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Brown scholar, Black studies: On suffering, witness, and materialist relationality 

This chapter is a reflection on how I approach research as a political praxis, a 

commitment to theorizing the operations of power in collaboration with communities devastated 

by racial capitalism. I examine three encounters, occurring at various stages of my research 

process, that startled me and prompted deeper reflection on who I am in the world of my 

research. The first was a casual conversation with an older white man who spent decades 

working as a manager in the Alcoa aluminum plant in Badin, North Carolina, the company town 

that is the subject of my dissertation research. Following this interaction, which occurred after I 

had completed the bulk of my fieldwork with residents of West Badin, the African American 

section of town, I found myself questioning why I had chosen to ground my study of capitalism 

in Black experiences. The second encounter occurred during a campus visit in applying for an 

academic job. During one of my interviews, a white male academic who does quantitative work 

on social inequality, challenged my proximity to my research subjects, and in particular my focus 

on their experiences of suffering, leading me to consider why I focus on anti-Black violence. The 

third encounter reaches back to the start of fieldwork, my first interview in West Badin with a 

pair of middle aged Black women who recounted the traumas they have lived through. The 

paralysis I experienced following this interview pushed me to seriously consider my role in 

witnessing suffering, and its relationship to research as political praxis. 



 

 

I stage these encounters here, out of chronological sequence, to address the following 

questions concerning the relationship between racial identity, research focus and methodology: 

Why am I, a brown immigrant scholar, working in Black studies? 

What are the implications of focusing my work on Black suffering? 

What are my ethical responsibilities in witnessing Black suffering? 

I suggest that our intersectional identity, the cards we are dealt, are only a part of the game. How 

we choose to play the game, is in equal measure about adopting a political orientation to the 

world, which informs our research praxis and how we negotiate the complexities of power, 

refracted through, but in excess of, identities (ours and others).  

My research addresses how waste and race converged in the history of Badin, North 

Carolina, a company town where aluminum was produced from 1917 to 2007 and the 

implications of toxicity as a particular mode of racial oppression for the lives and politics of 

Black residents. As “the material of modernity,” (Sheller, 2014), aluminum enabled 20th century 

U.S. geopolitical predominance militarily and economically, infused into infrastructures of 

transport and warfare, everyday built environments, and communication technologies. The 

aluminum industry’s teleological imaginary of efficiency, modernization and progress erases 

countless localized contestations over environmental and corporeal devastation wrought by the 

global supply chain (Padel and Das, 2006; Sheller, 2014). As I argue elsewhere (Vasudevan, 

forthcoming), Black experiences of living and working in Badin are critical to understanding 

aluminum production as racial capitalism. 

My overarching methodology is Critical Performance Ethnography (CPE), a research 

approach simultaneously committed to analytical, activist and aesthetic production 

(Conquergood, 2013; Madison, 2005; Vasudevan, 2012). This project was collaboratively 



 

 

formulated with the North Carolina Environmental Justice Network (NCEJN), a statewide 

advocacy organization, and the Concerned Citizens of West Badin Community (CCWBC), a 

grassroots group formed in September 2013 to address racial exclusion, ongoing contamination 

and health concerns. At CCWBC meetings, I engaged in “observant participation” (Vargas, 

2008: 175) by sharing insights from fieldwork, supporting strategies for mobilizing community 

participation, and serving as a liaison to the NCEJN. I conducted 14 oral history interviews with 

18 Badin residents, former Alcoa workers and their families, five of which were jointly 

conducted with Naeema Muhammad, NCEJN Co-Director/Community Organizer, who served as 

a project co-investigator. I also interviewed lawyers and environmental advocates involved in 

contamination lawsuits concerning Badin, gathered documentation from legal processes and 

congressional hearings, and examined domestic archival materials such as scrapbooks.  

From the outset, I envisioned the project as activist scholarship “in dialogue, 

collaboration, [and] alliance with people who are struggling to better their lives” (Hale, 2008: 4). 

Interview excerpts and ethnographic data were incorporated into a 90-minute play, titled “Race 

and Waste in an Aluminum Town,” performed initially for the local community in April 2016, 

and restaged twice for broader publics, in October 2016 at the NCEJN Annual Summit, and in 

February 2017 for the Swain Studio 6 Performance Series at the University of North Carolina, 

Chapel Hill. Despite my explicit commitment to supporting grassroots organizing, I questioned 

my ability and positionality throughout the research process. This chapter takes up several of 

those moments to reflect on the significance of racial identity to research as political praxis.  

 

Reflexivity through Relationality 



 

 

Feminist scholarship aspiring to anti-racism and decolonization emphasizes reflexivity in 

research, a disarmingly simple and necessary intervention: if power shapes knowledge 

production, then as scholars we must interrogate how who we are impacts how we work and 

what knowledge we produce. Reflexivity calls for analyzing our structural position (Haraway, 

1991) within a complex terrain of power relations, in order to uncover how our identities inform 

how we relate to research subjects and are received by them, how we navigate everyday life in 

fieldwork and the academy, and the choices we make in gathering and interpreting data. 

