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Black Interiority, Freedom, and the Impossibility of Living
Calvin Warren

Department of American Studies, George Washington University, Washington, DC, USA

“Here is proof of the necessity of slavery. The African is incapable of self-care and sinks into lunacy under the
burden of freedom. It is a mercy to give him guardianship and protection from mental death.”1 –J.C. Calhoun

What type of life is possible in what Giorgio Agamben would call “the state of exception”?2 Are the
terms “life” and “death” even appropriate to describe the condition of the being situated within this
ontological lacuna? Theorists have approached these inquiries with unavoidable paradoxes: “social
death,” “necro-citizenship,” “living corpse,” and “living dead,” just to name a few. The antebellum
free black—a being situated between slave and citizen, human and property, political death and
social life, and subject and object—constitutes such an exception for antebellum U.S. society. Writing
about the antebellum free black raises particular theoretical and philosophical problems, since the
humanist grammars of being and existence fracture around the “free black” and endlessly encircle
it with paradoxes, contradictions, and puzzles. The juxtaposition of “free” and “black” collides
two disparate grammars into chaotic signification and conceptual devastation: “freedom” is the ter-
rain of the living, of the being we call “human,” and “black” is the territory of existential dread, non-
freedom, and the being we might call “object.” With the term “free black,” we are forced into a per-
mutation of conceptual ground that is unstable, and it desiccates beneath itself as a self-consuming
oxymoron. Within this grammatical, syntactical, and conceptual chaos, even the terms “life” and
“death”must be reconfigured and reorganized to capture the being situated within this space. Indeed,
what does it mean to “live” or to “die” when one’s living is a form of death, and one’s death is a gift of
life? Because biology does not exhaust the fields of life and death, the problem at hand is more pro-
found than we can imagine, especially when we analyze the condition of being that we call
“blackness.”

The forced choice between deaths as the only possibility of life is an aspect of Sovereign power in
the exception that makes “living on” unbearable. In “Necropolitics,” Achille Mbembe theorizes par-
ticular forms of sovereignty, in particular, a form of sovereignty that attempts to accomplish “the
generalized instrumentalization of human existence and the material destruction of human bodies
and populations” (14), which he names “Necropolitics.” But in describing this vicious political
arrangement of power, he states “such figures of sovereignty are far from a piece of prodigious insan-
ity or an expression of a rupture between the impulses and interests of the body and those of the
mind. Indeed, they, like the death camps, are what constitute the nomos of the political space in
which we still live” (14). If these forms of sovereignty are “far from a piece of prodigious insanity”
(14), then we understand that not only are life and death reconfigured in the exception, but also
reason and unreason, and insanity and salubriousness. Anti-blackness, as a vicious form of sover-
eignty, reconfigures the terms of insanity so that its pulverizing enterprises are considered “sane.”
The antebellum thinkers that I engage in this essay—Cartwright, Calhoun, and Rush—are able to
propose what one might consider “exceptional insanity” (social death as social life within the
state of exception) as a supreme form of sanity; and free blacks that attempt to enter Civil Society
are recast as insane. They are not considered exemplars of Consciousness moving throughout the
field of knowledge and Reason, but insane by the audacity to “move” at all.
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Mbembe considers slavery as “one of the first instances of bio-political experimentation” (21), but
since bio-politics assumes a humanism in which “life” and “death” have semantic integrity and con-
ceptual meaning and the human is its primary subject, the black within an anti-black order is not a
bio-political subject. The aim of antebellum bio-politics—and the development of nineteenth-cen-
tury vital statistics, census, and epidemiology—is not to manage black “life,” to make the subject
live on and manipulate the conditions of this living, but to expel blacks from the very terms of
“life” and “death” all together so that they are placed in a semantic realm in which these terms
no longer have distinction or meaning.3 Bio-politics depends on this exception to exercise control
of its citizens, but it is not concerned with managing the life of the excluded, but fostering forms
of death-life. For blacks, the plantation, as the ultimate form of anti-black sovereignty in our ima-
ginary, is not confined to a particular space, but it is the condition of black death-life in modernity.
The world is a plantation for blacks. Whether “free” or captive, blacks are subjected to the technol-
ogies of pulverization, the forced choice between physical, mental, and social death, and the perma-
nent exclusion from human-beingness in whatever space they inhabit.

The captive, indeed, is “kept alive but in a state of injury, in a phantom like world of horrors and
intense cruelty and profanity” (21), as Mbembe suggests, but the “state of injury” runs much deeper
than physical abuse, torture, and violation. It is the ontological violence that preconditions the phys-
ical torment of the whip, the canine patrol, the knife, and the gun. This form of violence situates
blacks outside the traditional terms of humanism and into the realm we might describe as the “onto-
logical state of exception.” Neither bio-politics nor necropolitics cover this black being in the excep-
tion because both discourses presume a “human-being” upon which politics exercises power. Indeed,
we might suggest that blacks are placed in a netherworld of conceptual chaos that marks the limits of
politics (both bio and necro).

It is this conceptual density that gets trafficked into, unknowingly perhaps, the debates about free
blacks in antebellum society. The epigraph raises these concerns, without explicitly making bare the
existential presumptions about blackness that anchor it. For J.C. Calhoun, freedom for blackness is
death, a form of death worse than mere biological expiration—mental death, or insanity. Since the
human-being names a relationship of care between the “self,” Being, and its projection into the exter-
nal world (freedom), claiming that the black is incapable of such care places him outside the realm of
freedom and into the domain of the unfree, the care-less, and the unthought. But this realm of
unfreedom is also a form of “death,” according to Orlando Patterson, because anti-blackness strips
the captive of this fundamental existential relationship by objectifying this “self” and presenting this
relationship to the captor for his pleasure. Thus, we have a strange play between deaths, deaths
reconfigured as life, which seems to be the only existential option for blackness in modernity: free-
dom engenders mental death and unfreedom engenders social death. Because social death is a form
of mental death, to the extent that the mind is pulverized by routinized pain and terror, and mental
death is a form of social death, to the extent that Consciousness cannot actualize or move throughout
the field of the social, there is no escaping this condition of “death” as life and “life” as death for Cal-
houn. “Free Black” names this existential deadlock.

