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The Weather Underwater: Blackness, White Feminism, and the
Breathless Sea
Astrida Neimanis

Department of Gender and Cultural Studies, University of Sydney, Sydney, Australia

ABSTRACT
This article offers a feminist environmental response to ‘the
breathless sea’. Through a close reading of [Christina Sharpe’s.
2016. The Wake: On Blackness and Being. Durham: Duke University
Press]; Adrienne Rich’s. 1973. “Diving into the Wreck.” In Diving
into the Wreck: Poems 1971–1972. New York: WW Norton; and
Alexis Pauline Gumbs’. 2018. M Archive: After the End of the World.
Durham: Duke University Press], it explores the increasingly
vulnerable ocean both as a site of environmental damage, and as
a speculative meeting place between black feminist poetics and
white feminism. A series of interconnected arguments unfold: (1)
learning from Sharpe, the weather is understood as not only
climatological but also in terms of the ‘total climate’ that is
antiblackness; (2) the ocean is not immune from weather; the
weather underwater comprises anthropogenic harm to oceans
(including increasing levels of oxygen depletion), but also the
legacy of antiblackness; (3) from an environmental humanities
perspective, the ‘wreck’ of Rich’s poem is not only a ‘wrecked’
gender order, but also the ecological damage of the undersea;
white feminism, however, struggles to notice that this ‘wreck’ is
also antiblackness. This article concludes by staging an encounter
between Rich and Gumbs at the bottom of the sea. Here, as part
of a project of building refuge, Gumbs invites white feminism to
welcome its own partial dissolution.
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environmental humanities;
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The Weather

As an embodied experience and agentic force, weather moves, scars, imprints. Our armpits
dampen in response to the heat; our jaws and tongues stiffen in the biting cold. Like hail
damaged rooftops and sun bleached laundry, our bodies bear the impressions of the
weather-world. We could say that weather is the external conditions that structure
one’s quotidian existence; this existence is felt in and as our bodies.1

But is weather only a meteorological phenomenon? What else circulates in/as the
weather-world to mark us, to structure our quotidian lives? Black studies and feminist
scholar Christina Sharpe suggests that weather is antiblackness; black bodies must
endure ‘the total climate’ (2016, 104) that is antiblackness. She writes, ‘In what I am
calling the weather, antiblackness is pervasive as climate’ (106). Sharpe’s chapter ‘The
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Weather’ from her 2016 book In the Wake specifically references the Middle Passage and
black slavery in the US, as well as its contemporary manifestations (such as black deaths in
custody and police killings of black and other racialised people), but her point is that this
climate cannot be reduced to an event or a set of events; Sharpe’s quarry is instead ‘the
totality of the environments in which we struggle; the machines in which we live; what
I am calling the weather’ (111).

Weather swirls as the context and milieu – both pervasive and often unnoticed – with
which human bodies must contend. There may be a temptation to read Sharpe’s work as
metaphor or analogy (antiblackness is like bad weather). Yet, for a deeply intersectional
feminist understanding of the Anthropocene as an environmental disaster long antici-
pated in our socioeconomic and cultural power structures, definitively separating social
and cultural conditions from environmental ones is impossible. The milieus with which
our bodies contend are material, comprising particles, gases, forces, pressures, contami-
nants and other matters; meteorological conditions are but one expression of these exter-
nal structuring conditions.2

When Sharpe asserts that the weather of antiblackness manifests as ‘archives of breath-
lessness’ (109), then, she implicates matters discursive, structural, material, and environ-
mental. Sharpe points out that breathlessness as weather has always accompanied black
life, from Frantz Fanon’s understanding of the connection between revolt and an inability
to breathe, to Eric Garner’s final words on a New York sidewalk: ‘I can’t breathe’. This critical
understanding of weather and breath connects to other scholars’ discussions of phenomena
such as ‘settler atmospherics’ (Simmons 2017) and ‘socio-atmospherics of power’ (Choy and
Zee 2015, 211). Here, racism and colonialism are understood not (only) as discursive con-
structs, but as material phenomena that imprint on bodies (like all weather). We are reminded
that air quality is a question of environmental justice, and that the weaponisation of air and
breath targets certain populations differentially within settler capitalist White supremacies. As
Timothy Choy writes ‘atmospheres do not equalize, and […] breathing together rarely means
breathing the same’ (2016). An important point about these weathers is not only that they are
experienced as environmental and sociocultural, but that they are – like climate change in the
purely climatological sense – always also anthropogenic. Anti-blackness as the total climate
and other socioatmospherics of power are made by molecular mixes in matters that enter
mouths, lungs, and blood, but they are also made by human bodies that channel power
and violence into the air. The weather is neither incidental, nor accidental; it is an intra-
active, naturalcultural phenomenon.

The Breathless Sea

Yet even in our different experiences thereof, the weather imaginary for most humans
likely begins at ground level and extends some metres upwards. Weather is what and
how we live (in ways that profoundly make up who counts as one’s ‘we’), but also
where we live. In other words, for terrestrial landlubbing mammals such as ourselves –
flightless, finless, mostly bipedal and oxygen-breathing – weather tends to be constrained
in a rather narrow zone of inhabitability; weather seems to be primarily (in) the air that we
breathe.

What happens if we go deeper? After all, Sharpe’s In the Wake is also a book about the
sea. It examines the maritime crossings of the Middle Passage – the hold of those slave
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ships, the bodies of slaves discarded into the sea, refugee crossings and forensic oceano-
graphic evidence of, again, a sea asked to hold onto violence and death. Considering
Sharpe’s attention to the sea as a different kind of milieu, we might ask: in what ways is
the ocean also an ‘archive of breathlessness’? Does weathermaking and its socioatmo-
spherics of power extend beyond our immediate habitat, beyond the air that we
breathe, to sink into the sea?

From a more-than-human perspective, the answer to this question is clear. Even as ter-
restrial weathers heat up, they are spared even more intense effects of rising temperatures
as the seas relieve them from a large portion of this burden. The watery world is a con-
venient resting place for all that heat and the oceans are getting warmer. But rising
ocean temperatures mean that the sea is also slowly suffocating. While in the last 50
years overall oxygen levels in the world’s oceans have dropped by an average of 2%, in
coastal zones, hypoxic conditions have increased far more dramatically. Dead zones in
the ocean, where oxygen is almost or totally depleted, have quadrupled since the
1950s (Carrington 2018; Isensee and Valdes 2015).