Reflexivity recognizes that “all knowledge is produced in specific circumstances and that those 

circumstances shape it in some way” (Rose, 1997: 305). The desire for reflexivity however, is 

complicated by the politics of identity. Identity is a “construction-in-process” (Ahmed, 1997), 

produced at the intersections of multiple axes of power (Crenshaw, 1991). However, the 

incorporation of intersectionality into multicultural discourses of neoliberal institutions (Puar 

2017/2007) dampens its critical force through an “overly academic exercise of speculative or 

normative musings” (Bilge, 2013: 411), producing feminist genealogies that erase Black 

feminism’s foundational contributions to intersectionality as a concept. In such apolitical 

contexts, reflexive writing operates as a self-indulgent confessional about one's own privileges, 

divorced from transformative political praxis (Kobayashi, 2003), and reinstantiates the 

researcher’s grasp on power by serving “as a shallow of legitimation and a back door for the god 

trick claiming to understand not only the lives of our research participants but even our own 

relations and limitations within the field” (Smith, 2016: 137). 

This paper attempts an alternate approach to critical feminist reflexivity (Faria and 

Mollett, 2016) which acknowledges fieldwork as a complex affective terrain in which the 

significance of racial identity shifts according to circumstances, complicating research relations 



 

 

and outcomes. As my ethnographic account suggests, emotional responses to my bodily presence 

in the field and academy revealed the unnaturalness and contingency of racial meanings (ibid.). 

However, for reflexivity to move beyond self-discovery (England, 1994) to serve as a “more 

meaningful conceptual [tool] that can help us advance transformative politics of difference” 

(Nagar, 2014: 85), requires a reformulation of reflexivity in explicit relation to political praxis. 

Here, I offer one approach to reflexivity that destabilizes the academic “self” and a focus on 

positionality, through situated solidarities (ibid.) grounded in materialist relationality. 

Orientations, “how bodies are directed towards things,” matter for liberatory research – 

both in terms of what is most significant, and in the sense of physical substance (Ahmed, 2010: 

234). A relational approach begins by acknowledging how humanity is constituted by 

assemblages of racialized suffering, whose exception from legal definitions of personhood or 

“juridical humanity” (Esmeir, 2012) justify the continued dominance of liberalism, even as these 

very racialized peoples are paradoxically excluded from legal protection (Weheliye, 2014). In 

what follows, I suggest that as scholars, we are materially connected to racialized suffering in 

excess of our identities. Within this framework, reflexivity can engender change when we orient 

towards building solidarity across the oppressive cleavages that unevenly produce suffering. 

This analysis reflects two decades of reflexive participation in social justice struggles. I 

am writing in a political moment when the anxieties and fervent desires that my fellow radical 

desis in the U.S. and I had long discussed in private have generalized into a public dialogue. In 

support of the Movement for Black Lives, Asian and South Asian Americans have called for a 

“Model Minority Mutiny” (Jung, 2014). In open letters to family and community, activists reveal 

how Asian immigrant communities benefit from the excesses of capitalism’s violently racial 

hierarchies (Iyer, 2014), and call for subjective rebellion against public and state expectations of 



 

 

Asian Americans to be docile subjects and complicit participants in anti-Black violence.1 While 

such initiatives aspire to mutiny, their tendency to function as “inward-looking moral strictures, 

rather than explanations for how such disparities came into being” (Pan, 2015) reiterate the very 

narratives through which Asian Americans are positioned as a privileged minority, used to justify 

and perpetuate ongoing racial violence.2 Here, I evoke the desire for race mutiny through 

reflexive analysis rooted in an explicit political orientation that begins with, but moves beyond 

static understandings of one’s own identity. Through participation in political struggle, identity is 

reformulated through situated solidarities (Nagar, 2014) to challenge racial capitalism’s 

dependence upon identification with racial hierarchies. Thus politicized, identity offers a 

different entrypoint to reflexivity for activist scholars committed to anti-racism. 

This piece is a product of “kitchen table reflexivity” (Kohl and McCutcheon, 2015), 

reflecting the many informal conversations through which I processed difficult and awkward 

fieldwork encounters with academic mentors, graduate colleagues in geography, performance 

ethnography and critical race studies, as well as my partner and friends, many of whom are more 

concerned with political struggles against heteropatriarchal racial capitalism than the latest 

academic debates.3 What seemed like “everyday talk” (ibid.) led to profound insights about the 

nature of race, power and knowledge, pushing me to clarify when my internal strife intersected 

with operations of power, why emotionally intense encounters with ambivalent meanings may 

deserve attention, and most importantly, how to re-examine and refine my political praxis 

                                                
1 Open letter: https://lettersforblacklives.com/letters-for-black-lives-south-asian-american-version-f5d8ec9a46ac  
2 The narrative of racial complicity simplistically positions South Asians as uniformly privileged, erasing how anti-
Blackness complexly reverberates in and intersects with post-9/11 Islamophobic racial surveillance and violence 
targeting Arabs, Muslims and South Asians. See DRUM (2016) and Husain et al. (2016) for examples disrupting 
this narrative. 
3 I am particularly indebted to Anusha Hariharan for insights into feminists of color scholarship on reflexivity, 
transnationalism and South Asian history, Helen Orr, for her reminders about CPE’s dialogical approach to 
witnessing and suffering, and Stevie Larson for encouraging me to articulate my discomforts with identity politics 
with a spirit of radical generosity. 