We might inquire of Calhoun, what type of mental health is possible for a captive in a condition of
unfreedom? Are dependency, terror, and salubriousness identical relations of the black self? Freedom
and Life become impossibilities for blacks in an anti-black order. Vital statistics, psychiatry, and epi-
demiology become indispensable for antebellum society in maintaining the impossibility of freedom
and life in the “ontological exception,” and these discourses are deployed as technologies of liquida-
tion. The purported objectivity of science and math is another ‘pure ontology’ myth designed to
secure the ontological coordinates of the human. Purportedly, it is through the uncontaminated
numerical sign that we gain access to the purity of being and the “thing” in and of itself (we
might suggest that the “number” resolves the Kantian tension between noumenon and phenomenon
for antebellum citizens). Antebellum society increasingly relies on “numeracy”4 (the obsession with
numbering and quantifying), disease, and psychic interiority to think through black ontology; the
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fields of vital statistics, psychiatry, and epidemiology provide a ‘pure’ grammar to describe an entire
repertoire of social relations, theological imaginations, and ethical imperatives.

The antebellum free black has primarily become an “object” for historiography and, concomi-
tantly, has been analyzed through humanist presuppositions and conceptual paradigms (e.g. that
there is a “subject” of the historical process; that a clear distinction between life and death exists his-
torically; that blacks are “human,” capable of transforming space through time, etc.). Because Wes-
tern historiography takes humanism for granted and applies the notion of human agency and
existence to its “objects” of analysis, the ontological crisis of blackness is often overlooked in histor-
iography.5 In other words, can we have a historiography that does not presume the “human” as the
subject of history and the various capacities that this human possesses (e.g. freedom, temporal
change, time/space capacity)? I would argue that the humanist grammar of “subject,” “human”
“agent,” and “freedom,” does not quite apply to the antebellum free black, and thus, the antebellum
free black is more of a philosophical allegory than a historical agent.

In this essay, I argue that it is precisely the crisis of humanism and blackness that is the source of
conflict for antebellum society. Since manumission did not resolve the ontological problem of black-
ness (i.e. blacks as property, irrational, and unfree), antebellum free blacks became an “exception”—
they were situated both inside and outside of Civil Society simultaneously, and this strange social
position enabled antebellum Civil Society to function. Agamben calls the being inhabiting this
strange position a “werewolf.”6 And for antebellum society, the free black resembles this werewolf
figure, whose liminal presence is so terrifying that it must be contained and, eventually, destroyed.
The fields of vital statics, psychiatry, and epidemiology, then, became indispensable discourses for
antebellum society to theorize and regulate the ontological exception of the free black.

Erasing the exception

Benjamin Rush’sObservations Intended to Favor a Supposition that the Black Color (As It is Called) of
the Negroes is Derived from Leprosy provides a fantastical solution to the problem of blackness and its
terrifying phenomenology. Rush’s “altruistic” intention in this study is to prove “that all the claims of
superiority of the whites over the blacks, on account of their color, are founded alike in ignorance
and inhumanity. If the color of the Negroes be the effect of a disease, instead of inviting us to tyr-
annize over them, it should entitle them to a double portion of our humanity, for disease all over the
world has always been the signal for immediate and universal compassion” (295). Because the black
presence contaminates Civil Society by embodying the collapse of sacred boundaries, it is impossible
to incorporate blacks into Civil Society and maintain it at the same time. This startling reality per-
plexed many “abolitionist”—I use scare quotes here because abolitionists really did not abolish the
problem of blackness in modernity; they merely advocated for blacks to be regulated to a state of
exception. The conundrum of blackness and Civil Society came to be known as “the Negro Ques-
tion,” and this question served as the limit of abolitionist fantasies of black freedom, equality, or
retribution. The black presence, whether as captive or as emancipated, would always threaten to
unravel the fabric of anti-black Civil Society. One solution to the problem was simply to remove
blacks physically from the United States. Colonization societies emerged in the United States and
advised masters and the State to “encourage” free blacks to emigrate and settle in Africa. This sol-
ution was not quite successful, owing to the cost of the enterprise and difficult logistics. Dr. Benjamin
Rush, the father of American Psychiatry, provides an absolute solution to the problem of blackness:
eliminate it. This solution belongs to a class of genocidal discourses that seek to eliminate blackness
itself, although Rush disavows such internecine implications. Observations is not the typical genoci-
dal enterprise, although there was discussion about literal genocide against free blacks in the mid-
nineteenth century; instead of destroying the body, he simply wanted to remove blackness from
the individual—in essence transform the abject black into white (the “natural” color of humans,
as Rush would suggest).
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This genocidal enterprise encodes itself in the discourses of abolition and epidemiology. In par-
ticular, Rush believed that leprosy caused the skin to become black, the lips to become big, the hair to
become woolly, and the nose to become flat, and if left “untreated” it would pass along through gen-
erations. The danger of “black leprosy” (‘Negritude,’ as he called it) is apparent for Rush since “a
white woman in North Carolina not only acquired a dark color, but several of the features of a
Negro, by marrying and living with a black husband” (294). Blackness is the ultimate pathogen. It
not only threatens to injure blacks but also whites, if whites come in close contact with blacks.

Rush insisted that blackness could be “cured” if the leprosy were treated. The case of Henry Moss
convinced him that blackness could be eliminated. According to medical historian Harriet Washing-
ton, Henry Moss noticed that his skin began to whiten (what we now call vitiligo) and began to dis-
play his body across the country to mystified audiences. Rush became fixated on Moss and
“hungered to understand and hoped to duplicate the process by which the Negro skin lost its
color, and he theorized that ‘pressure and friction’—violent rubbing—could banish color from the
rete mucosum, the fictional skin layer” (Washington 80). The desire to “rub away” blackness, to era-
dicate it from the social, became Rush’s occupation for he could not envision a political “good-life” in
which blackness would be recognized as human. By epidermalizing leprosy, he could eliminate the
ontological state of exception with the help of science. As part of Rush’s proposed solution to “rub
away” blackness, “depletion, whether by bleeding, purging, or abstinence has been often observed to
lessen the black color in Negroes” (Rush 296).

Dr. Rush attempted to resolve an ontological problem with a medical solution. The true sickness
in his observation is anti-blackness, but the cure to this social disease is physical transmogrification.
He eventually advocated quarantining free blacks, so that they would cease to be a public health pro-
blem and could receive “treatment.”Hortense Spillers meditates upon medical institutions atomizing
black bodies and suggests “we lose any hint or suggestion of a dimension of ethics, or relatedness
between human personality and another, between human personality and cultural institutions. To
that extent, the procedures adopted for the captive flesh demarcates a total objectification, as the
entire captive community becomes a living laboratory” (Spillers 208). The black body becomes a
site upon which myriad fictions and fantasies are explored, and black leprosy enables Rush to ponder
about life without the exception—it is his political fantasy. Blackness serves as a “living laboratory”
for Civil Society, a space of unrestrained fantasy and projection. But it is important to note that we
lose any hope for Sittlichkeit in this space, as Spillers has suggested: it is the dissolution of ethics, of
human relatedness, of relationality between humans and institutions. The exception is the inverse of
Hegel’s Sittlichkeit and, ironically, Rush forecloses the very thing he intends to accomplish.

