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Abstract 
In this article, we ask: “how does race matter when working with intersectional feminism in a post-

colonial Nordic context?” We take our cue from feminist and postcolonial scholars who have pointed 

out that minoritisation and majoritisation processes in the Nordic area are entangled in ongoing ra-

cialization processes. Working with and around the video installation Black magic at the White House 

by the artist Jeanette Ehlers, we hold on to the particularities of racialisation processes in the Danish 

context, as well as their insertion in a global racial ontology. We establish a conversation between 

Ehlers’ installation and the work of two US black scholars from the humanities: Sylvia Wynter and 

Hortense Spillers. These scholars have not been influential in the European uptake and further elab-

oration of intersectionality, but we argue that engaging with their work opens a perspective that fo-

cuses on affect, absence and disappearance rather than only representation, identity and recognition, 

thereby worldling intersectionality differently than standpoint theory. Experience is also constituted 

through affective encounters, the ephemeral, forgotten and bypassed qualities and intensities. We 

conclude the article by drawing a preliminary sketch of elements in what we, paraphrasing Spillers, 

call a Danish “grammar book” of the racialized and gendered ordering of the human that again com-

plicates the stories we may tell about how race matters and what Nordic intersectional feminism may 

look like, as well as the interventions this may open up. 

 

Keywords: Race and racialization; intersectionality; wynter; spillers; black feminism 
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Introduction 
In this article, we ask how race matters when working with intersectional feminism in a postcolonial 

Nordic context. In doing so, we make race rather than gender the starting point, and we take our cue 

from feminist and postcolonial scholars who have engaged explicitly with race during the past two 

decades. They have pointed out that minoritisation and majoritisation processes in the Nordic area 

are entangled in ongoing racialisation processes (cf. Andreassen & Vitus, 2015; de los Reyes, Molina 

& Mulinari, 2002; Keskinen, Tuori, Irni, & Mulinari, 2009; Loftsdóttir & Jensen, 2012; Myong, 

2009). By analysing practices related to diversity management for years, we have discovered that race 

(and its intersection with e.g. gender, religion, sexuality and age) vanishes in policy papers, manage-

rial practices and educational and cross-cultural encounters, only to reappear in other guises. Race is 

present in a shadowlike existence between the lines and ‘in the air’ (Hvenegård-Lassen & Staunæs,  

2019). Even though Nordic (and in our case Danish) disappearance acts are being challenged increas-

ingly by groups of activists and scholars (in Denmark for instance Freedom of Movements Research 

Collective and Marronage), these interventions remain unsafe ventures for those who perform them. 

They are routinely exposed to public denouncement, denigration, ridicule and hate speech in social 

as well as traditional media (Danbolt & Myong, 2019). This happens as part of a continual (re)staging 

of majority-Danish whiteness as innocent (Wekker, 2016), implying that it can be normativised as a 

(universally) desirable state of being, characterized by gender equality, homo-friendliness, that pri-

marily borders out those (brown bodies) who are (or are perceived to be) not gender equal, homo-

friendly etc. (Andreassen, 2012; Hvenegård-Lassen & Maurer, 2012; Tuori, 2007). There are urgen-

cies involved here. Urgencies related to the lives lived at the receiving and marked end of these ra-

cialized relations. These urgencies are also involved in how we conceptualise what is going on. Race 

is not a social category like any other. In fact, no social categories are like any others: they have 

different genealogies, different effects, and they differ in terms of how they intersect with other cat-

egories. In other words, like other categories, race demands methodologies that are suitable for con-

sidering its own specific nature. 

 

Our point of departure is first that contemporary racialisation processes must be situated against the 

backdrop of a shared global history ruptured by colonisation, chattel slavery, and capitalism. But 

equally importantly, they are also constituted through local power dynamics as they play out in spe-

cific socio/temporal spaces (for instance regions, states, cities and institutions). While race and ra-

cialisation processes are grounded in a planetary ontology, the way race is enacted and intertwined 
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with other categories of differentiation is therefore a matter for empirical investigation. Second, and 

related to the last point, the differences that (locally) make a racial difference enact intersectionality 

in particular ways; this also means that they generate locally relevant research questions. They open 

and close different possibilities of engagements and critiques. While we aim to cover some terrain 

with respect to the conceptual elements mentioned above, the particulars of the local (Danish) setting 

is only cursorily taken up in the last section of the article, entitled “Towards a Danish grammar”. 

 

We think of the emphasis in this article as a response to the explicit invitation from Nash (2019, p. 5) 

to engage with black feminist theory as “an expansive intellectual, political, ethical, and creative” 

endeavour that transcends “attempts to limit the tradition by rooting it in embodied performances”. 

Nash’s invitation is issued against the backdrop of the widespread disputes over institutionalization 

and whitewashing of intersectionality within (white) feminism and gender studies (cf. Bilge, 2014; 

Tomlison, 2013).  As we interpret the invitation, it marks an opening towards a conversation across 

divergent methodological approaches. For good reasons, “defensiveness” (Nash, 2019:26ff) may, 

however, be awakened when white feminists take up methodologies which have been developed 

within black feminism. Appropriation and whitewashing can and do happen, for instance when black 

feminist theory is included in the poststructuralist, postconstructionist, new materialism and posthu-

manist approaches by which we are inspired. This could also happen when the uptake is framed 

through standpoint theory, Bourdieu or Beauvoir. It implies that we need to engage in these debates 

over intersectionality with what Puig de la Bellacasa (2017; see also Nash, 2019:59ff) calls an ethics 

of care. This means that we do not only worry, but actually care. We think of it along these lines: 

intersectionality must never become an instrument of majoritisation, and the other (shifting, hetero-

genous, multiple) must be recognized instead of being dismissed, ignored or assimilated. In more 

specific terms, it informs our writing in two ways: first, grounded in the work cited at the beginning 

of this introduction, we do not ask if race matters, but how it matters. Second, we seek to write an 

open-ended text that we see as a contribution to an ongoing conversation, not a declaration to enter 

‘the intersectionality wars’ (Nash, 2019). 