 

 

through reflexivity. I have voiced thoughts here that I would rather – and frequently have – 

reserved for women of color spaces, in the spirit of reclaiming feminist critique as a generative 

practice rather than a territorializing maneuver (Nash, 2017). In academia and activism alike, the 

politics of identity require rejuvenation and honest re-examination, if we are to carry reflexivity 

forward as a tool in the struggle. I begin with exploring the implications and responsibilities 

inherent to being a brown immigrant scholar studying anti-Black violence. 

 

Welcome to America 

Ethnographic fieldnote, 7.24.17 

Last week, I serendipitously found myself at the hundredth birthday party for the Yadkin dam, a 
guest of the Yadkin Riverkeeper, a regional environmental advocate. The event was hosted by 
Cube Hydro, an engineering company that repurposes old dams for “green” hydropower. 
Ownership of the Yadkin and 3 other dams that have long supplied energy for Alcoa’s smelting 
operations in Badin have recently been transferred to Cube. After spending eighteen months 
learning about Badin’s history from Black residents, being at the party felt strangely unsettling. 
The “party” celebrated the technological achievements of the dam and provided Cube with an 
opportunity to honor Alcoa’s commitments to safety and innovation. Guests included former 
Alcoa managerial staff, several of whom were easing into new positions with Cube, Cube 
employees who were visiting Badin from their Virginia headquarters, including a surprising 
number of attorneys specializing in environmental law, and city, county and state economic 
development stakeholders. Libby, my collaborator on a related health project whispered to me, 
“I feel like I’m a spy.” 
  
I walked outside, joining several guests who were speaking with Jimmy Benson,4 the former 
plant manager. A white man in his 60s, Jimmy carries himself as if he is entitled to respect and 
held the attention of his audience about the marvels of the dam’s engineering. During a break in 
the conversation, I introduced myself to Benson as a PhD student studying Badin and Alcoa. His 
response floored me. “Welcome to America!,” Benson said, at once friendly and condescending. 
I glibly replied that I had lived in the U.S. for twenty five years but thanked him nonetheless for 
the welcome. Having had limited access to white Badin residents and Alcoa management during 
fieldwork, I saw the moment as a valuable opportunity. I asked Benson what happened to former 
employees when the plant shut down, to which he replied proudly that they had been offered 
vocational training to transition to other jobs or retired with generous packages. Unsurprisingly, 
he did not mention the two hundred occupational injury lawsuits involving former workers, or 
the ongoing environmental contamination contestations following the plant closure. I also 
learned that Benson’s son manages the e-waste processing center occupying the old factory. 
                                                
4 All names are pseudonyms 



 

 

 
I have replayed my ethnographic encounter with Benson multiple times, wondering at the 

layers of meaning insinuated in his statement. Was it an innocent invitation to join in the 

celebration of technological and industrial glory that was the underlying narrative of the day? Or 

was it the drawing of a boundary, a delineation of (white) American greatness that implicitly 

rendered me forever an outsider to this country? The Yadkin dam’s hundredth birthday party was 

a lesson in the intimate reproduction of whiteness and how capitalism narrates its own history. In 

Benson’s statement, and throughout the celebration, the invocation of white ancestry as the 

source of innovation and labor that powered American progress offered a glimpse into how white 

America claims entitlement through capitalism, and in who and what constitutes “America.”  

For immigrants like me – South Asian, middle-class, highly educated – our desires for 

and investment in “America” are nurtured through cultural consumption well before we enter the 

territorial bounds of the state (Grewal, 2005). We enter into a de facto white historical narrative 

that justifies the state’s existence through ownership of land, modernization, and colorblind 

multicultural democracy. The imaginary of the U.S. as a “blank canvas” for dreams of utopia, 

development and progress are reproduced through a series of erasures, in which Indigenous 

existence is relegated to a historical past, and white guilt is salved through the legal abolition of 

slavery and the nominal gains of civil rights. In this context, brown immigrants must prove their 

allegiance through labor and symbolic gestures that disavow their presumed ties to terrorism 

because of skin color, religious affiliation or national origin (Puar and Rai, 2002). Those who 

accept these terms of whiteness may then access material benefits denied to Black Americans, 

further serving whiteness as “model minorities” who uphold the lie of American 

multiculturalism. Always en route to whiteness (Grewal, 2005), we can then live in comfortable 

suburbs with highly funded public schools and walkable urban neighborhoods with farmers 



 

 

markets, failing to understand how these superstructures are built onto and dependent upon anti-

Black violence and Indigenous dispossession. 

Despite my general proclivity towards reflexivity, I reflect on the role my ethnic/racial 

identity and performance play in research encounters with some hesitance. Being South Asian, 

an ethnic and national background that is both valorized and demonized by the U.S., and having 

faced both overt racism and subtle microagressions in interactions with Americans of various 

races, I occupy a complex racial positionality that is neither transparent in research (Rose, 1997) 

nor clearly captured in discourses of privilege and oppression. Since emigrating to the U.S. at 

age 11, I have frequently been asked where I am from and how I learned to speak English so 

well, misrecognized as a political refugee from Southeast Asia and an undocumented border-

crosser from Latin America. When registered as South Asian, I have been suspected of 

affiliations with radical Islam and envied for inheriting Hindu philosophy’s ancient wisdom, 

interpellated alternately into Orientalist narratives of the demonic and exoticizing varieties. 

