




One way to think about the United States of America is that it is both the 
expression and the preserve of righteous, sel�sh anger. You see it all the time. 
You have to see this shit every day, as in the form, for instance, of a devil in 
Costco in a red T-shirt, the shirt decorated with an outline of the United States 
map, on top of which are the words �USA: Running the world since 1776.� And 
he�s in fucking Costco with no fucking mask on and this little old lady asks him 
to put on a mask and he charges her, screaming, accusing her of aggression. 
He is the literal embodiment of The Man whose anger is given in and as the 
very making, the very expression, and the very protection of himself. This is 
absolute self-fashioning held in a claim not simply of ownership but, deeper 
still, of the ownership of the right to own. But then there�s this other kind of 
anger, which works and works through Trane or Abbey Lincoln�but also just 
as surely moves and moves through Aretha or Pops (Fanon�s dismissal of what 
he hears as the misfortunate negro�s hiccups notwithstanding), where it�s not 
about self-expression. It�s about self-obliteration. It�s not suicide, although it 
kind of corresponds with what Newton and Cabral thought of in di�erent ways 
as revolutionary suicide. Or, if it�s the suicide of a class and not a person it is 
because it was always so much more than merely personal. It�s a common so-
cial refusal of self-possession. So maybe there�s anger and then there�s anger. 
There�s self-expressive anger and then there�s self-consumptive anger, the an-
ger of the poor in spirit. The anger of a common love.

Harney: Yes, the anger of a common love. Maybe that�s what we�re bringing 
in this book��the obvious��self-destructive love. As Fred often says about 
James Baldwin, �At least I know he loved me,� and Baldwin did, all that beauty 
in the hallways, in the vestibules. You and me, Stevphen, would have to earn 
his love, put ourselves into a kind of service to and in the anger of a common 
love. But you need help the more your class position is sca�olded with ideas of 
development, improvement, merit�in other words leadership.

My dad was the �rst one to help me. When I was a kid in Toronto, he 
used to take me to someone�s home, almost every Saturday afternoon. My fa-
ther was a historian of the contemporary, a proponent of people�s histories. He 
was from the school of �history from the bottom up.� He didn�t just write from 
that perspective. He also practiced it by turning over the writing and editing of 
his journal to people in the community. He ran oral history projects about ex-
periences of migration and settlement in Ontario, training young people from 
the immigrant communities in recording oral histories of their relatives. And 
on the weekend, it was our turn. I would sit in these living rooms with him as he 
listened to the stories of our hosts. Most of these rooms were modest but very 

a conversation	21



standing in that garden because the photographer he was working with sug-
gested it. McPhee says he hadn’t thought about it much at the time, other than 
it made a good photograph, but it seemed much more meaningful looking back 
on later, as if the photographer had understood an aspect of his music that 
he hadn’t appreciated himself at that time. There are these other layers of in-
teraction, or maybe intra-action, that are at work. And they aren’t necessarily 
recognized but still have their effects. And those effects are not immediate but 
are maybe only seen later. It’s the irregular rhythm again. Even in conversations 
like this, by the time I say something I’m responding less to the present mo-
ment and more to something said five minutes ago.

Moten : That happens when shit happened yesterday and you just can’t be mad 
about it until today. That’s the black vernacular update and anticipation of 
Spenser—look for you yesterday, here you come today—and it works just as 
well for objects of revulsion as it does for objects of desire. You know what 
happened, but you couldn’t notice it enough; you have to move through the 
rest of a day that now, like every other day, can’t ever really be yours. It takes 
another couple of days for you to realize that the rest of that day has faded, or 
been shaded by that little bit of bullshit that caught your eye or pulled your 
coat or kept you down or locked you out. You finally get mad about it and you 
keep getting more and more mad about it. A young scholar I know once wrote 
to me, “Why can’t my anger at what they’ve done to us be a legitimate intel-
lectual position? Why must I filter my anger in order to be?” I think they were 
talking about a general economy of anger, which no individual body can bear 
and which, in spite of that, individual bodies are made to bear, along with the 
responsibility of containing it. That this has become their responsibility is an 
absolute unfairness. But what if self-destruction is the purpose of the anger? 
What if all it’s about is what and that the individual cannot bear? Now, when 
I think of that interview with Trane I’m thinking that maybe the way that DJ 
understood Trane’s music is an echo of, say, Nat Hentoff’s understanding of it, 
that it was always this deep search for self, which is kind of unfortunate when 
one considers a discography that includes an album called Selflessness. So, when 
Trane’s doing those gliding, tidal runs, and going off on his harmonic wander-
ing, his calculated modal drifting, through “All Blues,” or when Joe McPhee is 
talking and moving all out of sync through Nation Time, maybe they are doing 
exactly what Baraka said the music is supposed to be doing. “New Black Music 
is this: Find the self, then kill it.” That’s Trane. That’s McPhee. That’s what 
Baraka recognizes in Baldwin. Now, how do we cultivate that self-destructive 
anger?
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Refusing Completion
A Conversation