 

This article proceeds as a meditation upon conceptualisations of and genealogies related to race – as 

well as what these might mean in relation to intersections with gender which are relevant for inter-

sectional feminist methodologies in a postcolonial Nordic timespace. In this endeavour, we turn to an 

archive of black thinking about race and gender that evolves around absence and disappearance rather 
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than representation and identity. A form of thinking which therefore in some respects departs from 

the canon, as it appears in the Crenshaw-Collins tradition of intersectionality inspired by standpoint 

theory. Within this broader archive, we zoom in on Hortense Spillers’ and Sylvia Wynter’s work as 

well as Alexander Weheliye’s engagement with that work.1 In order to stay true to our points regard-

ing the situatedness of the emergence of race mentioned above, we juxtapose these works with the 

video installation Black Magic at the White House from 2009 by Jeanette Ehlers. This installation 

beautifully and hauntingly displays both the global and the local (Danish) figurations of race. It cap-

tures how these figurations relationally produces white majority universality and innocence through 

and along with the absence and disappearance of the racialized relations that constitute it. The works 

by Spillers, Wynter and Ehlers form the three main lines that inform our conceptual discussion. De-

spite the different genres of these works, we let them speak to each other, rather than placing them 

on different levels in terms of theory for analysis and object of analysis. Ehlers’ work, then, becomes 

part of our methodology, rather than an object of analysis in and of itself. 

 

Due to the journal format, we start with a brief and therefore also incomplete discussion of intersec-

tionality, with a particular emphasis on race, and on European and Nordic uptake of the concept. In 

the next section, we describe and contextualize Ehlers’ video installation. In the ensuing sections, we 

turn to, first, Wynter’s work, and then to Spillers’; in these sections, we continually return to Ehlers’ 

installation. In the last section, we draw a very preliminary sketch of a Danish grammar book that 

could arguably also have a broader bearing across the Nordic area. 

 

Crenshaw and beyond 
Intersectionality in our approach functions as a methodology. This resonates with Sumi Cho, Kim-

berlé Crenshaw and Leslie McCall’s argument in their introduction to a special issue of Signs (Cho, 

Crenshaw, & McCall, 2013 p. 795): “intersectionality is an analytic disposition, a way of thinking 

about and conducting analyses […] This framing emphasizes […] what intersectionality does rather 

than what intersectionality is.”  In our approach, a methodology is not dedicated to a theory that 

strives to represent ‘something out there’ accurately or in general terms. Rather, a methodology opens 

up a (performative) way of approaching something; it enables specific ways of thinking through and 

exploring something – in this case subject formation and the relational and entangled organization of 

subjects. 
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The traffic intersection was the metaphor Kimberlé Crenshaw used when she coined the concept of 

intersectionality in her hugely influential and brilliant essay on demarginalization (Crenshaw, 1989). 

Taking her point of departure in the book All the Women are White, All the Black are Men, But Some 

of Us are Brave (Hull, Scott, & Smith, 1977/1982/2015), Crenshaw describes and analyses the ina-

bility of the US judicial system to capture and redress black women’s experiences of discrimination 

and harm, because they are positioned at the intersection of oppressive structures related to race and 

gender. Black women are rendered invisible due to an unequivocal legal structure that targets either 

gender discrimination or race discrimination. For Crenshaw, then: ”…intersectionality is a way of 

responding to doctrinal invisibility with an insistence that law both recognize and redress black 

women’s particular experiences” (Nash, 2019, p. 10). 

 

Crenshaw’s conceptualization of black women’s experiences is based in the disciplinary landscapes 

of sociology, law and political science, and informed by standpoint theory. The genealogy of black 

feminist theorizing around what after Crenshaw became named intersectionality is long and diverse 

(cf. Brah & Phoenix, 2004; May, 2007; see also Nash, 2016; 2019:6ff). The rooting of intersection-

ality in particular social science disciplines as well as its relation to standpoint theory did, however, 

accompany the travel of the concept (which slowly took off in the late 1990s) across the Atlantic to 

feminist and gender studies environments in continental Europe, including the Nordic area.2 On the 

European side of the Atlantic, black British feminism (c.f. Amos, Lewis, Mama, & Parmar, 1984; 

Brah, 1996; Mirza, 1997) existed as an activist and academic environment well before intersection-

ality made its way to Europe, and played an important role in the European uptake. In particular 

perhaps in the move away from standpoint theory and towards a poststructuralist conceptualization 

of the subject, as well as an emphasis on minoritisation/majoritisation processes, and the categorical 

intersections involved in these (c.f. Brah & Phoenix, 2004; Lykke, 2010; Søndergaard, 2005; 

Staunæs, 2003). 