Hilariously, one of the only times I have been assigned a U.S. origin was while conducting a 

different research project in the small town of Warrenton in Eastern North Carolina, when I was 

asked by a white man on a tractor what a “Yankee” like me was doing down South – perhaps 

projecting onto me the threat of an imagined urban (brown, queer, liberal) North encroaching on 

Southern (white, male, deserving and increasingly precarious) independence (Silva, 2016). As a 

brown researcher in the U.S. South, working within a largely dichotomous racial landscape in 

which Indigeneity and immigrant presence are consistently erased, I have puzzled over the 

diverse readings of race assigned to me and the emotions they engender in my research 

encounters. However, Benson’s “Welcome to America” reminded me of the utility in occupying 

a racially ambiguous positionality in research, particularly as a scholar of race, where my very 



 

 

presence unfixes racism’s claims to truth and reveals the unnaturalness of race, by destabilizing 

how bodily markers such as skin color, hair and voice are interpreted within localized racial 

scripts that reiterate the global workings of whiteness (Faria and Mollett, 2016). 

Benson’s statement is not the first time that white Americans have sought to educate me, 

by inclusion or exclusion, in their rendition of history. Liberal white Americans delight in 

“teaching” me about their immigrant ancestors who made a home in the U.S. through hard work. 

Some perceptively note, with an air of tolerance and a whiff of resentment, that they have met 

many Indian doctors, and ask if my parents are doctors. I sometimes prefer the less sugar-coated 

unsolicited reaction I receive from those insulted by my presence who spontaneously declare that 

(brown) immigrants are taking over all their jobs. “You may not know this,” all these 

interactions suggest, “but you are lucky to be here.” What I am not, for Benson and for many 

other white people I interact with, is Black. And as a corollary, my political affiliations are 

unclear. I am more likely read as a student of engineering, as several guests at the dam 

celebration assumed, than a scholar of Black radicalism or feminism. 

Why am I, a brown immigrant scholar, working in Black studies? To center Black 

experience in studying racial capitalism is an active rejection of my racial assignation by the U.S. 

state, which positions me not only as a beneficiary, but as a mechanism for the furthering of anti-

Blackness.5 Beyond acknowledging my structural positionality, I draw on an alternate identity 

that is oriented (Ahmed, 2010) towards decolonization and solidarity. Submerged within racial 

capitalism’s erasures are histories of Asian immigrants who understood that anti-Blackness 

functions as a template and justification for racialized violence within and outside the U.S. 

Through activism and scholarship, politicized Asian immigrants have situated themselves in 

                                                
5 For a parallel intervention addressing how non-Indigenous people of color and particularly immigrants uphold 
settler colonialism and Indigenous dispossession, see Lawrence and Dua, 2005 and Dhamoon, 2015. 



 

 

solidarity with Black communities and struggles, a path forged for some in realization of their 

own disenfranchisement, and for others, through re-examination of the lie of American 

democracy. In the early 20th century, South Asians who traveled to North America for trade and 

through British colonialism, discovered that the America that welcomed them was Black (Bald, 

2013). Embedded within and excluded by the U.S., “Black is a country” (Singh, 2004) whose 

freedom dreams have long inspired Asian struggles for justice. Flows of solidarity, while 

emerging from particular contexts, have contaminated mythical imaginations of cultural purity 

with transnational aspirations (Prashad, 2001). Black radicals who linked their racial oppression 

to global colonization sought out political exchanges with the Muslim Third World (Daulatzai, 

2012). Communication between political leaders in India and the U.S. redefined how race 

figured in anti-imperialist struggles (Slate, 2012) and inspired Dalit activists to draw on Black 

Power movements for inspiration and strategy in fighting caste-based oppression (Pandey, 2013). 

Asian-Black solidarity redresses Benson’s distorted glorification of white American capitalism: 

to imagine another world demands scholarly understanding of both how modernity is structured 

through anti-Blackness, implicating us all, and how Black life persists in defiance of racial 

capitalism (Bledsoe, 2017; Weheliye, 2014). 

 

Proximity to pathos 

A year after my fieldwork was completed, I was invited to interview for a faculty position 

at a large Southern public university. My research talk discussed the centrality of race to global 

capitalism, focusing on the political ecology of racialized toxicity in Badin. In one of the small 

group faculty interviews that followed the talk, I met with two white male geographers who do 

quantitative analyses of vulnerability, spatial segregation and social access. As the meeting 



 

 

progressed, one of the professors, Derek, appeared increasingly uncomfortable. During a pause 

in the conversation, he asked with sudden intensity, “How do you negotiate your proximity to 

pathos?” Unsure of what he meant, I asked for clarification. He continued, “Aren’t you 

concerned about positioning yourself so close to people’s suffering?” 

I was taken aback by his question. Keeping in mind that he focused on quantitative data, I 

tried to imagine his concerns about my research. While our work theoretically shared an interest 

in social inequality, my approach differed not only in methodology but in its explicit political 

commitment. After thinking for a minute, I responded that yes, I have various concerns about the 

ethics of working closely with those who are vulnerable. And yet, there are lessons to be learned 

from people’s experiences of suffering about how structures of power “objectively” operate. He 

pushed further, “But what have you learned? Won’t your closeness to your research subjects 

influence your findings?” 