Stevphen Shukaitis: When we sat down to chat before, I started—somewhat 
mistakenly—with an almost social science–esque attempt to ask you to define 
your terms and concepts. This was entirely the wrong approach—as that’s not 
the way you two work or think together—but also ended up being a useful line 
of questions in that it created space for you to differentiate what you do, and 
how your writing lends itself to a different way of being understood and inhab-
ited.

For this book, All Complete, I was thinking it would be good to find a 
different way in, another way to invite people into the space your joint thinking 
and writing creates—a way that gestures towards the sociality that developed 
with and through the text.

And that leads me to ask: What’s the tempo here? What’s the rhythm, the 
meter? Would you think readers might be better served by subvocalizing the 
text using Rakim’s sense of cadence? Or maybe something closer to Julius East-
man’s pulsing minimalism, but veering off in unexpected directions at times? 
I’m not asking this in a flippant or glib way, but more thinking of how your joint 
writing is as much informed by a poetic sense as a conceptual one, or maybe 
a conceptual sense that always starts from and develops out of a share shared 
rhythm, whether musically, or of living together.
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highly gendered and brutal empathy that Saidiya Hartman gives us in Scenes of 
Subjection. Or, if we move by way of a certain radical recovery of empathy that 
Hortense Spillers gives us in Arthur Jafa’s Dreams Are Colder than Death, then 
we can move from that recovery of empathy towards something like sharing. 
But if we try to understand this notion of sharing, which we’ve tried to talk 
about under the rubric of debt, this implies that we’re not trying to establish 
or to justify the metaphysical foundations of politics, which are predicated on 
brutalities including those that Hartman delineates. Rather, what we’re inter-
ested in is a social physics of sharing that is intra-active and which is predicated 
on this interplay of losing and finding and seeking that Stefano is talking about 
under the general rubric of subtle selflessness. This is something to which we 
can’t simply declare our allegiance; we have to practice it. That practice bears a 
revolutionary imperative. It’s fucking communism.

There’s an interview with John Coltrane about one of the last albums 
he did with Miles Davis. It’s a recording of a concert in Stockholm in 1960, 
right before Trane left the band. And this sort of hipster Swedish DJ interviews 
Trane. He loves Trane but he’s trying to perform a kind of critical antagonism 
to Trane’s music in order to give Trane a chance to explain himself. And he was 
like, your playing has been called unbeautiful and unlyrical, and since the play-
ing mirrors the personality, you must have some thoughts of that kind to share. 
And Trane says, let me follow you again: my playing is unwhat? And the inter-
viewer replies, I’m not saying that, that’s what the critics are saying. And Trane 
says, the critics seem to think it’s an angry kind of thing, that I’m angry. And 
the guy goes, are you angry? And Trane says—and I swear that the sound that 
comes out of his mouth, the sound of his voice, is as beautiful as any sound that 
ever came out of his horn; the tone is soft, as in a morning sunrise—“No, I’m 
not.” He says that shit so beautifully. And it’s not that it’s a lie, it’s just that it 
can’t be true, so that when Ravi Shankar famously heard anger in Trane’s play-
ing, he wasn’t making it up, he just wasn’t hearing it all, wasn’t registering the 
anti-metaphysical anger that operates, finally, so piercingly through its object 
that it moves in the absence of that object and of the subject, which negation 
of the object will have brought online. Am I angry? I’m so fucking angry I can’t 
breathe. Fuck you, motherfucker, for asking. I want to kill you and everybody 
like you. Am I angry? No, I’m not. That’s the new koan.