Drapetomania/Dysaethesia Aethiopica

Dr. Samuel Cartwright published “Diseases and Peculiarities of the Negro Race” in DeBow’s Review
(1851), and it attempted to recast problems of political ontology as problems of epidemiology. The
essay, then, could be read as an exercise in translation—in which the grammar of science is imposed
onto the syntactical terrain of political ontology. Cartwright is writing at the treacherous interstice
between the social and the psyche and, in his analysis, one informs the other until the distinction
between psychic life and social reality is eradicated. The black psyche becomes a necessary antebel-
lum invention; it provides society with an irresistible site of projection and fantasy construction. By
penetrating this black psyche, Cartwright promises to provide access to the secrets of black ontology;
and in doing so he seduces society with the potential to control blackness itself. The black psyche,
then, is not so much a scientific entity, as it is the fraudulent apparatus of an anti-black order.

Anti-blackness, with its utter disregard for the being of blackness, enables Cartwright to make
several outrageous discursive moves at once. Not only is this black psyche incontrovertible because
it is “the will of God,” but it is also malleable and prone to deterioration through social factors. The
play between the incontrovertible nature of the black psyche and the apparent ability of this psyche
to contravene this “divine nature” is a tension that Cartwright rides without much thought; he
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medicalizes this tension with two neologisms: Drapetomania (The Disease causing Negroes to run
away) and Dysaethesia Aethiopica (Hebetude of mind and obtuse sensibility of body—a disease
peculiar to Negroes, “rascality”). In his encyclopedic imagination, he invents instruments of liquida-
tion, which render living impossible for blackness.

Drapetomania, or the disease causing Negroes to run away, is an assemblage of anti-black theol-
ogy, epidemiology, and political critique. This “disease,” according to Cartwright “is as much a dis-
ease of the mind as any other species of mental alienation, and much more curable, as a general rule.
With the advantages of proper medical advice, strictly followed, this troublesome practice that many
Negroes have of running away, can almost be entirely prevented” (“Report on the Diseases”). For
Cartwright, the medical field is boundless because its grammar can be appropriated to diagnose
any aspect of the social—social phenomenon is vulnerable to the medical gaze. Reclaiming the pur-
loined black “self” is recast as mental alienation, so that a strange syntactical relationship is estab-
lished between redemption and alienation. Self-possession is an injurious self-loss, and the idea of
a coherent black “self” is caught within a deadlock of impossibilities. For blacks, fracture is the
state of mental health, and the traditional terms of salubriousness are inverted within an anti-
black order. If a fractured self, a dispossessed self, is the “healthy” state of blackness, then any attempt
to suture this self through self-manumission precipitates death.

Cartwright’s essay proffers a political theology as the etiology, or root, of this disease—he replaces
biological antigens with theological transgression:

If the white man attempts to oppose the Deity’s will, by trying to make the Negro anything else than “the sub-
missive knee-bender,” (which the Almighty declared he should be) by trying to raise him to a level with himself,
or by putting equality with the Negro; or if he abuses the power which God has given him over his fellow-man,
by being cruel to him, or punishing him in anger, or by neglecting to protect him from the wanton abuses of his
fellow-servants and all others, or by denying him the usual comforts and necessaries of life, the negro will run
away. (“Report on the Diseases”)

Violating the Divine execration of blackness—which we might also call the “Hamitic Myth”—is
responsible for this disease of running away. Cartwright’s naturalism is a theological fiction from
which he establishes the “order of things,” as Michel Foucault would describe it. The Negro is the
eternal “knee bender” and if the white man attempts to make this being “up-right” through equality,
then the black will run away. Cartwright neglects a neurological exegesis for this condition, how
exactly theological transgression impairs the brain or how equality distorts normal brain function-
ing—other than to capitalize on the implied rigor of the terms “mental” and “disease” to do this work
for him. Theology and science are indistinct discursive fields for Cartwright, and the lack of scientific
specificity provides a level of mysticism to the disease, which heightens its danger.

Cartwright also identifies abusive power as another potential cause of this disease (“being cruel to
him, punishing him in anger,” “Report on the Diseases”) although this cruel abuse of power, ulti-
mately, becomes Cartwright’s “cure” for the disease. In essence, cruelty is the cause and the cure
of the disease, which creates a dizzying circuit of cause and effect that is unbreakable:

If any one of more of them, at any time, are inclined to raise their heads to a level with their master or overseers,
humanity and their own good require that they should be punished until they fall into that submissive state
which it was intended for them to occupy in all after-time, when their progenitor received the name Canaan
or “submissive Knee-bender.” (“Report on the Diseases”)

In The Body in Pain, Elaine Scarry describes the political function and devastation of intense bodily
pain. It is designed to “disintegrate the contents of consciousness” (38) and to destroy the symbolic
world of the captive. It unmakes the symbolic universe and produces what Agamben would call a
“decreated being”—a husk of corporeality without the substance of consciousness. In this sense,
we understand why Cartwright presents extreme cruelty, what masters call “beating the devil out
of them,” as the cure to this disease. When one’s symbolic universe collapses with the laceration
of the whip, the cropping of ears, the burning and amputation of limbs, the mauling of the canine
patrol, it is difficult to sustain political desire or future aspirations. The experience of torture
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overwhelms the captive, such that the world outside the sadistic plantation ceases to exist—there is
no longer a place to run. But along with the experience of corporeal pain, also comes the dissolution
of ontological boundaries; any previous sense of a coherent “self” dissolves and the self becomes
merely an object of pain. Ontological terror provides the possibility for the experience of pain. Cart-
wright proffers a solution to the political problem of blackness—although his “cure” is situated in the
ontological—when all else fails, simply dissolve the boundaries of the mind, such that the symbolic
world and signification collapse.