 

According to Nash’s analyses of the disputes over intersectionality in the USA, there is a strong ten-

dency towards “originalism”, i.e. towards assessments of feminist uptakes of intersectionality through 

their degree of faithfulness towards Crenshaw’s foundational texts in particular (Nash, 2019:41; see 

also Davis, 2019). By extension, this has also been an ingredient in the critique levelled by US inter-

sectionality scholars against European feminist work on intersectionality. According to this critique, 

European feminists whitewash intersectionality, both because they ignore race as a pivotal focus, and 
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because they downplay or ignore the black feminist origins of the intersectionality tradition (c.f. 

Bilge, 2014; Tomlinson 2013). 

 

There is no doubt that in a broadly generalizing perspective, race has been backgrounded in conti-

nental European (including Nordic) feminism, and in this respect there are ample reasons to seriously 

consider the “unsafe travel” of intersectionality across the Atlantic (Lewis, 2013). This is, however, 

not the whole story. During the 1990s, migration, orientalism and postcolonialism moved up the 

agenda of feminist activism and research in the Nordic countries, even though these fields were still 

far from mainstream within the feminist environment. For instance, the journal of the Danish gender 

research association Kvinder, Køn og Forskning (KKF, Women, Gender and Research) published 

themed issues on colonialism and postcolonialism (no 4, 1996), gender and ethnicity (no 4. 1998), 

orientalism (no 3, 2000), and migration and citizenship (in Danish: migration og medborgerskab, no. 

2, 2002). The first KKF special issue on intersectionality appeared in 2006 (no 2-3). While ethnicity 

and minority rather than race are the concepts most frequently used, racism and racialisation also 

appear across these issues in the analyses of minority-majority relations, and in the way gender and 

ethnicity are entangled in them. So the concept of ethnicity in some uses can be criticized for being a 

euphemism (cf. de los Reyes et al, 2002) that glosses over racism and racialization, although this is 

not always the case. What is striking across these KKF issues is that until the introduction of the 

concept of intersectionality, the dominant reference points for the contributors are British cultural 

studies and black British feminism. In the Danish context, then, US black feminism was (beside bell 

hooks and Audre Lorde) largely introduced through and became synonymous with the “Crenshaw 

tradition” of intersectionality. 

 

As we shall see, Ehler’s video reminds us that race is present ‘between the lines’ and ‘in the air’, but 

the video also calls for ways to grasp how exactly race matters in a Nordic context. As indicated in 

the introduction, the US archive of black feminist thinking out of which intersectionality grew is far 

reaching and diverse and includes “traditions of Black feminist theorizing on placelessness, absence, 

disappearance, and singularity” (Bliss, 2016, p. 730). From within these ‘traditions’, we have chosen 

to engage with thw work of Hortense Spillers and Sylvia Wynter3, which resonate with the flows of 

presence/absence and haunting that emanate powerfully from Ehlers’ video installation – and, we 

argue, with the way race (dis)appears in contemporary Denmark. Spillers and Wynter help us to focus 
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on the way absence and haunting are constitutively entangled in racialized and gendered subject for-

mation, and open up other avenues of critique than standpoint theory. As we show in the following, 

these avenues provide other answers to absence and haunting than representation and recognition. 

 

Ehlers: Black Magic at the White House 
Black Magic at the White House (3.46 minutes) is one of four videos from the installation Atlantic 

from 2009 in which Ehlers makes her first move towards an exploration of the Danish colonial past 

– and present.4 Ehlers’ installation captures the majority Danish denial of being implicated in the 

colonial past and the transatlantic slave trade. Through the blurred appearance of a black female body, 

she demonstrates how the (post)colonial house is haunted by ghosts (see also Danbolt, Meyer, & 

Giersing, 2017). 

 

The title of Ehlers’ artwork overtly gestures towards the USA, but the white house that appears in the 

first frames of the video is Marienborg, the official estate of the Danish prime minister.  Black magic 

is introduced aurally by the drums that accelerate the beat throughout the video. One of the key ele-

ments in the narrative structure of the video is the link between the USA and Denmark and their 

shared stake in the former Danish colony5 now known as the US Virgin Islands. Marienborg was 

built in 1745 and owned by the Danish navel officer and war hero Olfert Fischer, who earned his 

fortune on expeditions to the East Indies. Subsequent owners were equally involved in the colonial 

economy. So this is a mansion built and expanded based on the fortunes harvested through the trans-

atlantic trade system and produced through the labour of enslaved Africans at plantations in what was 

called the New World, including the Danish colony.  

 

Moving inside the house6, the solid, wealthy and respectable suites gradually start to leak, morph, 

and quiver, initiated by a drawing of the Haitian symbol of Papa Legba (a vévé) in white paint on 

paper. The symbol almost mimes the inlaid patters of the neatly decorated floor. A shadow-hand 

appears as the producer of the drawing, quickly followed by the emergence of a transparent silhouette 

of a body. Whether it is the drums, the title of the work or the shape of the silhouette, the viewer is in 

no doubt that this ghostly presence belongs to a young black female. In what follows, the silhouette 

dances and appears in different rooms, moving along the walls, behind the curtains, and kissing the 

floor. Along the way, she carries a candle, a small brush, and a blue vessel from which she scatters 

an unknown substance. Along with the vévé, these props (that are also reminiscent of a vodou ritual) 
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appear as positives or developers. But it is the transparent silhouette (at one moment larger than life, 

at the next reduced in size) that, as it dances, effects a distortion of the straight lines of the panels, the 

doors, and the frames of the romantic landscape paintings. While dancing, the silhouette is repeatedly 

absorbed into the gold decorated panels and the silk wallpaper, vanishing like a ghost. In an ephemeral 

glimpse, the silhouette is there. Then it disappears into the leaky panels of the old house. 