Even small changes in sea temperatures dramatically affect the behaviour, reproductive
patterns and movements of ocean creatures, which has reverberations up and down
ocean food webs, affecting oxygen levels in turn. For phytoplankton, hotter water temp-
eratures mean moving to different habitats, becoming smaller – affecting their ability to
soak up the carbon we are pumping out. As the oceans grow warmer, the capacity of
the deep to draw down carbon also decreases (IUCN 2017). Simply put: in multiple and
reinforcing ways, all of our greenhouse-gassed and fossil-fuelled desires are starting to
take up all of the oxygen in that watery room. We are weathermakers, even in the
places our bodies do not and cannot belong.

This might be ironic if it were not so devastating: even as we may still imagine the
oceans as an unfathomable elsewhere – the convenient dump for out-of-sight, out-of-
mind discards, and the ultimate away-washer of all of our sins – our weathermaking
returns to us in multiple ways. Ocean photosynthesizers gift to humans every second
breath we take, meaning that human air-breathers such as ourselves will also be pro-
foundly affected by the suffocation of the seas (Morsink 2017). We are making the
ocean breathless and, in turn, deoxygenating ourselves.

The Weather Underwater

The breathless sea reminds us, then, that care and justice must gather up all bodies – not
only human ones, but the more-than-human realm of aquatic life, too. Climate justice is
radically extended to a multispecies justice of the deep, where the life of ocean waters
is itself at stake. But must we not also ask: what is lost when the words ‘I can’t breathe’
slip, almost unnoticed, off the body of Eric Garner to be washed into the ocean, now
eddying around the bodies of phytoplankton, brachyuran crab, or a bivalve mollusk? Grap-
pling with the weather underwater cannot be the simple inflation of categories, such as
weather, or climate, or justice. We must remain alert to how differences morph,
connect, and come to matter, differently.

For in the wake and sinking to the sea floor we discover not only Spam cans and car
tires, chemical traces and carbon takeovers, but also the afterlife of the Middle Passage
– the undersea of antiblackness and white supremacy. Sharpe reminds us that black
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slaves who did not complete the crossing, whose bodies (deemed excessive, ill, unprofita-
ble) were thrown overboard into the Atlantic, are still present, albeit in what she calls an
‘anagrammatical’ or rearranged, form (2016, 76). ‘Regarding blackness’ Sharpe writes, the
anagrammatical is evident in the way

grammatical gender falls away and new meanings proliferate; its anagrammar refers to how
“the letters of a text are formed into a secret message by rearranging them” or a secret
message is discovered through the rearranging of the letters of a text. (76)

Being attentive to this anagrammar, according to Sharpe, will allow us to notice the
morphed ways in which the ocean is still animated by antiblackness. In Sharpe’s words,
‘because nutrients cycle through the ocean (the process of organisms eating organisms
is the cycling of nutrients through the ocean), the atoms of those people who were
thrown overboard are out there in the ocean even today’ (40). They are being consumed
by other benthic beings; they are still in the wake.

Sharpe does not explicitly discuss this transubstantiating undersea afterlife in relation
to meteorological weather, but her work invites us to consider the relation of these dissol-
utions to the anthropogenic suffocation of the sea. In considering the metabolism of
undersea organisms, for example, Sharpe stresses what this cycle means for those
sinking slave bodies in time. ‘The amount of time it takes for a substance to enter the
ocean and then leave the ocean is called residence time’, she notes; the sodium
content in human blood suggests it could have a residence time of 260 million years.
She continues: ‘And what happens to the energy that is produced in the waters? It con-
tinues cycling like atoms in residence time. We, Black people, exist in the residence
time of the wake’. Slavery demanded that the ocean hold these bodies. Their residue is
still in residence in the oceans. Quoting Toni Morrison (Morrison 1987, 198), Sharpe con-
tends that this is a time ‘in which “everything is now. It is all now”’ (41).

While ‘around 90 to 95 percent of the tissues of things that are eaten in the water
column get recycled’ (Sharpe 2016, 40), the speeds and slownesses of these cycles are
also determined by the chemical compositions of the matters at stake and the elemental
milieu of the sea. But as the oxygen content in the sea shifts, tethered to changes in temp-
eratures, salinity, chemical composition, current patterns, animal movements, and species
distribution, what will happen to this residence time? This is to say: the breathless sea will
surely have material impact on the lives it holds – but an increasing inability to breathe will
also affect the residual persistence of matters – the weather that is anti-blackness – that we
must not forget. Understanding weather as also making the breathless sea demands reck-
oning with the ways in which the Anthropocene (or the Sixth Extinction, or the Great
Acceleration, or the apocalyptic collapse of our planetary systems ‘as we know them’)
comes as no great surprise to black and colonised people whose worlds have long
been given over to upheaval and ruptured relation. In a breathless ocean, what will
happen to the time of sea and its capacity to hold these histories? Will everything still
be ‘now’?

Another way of asking this might be: what sorts of tactics are required to resist the
weather underwater when it threatens not only marine ecologies but also the capacity
to invoke, memorialise, locate, map, and honour material imaginaries of racialised violence
and resistance? Given the ocean’s extraterrestriality, how we come to understand its
weathers will always be in part a question of prosthethics. ‘Because extraterritorial
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spaces cannot be fully inhabited’, postcolonial ecocritic Elizabeth De Loughrey notes, we
must rely on other technologies – extensions of our bodies – to bring these places into
view (2014, 260). ‘Scopic regimes of modernity’ – satellites and other technologies of visu-
alisation – have garnered much attention from critical theorists attempting to parse the
meanings of such representations (De Loughrey 2014). But of course, imagination is
also a prosthesis, extending our capacity to ‘see’ in one way or another.3 The ways in
which the weather of the undersea will shape and be shaped by the future is thus also
a question of imagination, which is also a matter of noticing – of how we choose (or
not) to ‘reorient our attention’, as anthropologist Anna Tsing would say (2015, 22).
Finding ways to ‘see’ the weather underwater does not mean we will all ‘see’ the same
things. Ensuring that the specificity of loss of breath as weather as antiblackness is not
effaced as we slip beneath the surface is thus also a matter of what we insist on noticing.

With these concerns in mind, we will now enter the sea, again, this time ‘diving into the
wreck’. What will we find, and what will we notice?