Shukaitis: Just to go back for a second, I think there’s also maybe different 
kinds of affinities that are perhaps all the more effective because they aren’t 
necessarily recognized or seen at first. You know the cover of Nation Time by 
Joe McPhee? He’s standing in a Zen garden. And what’s interesting is that he’s 
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To give a bit more context, I remember the first time I read Tropic of 
Cancer by Henry Miller. I didn’t like it at all. I just didn’t get it. And then I 
listened to some audio of him reading parts of it. And then when I read it, it 
was much different because I realized that cadence also shows you the points 
of emphasis. It’s almost like you have to subvocalize Miller when you read the 
text. Otherwise, it just doesn’t have anything like the same feel. To me, reading 
your work is similar; you need to find the feel to find a way into the text rather 
than just reading the words.

Fred Moten: Well, I guess I’ll start this time just so I can remark on the fact that 
I like it better when Stefano starts. And maybe we’ve kind of fallen into that—I 
don’t know if “rhythm” is the right word. I like when you start us off, man. I like 
when you count off.

Stefano Harney: When I start off talking at our talks, going first, so to speak, I’m 
really just continuing. I’m picking up where we never left off. The talks are an 
important moment in our ongoing rehearsal. So, in that sense you are right. I’m 
just picking up the beat. And Fred just comes in on top of that, and I remember 
Fred’s great phrase, “improvisation is making nothing out of something.” We 
have to do it this way—improvisationally—because we never left practice. Be-
cause practice is where you can be with everyone, where you can be with your 
friends.

And the other thing is everybody already knows this beat, and the hook. 
We don’t travel and talk to bring something new. Paulo Freire and Ivan Illich 
called themselves “pilgrims of the obvious.” And that’s what we are bringing 
with our itinerant ways—the good news people already have, the obvious. Now, 
we aren’t comparing ourselves to them, except insofar as like them we want 
to retain the emphasis on the obvious, and to avoid being confused with the 
message. It’s not about us. We accept going down the road, travelling on, as a 
breath of the common wind, as Julius Scott would teach us. We’re happy if our 
rehearsal, our rhythm as you call it, the strangeness of our dub, as Eddie George 
would say, comes through to people as a kind of insurgent information about 
the obvious, a cadence in that common wind.

Moten: There’s two things. There’s a poetics to the writing. Our acquaintance 
began as a function of a shared interest in poetry. That shared interest is old 
and sort of ancestral, so to speak, because we get it from our parents. But also, 
we got to know each other in terms of a certain kind of engagement with a 
tradition of experimental poetry in North America. Those poets remain really 
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Moten: It makes you want to think about what the relationship is between the 
dialectic, the antinomy, and the koan. We want—and then imagine that as we 
get older and have a chance to read more books that we will receive—other 
terms in other languages from other places that also correspond to this. Let’s 
stay with the work of paradox and the way paradox constitutes a motive force 
or an engine for thinking. Stefano, you’re saying that you get lost with others. 
Generally, our experience of being lost is not described like that. Man, one of 
my earliest memories is of being lost in a grocery store in Las Vegas called Ve-
gas Village. I remember going to Vegas Village, when I was maybe three or four 
years old, and getting separated from my mom. At a certain moment, you’re 
wandering, looking at toys, and all of a sudden, where’s mama? And I got all 
upset and I was crying, and it wasn’t my mother who found me. It was some 
other person who found me and helped me then to reunite with my mom. But 
I remember that very vividly now because I was found by someone else. It’s 
as if being found is that moment when, having realized one is alone, one finds 
that one is not alone. It was as if I had been found by a principle; that principle, 
Stefano, of being lost with others.