 

One minute into the video, when the symbol of Papa Legba appears in a close-up, everything shatters; 

the brush, the silhouette, the landscape paintings. In the next frame, the first glimpse of the dancing 

body appears. But only in a glance. As the video proceeds, and the drums accelerate the beat, glimpses 

of the positive presence of body parts also multiply until, two minutes into the video, the entire body 

of the young black female appears dancing on naked feet, wearing a raffia skirt, hair flying around. 

In another flicker, we see her face – painted white and distorted. As the rhythm reaches crescendo, 

the floor starts to leak and quiver, and when the drums stop, the floor still quivers after having ab-

sorbed the silhouette.  

 

The installation evokes or calls out that which is forgotten or only ephemerally present in the white 

mind: the interconnected histories and presences of a racialized order. This evocation is hard work. 

Like the labour that back then went into the walls, the windows, the roof, and the silk wallpaper of 

the white house, and became nicely and invisibly trapped there. While not totally dismantling the 

white master’s house (to paraphrase Audre Lorde (1984/2007)), the disturbance that is obtained does 

not come about through the use of the master’s tools. Rather it employs vodou (‘black magic’).  

 

Any Haitian vodou ritual commences with Papa Legba’s vévé.  In Ehlers’ performance, he is called 

upon by the female figure, and her dance clears the way for the emergence of the buried labour. But 

the black female silhouette does not really belong to this world: she enters as a ghost. Only through 

the performance of the ritual (dancing to the accelerating beats of the drums, sweeping, carrying a 

candle etc.) does she materialise as other than an ephemeral disturbance of the room, a quavering of 

the floor, a distortion of the panels. The ghost and the spirit are woven into the materiality of the 

house. The Master’s House.  

 

Papa Legba is a threshold figure. In the installation, he becomes the hinge to the invisible and forgot-

ten foundation on which the master’s house is build. In Haitian vodou, he is the gatekeeper to the 
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spirit world. Any passage between this world and the spirit world goes through him; he is the one 

who masters all the languages of both these worlds, so he is vested with the powers of translation and 

interpretation. He is the master and guardian spirit of doors and gateways, highways and crossroads, 

points of intersection, and crossings of power (Scheu, 2015). In that sense, Papa Legba is an indige-

nous figuration born out of an epistemology that is not the property of the white house. From a liminal 

space, Papa Legba opens the way to pose questions of how the (Danish) white house is situated on 

thresholds, crossroads – and intersections.   

 

The past, the histories and the present that Ehlers presences are—like the installation itself—full of 

gaps and incompleteness: something that cannot be repaired, filled out or made to speak. The per-

formative effect of Ehlers’ presentation is the simultaneous experience of the smooth, transparent 

surface of whiteness, and a blackness that disappears and reappears—and ripples the smooth surface 

by reappearing. As we read this move, it means that Ehlers’ work is not preoccupied with represen-

tation, but rather with absence and incompleteness. Her claim is not that she (or any other body) can 

mirror, stand for or represent blackness (or even female blackness) in terms of an authentic, true or 

even hybrid “identity”. 

 

But how about gender? Could it be that the video and its figures, the silhouette and Papa Legba 

imply that we need to think race and (then) gender? Let us stay with Papa Legba a little longer. 

 

Papa Legba is a spirit of the interstice in more than one way. In West Africa, among the Fon living 

in the area that today is Benin,7 Legba was the phallic intermediary between this world and the world 

of the spirits (Marshall, 2010, p. 185). He is a “a sexual spirit; those possessed in his dance carry a 

phallus tipped staff, with which they chase the younger women of the audience.” (Scheu 2015, p. 

155). During the Middle Passage, Legba aged, morphed into Papa Legba and lost his phallus. So 

upon his arrival in Haiti: “The vigorous, insatiable, mischievous trickster Legba became the weak, 

lame, and very old Papa Legba of Haiti…” (Marshall, 2010, p. 186). The phallus was replaced by the 

cane. It could be argues that the spiritual world housing the Legba of West Africa was considerably 

less binary than the Catholic universe into which the enslaved Africans were forcibly baptized when 

they arrived in Haiti. This observation clearly resonates with poststructuralist warnings against a uni-

versalist notion of gendered difference (for instance Butler, 1990, p. 13); but if/when racialization 

involves a deformation of gendered markings (as it does in the Middle Passage), then we may need 
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to rethink the relation between race and gender – something that Wynter and Spillers can help us do 

in their own different ways. 

 

Wynter: race as code in the genre of the human 
In Sylvia Wynter’s vocabulary, “the descriptive/prescriptive statements” that defines what it means 

to be human of Legba’s African home also involved a particular coding of gendered difference. 

 

“…race – unlike gender (which has a biogenetically determined anatomical differ-

ential correlate onto which each culture’s system of gendered oppositions can be 

anchored) – is a purely invented construct that has no such correlate […], it was this 

construct that would enable the now globally expanding West to replace the earlier 

mortal/immortal, natural/supernatural, human/the ancestors, the gods/God distinc-

tion as the one on whose basis all human groups had millennially “grounded” their 

descriptive statement/prescriptive statements of what it is to be human, and to re-

ground its secularizing own on a newly projected human/subhuman distinction in-

stead. (Wynter 2003, p. 264). 