‘Diving into the Wreck’

In her 1973poem ‘Diving into the Wreck’, white US lesbian feminist poet Adrienne Rich
describes a speculative scene of underwater disaster. ‘I came to explore the wreck’,
writes the poem’s narrator, after they slip off the edge of a sun-drenched schooner. The
diver’s earthly body and its modes of inhabiting the world become redundant, as the tur-
quoise waters slowly turn dark (‘First the air is blue and then/it is bluer and then green and
then/black I am blacking out’), and the narrator loses a terrestrially-bound consciousness.
The diver lacks the guidance they need to survey this new world; unlike (oceanographer
Jacques) Cousteau with his ‘assiduous team’ this diver notes that they are ‘here alone’. As
they descend, ‘there is no one/to tell me when the ocean/will begin’; ‘I have to learn alone/
to turn my body without force/in the deep element’. The diver finally reaches the sunken
wreck. Illuminated with the beam of their torch, they discover the ‘drowned face’, ‘the half-
destroyed instruments/ that once held to a course’, and the ‘evidence of damage’ between
‘the ribs of disaster’.

What kind of allegory is intended here? What does Rich’s diver go in search of and what
do they discover? Commentary on Rich’s poem mostly refers to a deformed social order
and, in particular, the wreck of gendered systems of power. Metaphorically evoking ‘the
submerged history of patriarchal oppression and its drowned victims’ (Springer 2001,
197) the wreck is said to index ‘the wreck of obsolete myths, particularly myths about
men and women’ (Atwood 1973). Yet reading the poem in our contemporary moment,
where the climate emergency itself is the weather we inhabit, its setting in the undersea
implores a contemporary reader to perceive the wreck in and as the literal sea, too. (After
all, as black femme scholar Omise’eke Natasha Tinsley’s [2008, 212] queer reading of the
Black Atlantic insists, the ‘point is never that we should strip theory of watery metaphors
but that we should return to the materiality of water to make its metaphors mean more
complexly’.)

Even if we bring to Rich’s work an anachronistic attention to the materiality of the sea,
such focus is supported (rather than contradicted) by Rich’s invocation of myth, and the
allegorical mode in which the poem is written. After all, as we noted above in relation
to the breathless sea, the ocean’s mythical endless capacity to dissolve our dumped
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desires into her fathomless bosom is what has in part precipitated the current ecological
crises. The material imaginary of the eternal sea has resulted in a pervasive Western cul-
tural imaginary that figures the oceans as vast, unknown, and uninhabitable (by us). As
a medium that we humans can only dwell in temporarily, deep waters are sited ‘at the
thresholds of experience and comprehensibility’ (Chen 2013, 282); they materialise other-
ness and unknowability as depths beyond our comprehension. The sea comes to stand for
pure alterity, barren emptiness, chaos and instability (Mentz 2009); the sea is meaningless
(Barthes 1984) – a terrifyingly alien realm (Alaimo 2012) inhabited by strange creatures and
extremophilic evolutions (Helmreich 2009). Through this longstanding storying of the sea,
it becomes imaginatively distanced from our own terrestrial habitats.

The imaginary of the sea as an ‘other place’ (or nonplace, as Chen [2013] suggests) is
also connected to mythologies of the sea as beyond time. Cultural theorist Janine
MacLeod summarises the argument of phenomenologist Gaston Bachelard, noting that
‘it may be impossible to describe the past without drawing on images of deep water’
(MacLeod 2013, 48). The oceans were here long before we humans; the sea stretches end-
lessly into a past without definite origin – a past swimming backwards beyond our grasp.
These timeless marine depths thus lead us to imagine that we can cast off our dumped
desires to a time that is no longer now: plastic polymers, fishing nets, nitrogen, phos-
phorus, radioactive isotopes, seismic blasts, CO2, flipflops, rubber ducks, unexploded
bombs, cigarette filters, medical waste, crude oil, palm oil, mercury, cadmium, arsenic,
lead, flame retardants, pirates’ booty, herbicides, pesticides, animal fat, anti-depressants,
fidget spinners… all of this is benignly consigned to an ocean, not only out of sight but
out of (our) time. Instructed by this mythic deep temporality of the sea, we believe that
we can relinquish what we no longer want, that our spent desires can be ferried away
to a far away and long ago, that damage will never arrive. Archive without effect.

When Rich’s diver journeys to the benthos, they seek ‘the wreck and not the story of the
wreck/the thing itself and not the myth’. Might the myth, then, also be the idea that the
sea itself is somehow immune to our material trespass? All of those anthropogenic wants
are hardly gone, the diver discovers; they are instead lying ‘obscurely inside barrels/ half-
wedged and left to rot’ – the burden of their toxicity belied by the mermaid or merman
(the poem insists on this ambivalence) ‘whose breasts still bear the stress’ of that
drowned cargo. Out of sight and out of time, the deep has become the increasingly
banal sink for our capitalist consumerist desires, held in the form of pollution, rising sea
temperatures and acidification. Increasingly breathless, the oceanic milieu is also an
archive of ecological wreckage. The irony in this mythic imaginary is that it is precisely
the sea’s capacity to retain our castaways into a deep future that makes the ocean vulner-
able – and that makes us, dependent on her ability to breathe, vulnerable too. In all of
these ways, we might read Rich’s poem as a corroborating poetics (at least in part) for
Sharpe’s weather underwater: there is indeed a wreck, in and as the ocean, wrought by
our human hand.

Such a reading does not annul an earlier one that suggests this poem is about gender.
Indeed, the connection between ‘a submerged history of patriarchal oppression’ and the
ecological wreck of the sea is what Rich (perhaps unwittingly) invites us to consider. As
environmental feminist thinkers across generations and geographies have noted, the
oppression of non-human natures and women is connected, even if the manifestation
of this connection shifts across contexts. White feminist and environmental philosopher
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Val Plumwood argued decades ago that ‘the inferiorisation of human qualities and aspects
of life associated with necessity, nature and women […] continues to operate to the dis-
advantage of women, nature and the quality of human life’ (1993, 21). Similar connections
have long emerged from lived experiences of environmental injustice across the globe; for
example, Indian feminist Vandana Shiva points to the Chipko activist movements (where
rural women were the original ‘tree huggers’) to underline an understanding of the con-
nection between gendered power and environmental devastation that dates back centu-
ries (Shiva and Bandyopadhyay 1986). More recently, white feminist environmental
theorist Sherilyn MacGregor reminds us that ‘it is impossible fully to understand the eco-
logically destructive consequences of human development without understanding their
gendered character’ (2017, 8).