There are these famous lines from The Faerie Queene: “What though the 
sea with waves continuall / Doe eate the earth, it is no more at all; / Ne is the 
earth the lesse, or loseth ought: / For whatsoever from one place doth fall / Is 
with the tyde unto another brought: / For there is nothing lost, that may be 
found if sought.” Edmund Spenser is ruminating on this intra-action of the lost 
and found. He elaborates this relation between loss and finding and seeking 
that ends up being something like an early version of Newton’s law of conser-
vation of matter and energy. There’s a physics, or an anti-metaphysics, to this 
shit, and a question concerning the no-thing, the non-singularity of the lost and 
found and sought. My relation, to the extent that I have one, to Zen was initi-
ated through a book by Gary Zukav called The Dancing Wu Li Masters. It was an 
extension of the interesting work in physics that this group in the Bay Area, the 
Fundamental Fysiks Group, was doing again in the mid-seventies. They were 
really interested in the philosophical foundations and implications of quantum 
mechanics and in what they saw as these absolute affinities between quantum 
mechanics and Zen Buddhism. Our old friend, Alan Jackson, is the one who 
gave me this book. I’ve been trying to read this book for thirty years now and 
not quite getting there.

Let’s use the word “sharing” to describe what Jeff Bridges is talking 
about with his partner even though maybe the obvious word that would come 
to mind is “empathy.” Let’s use the word “sharing” in order to take into ac-
count the righteous and legitimate critique of a certain kind of racialized and 
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important and crucial for us—as poets but also as thinkers.
Our friendship grew under the protection of our friend and mentor Bill 

Corbett, a poet who further immersed us in that tradition but who also lived 
that tradition. There is a poetics embedded in the criticism of poets who are 
in and extend that tradition—H.D., Zukofsky, Olson, Duncan, Mackey, Howe, 
Baraka. We grew up under the influence of their criticism, rather than under 
the influence of what people nowadays call critique. We were interested in the 
criticism that was being offered by poets more than in the various forms of 
literary or even theoretical critique. And to the extent that we were interested 
in theory or philosophy, we were always interested in folks who revel in their 
poetic sensibilities, whether that was James or Derrida or Glissant or Wynter or 
Spillers. And we gravitated towards the poetic or the literary sensibility that an-
imates Marx’s work. We were looking for poetry, or for the poetic, in everything 
we read, and the criticism that got us started helped us in that.

Marx, like Zukofsky, is a deep and playful reader of Shakespeare. There’s 
a trace of Shakespeare in how he develops this interplay of critique and criti-
cism in his work, and that was always something in which we were trying to 
be involved. And that goes back to something that was there for Stefano in his 
relation to his dad, and for me in my relation to my mom. It meant also being 
interested in the poetics of everyday speech, and the common tongues of the 
people that we grew up around. We’re just fascinated by the rhythm and the 
music of their speech. You can talk about this as a kind of vernacular poetics, 
particularly with regard to the black tradition, but you could broaden that ver-
nacular notion out in the ways that William Carlos Williams does as he tries to 
imagine a new American speech. When Baraka, say, takes up that charge he’s 
trying to make it ante-American and, at the end of the day, anti-American, too.

So, there are some traditions that we’re in. The best way to put it is the 
way Baraka put it—you have to sound like something. You know, there’s writing 
that doesn’t sound like anything. It’s drone-ish. Rightly, Derrida teaches us not 
to think of writing as epiphenomenal to speech or parasitical on speech, and yet 
there is the kind of writing that appears to have no relation to speech whatso-
ever and to the way that speech is always irreducible to a single voice. We want 
to make sure our writing sounds like something where sounding like something 
is sounding like something broken or cracked or dubbed or overdubbed. And 
because we’re overdubbed—because, as Stefano says, we’re visitors, who are al-
ways visiting, and who are always being visited—we are always speaking names, 
always being spoken by them, always working in this unnaming and renaming, 
maybe both in but also against the grain of how poetry bears naming as a kind 
of power. Maybe there was no way for us not to sound like something, given 
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practice nothing but  open admissions and open promotion in the places where 
we teach, whether elementary schools, universities, or art academies. And what 
we would do is support the primary theorists and researchers as they come 
through, should they wish to come through, and should they wish to stay.