 

This human/subhuman distinction forms the basis of what Wynter terms ‘Man’s project’, which she 

systematically refers to as: Man, which overrepresents itself as if it were the human. (cf. 2003, p. 

260). In Weheliye’s terms, Man’s project works through “racializing assemblages … [which] con-

strues race not as a biological or cultural classification but as a set of sociopolitical processes that 

discipline humanity into full humans, not-quite-humans, and nonhumans” (Weheliye, 2014, p. 4; see 

also, 2008). Wynter investigates in depth the genealogy of Man’s project and argues that as the dis-

tinctions involved in the make-up of that project shift, the black African stays at the bottom. While 

racialization – and partial or full relegation from the genre of the human – catches other groups, 

blackness defines the absolute other across these shifts. Man’s project involves ‘Man’ being accepted 

as the generic sex, the bourgeoisie as the generic class, the Indo-european as the generic race, Chris-

tianity as the generic religion, and homo economicus as part of the generic genre of being human 

(Wynter, 2006, pp. 130-131). This conceptualization of Man’s project implies that while that project 

is constituted intersectionally, the black subject or perhaps rather body – or flesh, as Spillers suggests 

– (whatever gendered anatomical marking that subject/body holds) is fundamentally outside or strad-

dles the border of the human.  Writing against the canon of Western philosophical anthropology, 
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Wynter in this way presents an analytical model that neither buys into the liberal subject nor into the 

Western feminist critique of this subject and the premise that gender (always and everywhere) is the 

primary model or axis of hierarchical differentiation. Instead, race emerges as constructive of the 

currently (and globally) dominant descriptive/prescriptive genre of the human. 

 

Following Wynter’s line of thought, working from gender (as Butler does, for instance) leaves Man’s 

project unaffected. The White House (and here we are referring to Ehlers’ installation, but also to the 

planetary ontology of racial ordering) is not dismantled, but stays solid. A black (feminist) critique 

must emphasise that the entire genre of the human is in need of deconstruction. It is in the genre of 

the human that mischief lies and social categories, gender included, replicate the trouble. Wynter’s 

work thus implies a genealogical critique of race and coloniality that foregrounds how different (and 

intersecting, though she does not use that word) forms of privilege and systems of oppressions are 

tied to Man’s project. Critique must imply a denaturalising of not only gender but of the genre of the 

human, thereby recognise that all the commonly used categories are generic ‘Western’ categories. 

Thinking intersectionality along these lines implies a fundamental questioning of the form and con-

tent of the categories and not only an emphasis on how they enter and intertwine within the currently 

dominant genre of the human. Paraphrasing Wynter, Weheliye argues that race is not an accessory or 

surface, but “the very essence of the modern human” as “the code through which one not simply 

knows what human being is, but experiences being” (Weheliye, 2014, p. 30). Wynter turns away from 

race as only a matter of chromatics or a question of regarding race as an epiphenomenon to humanity, 

and instead she places race at the centre of Mans’ project. Race is a code word for genre in Wynter’s 

vocabulary. And gender is a function of that genre. There is no universal form of gender, and the 

gender terminology that Western feminisms know derives from Man’s project. 

 

Unlike Spillers, whom we turn to shortly, Wynter thus tends to dismiss gender (as ‘we’ know it) as a 

category, through which we may place our hopes of another future. ‘Woman’ (as well as ‘feminist’), 

she argues, is caught up in Man’s project – and therefore turns into ‘generic woman’ (2006, p. 165). 

While Weheliye follows Wynter in her analyses of Man’s project, he departs from her when it comes 

to gender (and sexuality). He argues: 

 

[I]t is imperative to consider how the translation of sexual difference to de facto non-

normative genders and sexualities within black communities (the ungendered flesh) 
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suggests a fundamental component in the barring of black people from the category 

of human-as-Man. Which is to say that taking on the semblance of full humanity 

requires apposite gender and sexuality provisos that cannot be taken for granted in 

postslavery black cultures (Weheliye, 2014, p. 42). 

 

According to Weheliye, then, gender and sexuality are important co-constitutive axes in the black 

experience. Wynter argues that if we want to imagine humanity otherwise, we must leave the terrain 

of Man’s project altogether. For Weheliye that imagination starts in the midst of black experience, 

which is lived in and against its exclusion from the domain of the human. “Racializing assemblages 

of subjection”, he argues, “can never annihilate the lines of flight, freedom dreams, practices of lib-

eration, and possibilities of other worlds” (Weheliye, 2014, p. 2). 

 

Juxtaposing Ehlers’ video installation with Wynter’s framework, the ephemeral and ghostly part-

appearances can be read through their location within (but as outsiders of) Man’s project and the 

invisibility of the labour that has gone into building that project. Neither Papa Legba nor the female 

silhouette, then, are beings that can be located outside Man’s project. We argued above that Papa 

Legba may be seen as “an indigenous figuration”, a cultural figuration that is not extracted from the 

master’s toolbox. We have also argued that Papa Legba is a hybrid figure that takes shape through 

the Middle Passage, and therefore the figure is entangled in the violent encounter with/constitution 

of Man’s project. So perhaps the figuration is indigenous to the black experience, as it has been 

formed in the midst of Man’s project; in its haunting interstice. The female figure is both there – in 

that white house – and not there. The leaking, quavering distortion does not come from the outside, 

but emanates from inside the matter that constitutes that house. This is where Hortense Spillers comes 

in. 