Rich’s poem opens to an exploration of how these relations between gender and
environment also tumble into the sea; the wreck is not only allegory for a troubled
social order but a way to draw attention to the ways in which social stresses are linked
to the viability of the ocean. To turn back to the mermaid/merman whose ‘breasts still
bear the stress’ of the wrecked cargo, we can consider the ways in which gendered
human bodies of water bear the brunt of toxic incursions that transit through water’s pla-
netary flows in uneven ways.

These include the ways in which breast milk of Indigenous women is disproportionately
contaminated by PCBs, either because their homes are sited alongside large-scale industry,
such as the case in Akwesasne, as documented by Katsi Cook and Winona La Duke (La
Duke 1999) or because water and weather patterns channel the pollutants into animals
they feed on and cold temperatures inhibit hydrolysis of the contaminants as they bio-
magnify up through the marine foodchain to be concentrated into breast milk (Trainor
et al. 2010). We might consider fetuses bathed in amniotic fluid that register high levels
of industrial contaminants (Silva et al. 2004), or the build-up of environmental toxicants
in that uniquely gendered and temporal organ, the placenta (Simms 2009). We might
also consider how the contamination of waterways with anthropogenic toxicants inter-
venes in the sex morphologies and reproductive capacities of humans and more-than-
humans that dwell in them and on their shores (Murphy 2013; Di Chiro 2010).4 Indeed,
while the diver who claims ‘I am she/I am he’ can be reclaimed through a trans-affirmative
lens, it is difficult not to read such transmogrifications alongside aquatic environmental
changes that result in increasingly sex-skewed birthrates in some communities and
growing incidence of changing sex characteristics in fish and amphibians.

To acknowledge such interactions between environments and sexed and gendered
bodies without sliding into transphobic ‘sex panics’ (Di Chiro 2010) or getting mired in
‘damage stories’ that accrue around certain kinds of bodies (Tuck and Yang 2012), we
need to train our attention instead on the infrastructures and imaginaries that condition
these bodies and our understandings of them. We can focus instead on unpicking the
myriad ways that environmental pollution archived in an increasingly breathless sea is
also gendered. Deploying Plumwood’s (1993) ‘master model’ analysis, such impacts
cannot be viewed as ‘incidental’ to female and feminised bodies; rather they reveal the
ways in which the domination of nature (and thus the contamination of its waters) is sus-
tained by roaring currents of patriarchal capitalism. To return to the structure of analysis
offered us by Christina Sharpe, then, we come to understand the weather underwater
as also tangled up with misogyny, gender normativity and patriarchal domination.
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‘The Tentative Haunters’

But how does this weather –where gendered power meets the archive of rotting desires at
the bottom of the sea – articulate with Sharpe’s critical insights into weather as anti-black-
ness? To invoke the work of Sharpe demands remaining attentive to its own context, and
to Sharpe’s commitments to black lives and lifeworlds that the work holds in its own wet
heart.5 On one reading, we might say that the above reading doesn’t articulate with
Sharpe’s work. Despite connections to environmental justice concerns, there is nothing
in Rich’s poem, or my initial reading of it, about blackness; there is little here that reverbe-
rates with a deeply intersectional feminist environmental humanities. In fact, we could
even parse Rich’s diver as an avatar of white feminism, seeing her own gender oppression
and nothing else. (We might even wonder how the ocean she dives into, and the rising sea
levels we interpolate into this poem’s contemporary resonances, could be precipitated by
that diver’s own ‘white tears’.6) The poem may bring together a damaged gender order
with a breathless sea, but what else is ‘curving its assertion’ between ‘the ribs of disaster’?
What else is there that the white feminist diver (or perhaps a certain reader of the poem)
does not easily notice?

Another way to think through this question is to be attentive to the interstices of the
poem – to its strange temporalities, its unanticipated meetings, its opening to different
modes of embodied becoming. In the first place, although the diver explains their trepida-
tion at ‘having to do this […] here alone’, upon reaching the wreck at the benthos, they
also marvel at what they find, slightly distracted by ‘those many who have always lived
here’. Put otherwise, perhaps the narrator’s courageous descent is interrupted by their
blunt realisation that many before have already undertaken this journey – by necessity,
violence, or choice.

We read, for example, that as they descend, the diver becomes distracted by the ‘ten-
tative haunters’ that move between the ribs of disaster. As readers we might become
curious: who or what are ‘those many’ that the diver discovers amidst the wreck –
those others that contradict the diver’s own assertion that they are they are ‘having to
do this’ ‘alone’? On one reading, the ‘salt and sway’ of ‘crenellated fans’ ‘between the
reefs’ may simply suggest scenes of siphonophores, mollusks and sessile anemones – a
coffee table picture book image of the flourishing multispecies life of the sea. In other
words, ‘those many’ might just be a marine world that comprises the diver’s ‘other
place’ or their ‘otherwise’. This reading, however, is problematic. First, if we understand
Rich’s wreck to be a kind of Sixth Extinction parable, then we need to refuse the imaginary
of undersea ecologies as a mysterious and untouched ‘elsewhere’ for those of us who are
brave (read: privileged) enough to escape to. We have already established that the sea is
not immune to anthropogenic weathers; the idea that the ocean would still represent a
place of otherworldly refuge of ‘pure nature’ is precisely the myth that an environmental
humanities reading of the poem seeks to interrupt. Those ‘tentative haunters’ as a vibrancy
of marine life are already changing, and becoming other in White Anthropocene seas.