The disease Dysaesthesia Aethiopica (Hebetude of mind and obtuse sensibility of body, “rascal-
ity”) impacts both mind and body, and skin lesions are its primary physical symptoms. This disease
is much more prevalent among free blacks, according to Cartwright, who “do not have some white
person to direct and to take care of them” (“Report on the Diseases”). It causes blacks to become
destructive, stupid, ravenous, lazy, narcoleptic, and abusive. Dysaesthesia Aethiopica is a cornucopia
of vicious prepossessions about blackness, particularly emancipated blacks, and the disease is “the
natural offspring of Negro liberty—the liberty to be idle, to wallow in filth, and to indulge in impro-
per food and drinks” (“Report on the Diseases”). Liberty debilitates the mind and makes the free
black unmanageable. We could suggest, then, that Dysaethesia Aethiopica becomes somewhat of
a “crypt signifier” (as Abraham and Torok would describe it) for antebellum society, and it encap-
sulates, or contains, a social trauma—the disruptive function of blackness in an anti-black world. The
function of this signifier is to maintain an oppressive Symbolic order, making Dysaethesia Aethio-
pica another name for an anti-black “phallus” (Abraham and Torok). Put differently, a crypt signifier
absorbs trauma within its discursive structure; it performs a necessary function of containing what is
unbearable or unmanageable for the subject. Within this analysis, Cartwright’s lexical properties
assume this crypt-function; Dysaethesia Aethiopica is much more than just a neologism of racist
pseudo-science. It absorbs the trauma and anxiety about blackness, the impossibility of social incor-
poration for blacks, and the fragile (perhaps irrational) ground for anti-blackness. Thus, the spurious
science does not really matter much; the function of the signifier to symbolize a political trauma is
what renders the disease absolutely irresistible. The syntax of epidemiology provides a necessary
smoke screen, or covering, for the abjection of the ontological exception, and the disease becomes
a repository of anxieties and fears concerning liquidity in modernity.

Cartwright introduces his medical neologisms to antebellum society in 1851, a year after the pas-
sage of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850. The dynamic climate of 1850 provides the fertile ground for
such pseudo-science to emerge. His writings belong to a class of discourses we might call “scientific
racism.” This field of inquiry relies on scientific procedures to create distinctions and impose value
through physiognomy. Drapetomania and Dysaesthesia Aethiopica, in essence, share a common
goal—pathologizing the exception. The discourse of disease serves to pathologize blackness outside
the solidity of captivity, which is why both diseases are absolutely necessary because they describe
two aspects of liquidity: Drapetomania names the liquidity of the “fugitive” and Dysaesthesia Aethio-
pica names the liquidity of the “free black.” The fugitive and the free black are twin axes along an
existential cartography of anti-blackness; they docket the unlocatable space of the ontological excep-
tion. Both diseases articulate the dis-ease of the exception and create a condition in which “life” is
somewhat of an impossibility, as the only choices available for blackness in an anti-black order
are two forms of death—social or mental, and the distinction between the two is tenuous at best.
“Freedom” is the terrain of the human-being and, according to Cartwright’s science, any attempt
to bring blacks into the fold of humanity creates dis-ease that is only curable with extreme forms
of violence. Anti-black violence in modernity is re-envisioned as curative, as a necessary corrective,
which renders it something other than violence, as we traditionally understand it. Anti-blackness
inverts the ethico-axiological structure so that “black freedom” becomes the name for absolute vio-
lence and anti-blackness is the name for socio-political restoration. It is this perverse inversion of
value and ethics that stains the liquidity of blackness with abjection and devastation.

Jonathan Metzl coined the term “protest psychosis” to describe the pathologization of black men
protesting during the Civil Rights movement by medical institutions. We might suggest that

112 C. WARREN

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

T
he

 U
C

 I
rv

in
e 

L
ib

ra
ri

es
] 

at
 1

5:
13

 2
3 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

6 



Cartwright’s diseases provide the discursive precursor for the twentieth-century political psychosis
that characterizes black “dreams” of freedom. For Cartwright is really describing a certain “psycho-
sis,” or maddening disjuncture, that would convince free blacks that they could actually operate as
subjects instead of objects of property and accumulation—in much the same way that black protest
for equality was considered so maddening and absurd that it could only be described as psychosis
during the Civil Rights movement. In this way, Cartwright’s writing prefigures twentieth-century
medicalization of black equality and political incorporation.

Cartwright, then, provided us with two of the most powerful metaphors of blackness in moder-
nity. Drapetomania and Dysaesthesia Aethiopica capture the impossibility of living for blackness;
modernity offers only two choices of death that it recodifies as “life.” Blacks “live” through pathology
or captivity—the third choice of “freedom” is a fatal myth, one that anti-black violence is designed to
eliminate.

The Census of 1840

In Ideology and Insanity: Essays on the Psychiatric Dehumanization of Man, Thomas Szasz rejects
the phenomenology of insanity, the traditional view of insanity as coherent/valid scientific entity
existing in the world, and thinks of it, instead, as man’s struggle with the problem of how he
should live (4). What undergirds insanity, for Szasz, is bio-futurity—how man continues existence
into the future, and how he can navigate the treacherous terrain of the world to maximize this
existence. Insanity, then, would name the inability to resolve the riddle of existence and futurity.
If Szasz thinks of insanity as the problem of life, then the term becomes somewhat problematized
when we apply it to blacks because the presumptions of humanity and bio-futurity do not easily
translate. We would have to revise Szasz’s brilliant intervention into the ideology of insanity and
suggest that for blacks, insanity is the refusal of life as an option in an anti-black world; it pro-
vides a grammar to describe the incommensurability between freedom and blackness. Insanity
names the impossibility of black freedom. Insanity is not an aberration from “mental health,”
but is the only existential condition for blackness in modernity, aside from captivity (dispossessed
“self”) and physical death. Without recourse to bio-futurity, the field of black livability is the pro-
vince of political death.

Insanity becomes more of a philosophical discourse than a scientific object in this regard. It bor-
rows its semantic energy from the scientific, but its aim is to describe the para-scientific, the field of
ontology. The Census of 1840 provides a gravid site to investigate the ontological presumptions
about blackness that are coded as medical knowledge. It was not merely a medico-historico docu-
ment, but also a significant philosophical articulation—rendering the free black both a medico-his-
torical variable and a profound philosophical allegory.