 

Spillers: ungendering, re-gendering and radical desubjectification  
Spillers shares Wynter’s attention to the racialisation of the human, and the violence that have ac-

companied it in different forms over time. While Wynter focuses on how Man’s project has been 

established (a reconstructed philosophical anthropology), Spillers’ starting point is the formation of 

black experience beginning in the Middle Passage and continued within the USA. It is from here and 

drawing on psychoanalysis (Lacan as well as Freud), that she analyses de-humanisation and (de)sub-

jectivation. In the essay Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe. An American Grammar Book (Spillers, 1987), 
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Spillers develops an ‘American grammar’ of the symbolic order of the human and grounds it in “the 

beginning” (1987, p. 68): the opening of the transatlantic slave trade.  In doing so, she rewrites that 

history in such a way that it becomes possible to engage with the formation of black experience, 

including the experience of bodies that bleed (1987, p. 68). She traces how this beginning lives on as 

a formative of contemporary structures of domination as well as the African American consciousness. 

In this way Spillers “… recenter[s] slavery and its logic of capture as central to thinking Blackness—

as the condition for race, gender, sexuality—in the modern world.” (Bliss, 2016, p. 744). 

 

Spillers establishes that in this context, gender is not the right place to start an analysis of difference, 

since gender evaporates through the violent interstice of the Middle Passage, where: 

 

[O]ne is neither female, nor male, as both subjects are taken into "account" as quan-

tities. The female in "Middle Passage," as the apparently smaller physical mass, oc-

cupies "less room" in a directly translatable money economy. But she is, neverthe-

less, quantifiable by the same rules of accounting as her male counterpart.” (Spillers, 

1987, p. 72). 

 

Thus, Spillers argues that a profound ‘ungendering’ takes place in the Middle Passage. Stripped of 

their kinship, desires and culture, the chained bodies become de-humanized, de-faced and de-named 

while transformed into cargo and property. In this way, the enslaved Africans are deprived of their 

bodies as they are reduced to flesh. Re-gendering happens, according to Spillers, when the ship and 

its ‘cargo’ arrives in harbour. But this process of re-gendering works through the fundamental condi-

tion of “captive flesh”, which is then submitted to the social structures of the plantation: the white 

man is the master, the white women his Misses, while everyone else, including enslaved children, 

even those who are not yet born, are his/their property. Black women do indeed reproduce, but what 

they are producing is the capacity for labour – not children. Staying within the psychoanalytic vocab-

ulary, James Bliss, based on his reading of Spillers’ work, writes: “The violence that occasions the 

appearance of the Black woman as a historical actor is so great that this subject can only enter our 

field of view as a distortion, a gap, a black hole.” (Bliss, 2016, p. 745). 

 

The instruments of the Middle passage and after this the Plantation (iron, whips, chains, knives, the 

canine patrol, the bullet) become inscribed as:  
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… undecipherable markings on the captive body [that] render a kind of hieroglyphics 

of the flesh, whose severe disjunctures come to be hidden to the cultural seeing by 

skin color. We might well ask if this phenomenon of marking and branding actually 

“transfer” from one generation to another, finding its various symbolic substitutions 

in an efficacy of meanings that repeat the initiating moments (Spillers, 1987, p. 67).  

 

Making an analytical distinction between the body and the flesh, between captive and liberated sub-

ject positions (i.e. this is not about biology as some kind of ‘natural substance’), Spillers shows that 

race as matter matters more than any other matters (Keeling, 2019). Flesh, in Spillers’ use, refers to 

a “zero degree of social conceptualization” or “a primary narrative” (Spillers, 1987, p. 67). It is thus 

associated with the violent stripping away of the cultural life of the particular African place of origin 

(including gendered distinctions), as well as the equally violent barring from the cultural life of the 

Americas. This translates, Spillers argues, into lives lived in a “cultural vestibularity” (1987, p. 67). 

In the transformations that occur after The Middle Passage, the flesh is marked by the torture instru-

ments of the plantation, which become inscribed as hieroglyphics. The bodies that are (re)constituted 

bear that mark, and continue to be suspended between body and flesh; between countability and quan-

tity.  

 

This cultural vestibularity, does not disappear through ‘liberation’. Indeed, the formal granting of a 

body (and its attendant gender) after the abolishment of de jure slavery only works though the prior 

transformation of African subjects into flesh (Weheliye, 2014, p. 39). The hieroglyphics inscribed on 

or rather in that flesh do not disappear, they merely become hidden to ‘the cultural seeing’ of the 

American grammar book by skin colour.  Or to use Wynter’s terminology, the granting of a body that 

can be counted rather than taken into account as quantities stays within the parameters of Man’s 

project.  