And isn’t this serving the people? After all, serving the people never 
meant serving them breakfast. It meant being at the service of the people, be -
cause the people held what we all need, precariously, with only partial access 
sometimes themselves to this wealth, knowledge, and practice of how to learn 
about society and how to analyze it because it needs to be changed. That is why 
it was called a party of self-defense: to defend all this, not to imagine that the 
party was going to generate the wealth itself. Service becomes the answer to 
all the anxieties about allyship and class. And service is debt, partiality, incom -
pleteness in action.

Shukaitis: Your use of incompleteness reminds me in certain ways of how be -
fore you talked about debt not as this crushing condition but as something that, 
in being unpayable, is the very principle of sociality. So debt not as IMF-backed 
austerity measures, but debt as all those things we owe to each other. The way 
you talk about incompleteness strikes me as similar in that it’s not incomplete -
ness as a problem—like there’s something lacking in myself which is ful�lled 
through another person—but rather as a permanent state which is more of a 
blessing, or something to be preserved. It’s not something that needs to be 
dealt with as a problem. Is that a fair reading?

Harney: Yes, I think that’s right.

Moten: Have you ever seen the �lm Jerry Maguire? The title character is this 
brutal drone of individuation whose whole life ends up depending upon his 
exploitation of a black football player, which he accomplishes with the help of 
a female assistant whom he later marries. The movie begins with Jerry Maguire 
being a successfully individuated man who’s complete, or thinks he is, until he 
gets stripped of all that. In order to �nd himself he’s got to attach himself in a 
more or less straight Hegelian mode to one who’s not quite really one, this play -
er who shows out on and o� the playing �eld while also modeling an authentic 
and loving family life, all of which reveals him never to have been the kind of 
free subject Jerry used to be. They call this a romantic comedy.

It’s the story of the man who at the end of his personal (re)develop -
ment—after having the biggest night of his life because the black football play -
er literally endangers his own health in order to make a catch that will make 
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Shukaitis: There are certain images you use several times. One of them is the 
phrase “a conference of birds.” Is that referring to the literal birds behind you 
there in Brasilia, Steve, or is it the poem by that Sufi mystic whose name I can 
never remember?

Moten: There’s Farid ud-Din Attar’s The Conference of the Birds, and then there’s 
Chaucer’s Parlement of Foules, which echoes and transmutes it. And eventually 
there’s a great Dave Holland album called Conference of the Birds. We think a lot 
about murmur, what Du Bois calls “the murmur of ages,” and we think about 
murmuration, that amazing shift of social formation that birds do in the air.

Shukaitis: Like over Brighton pier.

Moten: “Murmuration” is a cool word because it bears the trace of the sound. 
It’s beautiful when you watch those movements, but it’s even more beautiful 
when you hear them. The internal differentiation of the swarm is absolute 
wealth.

Shukaitis: But you can get on Julius Eastman’s album Feminine where at the 
beginning of the album you can hear the sounds of setting up the equipment 
and there’s the sounds of Eastman serving soup. And that’s the first part of the 
album, just him walking around serving soup. Eventually they start playing. But 
it’s like the serving of the soup and the sounds of setting up are just as integral 
to the music they play. There’s a sleigh bell used to set the rhythm, but you 
could also say that the sociality expressed in those sounds fit it as well.

Moten: Definitely. Eastman is like this amazing intra-action of Fluxus and disco. 
So, the serving of food, and of the sounds that emerge in service, are what he 
shares with Benjamin Patterson. The banquet. The rent party. The symposium. 
The food of love. Play on! And it’s cool that there’s a backbeat in so much of 
Eastman’s music. That’s the sociality of the club, that social sound that you 
get in his and Arthur Russell’s music. It was all part of that same ferment, that 
mid-to-late seventies New York thing, or swarm, where the lines got so blurry 
between disco and punk and free jazz. They’re all hanging out in the neighbor-
hood, moving, sounding, like birds.

Shukaitis: That’s the same context that Autonomedia emerges from, that peri-
od when in the early issues of Semiotext(e) you have things like the “Schizo-Cul-
ture” issue where Deleuze is paired with the Ramones.
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