The sixth U.S. decennial census of 1840 is a peculiar document. For the first time in U.S. his-
tory, the Federal government attempted to enumerate the ‘mentally defective’—‘insane and idiots’
(census nomenclature)—as a feature of racial difference. The information was collected through
the ‘discerning’ eye of inexperienced state agents, marshals, who were instructed to “conduct
their inquiry from house to house, leaving no dwelling or institution uninspected, and to record
the number of white and colored inhabitants of each—how many were lunatics or idiots, how
many were supported by their own estates or friends, and how many were supported at public
charge” (Deutsch 471). These agents of the state apparatus received very little training concerning
methodological procedures, reporting techniques, and medical literacy. In fact, marshals were
unable to delineate between those individuals considered mentally insane and those individuals
considered idiots, as insane patients and idiots were ‘lumped together’ on statistical tables
(Deutsch 471).7

The Census of 1840 received national attention because of the startling information collected. The
most unexpected development of the Census indicated that the rate of insanity was greater in north-
ern states:
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The “insane and idiots” in the United States totaled 17,456. Of these, 14,521 were listed as whites and 2,935 as
Negroes. There was little difference between the mentally handicapped rate among Northern and Southern
whites. In the North, one out of 995 white persons was recorded as insane or idiotic; in the South the ratio
was one to 945.3. Of the 2,788,572 Negro inhabitants of the slave state, 1,734 were insane or idiotic—making
a ratio of one to every 1,558. In the Northern, or Free states, on the other hand, 1,191 Negroes out of 171,894
were found to be insane or idiotic—a ratio of one in every 144.5. The rate of mental disease and defect among
free Negroes was about 11 times higher than it was among enslaved Negroes. In the free state of Maine, every
fourteenth Negro was afflicted with mental disease or defect, in Michigan every twenty-seventh, in New Hamp-
shire every twenty-eighth, in Massachusetts every forty-third. In contrast, in the deepest South, where slavery
was most firmly entrenched, the rate of mental handicap among the Negroes ranged from one to 2,117 in Geor-
gia to only one in 4,310 in Louisiana. Finally, New Jersey, with the lowest Negro insanity rate among Free states
of the North, had twice the rate of its neighbor Delaware, just below the Mason and Dixon line, which had the
poorest showing of all the slave states. (Deutsch 472)

According to the census findings, one out of every 144 Northern Negroes was insane or feeble-
minded, as compared with one out of every 995 Northern whites. But in the South, only one in
every 1,558 Negroes was mentally handicapped. In the state of Maine, for example, it was reported
that one in every 14 black persons was insane!

These statistics adumbrated a causal relationship between emancipation and insanity for captive
Africans. Northern states experienced a higher rate of black insanity than in the Southern States
where the ‘peculiar institution’ was more entrenched. Moreover, black insanity was reported highest
in Northern states where blacks experienced the greatest degree of “freedom.”

This geo-political understanding of blackness and insanity inadvertently created a psychic-carto-
graphic imagination; by this, I mean the way that insanity is spatialized politically. Within a psychic-
cartographic imagination, a map reveals much more than geo-political configurations and land-
scapes. It also locates the origination and concentration of insanity and mental death for antebellum
thinkers—in essence, it exteriorizes what is considered most interior. The Mason and Dixon line not
only delineated between free and slave territory, but also marked the limit of sanity along geo-pol-
itical configurations.8 The Mason and Dixon Line represented the liminal and unthinkable transition
between conscious/unconscious, sane/insane, and manageable/unmanageable. Spivak, writing in
another context, has called this permutation of geography, power, and knowledge an epistemograph,
the peculiar way that the geographic imagination configures epistemic production (41).9 In a word,
the construction of the psychic cartographic imagination, an American epistemograph (the mapping
of medical knowledge and anti-black domination in antebellum America) is perhaps one of the
greatest achievements of this census report.

The Census of 1840 was immediately appropriated by pro-slavery advocates as scientific proof of
the dangers of black freedom. This paternalistic discourse was articulated with a logical twist: not
only was slavery essential to preserving civil society and its various economic institutions, a popular
line of reasoning, but also absolutely necessary for maintaining the psychic stability of the slave, a line
of reasoning that was novel and difficult to combat. This social altruism, withholding self-possession
for the sake of the slave, relied on a complex political-philosophical argument. Sanity and the public
sphere were mutually exclusive for the black subject; civil society must always already remain a frag-
mented impossibility for the captive African, if life was to be maintained. In other words, the public
sphere and its concomitant institutions actually precipitated death instead of promulgating life—
making the Census of 1840 a decisive bio-political rupture in political economy.10 Frank Wilderson
perspicuously argues that “civil society is held together by a structural prohibition against recogniz-
ing and incorporating a being that is dead, despite the fact that this being is sentient and so appears to
be very much alive (41). Civil society depends on a prohibition on blackness to function—and we can
suggest that this prohibition supplants the taboo prohibition that Freud claimed grounded civiliza-
tion, since ante-bellum law permits incest and murder through the “chattel distinction” as Kalpana
Seshadri-Crooks suggests in Desiring Whiteness (40). If death “structures political life in terms of
aversion as well as desire,” according to Russ Castronovo, and “produces bodies whose materiality
disturbs the impersonality of citizenship, but whose remove from socio-political life also idealizes the
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unhistorical and abstract nature of state identity” (1), then the materiality and ontology of blackness,
as the embodiment of death, desanitizes Civil society. The Census of 1840 articulates, through
numerical signifiers, this very prohibition on blackness as death, and insanity provides the necessary
grammar of prohibition.

The Census of 1840 also carried great weight as a diplomatic instrument. Secretary of State
J.C. Calhoun used this report to persuade the world that annexing Texas as a slave territory
would be beneficial to the African and necessary for the protection of civil society. In particular,
Calhoun wanted to convince the British Ambassador, Lord Richard Pakenham, that the annexa-
tion of Texas was advantageous. Calhoun discovered some correspondence between his predeces-
sor A.P. Upshaw and the British ambassador Lord Richard Pakenham in which ambassador
Pakenham expressed a desire to see slavery abolished in Texas and the world. Calhoun wrote
a letter to ambassador Pakenham attacking his anti-slavery agenda and promoting slavery as
beneficial to the well-being of the African; to make this argument, Calhoun used the Census
of 1840 as his diplomatic trump card: “The census and other documents, show that in all
instances in which the states have changed the former relation between the two races the con-
dition of the African, instead of being improved has become worse” (qtd. in Deutsch 478). Cal-
houn also declared that it would be a calamity to this country and to the Negro race to free the
slaves (478).

The Census of 1840, heralded as a beacon of ‘truth’ to the world concerning the necessity of slav-
ery, actually was one of the most striking “statistical falsehoods and errors ever woven together under
government print,” according to medical historian Albert Deutsch (qtd. in Deutsch 475). An ambi-
tious statistician, Dr. Edward Jarvis,11 discovered the embarrassing errors whilst confined to his bed
with a broken leg. Reviewing the official Census of 1840, Jarvis exposed internal contradictions and
statistical inaccuracies within the census and concluded that:

… the sixth census has contributed nothing to the statistical nosology of the free blacks, and furnished us with
no data wherein we may build any theory respecting the liability of humanity, in its different phases and in
various outward circumstances, to loss of reason or of the senses… Such a document as we have described,
heavy with errors and its misstatements, instead of being a messenger of truth to the world, to enlighten its
knowledge and guide its opinion, is, in respect to human ailment, a bearer of falsehood to confuse and mislead.
So far from being an aid to medical science, as it was the intention of the government on ordering these inqui-
ries, it has thrown a stumbling block in its way, which it will require years to remove. (83)

The statistical inconsistencies were so grossly apparent that Dr. Jarvis demanded an official correc-
tion of the census. Jarvis discovered the following startling inconsistencies in the census report:

We found that the town of Worchester, Massachusetts, is stated to contain one hundred and thirty-three
coloured lunatics and idiots, supported at public charge. These we know are the white patients in the state hos-
pital, situated in that town. This single mistake multiplies the coloured lunatics of this state three-fold, and if it
were corrected, it would reduce the proportion of coloured insane from one in forty-three to one in one hun-
dred and twenty-nine. Warned by this example, we examined the statements respecting every town, city, and
county, in all the states and territories, and compared on each one of these, the total coloured population with
the number of coloured insane… the number of coloured insane in these towns and counties, carries on its very
face its own refutation; no one who thus studies this report, can possibly be misled.