 

The concept of the hieroglyphics of the flesh infinitely transcends visual distinctions or phenotype as 

the anchor of racialization. They become the mark of a monstrosity that includes the past, the present 

and the future of marginalization as well as political agency. Differences are much more than chro-

matic; they are indeterminate and beyond representation.  
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The re-gendering of the captive flesh and ‘the hieroglyphics of that flesh’ sets up premises for how 

(family) life can be lived in the present, Spillers writes in her critique of what after the publication of 

the Moynihan Report in the mid-1960s  became represented as the ‘Negro family problem’ related to 

single black mothers/absent fathers (Spillers 1987, p. 66). These social circumstances, Spillers argues, 

cannot be understood ahistorically. They rearticulate the initiating rupture, where “’kin,’ just as gen-

der formation, has no decisive legal or social efficacy” (Spillers, 1987, p. 75). Under enslavement, 

the female as well as the male have been deprived of their parental right and function (Spiller, 1987, 

p. 78). Even though the baby can be assigned to Mama, birth does not initiate a reproduction of 

mothering. And with respect to Papa, ”legal enslavement removed the African-American male not so 

much from sight as from mimetic view as a partner in the prevailing social fiction of the Father's 

name, the Father's law.” (Spillers, 1987, 80); As Spillers’ title indicates, ‘mama’s baby, papa’s 

maybe’. 

 

If we consider Spillers alongside Elhers’ art installation, we can say that the installation works as 

developing agent of the Danish colonial past, because Ehlers is using herself and her Danish-Trini-

dadian parental background to inhabit the ghostly figure that enacts processes of evocation and rep-

resents enslaved Africans in the white house. Or maybe not precisely represents, as argued above. It 

is rather an act of presencing through dancing and sweeping, adding that which has been made ab-

sent8. That which has disappeared or has been banished to the vestibule in the cultural seeing of the 

Danish grammar book. Ehlers’ presencing involves the hieroglyphics of her own flesh, which be-

comes the locus from which a body can appear in fleeting glimpses and through hard labour. And 

through the help of Papa Legba, who – we may say – condenses the maybe of Spillers’ title. The 

rearticulation of Legba through the Middle Passage can be read through the lens of ungendering/re-

gendering: the dislocation of the young Legba from the gendered cultural universe of West Africa 

and the relocation in Haiti (and elsewhere, but in different variants) in the figure of the old Papa. The 

transformation of Legba may be read as a sign of how the “customary lexis of sexuality, including 

‘reproduction,’ ‘motherhood,’ ‘pleasure,’ and ‘desire’ are thrown into unrelieved crisis” (Spillers, 

1987, p. 76). But equally as a sign of “the lines of flight, freedom dreams, practices of liberation, and 

possibilities of other worlds” (Weheliye, 2014, p. 2). 
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Concluding: towards a Danish grammar 
Ehlers shows that the Danish history (and more broadly the Nordic history, although in different 

ways) is intimately entangled in chattel slavery, colonialism, and capitalism. Given the continued 

dominance of white innocence and exceptionalism, this is an important statement. The installation 

easily lends itself to be read with or through Spillers’ American grammar book. Because, as we have 

argued, this is not an American grammar alone, but a grammar that is enrolled in, indeed fundamental 

to, Man’s project as identified by Wynter. In that sense, Denmark and the rest of the Nordic area are 

entangled in the same onto-epistemology. 

 

But Ehlers’ white house is Marienborg in Denmark, and that location also matters. The plantations 

were not here. Or rather, they were and are here in the sense captured by Ehlers: through the way the 

labour performed there became encapsulated in the walls of white houses, and in the purses of their 

owners – and the Danish State. This distance has made distancing eminently possible, in particular 

because only few of the enslaved Africans ever made their way to Denmark (for exceptions, see 

Frello, 2010; Larsen, 2008); and neither did their ‘liberated’ descendants. The Nordic “afterlife of 

slavery” (Hartman, 2007), then, does not follow the American grammar book. There was no “Negro 

family problem” in Denmark in the 1960 s. Instead, the Danish grammar of Man’s project has sur-

faced as a “refugee/asylum seeker/immigrant problem”, which became increasingly poignant during 

the 1980s and has since been (partly) rearticulated as a Muslim problem. The figure of the Muslim 

has landed in the bottom of Weheliye’s scale of the human, the not-quite-human and the nonhuman. 

Other groups are caught up in this sliding scale – among these international adoptees, asylum seekers 

of whatever origin, and Greenlanders. This means that, in the Danish white house, racialization 

(re)emerges in ways that are reminiscent of, yet also different from, the global inception of race-

worlding. Other categories and thereby other genealogies – including orientalism – are woven into 

Man’s project.  

 

In the Mediterranean, along the borders of Europe, and in the camps housing the unwanted (deporta-

tion centres; asylum camps) other Middles (than the Middle Passage) are now locations of social and 

physical. These groups are confronted with the continually rearticulated regimes and habits of Mans’ 

project. Regimes that work through subtle and not so subtle techniques of the cultural gaze that ren-

ders the ‘hieroglyphics of the flesh’ invisible and result in radical desubjectification and perhaps also 
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in precarious processes of ungendering/regendering. If this is so, these processes follow different 

trajectories than those recorded by Spillers in the American grammar book. In Denmark – and to 

some extend in the rest of the Nordic countries – we can point towards policies and practices that 

racialize through gender and gender through racialization, and indeed through family: strict regula-

tions concerning family reunification; the granting of asylum to one family member while denying 

any status to others, including children; separation of couples in asylum camps, because they are 

‘under marriage age’ according to Danish law; and the forced removal of children from their parents, 

overtly formulated in universal terms, but clearly with a particular targeting of racialized minority 

families. The list, sadly, is much longer.  