Secondly, though, in thinking about the various wreckages of the human, we must con-
comitantly resist the impulse to approach a critique of the anthropos by leaping straight to
the question of the animal (or vegetable, or fungal, or microbial…). As black feminist phi-
losopher Zakiyyah Jackson (2015) cautions, the ‘appeal to move “beyond the human”may
actually reintroduce the Eurocentric transcendentalism this movement purports to disrupt,
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particularly with regard to the historical and ongoing distributive ordering of race’ (215).
The move to the non-human, she argues, is concomitantly ‘an attempt to move beyond
race’ (216, italics in original). In other words, the question of the animal and the non-
human is not only a way for white scholarship to address its anthropocentrism, but also
a way for us to do so without having to confront our racist foundations. So here, to
move straight to understanding the ‘tentative haunters’ and ‘those others’ in Rich’s
poem as otherworldly marine creatures might also be a way of bypassing the question
of race and its insistent troubling of the human. After all, a consideration of ‘more-than-
human’ sea life is more palatable and less threatening to whiteness than conceding the
‘total climate’ of antiblackness. If we want to consider the ‘non-human’, should we not
learn in the first instance from ‘potentially transformative expressions of humanity ‘that
are cast “out of the world” and thus rendered inhuman’ (Jackson 2015, 216)?

How, then, might the disavowal that Jackson calls out be instead confronted and
accounted for in Rich’s poem? Recalling again the double-gender of Rich’s diver (‘I am
she/I am he’), we might take our first clue from the work of black feminist Hortense Spillers,
who argues that transatlantic slavery, conversely, entailed the ‘ungendering’ of the Afri-
cans whose bodies the Middle Passage’s brutality turned into ‘flesh’ – ‘that zero degree
of social conceputalisation’ (67) – and thus ‘ejected’ Black women from female subject-
hood (1987, 67–68, 80). These bodies-turned-flesh were ‘literally suspended in the
“oceanic”’, if following Freud, we also understand this as ‘undifferentiated identity’ (72).
Prompted by Spillers’ arguments, we might articulate this ‘undgendered’ and ‘seared,
divided, ripped apart’ flesh (67) with Sharpe’s invocation of ‘the atoms of those people
who were thrown overboard’ who ‘are out there in the ocean even today’ (2016, 40) –
black slaves who have morphed, anagrammatically, to persist as residue in the residence
time of the sea. Might this residue also be what haunts the wreck that the diver discovers?

What would it mean to have to come to terms with the Anthropocene as not merely the
breaking down of planetary relations that have been required by a capitalist white supre-
macist inhabiting of the world, but a reckoning with a much deeper and foundational
rupture of lifeworlds on the backs of which Anthropocene naturecultures have been
erected? In the words of feminist antiracist scholar Katherine Yusoff, while ‘the Anthropo-
cene might seem to offer a dystopic future that laments the end of the world, […] imperi-
alism and ongoing (settler) colonialisms have been ending worlds for as long as they have
been in existence’ (Yusoff 2018, 11). Carefully tended relations between humans and
earthly animal and aquatic matters have long been ruptured. Such upheavals and displa-
cements, which for slaves and Indigenous cultures meant having to shoulder great losses,
severed connections and adaptation to entirely new environments, can be seen (as white
feminist scholar Heather Davis and Metis scholar Zoe Todd put it) as ‘a preview of what it is
like to live under the conditions of the Anthropocene’ (Davis and Todd 2017, 771).

Reading Sharpe alongside Rich, we are thus called to consider that in this descent, the
diver is not only witnessing (perhaps celebrating) the wreck of certain gendered social
orders, nor are they only witnessing the breathless, wrecked sea: they are also being
made to confront the weather of antiblackness that is still held by the ocean (which
‘wrecked’ gender orders in another way altogether, as Spillers reminds us). Of course,
some readers of Rich’s poem might not notice this weather at all. Noticing, after all, is
not only an art (Tsing 2015), but an ethics. It might also be a tactic for acknowledging,
and even potentially intervening in, the weather underwater. We now turn to consider
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how this tactic, and the prosthetics of imagination it calls upon, can be pushed even
further.

‘After and with the End of the World as We Know It’

We might ask: what else curves its assertion in the ribs of disaster?
In her descriptions of weather as all pervasive antiblackness, Sharpe also crucially insists

that bodies ‘produce out of the weather their own ecologies’ (2016, 106) as a means of
resisting the total climate. In the weather, writes Sharpe, ‘is disaster and possibility’.
While ‘we are constituted through and by continued vulnerability to this overwhelming
force, we are not only known to ourselves and to each other by that force’ (134). In
other words, the total climate can be exceeded.

This insistence is vital if we are to consider what further kinds of possibility reside in the
wrecked ocean that Rich’s diver encounters. Here, the ‘book of myths’ that the diver takes
with them to the deep might also be rethought. While a wrecked ocean pushes back
against the myth of sea as alchemical sink (the ocean is not a simple ‘away’), paradoxically,
myth also opens up the space of possibility. The imaginative properties of ocean as an
elsewhere and elsewhen are also what Rich mobilises in order to propose the possibility
of a different gendered order – and to offer this poem as any kind of proposition at all.
The myth of the eternal sea is (like all metaphor) anchored in material properties and affor-
dances too: a chemistry and physics of suspension, latency, gestation and transformation.
These qualities are connected to Sharpe’s proposed ‘anagrammar’ that holds black life in
residence time. Put otherwise, the myth of the sea as immune from human harm cannot
be simply inverted, whereby the sea would become fully knowable, manageable, splayed
out before us as the subject of our human mastery. Even as it is ‘of us’, the sea is still in the
‘species of alterity’ – imaginatively and materially. We can go there but only temporarily.
We can know it but only partially, provisionally. The sea is in the species of planetarity, to
borrow Gayatri Spivak’s term: it is ‘not continuous with us, as it is not, indeed, specifically
discontinuous’ (Spivak 2003, 73).7

Our task then is to insist that the sea is not immune to anthropogenic weather under-
water while at the same time holding open the possibility of the sea as a milieu for the
otherwise.

In cataloguing the scopic regimes of extraterrestrial spaces, De Loughrey also calls up
Spivak’s planetarity, and reminds us that an antidote to a gridded, fully determined rep-
resentation is a ‘thinking poetry’ (De Loughrey 2014, 265). So, how else might we ‘think
poetry’ to both acknowledge and resist the total weather underwater? As both contami-
nated by the human as we know it in the White Anthropocene, and as giving rise to some-
thing completely unknown and unknowable, at the same time, might the weather
underwater help us to live differently, in different times?