I was in a difficult position. I did not want to make myself vulnerable to researchers 

whose insistence on objectivity may preclude reflexive engagement with their own or their 

subjects’ positionalities. What had I learned from West Badin residents’ experiences that could 

not be gleaned from quantitative studies alone? I responded by saying, “Absolutely, focusing on 

suffering absolutely changes my findings. One of the things I learned, and did not expect to, 

going into this project, is the importance of death. We talk about social reproduction, and the 

work of maintaining life. But for those who are threatened by toxicity as a form of racial 

violence, maintaining life is as much about attending to death, what Black Studies scholar 

Christina Sharpe (2016) describes as ‘wake work’.” I explained that in racial capitalism, the 

premature death of racialized peoples are not taken seriously – they are considered incidental, 

unnecessary and sad perhaps, but not significant. To understand racialized deaths as meaningful 



 

 

and fundamental to how our society operates would demand a complete restructuring of current 

configurations to produce a more just society.  

Thinking back on this conversation, I wonder, was it the pathos or my politics that were 

disturbing to Derek? While he framed his concern as methodological bias, I intuitively responded 

to what I sensed beneath his stated question about my proximity to my research subjects: a 

particular discomfort with my political orientation, framed in affirmation of Black lives devalued 

by racial capitalism. Many communities of color excluded, ignored and harmed by allegedly 

“neutral” research understandably require researchers to demonstrate an explicit political 

commitment before engaging with them in research (Vargas, 2008). When both the researcher 

and the research site are non-white, claims of methodological bias becomes a tactic by which to 

delegitimize intellectual integrity and rigor (ibid.). In reference to racialized violence, scholars of 

color are then blamed for over-identification with negativity, as though “the exposure of violence 

becomes the origin of violence” (Ahmed 2010b: 68). In my response, I posed a challenge in turn, 

about how research lacking political commitment, whether qualitative or quantitative, may 

reiterate the violences that enable Black death in the first place.  

In retrospect, I am grateful for the opportunity this encounter afforded. Derek’s question 

about my “proximity to pathos” inadvertently pushed me to reflect on an aspect of my research I 

had struggled to articulate – namely, why I focus on Black suffering in studying racial 

capitalism. What is gained in studying capitalism through experiences of suffering? Does the 

study of racialized life express only the particular perspective of marginalized subjects? Or are 

there implicit lessons about how the structure itself functions? 

What if we were to reconceptualize the inanimacy of aluminum, its attendant 

conveniences and cold comforts in our lives, through the violences and excess of Black 



 

 

suffering? I have never lived adjacent to an industrial plant, never had to wonder whether the air 

I breathed daily or the water or food I consumed were layering lethal toxins into my body, never 

questioned whether my very existence in a particular place and time were cause for concern. 

What if we were to reimagine the existential paradox of contaminated life in Badin not simply as 

an unfortunate exception, but as the very condition upon which my ability to live freely, drink 

clean water and eat safe food are predicated? How would my distance from suffering be altered 

if I allowed Badin’s sacrificial existence to contaminate my claims to freedom? 

Materialist relationality calls for sensuous and compassionate attention “that beholds us 

to the work of the living that has to always contend with the dead and the not present, and the 

modes of presence and materiality that the dead and the living share and call each other to” 

(Abbas, 2010: 7). For researchers who study inequality, maintaining distance under the guise of 

objectivity, even with awareness of one’s own privileges, may provoke sympathy and allow us to 

advocate on behalf of a racialized Other who is less fortunate. However, such a position 

substantiates liberalism’s insistence that suffering is unknowable, producing victims who cannot 

be agents and a politics premised on injury as exception, thereby upholding imperial and 

capitalist logics that produce conditions of suffering in the first place (Abbas, 2010). My distance 

from others’ suffering allows me as a liberal subject to feel sympathy, to position those who 

suffer as victims in need of recognition or charity. Unsettling this liberal hierarchy requires a 

displacement of both victim and agent, and a repositioning of life itself through “claiming and 

dwelling in the monstrosity of the flesh” (Weheliye, 2014: 137). Recognizing the proximity of 

suffering to our lives and humanity, let alone our research, is to understand that if our labor and 

presence are valued, it is not in contrast with, but rather, constituted by the devaluation of 

another as “flesh” to be mined for profit (Spillers, 1987). 



 

 

In Badin, those who have survived carry a tremendous burden of making meaning of 

generations of Black life forestalled in the name of progress. Attending to “the dead and the not 

present” (Abbas, 2010: 7) involves a range of social reproductive labor, such as bearing witness 

to unjust and premature deaths in homemade scrapbooks, gathering scientific evidence to prove 

injustice to a neglectful state apparatus, and fighting for community welfare amidst ongoing 

racial violence (Vasudevan and Smith, forthcoming). Such survival practices “offer pathways to 

distinctive understandings of suffering that serve as the speculative blueprint for new forms of 

humanity, which are defined above all by overdetermined conjurings of freedom” (Weheliye, 

2014: 14). As researchers, proximity to pathos allows for the emergence of situated solidarities 

that collaboratively produce meaning (Nagar, 2014), as I describe in the next section. 