 

We hope this article may contribute to the ongoing re-orientation of Nordic intersectional feminism 

towards race and racialisation – Man’s project. Our aim has been to open a conversation about how 

attending to another archive of black feminist thinking from within the humanities may world inter-

sectionality differently than the canonical archive. This aim is informed by a knowledge ambition as 

well as an ethical demand for caring and not just worrying (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017). And we 

would like to expand the conversation to include perspectives on racialization and intersectionality 

that have not been invited to the table of the Nordic discussions so far. As long as race and racializa-

tion processes are not denied, we do not think anyone should be excluded from the conversation. 

 

There is a lot of work to be done if we want to build or read the Danish and other Nordic grammar 

books. Starting with Ehlers’ artwork may be ‘easy’ because it lends itself so directly to being juxta-

posed with Wynter’s and Spillers’ thinking. It may also mean that we have come to over-emphasise 

the global aspects of race worlding – against our own commitment to the specifics of how this 

worlding emerges locally. 

 

Ehlers’, Spillers’ and Wynter’s work show us in various ways how racial differentiation fundamen-

tally conditions the figure of the human and how this is folded into future possibilities of subjectifi-

cation, including gendered subjectification. Theoretically, both Spillers and Wynter work against lib-

eral universalism and the attendant conceptualisation of the liberal subject which is prevalent in the 

modernist terrains of sociology, psychology and women’s studies.  
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For Spillers, experience is constituted through affective encounters (though this is not the terminology 

she uses), rather than being related to standpoints and identities.  She addresses that which may be 

difficult to localize: the ephemeral, forgotten and bypassed qualities and intensities. In doing so, she 

also complicates the stories we may tell, as well as the interventions they open up.   

 

Spillers argues that she turns towards “the language of a postmodern academy”, because “the lan-

guage of the historian was not telling me what I needed to know” (Spillers, Hartman, Griffin, Evers-

ley, & Morgan, 2007, p. 308). An ambition close to Avery Gordon’s call for complicating stories of 

haunted subjectivities by constantly moving “within and between furniture withour memories and 

Racism and Capitalism” (Gordon, 2008, p. 4). This means that Spillers’ perspective resonates in some 

respects with some of the deconstructive moves enacted by queer feminist, feminist poststructuralism, 

new materialism and posthumanism in their rearticulations of intersectionality in Europe, including 

the Nordic area. And we say “in some respects” because Spillers’ (and Wynter’s) knowledge ambition 

(“what she needs to know”) departs from most of the deconstructive moves mentioned above, which 

tend to circumvent race and racialisation. As we see it, there is a need to attend to this circumvention 

and to address what happens to these theoretical and methodological perspectives when our 

knowledge ambition is committed to how race matters.  
 

Notes 
 
1 Spillers, Wynter and Weheliye have all held/hold positions in American universities, but their life trajectories differ in 

other respects: Spillers grew up in Memphis, Tennessee; whereas Wynter, usually categorized as a Caribbean thinker, 

was born in Jamaica. Weheliye grew up in Germany, and met black feminism for the first time through the Black German 

movement. 
2 There is an interesting story to be told about Audre Lorde and her role in the building of an Afro-German activist and 

research environment. Lorde was invited to Berlin after a talk at the Women’s World Congress in Copenhagen in 1980. 

However, her work was not picked up in any significant way in the Danish/Nordic feminist and gender studies environ-

ment. Lorde died in St Croix – a former Danish colony in the West Indies – in 1992. 
3 Neither Spillers nor Wynter have been given a significant reception in the European feminist research landscape. Both 

have a troubled relation to (mainstream) feminism, perhaps Wynter more so than Spillers (see however Spillers’ comment 

to Saidiya Hartman concerning feminism in Spillers et al., 2007, p. 300-301).  
4 On Ehlers’ homepage, Three Steps of Story comes first; here Ehlers waltzes to “An der Schönen Blauen Donau” (Johan 

Strauss) – caught in the mirrors of the magnificent ballroom in the Government House of the former Danish colony of St 

Croix. In the 19th century, the Danish governor Peter von Scholten, according to the description in Ehlers’ portfolio: 
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“scandalized the white citizenship by inviting the then ‘free Negroes’ to the ball”. It was also von Scholten, who pro-

claimed emancipation of slaves on St. Croix in 1848”. The second video, Speed Up That Day, refers to von Scholten’s 

proclamation at Fort Frederick, displayed in the video at high speed to a soundtrack based on Martin Luther King’s: “I 

Have a Dream” speech. Black Magic at the White House is the third video which to some extend mirrors Three Steps of 

Story, where Ehlers’ dancing body appears in the mirrors, while the room is completely empty. In Black Magic at The 

White House the body only appears in glimpses (sometimes in mirrors). The last and longest video, Waves (which is what 

is filmed), runs in eight-minute loops. 
5 Denmark sold the islands to the US in 1917. A similar deal was also suggested in relation to Greenland after WW 2, and 

taken up in 2019 by Donald Trump, who cancelled his official visit to Denmark when his offer to buy Greenland was 

turned down and called “absurd” by the Danish PM. 
6 The inside parts of the video are shot in a different location in Copenhagen, since Ehlers was refused permission to film 

at Marienborg by the Prime Minister’s office (Cramer, 2018). 
7 Legba exists in different versions across the African continent. 
8 In an analysis of the installation, Nina Cramer (referring to Tavia Nyong’o’s conceptualization of Afro-fabulation) 

argues that Black Magic at the White House works from and recognizes the difficulty of making the black female body a 

stable and uncomplicated point of reference. Instead Ehlers’ figuration of herself becomes ‘a remark’ regarding bodies 

that are always already marked (Cramer 2018, p.147). 
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