But these palpable errors are by no means all. There are others almost as gross, and to observers of society
almost as self-evident—In many towns all the coloured population are stated to be insane, in very many others,
two-thirds; one-half, one-fourth, or one-tenth of this ill-starred race are reported to thus be afflicted, and as if
the document delighted to revel in variety of error, every proportion of the negro population from seven-fold its
whole number, as we have shown in some towns, to less than a two-thousandth, as is recorded of others, is
declared to be a lunatic…

We examined the details of that document in regard to these disorders among the coloured population in
every town, city, and county of the Free states, and found in many of these places, the record cases of blindness
and deafness and dumbness without subjects. These disorders exist there in a state of abstraction, and fortu-
nately for humanity, where they are said to be present, there are no people to suffer from them. (84, emphasis
mine)
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Although these inconsistencies presented the social scientist with violations of scientific inquiry,
these ‘errors’ actually highlighted interesting philosophical moments concerning black insanity,
moments articulated through the manipulation of statistical signifiers.

One of the errors that most disturbed Jarvis was the reporting of insanity, deafness, and dumbness
among Northern free blacks in areas in which free blacks did not reside. For example, Jarvis discov-
ered that, “Many Northern towns were mysteriously credited with insane Negroes although they
were entirely without Negro residents. Many other localities were listed in the census having
more Negro madmen than were there Negro inhabitants. Thus the town of Scarsboro, Maine,
which had a lily-white population, found itself charged with six insane Negroes. The town of Dres-
den, Maine, which boasted but three Negro inhabitants, found census-takers crediting it with double
that number of insane blacks.” These statistical errors prompted Jarvis to remark that:

We examined the details of that document on regard to these disorders among the coloured population in every
town, city, and county of the Free states, and found in many of these places, the record cases of blindness and
deafness and dumbness without subjects. These disorders exist there in a state of abstraction, and fortunately for
humanity, where they are said to be present, there are no people to suffer from them. (84, emphasis mine)

How do we account for these statistical errors, theoretically? If these ‘ontological’ errors (the false
reporting of being) were confined to one locality, or if entire populations of Negroes were not
reported insane (or if black bodies were not utilized as surrogates for White insane patients), it
would be simple to excuse these errors as mere reporting ‘glitches,’ but the fact that these errors
were pervasive throughout diverse geographical locations merits further theoretical interrogation.

These statistical inconsistencies present a very interesting philosophical proposition: for black
being, insanity is an ontological structure, and the presence of the black body is irrelevant to the
application of the diagnosis. In other words, the Census of 1840, along with the emphatic defenses
of it, implicitly makes a distinction between blackness as an ontological feature and blackness as an
ontic/or phenomenal feature. This seems a rather odd proposition given that insanity is usually
applied to a particular person, a body that we can easily identify, discipline, and treat. But the Census
departs from this common sense understanding of insanity. Marshals could account for black insan-
ity in places where physical black bodies did not exist because one does not need the physical body to
make the claim that black insanity is a problem. Why is this the case? I would suggest that this “error”
is only an error within the ontic science of statistical reasoning—which we would just assume is the
case with social science—but when we are really trying to describe an ontological condition of black-
ness using statistical instruments, then “error” must be reconfigured. Blackness becomes a ubiqui-
tous threat, always already existing and floating throughout Civil Society as a phantom-like
danger. Because this danger is ubiquitous, any state, city, or locality can claim the presence of
black insanity. Within this logic, black bodies are decentered and black ontology assumes centrality.
This also explains why white insane patients were recorded in Census data as black; insanity is an
ontological feature of blackness in an anti-black world. So a “white insane patient” was somewhat
of an oxymoron lexically for Marshals and they simply “corrected” this error. Thus, the errors
that Jarvis described in detail were ontological Truths. The Census allowed antebellum society to
participate in a collective discourse about the dangers of the exception. We are dealing with ontology
as the ultimate science concerning blackness (ontology becomes a science for anti-blackness), and
less with psychiatry and statistics as rigorous sciences. If Jarvis had been able to think philosophically
about blackness instead of merely social-scientifically, then he would have understood why these
defenders embraced the Census with such urgency.

Needless to say, the Census report was never corrected—despite Jarvis’s insightful critique of its
validity (the census was valid on an entirely different register). His demands, however, prompted
Congressman John Quincy Adams to introduce a resolution in the House of Representatives to
investigate the legitimacy of the census (in 1844). Adams instructed the Department of State to
inform the House “whether any gross errors have been discovered in the printed Sixth Census…
and if so, how those errors originated, what they are, and what, if any, measures have been taken
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to rectify them” (qtd. in Deutsch 473). The Secretary of State was none other than John C. Calhoun,
who was actually responsible for administering the Census of 1840, and he appointed William Wea-
ver (who was actually superintendent of the Census of 1840) to review himself. Of course Weaver
found no errors and the Census was considered statistically valid.

A Congressman from Georgia is reported as admitting that even if the census was inaccurate, “it
[was] too good a thing to give up” (qtd. in Deutsch 473). The political enjoyment (conscious and
unconscious) precluded the census from being corrected. Jarvis also noted that the census “delighted
to revel in variety of error.” The census is thus a political fetish and the philosophical presuppositions
of black insanity serve to support its paternalist fantasy.