I want to speculate that we can do so by thinking a poetic encounter, whereby Rich’s
diver meets something else beyond the common readings of her poem – beyond even the
consideration that the wreck of the gendered order is also an environmental one, and a
racialised one. For asserting itself in the wreckage is not just black bodies in residence
time, but also, more specifically, a black feminist aesthetic and poetics – something that
has always been there, but which was for white feminism unnoticed. This ‘otherwise’ is
what both Sharpe and Yusoff suggest can push back against the weight of white
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Anthropocene weathers. As Yusoff writes (also drawing on the work of Dionne Brand),
‘insurgent’ language is what will ‘counter [Blackness’s] erasure through a poetry that
cuts into coloniality as counteraesthetic’ (2018, 22). Importantly, this insurgency is not a
‘supplement’ or an ‘experimental outside’ to the dominant white Anthropocene stories
(Yusoff 2018, 21), and cannot be mobilised by the diver, or white feminism, as such. It is
an expression of planetarity that exceeds the dominant view. This black feminist poetics
is an insurgency that will ‘flood’ (Yusoff 2018, 21) and reconfigure the ground.

So: what if, diving into the wreck, Rich’s avatar meets afrofuturist lesbian feminist poet
Alexis Pauline Gumbs’s various avatars in M Archive: After the end of the world (2018)?

Perhaps best described as a book-length work of poetry, or a prose-poem, Gumbs calls
M Archive a ‘speculative documentary’. It simultaneously evokes the history of the Middle
Passage, the ‘total weather’ of antiblackness, and the inextricability of environmental dev-
astation from social justice, particularly in terms of gender and race. It features a narrator-
archaeologist who, not unlike Rich’s diver, is looking back on the wreck of the world –
sifting through its rubble to try to understand what precipitated (and survived) these
end times. Through its torqueing of a modern human relation to time, place, and
matter, Gumbs’ alterarchive suggests (like Yusoff [2018] and Davis and Todd [2017])
that just as the devastations of the Anthropocene run deeper than the contemporary
environmental crisis, so have resistances to it (and beauty, survival, and quiet acts of
ambivalence) long been in the making.

M Archive comprises chapters on dirt, sky, and fire and also a long chapter on Ocean.8

Yoking environmental and social justice together from the outset, ‘Archive of Ocean’
opens by stating: ‘this is what it takes to cool the planet’. Then, as either description or
imperative, it continues: ‘hold the world together’ (107). Like Rich’s diver slipping off of
the edge of her schooner, Gumbs’ narrator-archeologist then ventures into the sea: ‘she
took a deep breath, pushed both empty hands forward, and swam’ (126). Yet, instead
of a threadbare disaster (or rather: in addition to it, and otherwise than it), Gumbs dis-
covers possibility.

This possibility is encountered in several ways, one of which is the multitudes of life that
still persist in the Ocean Archive, because of and in spite of the weather. The narrator calls
these ‘depth beings’ – creatures who have always been there. They are variously ‘ances-
tors’, or/also creatures such as phytoplankton, dolphins, and whales (118–119, 123, 127,
128). They are ‘mama’ and a ‘relationship to Africa’ (123), ‘shackles braided with coral’
(116). There are depth beings who have already dropped ‘every form of armor’ – ‘mer-
maids with muscled tails’ (121). They are possibilities because they are both different
from and also part of the narrator herself: the depth beings are also ‘ourselves so
melted and submerged in what we had done that we had to become deep’ (117). Possi-
bility thus comes from the narrator’s own (anagrammatical) transformation. Gumbs calls
this a kind of ‘teleportation’ that ‘was slow’; it ‘completely rearranged us’. This ‘complete’
rearrangement moreover alerts us to these oceanic anagrammars as part of what Spivak
would call the species of alterity, or planetarity: as such they can not be coopted into a
‘variation on’ or a ‘supplement to’ the dominant (surface) way of being. Possibility here
is something entirely different.

Importantly, these transformations of possibility also include learning to breathe: ‘We
believed our lungs could breathe a totally different substance’ (78). The idea that breathing
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underwater would be difficult, nonsensical or even impossible falls away, as the narrator
explores her new oceanic capabilities:

she considered that maybe something was happening. like many sand cuts were turning into
gills and the scales of her dried-out skin were appropriate. she had a sense of herself one day
soon, being able to breathe through her whole body. (113)

Amidst this possibility, we surely also notice the many reverberations with Rich’s poem.
Rich’s unstable subjects (‘I am, you are, we are’), the poem’s population with mermaids
(the ‘merman in his armored body’), swaying marine life, and anachronistic memory all
make for uncanny similarities. Rich even reminds us: ‘You breathe differently down
here’. So what are we to make of all of these echoes? While a comparative reading
could be interesting, more radically, I want to invite some ‘thinking poetry’ in a speculative
vein: I submit that the poems are happening simultaneously. Invoking Toni Morrison:
‘everything is now’.

This speculation stems from two motivations: first, to do so underlines one of Gumbs’
key premises in M Archive, which is the time-travelling function of black poetics. Like
Sharpe reading Toni Morrison for the poetics of residence time, where the past is also
the present, Gumbs makes a text that invites the simultaneity of future times and our
current moment. Linear time is scrambled. Gumbs writes in the introduction that the
text is written

After and with clean water. After and with handwriting. After and with a multitude of small and
large present apocalypses. After and with the end of the world as we know it. After the ways
we have been knowing the world. (xi)

She thus offers an opening to rethink completely the question of ‘end times’ – as both
already here and never to arrive. In Gumbs’ words, ‘How can there be an end of the
world if there is no linearity of time?’ (Gumbs, Brown, and Brown, ‘A Breathing Chorus’).
Importantly, this time travel is facilitated by the material properties of the sea: underwater,
the narrator claims ‘each drop is saying always always. which is homonym with right now
right now’ (107).

Elsewhere, Gumbs also points out that listening to whale song, underwater sounds, and
breathing, are a portal for accessing this time-travelling otherwise; ‘There is something
about those sounds that helps tune me into a vibration beyond linear time’. When
asked in an interview about her breathing practice, Gumbs asks back: ‘What are the
forms of breathing that make survival possible?’ (Gumbs, Brown, and Brown, ‘A Breathing
Chorus’). She links her own work facilitating Black feminist breathing ‘choirs’ to Franz
Fanon’s description of the ‘combat breathing’ of freedom fighters. She explains that it
was noticing her own persistence within a mode of combat breathing (shaped by vio-
lences real and anticipated) that generated her desire to ‘breathe in chorus with everyone
who ever loved black women’ (Gumbs, Brown, and Brown, ‘A Breathing Chorus’). Such
breathing, she states, is a way to make physical and audible’ the vibration of the
always-energy of what Sharpe would call residence time.