 

I Remember That, Real Good 

I conducted my first interview with sisters Frances McCray Greene and Roberta 

Simpson, who had grown up in West Badin and live there now with their families. We were 

sitting in their church basement and the room was silent. Frances, the younger of the two, looked 

up to Roberta, a strong and outspoken community leader; I did not expect Frances to volunteer to 

speak first. Following the oral history training I received, I opened with a general question, “Tell 

me about growing up in Badin. What was it like? What do you remember?” Frances responded 

that “it was a good life in Badin.” She described a close-knit Black community in the segregated 

town, “a village” where adults shared responsibility for children, who would run through gardens 

picking fruit. They could not swim in pools, so they would walk to the swimming hole, a 

secluded part of Badin’s lakeshore that Roberta described as “the Black side.”  



 

 

Frances’ nostalgic tone continued as she described her father coming home from working 

at Alcoa, “and we would have to wash his work clothes, and it would be so smutty.” In the next 

instant, she was recalling a day of heavy rains. The deep ditches Alcoa had built around their 

new construction site had filled with water. Frances’s friends had gone out to play in the rain, 

and four children had drowned, “and the different parents was down in there, you know, just 

trying to catch the children.” I asked how old Frances was then, and she thought she may have 

been 8 or 9. “Yeah, I remember that, real good.” She proceeded to stoically inventory a lifetime 

of tragedies as they occurred to her: the trash pile nearby that burned for months from 

accumulated chemicals; discovering there was a dump site behind their house; the smut on her 

father’s and then her husband’s skin returning from long days at work; having to fight daily to 

survive the newly integrated high school. Roberta joined in then, reiterating “the good life” of 

childhood in Badin, prior to integration: Black teachers who cared, Black-owned dance halls and 

cafes, the pleasure of digging around in the trash pile for throwaway toys and scraps. After the 

drowning, Roberta remembered, “They closed that reservoir up, put dirt in it, and now it doesn’t 

even look like it existed.” The interview lasted for close to 2 hours, and ended with Roberta 

asking me to turn the recorder off, after revealing that a co-worker in the factory had tried to kill 

her for speaking up about racial discrimination. 

I sat through the interview, listening and asking clarifying questions, but some open 

receptive part of me had shut down after hearing about the drowning. Thinking back now, what 

struck me was the ordinariness of the violence (Das, 2007). The story could have been anyone’s 

tragic memory; I too recall a child in my class dying around that age. Death occurring at a time 

of youth when one assumes that life will extend indefinitely becomes definitively sedimented 

into memory. However Frances’s story, recounted as though a memory of human suffering like 



 

 

any other, speaks of a particularity of experience that is not universally shared. Those children, 

one of them her classmate, died because an industrial company did not consider Black 

employees worthy of protection, did not value the safety of Black children, who could play in an 

unsecured construction pit as though it were merely a puddle. 

I was incapacitated by the extent of trauma Frances and Roberta revealed. It took me a 

week to process the interview in an ethnographic fieldnote: 

Oct. 15, 2015 

I did my first interview last Friday and I’ve been paralyzed and exhausted since then. I drove 
back with Naeema till Apex where I picked up my car. As soon as I was alone, I started crying. I 
cried again when I talked to my friend that night, telling her how wrong it was, how they’ve been 
fucked over. It’s easy to forget when you study about capitalism that in a way there is nothing 
abstract about it, that real people are killed all the time, worked to death, poisoned to death; and 
yet, their deaths and the injustice of it are denied, masked, invisiblized by concrete poured over 
to rebuild, grass grown to erase any evidence. 
 
I woke up in the middle of the night Friday, overwhelmed, making lists of the logistics I needed 
to deal with. Until today, I haven’t been able to write about it or write any of it down. I cried off 
and on all day on Saturday, and I’m crying again now remembering the injustice, the violence, 
the wrongness of it all. The powerlessness I feel, witnessing and feeling unable to do anything. 
The guilt and anger at myself for having such a low tolerance, such a limited capacity, knowing 
so many have been fighting for so long. The strangeness of hearing conceptual arguments 
verbalized so clearly in people’s experiences. The unfiltered, untempered rage and pain I heard, 
that breaks through in moments, and knowing that it’s there throughout, that people carry and 
live with that pain their whole lives, or even for generations. 
 
I wondered why I had chosen this site for my project. What is my ethical responsibility as a 

researcher, when there is so much suffering and so little I can do to alleviate it? I considered 

changing projects or altering my methods. I had only done one interview. Maybe I could focus 

on archives instead of ethnography, or maybe I could shift sites? If I did not return, perhaps they 

would not notice that I had left.  

I revisited my research proposal, browsed writing on engaged scholarship, and reviewed 

literature on racial capitalism, hoping that one of these would relieve my paralysis. Finally, I 



 

 

returned to my notes from the first CCWBC community meeting I had attended a month earlier. 

