of Religious Studies 
at unc at Charlotte inspired and enabled me to finish this proj ect. Dave 
Mozina, Julia Marie Robinson, and Sean McCloud ofered insightful 
feedback on my proj ect during conversations and discussions. I want to 
single out Kent Brintnall, my good friend and colleague, who read several 
versions of the manuscript and ofered extremely helpful comments and 
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suggestions. To other colleagues and students at unc at Charlotte who 
ofered generous and critical feedback on my proj ect— Mark Sanders, 
Dan Grano, John Cox, Travis Jones, Carrie Jones, Ilya Merlin, and Julie 
Hawks— I am truly grateful.

I am also very indebted to the support and encouragement of Sharon 
Watson Fluker and fte (Fund for Theological Exploration). When my ideas 
 were at the dissertation phase, Sharon looked out for me when  others did 
not understand my proj ect. Thank you.

Over the past five years, I have had the opportunity to pres ent sections 
of the book proj ect at vari ous colloquia and public lectures. I would like 
to thank Lawrie Balfour and Melvin Rogers for inviting me to the Univer-
sity of  Virginia’s po liti cal theory colloquium to discuss Adorno and critical 
theory. Terrence Johnson invited me to Haverford’s humanities center to 
discuss Ralph Ellison, jazz, and democracy. I also presented a paper on 
Toni Morrison and jazz in an Africana Studies colloquium at unc at Char-
lotte thanks to an invitation by Akin Ogundiran. And Ian Ward invited me 
to the po liti cal theory colloquium at the University of Mary land to discuss 
Du Bois and melancholy.  These forums encouraged me to make my ideas 
and arguments more lucid and persuasive.

Even though many of the  people closest to me do not always understand 
what it is that I do for a living, I do not know how I would survive with-
out them. To my extended  family—my cousins, aunts,  uncles, in- laws— 
thank you for putting up with my idiosyncrasies, quirks, and occasional 
absence (not answering phone calls, for instance). Winterses, Karims, and 
Smiths— I truly love and appreciate you. I want to send a special shout out 
to Jamillah Karim, whose dedication to writing and the life of the mind 
provides a beacon for me to try to follow.

To my  sister, Mareisha, thank you for being the  little  sister that I could 
look up to and emulate. I hope you (and Byron) find something in this 
proj ect that makes sense.

To my  mother (mom), thanks for teaching me how to write, how to 
think critically, how to be generous, and thanks for always supporting my 
pursuits and aspirations. I hope that you (and Ken) find something in this 
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I reserve the final ac know ledg ment to my partner, Kamilah Legette. I 
only wish that I had your work ethic, dedication to learning, and unwav-
ering commitment to social justice. Without you in my life, I am greatly 
diminished.
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