Breathing in chorus, Gumbs moreover maintains, is time travel and time travel is fugi-
tivity: a way of being otherwise, while still being here. Unlike versions of fugitivity that
suggest it is a kind of escape,9 fugitivity for Gumbs (in homage to Underground Railroad
‘conductor’ Harriet Tubman) comprises practices of care that can create ‘communities of

AUSTRALIAN FEMINIST STUDIES 501



refuge’ and ‘intergenerational intimacy’ (Gumbs, Brown, and Brown, ‘A Breathing
Chorus’). If the weather is the ‘total climate’ even underwater, then learning to
breathe is also about evolving new capacities to breathe. Fugitivity is about learning
to breathe differently.

There is still always weather underwater: we cannot escape the ‘total climate’. Racialised
weathers challenge – and sometimes eliminate – the ability of black bodies to breathe.
Indeed, White Anthropocene weathers wrench the possibility of fugitivity as escape. But
Gumbs demonstrates a different kind of fugitivity – the practice of building communities
of refuge that is sustained by a black feminist poetics, where breathing can be different.
Time-travelling, those breathing spaces can also be here, now.

Secondly, though, to insist that Rich and Gumbs are below these waves together,
meeting each other, is also a radical confirmation of Gumbs’ claim that M Archive is a
site of crossing. The book, according to Gumbs, is ‘generated out of deep intimacy’
with the work of M. Jacqui Alexander’s Pedagogies of Crossing, and Gumbs describes
her own text as an exploration of Alexander’s proposition that we are always in the
moment of crossing. M Archive is thus a way of seeking out new kinds of relation
beyond what we live now, but not as separate from that now: ‘How are we related’,
Gumbs asks,

beyond what we even understand our species to be right now? How are we related beyond
what we understand to be our dominant relationship to the planet? What if our relationships
had to cross over that? How would we make sense of them? (Gumbs, Brown, and Brown, ‘A
Breathing Chorus’ 2019)

This desire for relation is everywhere in the poem and particularly in ‘Archive of Ocean’:
As Gumbs’ narrator tumbles into the dissolve, they remark: ‘this is what it takes. the
strength of no separation. the bravery of flow. the audacity of never saying this is
me, this is not you. this is mine, this is not yours. this is now, this was not ever
before’ (107). In the dissolve the depth being and those she meets take some getting
used to they learn each other ‘through friction and bruising’, ‘by shape, by the
melding of their body fluids, by scent’ (115). And, if these bodies were to be ‘pushed
out onto land’, the meeting would have changed them: ‘by that time they were none
other than each other’ (115).

For Gumbs, and for black people who must live in the total climate of antiblackness, M
Archive is not a romantic thought experiment: it is anagrammar as survival. But for Rich’s
diver, and white feminism, a different kind of transformation is in order. Sinking, swim-
ming, learning, crossing over, breathing. At the site of her encounter with Rich’s diver
below the sea and then assembling all of the poetics that Gumbs offers – her desire for
crossing and relation, her insistence that we are already both after and with the end of
the world and all of its graces and violences, as well as her desire to learn to breathe differ-
ently and ‘in chorus with everyone who ever loved black women’ – we might discover as
well a powerful and profound invitation to white feminism. The relations between white
and black feminism are historically fraught and white feminism has much to account
for and much to still change. Here, below the ocean, after the end of the world, Gumbs
offers us a different kind of breathing room to experiment in new kinds of relations. In
the simultaneity of the two poetics, the invitation is extended. The question is whether,
and what, white feminism will notice.
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Dissolving

The capacity to ‘breathe differently’ underwater, even if we might listen and learn well
enough to cultivate this skill, will not render our existence more permanent, nor will it
absolve us of responsibility for any dissolutions done – dissolutions whose effects we
cannot properly anticipate. But as we carefully unpick how the weather of antiblackness
– both historical and ongoing – is always tethered to the collapse of human-planetary
relations, we must also refuse the equivalence of violences. Dinoflagellates and deep
sea crustaceans are not like black bodies. Analogies and equivalences are their own
kind of violence, perpetuating the invisibility and pervasiveness of weather as anti-black-
ness. We must connect these weather systems in their common alibis of force and power
while remaining attentive to scales of mattering whose objective measures of analogy and
quantitative comparison have also been dissolved in the strange material admixtures of
the sea. To do so, we – white feminists –might learn from the anagrammars of black fem-
inist poetics ways to read for the different scales of these dissolutions, and their effects, as
an ethical project. Such attunements might teach us better ways to parse both the deep
connections and utter uncommensurabilities that confront us in the death of a single life, a
species, or a whole ocean – relations that cannot be measured according to the tools of
the White Anthropocene.

The question that such dissolutions additionally pose for a feminist environmental
humanities, is: What would it mean to open ourselves – and the sovereign subjecthood we
cling to – to dissolution? If these climate changing times are not only times of rising sea
levels and temperatures, but times of pervasive anti-blackness, misogyny, and coloniality,
we not only need to reimagine the weather – what it is and where it is – but we also need
to become other than ourselves. Not all dissolutions matter equally, and it may be that the
wreck can also be the wreck of a certain kind of human, or at least the partial dissolution of
the humanism that brought us to this crossing.

In response to Sharpe’s text on the weather, then and its commitment to calling out
antiblackness, we also need to consider more specifically how the anagrammar of under-
water breathing is made necessary by the violences of White Anthropocene bodies and
systems, still trying desperately to keep their heads above water. As the waters rise, in
what ways can the human, and Whiteness specifically, dissolve? Black feminism has
already provided important analyses and suggestions for doing so: Sylvia Wynter, for
example, offers not only a new theory of the human that does not take Western modernity
as its reference point, but also models a ‘praxis of being human’ where hierarchies of race,
gender, class, sexualities, margins and centres, are denaturalised through attention to the
human ‘as verb, as alterable, as relational’ (McKittrick 2015, 7–8). Denise Ferreira Da Silva
suggests that the ‘end of the world’ begins by eschewing ‘universal reason’ and instead
embracing a Black Feminist Poethics that enacts transubstantiation, transversability, and
traversability as ‘guides for the imagination’ (2014, 94). In this context, imagining the
relations that appear and dissolve in the deep ocean – that material place of time-
travel, archive, and dissipation – such as we might do in imagining an encounter
between Rich and Gumbs, is not ‘just’ speculation but potentially the beginning of a par-
ticular kind of dissolve.