When Naeema and I proposed a project to record oral histories of West Badin residents and 

Black Alcoa workers, we were met by total silence in the room. I was mentally preparing myself 

to walk away from the project if the community was not interested, when Roberta stood up and 

declared, “We cannot remain silent anymore!” With a desperate intensity, she talked about how 

her father, and all of their fathers and uncles, had worked without knowing that they and their 

families were being exposed to toxic chemicals, “They were dedicated to their jobs. And they 

were dedicated to killin’ them for what they were doing.” Roberta’s urgent plea catalyzed a 

revelatory conversation about how racism and toxicity had layered into their everyday lives, 

profoundly unsettling any sense of comfort or security that is associated with home: uncertainty 

about swimming in Badin Lake and eating fish, guilt about exposing their families to workplace 

toxins by taking clothes home, anger and awe at realizing that the community hog pen was 

located next to an industrial landfill. By the end of the meeting, those present were strongly 

committed to breaking the silence, and Naeema and I were encouraged to conduct interviews. 

I did not initially understand the silence at the community meeting. I have since learned 

that few people in West Badin talk to each other or their families about the generational 

exploitation and devaluation they have experienced with Alcoa. For some, talking about Alcoa 

betrays their deeply ingrained sense of familial loyalty, while others are concerned about their 

safety, well aware of how those who speak out have been punished. Yet, in the economic and 

social precarity that has accompanied the closure of the Badin Works plant, there is a growing 

desire to make sense of the history that led to the present, to share the stories of Black Badin that 

have been erased from Alcoa’s celebratory narrative. In returning to the community meeting, I 

discovered my role as a researcher in this historical moment. As an outsider to Badin, and to the 



 

 

black-white racial binary of the South, I could serve as an invested observer, bearing witness to 

and articulating the suffering experienced by working and living in Badin.  

While the community’s imperative to share their stories clarified the purpose of my 

research, playing the role of activist scholar remained complicated. Throughout fieldwork, I 

questioned what it meant to witness Black suffering. The stories I heard from West Badin 

counter mainstream U.S. understandings of racism as an unfortunate historical fact without 

bearing on the present. This teleological narrative was reiterated by many of my interviewees as 

well, for instance in their insistence that industrial jobs provided relief for Black workers from 

the brutality of prior sharecropping regimes. In interviews, I heard Black residents’ internal 

struggle to acknowledge how anti-Black racism structured their lives, even as they sought to 

claim Alcoa, Badin, and the U.S. through their own contributions. Participatory research models 

frequently privilege “community voices” as primary sources of authority, yet I found myself 

disagreeing with the interpretation of Black industrial labor in Badin as preferable to 

sharecropping.6 Was I ethically required to accept people’s interpretation of life own experiences 

without critique? 

I discovered a solution to my dilemma and an alternate model of engaged scholarship in 

how my co-investigator Naeema approached interviews. For instance, Joe Black, a specialist in 

keeping aluminum production pots running efficiently, nostalgically spoke of a time when, “after 

we got past all the racism and stuff, things got better and we were like a family working down 

there.” I was surprised by his statement that racism had been overcome, and noticed Naeema’s 

slight reaction. After all, Naeema and I were in Badin precisely because racism was ongoing, 

excluding Black residents from negotiations between the company and the town. Naeema asked 

                                                
6 I thank Dr. Kenneth Janken for highlighting this disagreement in historical interpretation and Dr. Neel Ahuja for 
encouraging me to think further about the implications of this ethnographic moment. 



 

 

Joe, “what do you consider moving past the racism?” to which he responded that Black workers 

were able to move up beyond manual labor jobs to become technicians. Though Naeema framed 

her question innocently as a request for clarification, having worked with Naeema for some time, 

I understood that as a community organizer, she approached every conversation as a learning 

moment that would strengthen critical analysis through conversation.  

Naeema’s approach to research as a venue for building solidarity through dialogue 

reflects Critical Performance Ethnography’s (CPE) emphasis on the inter-subjective nature of 

encounters “in which there is negotiation and dialogue toward substantial and viable meanings 

that make a difference in the Other’s world” (Madison, 2005: 9). As a form of “dialogical 

performance” (Conquergood, 2013), critical ethnographic encounters are an embodied interplay 

between researchers and their interlocutors, producing a situated solidarity through which to 

collaboratively interpret lived experiences (Nagar, 2014). As participant in this interplay, 

Naeema brings a nuanced awareness of structural conditions from decades working with Black 

communities in the South, including the complexities of how people interpret and narrate their 

own subjectivities. I have followed Naeema’s lead in approaching research as a processual 

dynamic that generates possibilities for re-examining lived experiences in relationship to 

structural forces. My research “toolkit” includes the radical aspirations and theoretical 

explorations of the Black studies canon, which I bring into conversation with how my 

interviewees’ explain their realities. 

Assuming I was not from the South or from the U.S., people would teach me about what 

America was, from a Black perspective. Jason Anderson shared that in the 1920’s and 1930’s, 

Black workers, responding to Alcoa’s advertisements, migrated to Badin from all over the South, 

“They gave their blood, sweat, life. Was mistreated and considered less than the other people.” 



 

 

Jason’s simple observation of Alcoa’s exploitation has become increasingly important to my 

understanding of how anti-Black racism functions through toxic exposure. In Badin, racism has 

intimately infused life with toxicity, profoundly unsettling Black residents’ relations with their 

white neighbors, with each other, and with their local environments. Conversely, nearly a 

century of aluminum produced in Badin is suffused with the “blood, sweat, life” of Black labor 

(Vasudevan, forthcoming) that materially constitute the infrastructures of 20th century modernity. 