In the ontological state of exception, truth and error lose integrity and become indissociable fic-
tions. This is what Jarvis could not understand, but J.C. Calhoun adumbrated the arbitrariness of
“truth” and “error” as scientific realities when it concerns free blacks:

… that it [the census of 1840] may contain errors, more or less, is hardly to be doubted. It would be a miracle if
such a document, with so many figures and entities, did not. But that they have, if they exist, materially affected
the correctness of the general result would seem hardly possible. Nothing but the truth itself is so would seem
capable of explaining the fact that in all slave-holding states, without exception, the census exhibits uniformly,
a far comparative prevalence of these diseases among the free blacks than among the Slaves of another State.
(quoted in DeBow’s Review, 409, emphasis mine)

Calhoun presents a tautology to discount the inaccuracies that Jarvis exposed: “nothing but the truth
itself is so, would seem capable of explaining that in all slave-holding states, without exception, the
census exhibits uniformly, a far comparative prevalence of these diseases among the free blacks than
among the Slaves of another State.” As Jarvis argues, since the reporting is flawed throughout the
study, from the very beginning, all conclusions must be questioned. Calhoun’s rejoinder insists
that the conclusions are correct because they are correct—they were always correct, even before
the Census was compiled. Any “errors” are just subsumed (Hegelian Aufhebung) into the truth,
such that errors become truth and truth become the “errors” that were always truth. This dizzying
tautology appears to defy logic, or contravene the principles of science, but in essence the ontological
state of exception inverts logic for its own end. This illogic, expressed in the tautology, translates into
an anti-black logic of social death. Thus, the “errors”—reporting black insane patients in localities
where blacks didn’t physically exist, for example—are eternal truths when blackness and freedom
are thought together. The syntagm “free black” is the discursive materiality of insanity; Civil Society
collapses when the boundary between death and life, filth and purity, human and property is vio-
lated. The free black is insane precisely because she is this unthinkable collapse—her ontology is
the prohibited liquid that society works tirelessly to manage and eliminate.

The insane represent the threshold of humanity, the not-fully human transitioning into ‘rational
inertia’ or mental death, that zero degree of humanity, as a living and breathing waste object, wasting
away into irrational obscurity. The mad represent a certain paradox—they exist in a state of non-
existence. It takes the free black to realize fully this paradox because this being is situated at the
threshold of ontology—neither fully human nor property, a malleable ontology. Since its ontological
borders are porous and unprotected by metaphysical and juridical discourses, the free black liquefies
into the abyss of insanity. Insanity, then, is the index of liquefied and destabilized being. InMadness
and Civilization, Foucault describes madness as a particular “void” within which reason recedes into
the darkness of infinity. What renders madness so disruptive is precisely this vacuous space that, “has
become man’s possibility of abolishing both man and the world” (281). As somewhat of a dystopic
dreamscape, insanity becomes the repository of unbearable exceptions and the free black is the
material embodiment of this nightmare. But if we follow the thought of Kant, Hegel, and most
pro-slavery advocates (and some “abolitionists” as well), Blacks are situated outside of reason;
they are the infants of Reason’s historical movement. How can a being that purportedly does not
have reason become insane, if insanity is the void of reason? If insanity assumes a becoming for
the human, an unfortunate fall from the mountain of reason into the abyss of unreason, then this
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“becoming” is completely absent in the insane black. Blackness is insane from its very appearance in
the world. Given the existential positioning of blacks in an anti-black world, insanity is the only
ground available. Blackness is born in this “abyss” within modernity.

If we read the Census as just another piece of pro-slavery propaganda, then we miss the deep phi-
losophical presumptions that engender the Census; in particular, that Mathematics is philosophical
writing otherwise. Unlike the Platonist, who believe that “mathematics is the discovery of truths
about structures that exist independently of the activity or thought of mathematics,” according to
Benaceraff and Putnam in Philosophy of Mathematics (5), the Census expresses an Aristotelian
(or Nietzschean) perspective in which Mathematics is a fictive or linguistic formation, and it
becomes more like “a rigorous esthetics. It tells us nothing of real-being, but it forges a fiction”
(Badiou 90).12 The Census is a tapestry of anti-black esthetics—the numerical signifiers create a can-
vas of the beautiful and the good-life in an anti-black order. This is why the Census was “too good a
thing to give up” because of its philosophical beauty—which translates into an unbearable ugliness
for blackness. Statistics is ontological poetry in this case, and its validity exists in a register outside
ontic accounting and verification. Put differently, the Census of 1840 invites us to think about math-
ematics not as an objective reflection of the external world, but as a premiere tool for fantasies,
power, and imaginings.

In 1843, an anonymous contributor of The Southern Literary Journal published an essay entitled,
“Reflections on the Census of 1840.” The author presents a 12-point platform of anti-blackness; in
particular, the free black population is presented as the bane of society:

1st. That insanity, although sometimes, the lot of the virtuous and highly gifted, and occasionally widely
extended by national calamities, is in the ordinary course of affairs very often the result of evil, moral, or phys-
ical, brought on by vicious habits and uncontrolled passions.

2nd. The vast disparity between the insane colored population of the non-slave-holding and the slave-holding
States, in regard to numbers, is the result of moral causes, arising from their situation, and in no degree the
effect of climate

3rd. That the black man enjoys as good health, as far as climate is concerned, as the white, on every part of this
continent.

4th. That the free blacks of the non-slave-holding States are vicious to an enormous extent, and in many of those
States dwindling, whilst the slaves in the other States are increasing in a rapid ratio.

5th. That the vices of the free blacks have increased in proportion to the time which has elapsed since their
emancipation.

6th. That the free blacks of the slave-holding States are more virtuous, and more happy, than the same class in
the non-Slave-holding States.

7th. That general emancipation would be attended with most injurious consequences to the country where it
took place, and eventually prove fatal to the emancipated race.

8th. That intermarriage between the white and black races is unnatural, i.e. contrary to the order and design of
Providence, and fatal to posterity, inducing disease and premature death.

9th. That the only situation in which the free blacks of this country can be placed consistently with humanity
and sound policy in their present state of civilization, is in a colony remote from white men.

10th. That the coast of Africa is admirably adapted for that purpose.

11th. That the British have shown themselves unfriendly to the American colonies there, although encouraging
fugitive slaves from the United States in their own colonies, and professing to be peculiar friends of the African
race.