As Rich’s diver swims around the wreck, they note that they have found their way to this
scene ‘by cowardice or courage’. While the dissolution of humanism is a hefty call, I now
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read Rich’s ambivalence in this statement as a proposition to white feminism as a more
modest place to begin doing this work. Will we once more turn away, to where the crenel-
lated fans are just sea creatures (the problem of whiteness leapfrogged in favour of a less
uncomfortable turn to the more-than-human), to where the wreck of the gendered order
is cordoned off from its complicity in an ‘ungendered’ racialised one, to where the Anthro-
pocene can be approached with the horror of something unprecedented for ‘humans’? Or
will we open to the possibility of crossing that Gumbs’ ocean archive offers us? Will we, as
white feminists, become accountable to that crossing and accept the work that will be
required of us, to be adequate to it?

Sea level rise, of course, is not a metaphor. Neither is the melting ice that has given up
on its terrestrial existence, nor the very real thermal expansion of the oceans that is ever-
more inundated with our panting hot breath, to take from the sea her own.

We may not know what comes next. We are crossing. There is something that exists in
the caesura, in the pause between inhale and exhale that is also called aspiration, between
feet firmly planted in the sand and weathers that flow outwards, downwards, and maybe
upwards again in these naturalcultural meteorological cycles. Here, there is something we
still do not know.

Everything is now. Maybe the diver will become whale, who gave up on terrestrial life
three million years ago, returning to the deep as five fingers of a hand were slowly
covered over by a flipper. Maybe all of a sudden we will find our feet are floating.
Maybe, like whales as the seas rose around them, we will learn to notice by echolocation
– a skill in which knowledge is utterly dependent on learning to listen differently.10 Maybe
we begin our dissolution by breathing, and learning, and listening; by helping to foster
practices of fugitivity and care.

A singular life, a racialised structural lifeworld, the microclimate of one species, the
whole ocean: who is to say what matters more, or less? In any case, the Anthropocene
will demand that we become other than ourselves, and at least other-than-the human
as we know it. If this is to be mourned, it is also surely to be welcomed.

Notes

1. See Neimanis and Loewen-Walker 2014; Neimanis and Hamilton 2018. Note also that in both
of these articles, my co-authors and I challenge any clear distinction between weather and
climate. Sharpe, in the discussion below, also insists on the contiguity rather than separation
of these terms.

2. Black feminist activism and scholarship have long made connections between the idea of
‘weathering’ and violence, hardship and survival in relation to black bodies. See Audre
Lorde (1984); Sara Ahmed (2013); Clark and Gunaratnam (2012). See also Arline Geronimus’s
‘weathering hypothesis’ (2006).

3. I draw here on Donna Haraway’s argument (1988) in ‘Situated Knowledges: The Science Ques-
tion in Feminism and the Persistence of Vision’, and my own interpretation of this in terms of
imagination and oceanic epistemologies (Neimanis 2017). I also recognise the Haraway’s pro-
blematic and ablist use of sight as a proxy term for knowledge, which I repeat. I mitigate this
equation, however inadequately, via quotation marks.

4. In drawing attention to the changing gender morphologies of human and other animal bodies
due to contaminated waters, I actively resist an interpretation that transgender or intersex
bodies are deviant or undesirable. Pointing out these incidences instead alerts us to connec-
tions between sex, gender and environmental degradation.
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5. In our 2018 article ‘Composting Feminism and environmental humanities’, Jennifer Hamilton
and I argue that citation of feminist scholars must be accompanied by attention to the specific
social and political commitments of those we are citing, lest citation become another form of
extraction. This pertains to feminist, but also anti-racist and anti-colonial, commitments.

6. Ruby Hamad (2018) argues that white tears are a ‘tactic many white women employ to muster
sympathy and avoid accountability’.

7. See Neimanis (2016) ‘Water and Knowledge’ for a deeper discussion of water in relation to pla-
netarity, and Neimanis 2017 (143–144) for an extended discussion onwater, unknowability and
colonial epistemology. The possibility of a planetary otherwise alongside and athwart the
known, gridded, and white imperialist geography of the world follows the claim of black geo-
graphers McKittrick and Woods who submit that ‘no one knows the mysteries of the bottom of
the ocean’; they aver that the ‘tension between the mapped and the unknown, reconfigures
knowledge, suggesting that places, experiences, histories, and people that “no one knows”
do exist, within our present geographic order’ (2007, 4). This also resonates with other black
oceanographic imaginaries that posit the sea’s unknowability, for example those of experimen-
tal electronic duo Drexciya, which Nettrice Gaskins describes as materialising in the oceanic
spaces of the mid-Atlantic ‘a dimension beyond the known’ (2016, 74).

8. Gumbs’ work joins black imaginaries of the sea and the undersea which, as well as Drexciya,
include Paul Gilroy’s theories of the Black Atlantic, Omise’eki Natasha Tinsley’s Black Queer
Atlantic, the poetry of Derek Walcott, Dionne Brand, and Warsan Shire, and novelist Nnedi
Okorafor’s Lagoon, among many others. Even this small selection of writers and artists, repre-
senting different perspectives and geographical locations, underscores the diversity and com-
plexity of black under/sea imaginaries – yet they all also point to white capitalism, modernism
and colonialism’s unacknowledged dependence on black ‘flesh’ (to use Spillers’ term) and its
transport across waters to build white worlds.

9. The term ‘fugitivity’ is often associated with the black study of Fred Moten and Stefano Harney.
Moten describes fugitivity as ‘a desire for and a spirit of escape and transgression of the proper
and the proposed. It’s a desire for the outside, for a playing or being outside, an outlaw edge’
(Moten 2018).

10. A broad and diverse feminist scholarship engages the need for better, more ethical listening
practices. See Spivak’s classic ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’ (1988) or Bickford (1996, 129) who
reminds us that ‘listeners must be self-conscious about how they listen (and what they
hear)’ while ‘taking responsibility for listening as an active and creative process’. Underwater,
and in an ecological sense, listening takes on an added valence, as an attentive listener hears
the voice as always part of an ecological atmosphere (see Gallagher, Kanngieser, and Prior
2017). Echolocation, moreover, is a species-specific way of listening as understanding one’s
situation in a broader context.
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