 

In Closing: Witness to Suffering 

In interpreting Black life through suffering, I enter into a contentious terrain within Black 

studies. Some argue that narrating Black history through suffering and death performs a 

secondary violence, pathologizing the Black body “as a suffering object that reinforces the global 

web of anti-Blackness” (McKittrick, 2017: 99). Black suffering is central to racial capitalism not 

only through material violation, but in the ongoing consumption of Black corporeal violence as 

public spectacle, reinscribing an unharmed white national body and a traumatized Black 

collective memory rooted in the threat of bodily harm (Alexander, 1994). The paradox of Black 

suffering – where anti-Blackness is foundational to humanness and yet occupies “the position of 

the unthought” (Hartman and Wilderson, 2003: 185) – leads to divergent epistemological 

positions: is Blackness a condition of “social death” (Sexton, 2011; Wilderson, 2010), a state of 

total non-existence in modern society, or does Blackness signify an excess to abjection, a 

“fugitive movement in and out of the frame, bar, or whatever externally imposed social logic” 

(Moten, 2009: 179)? 

In analyzing ethnographic data, I found myself ideologically trapped by the political 

implications of interpreting Blackness as death or as fugitivity. The insights I was drawing from 



 

 

Badin were murkier, reflecting the complexities of lived experience that resist clear abstraction, 

but the tension was present in residents’ recounting as well. Frances’ narrative of lifelong trauma 

and Joe’s nostalgia for an illusory post-racial moment signal the profound disjunctures that Black 

residents and workers face in reconciling their loyalty to the company with the inexplicable 

injustices they are subject to. Black residents’ disclaimers of industrialization as progress is no 

accident; Alcoa has spent millions producing an image of itself as a progressive company that 

seeks to minimize harm, a narrative employed to reframe lived realities from the minute workers 

were recruited, through decades of exploitative and unsafe working conditions, and ongoing 

today in the portrayal of Badin as a caring company town. 

Frances’ litany of injustices reminds me of Audre Lorde’s (1997: 255) injunction that for 

those “who were never meant to survive,” the “illusion of some safety to be found” in silence is 

enforced by tactics of fear. Fear has been generationally imprinted into the lives and bodies of 

West Badin residents by Alcoa, their benevolent patriarch; I can only speculate about how some 

overcame the intimidation, to decide that “it is better to speak” (Lorde, 1997: 255). And yet, in 

interviews and community dialogues, detailed descriptions of everyday life in Badin express an 

underlying depravity and disposability that conditioned their very existence in industrial life. If I 

– a temporary visitor to Badin, without generations of fear and bodily insecurity – was to narrate 

Badin’s story as progress, I would be obscuring and denying the unspoken realities of Black 

suffering I witnessed. Such a project would be “obscene: the attempt to make the narrative of 

defeat into an opportunity for celebration, the desire to look at the ravages and the brutality of the 

last few centuries, but to still find a way to feel good about ourselves” (Hartman and Wilderson, 

2003: 185). Being reflexive in this context required me to move beyond the trappings of my own 

positionality to face the ravages and brutalities with integrity. 



 

 

As the Yadkin dam celebration reminded me, the material devaluation of Black life has 

been buffeted by a narrative violence that erases Black experience from aluminum’s story 

altogether. Serving as a witness to anti-Blackness in Badin challenges Alcoa’s ongoing denial of 

how racialized trauma forestalls Black futurity (Vasudevan and Smith, 2017). However, 

attending to how Black workers and residents have suffered not only validates the experiences of 

those most directly impacted, but redresses historical erasure by decolonizing knowledge 

regimes that erase Black life from their explanatory frameworks. Derek’s concern about my 

proximity to pathos reflects a failure to understand how racial violence is our collective legacy. If 

freedom and oppression are relational, mutiny cannot be reduced to recognition of injustice 

enacted upon a racialized Other nor to mere acknowledgement of the researcher’s privileges. 

Materialist relationality disrupts these racially determined subjectivities through the realization 

that another world, a new possibility of humanity untethered from the grammar of racial 

capitalism, will emerge from these very lived experiences. 

Is it possible to encounter Black suffering as a non-Black scholar without reaffirming the 

“racial table” that fixes power in whiteness and pathology in Blackness (da Silva, 2013), and 

without exploiting the Black body as simply a placeholder for justice (Hartman, 2016?)? What 

can I offer as witness, if not recognition or resolution? I am left with these questions still, and the 

possibility that there may be no resolution, actually or theoretically, to make sense of the excess 

of violence that continually recreates Blackness through suffering. To embrace suffering, 

however, is not to accept defeat; rather, it is to understand “the importance of miniscule 

movements, glimmers of hope, scraps of food, the interrupted dreams of freedom found in those 

spaces deemed devoid of full human life” (Weheliye, 2014: 12). To witness, document, and 

reflect back these moments, is to make meaning of unjust deaths (Vasudevan and Smith, 



 

 

forthcoming), an alignment in solidarity with the potential of alternate futures. For scholars of 

race interpellated into racial capitalism’s interstices to prop up whiteness’ imagined entitlements 

to land, labor and luck, we can choose to desert our assigned posts. However, we must not 

redirect our decolonizing energies towards reflexive pronouncements of privilege and complicity 

that perpetuate the frailties of white fragility. To do so would voluntarily mute our mutiny. 
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