12th. That they are influenced by motives most grossly selfish, and desirous of stimulating the abolition spirit,
which they hope will produce a dissolution of this Union. (340)

Among the myriad uses of the Census, the author uses it to construct a moral-libidinal economy, in
which blackness, morality, vice, and insanity are circularly linked and mutually dependent. Insanity
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is evidence of a degenerate morality, a life void of a moral framework. The author seems to suggest
that morality provides the mental anchoring for beings, although the link between morality and
mentality is never quite explained. The free black is a zero-degree of morality, the physical embodi-
ment of “evil.” Whereas many pro-slavery advocates defended captivity based on “civil paternal-
ism”—Civil Society was far too weighty for the fragile minds of blacks—this author departs from
this argument and anchors his discontent in morality. Within this moral-libidinal economy, captiv-
ity makes blacks more virtuous and even free blacks are more virtuous as a result of this condition.
How exactly does dispossession make a being more virtuous? Anti-blackness provides a necessary
check on the desires of blackness; it prohibits desire itself. In other words, anti-blackness places
blacks outside of a Symbolic Order in which desire and identification structure existence and creates
a parallel universe of sorts. The captive, as object, is denied the desire that propels futurity and the
Political. Thus, denying this desire is essential if the condition of captivity is maintained. Because the
free black of the South is often collapsed with the captive in many instances, emancipation does not
protect the prerogative to desire for these blacks. Desire is prohibited for both the captive and the free
black; and it is this prohibition on desire that enables Civil Society to function in the South—given
that desire is expressed through political action like voting, running for office, protesting, and writ-
ing, all of which are illegal for both captives and free blacks. In essence, the author is after a “racial
psychosis” that is recoded as virtue, if we follow Lacan. The Father’s Law is anti-blackness itself, and
it inverts the Lacanian subject before the law. The free black is actually denied desire, which would
make one a political subject traditionally and is, instead, forced into the vacuous space of the Real, of
the vicious exchange of objects and unrestrained terror. This space of the Real is slavery for blacks. It
is this unrestrained fantasy that colonizes the Symbolic in terrifying ways. The free black of the
North, then, disrupts the author’s enjoyment, and this translates into moral transgression. This is
perhaps why the author describes free blacks as “the most vicious race on earth.”

The author’s dystopic vision of a racially integrated society is the consequence of a loss of enjoy-
ment, and so advocates for the government to remove free blacks. Black insanity, here, is the mark of
a challenge to white enjoyment, to the absolute power over the black body and the prohibition on
desire. It does not so much name a set of mental disorders, as it dockets the erosion of this enjoy-
ment. And since enjoyment is really about repressed libidinal desires, the author fixates on the sexual
relation between blacks and whites that would result in interracial marriage. This is really the ulti-
mate injury. The Census provides a necessary structure within which the author can articulate an
anti-black moral-libidinal economy, or the “nexus between [anti-black] violence and sexuality”
(9) as Jared Sexton would call it.

Death, life, and politics

Black insanity, disease, and morality illustrate the way that anti-blackness perversely reconfigures the
terms of “life” and “death” until they are virtually unrecognizable and indistinct. For Calhoun and
Cartwright, social death is the only plausible form of life available for blackness. Sustaining this
death-scape, the permanency of dispossession, is recast as a life-affirming gift. This inversion of
social death as life invites us to reconsider the applicability of this humanist grammar to the con-
dition of blacks in the exception (particularly historiography). But even for a “good intentioned” abo-
litionist like Dr. Benjamin Rush, social life is configured as death, to the extent that blackness itself is
the pathogen to life; the death of blackness is the key to life. A “self” suicide, then, is Rush’s answer to
the sickness of anti-blackness—its Order is so intractable that literal self-effacement is the only hope
of survival. Many blacks considered forms of physical death the only possibility for life—death was a
gift and an exit from the cruel existence of anti-blackness.

What Cartwright, Calhoun, and Rush illustrate is the way that the signifier “insanity” becomes a
repository of political fantasy and anti-black sovereignty. The term condenses a host of investments
that are designed to render black being “whimsical,” almost ghost-like. For blacks within an anti-
black order, sanity, like freedom, might be a myth that needs to be dispelled.
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Notes

1. The impassioned letter correspondence between Congress and Calhoun is quoted in Deutsch, “The First U.S.
Census” (473).

2. See Agamben, State of Exception and Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life.
3. For a critical analysis of the concept of “living on” and sovereignty, see Lauren Berlant’s, “Slow Death (Sover-

eignty, Obesity, and Lateral Agency).”
4. Please see Patricia Cline Cohen’s, A Calculating People: The Spread of Numeracy in Early America.
5. For a discussion of historiography and metaphysics please see Hayden White’s provocative essay “The Metaphy-

sics of Western Historiography.”
6. See Giorgio Agamben’s discussion of the “ban” in Homo Sacer.
7. The historical difficulty of defining insanity is well documented by Deutsch. Thomas Szasz presents a compelling

argument that insanity is a complex ideological formation and discourages the usage of this signifier as a mental
disease. Please also see Szasz, The Manufacture of Madness; a Comparative Study of the Inquisition and the Mental
Health Movement.

8. This psychic cartographic imagination has been described as following the geographical coordinates of free and
slave states: “The free States extend from the northern extremity of Main to the southern extremity of Illinois—
from latitude 37 degrees north to latitude 48—and stretch from the Atlantic Ocean to the western limits of Illinois,
over twenty-two degrees of longitude, and contain 352,918 square miles; to which should be added the territories
of Iowa and Wisconsin, containing 300,000 square miles more. The slave States and territory of Florida extend
from the northern line of the Delaware to Cape Sable, and from the Atlantic Ocean to the western limits of Mis-
souri, from latitude 25 degrees north, to latitude 40 degrees, and over twenty degrees of longitude, the States con-
taining 548,150 square miles, and the territory 45,000.” For an account of these geographical coordinates, please
see “Reflections on the Census of 1840,” 6.

9. Please see Spivak’s A Critique of Postcolonial Reason: Toward a History of the Vanishing Present, 41. Although
Spivak is analyzing the cartographic imagination of continentalist philosophers, her discussion of the epistemo-
graph is pertinent to a discussion of the geo-politics of knowledge in general.

10. Dr. Edward Jarvis is recorded as averring that the Census of 1840 would alter the “fundamental principles of pol-
itical economy.” My argument here is that the census prompts the political philosopher to revisit the meaning of
Civic Society and the public sphere as it concerns the ‘freedom’ of the insane black—if insanity and the exercise of
civic responsibility are incommensurate. Giorgio Agamben’s ‘Homo Sacer’ provides us with the fundamental
building blocks to adumbrate a political philosophy of the ontological exception maneuvering within the political
landscape.

11. For a diacritical analysis of Dr. Edward Jarvis’ complex relationship to statistical research and moral (common
sense) philosophy please see Gerald N. Grob, Edward Jarvis and the Medical World of Nineteenth-Century Amer-
ica. Although Edward Jarvis is noted as suggesting that Africans were inferior intellectually, he considered the
errors presented as ‘truth’ in the Census of 1840 not only to violate ‘true’ scientific inquiry, but also to transgress
moral philosophy (the gospel of truth).

12. Please see Badiou, Briefings on Existence: A Short Treatise on Transitory Existence, 90.
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