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Introduction

Tracking the Tear

Most everyone who lived through the Seventies in the United States can rec-
ollect the image of the solitary crying Indian from the Keep America Beauti-
ful public-service announcement that debuted on Earth Day in 1971. In the
sixty-second spot, the lonely figure, played by longtime screen Indian “Iron
Eyes” Cody, silently articulates a call to mourn the loss of the natural order.
As he paddles a canoe through a stream and disembarks to stride across the
landscape, the camera’s lens captures the debris of modern life—industrial
pollution and consumer waste—that mars this idyllic picture. Underscoring
the untimeliness of this image, a disembodied male announcer intones,
“Some people have a deep and abiding respect for the natural beauty that
was once this country. . . . And some people don’t.” The violent history con-
densed behind this contrast is suggested in the image track, as the word
“don’t” coincides with the Indian’s arrival at the side of a busy highway,
where a white hand tosses a bag of trash from the window of a speeding car.
As the bag bursts open at the Indian’s feet, the camera zooms in to reveal the
effect of this confrontation with the waste of a hurried modernity: a single
tear slowly making its way down his solemn face, while the voice-over urges
Americans to change this state of affairs.

The conviction that attention to feeling can alter the flow of time marks
this PSA as an instance of a distinctively modern affective chronometry: the
deployment of the feeling body as the index of a temporality apart from the
linear paradigm of “progress.”1 In the slow movement of the Indian’s tear,
the PSA at once traces an overlooked history and opens another possibility,
as it cries out to the “Americans” who inhabit this present to work together
toward a different future. The tear, in effect, recollects the movements of the
human heart that underlie and authorize post-Enlightenment conceptions
of the social bond, demanding a change in the pace of history. This concep-
tualization of human time according to the foundational truth of emotional
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attachment alters the body’s status as a time-piece, rendering it the measure
less of mortality than of memory. The corporeal response to the affective
residue of the vanished past in the present tense, what we know as grief, per-
mits the feeling body, and particularly the mournful body, to assess the on-
going significance of the past in a culture speeding ever more rapidly toward
the attainment of its historical “destiny.”

The emotional environment in which the Keep America Beautiful PSA
does its work has a long and rich history, involving decisive transformations
in both the status of the feeling body and the order of time. By the nine-
teenth century, grief had become something to be cherished rather than
shunned. No longer simply a sign of disobedience to the divine will, the
pain of grief was now the body’s spontaneous and natural testimony to the
importance of interpersonal attachment; indeed, its persistence helped keep
alive attachment even in the absence of the beloved object. Time, on the
other hand, was not so easy to retain. The radical reorganization that we
understand as the advent of modernity constructed a new vision of time as
linear, ordered, progressive, and teleological.2 Nineteenth-century develop-
ments in historiography supported this sense of time’s essential productiv-
ity by dispersing it over the past, devising accounts of humanity’s move-
ment through time that stressed the rise of civilizations and the growth of
knowledge.3 Yet exhilarating as this forward-moving vision of humanity’s
development might seem, it was nevertheless accompanied by no little anx-
iety about the way the new time-consciousness might situate the human as
time’s prey, the expiatory sacrifice of modernity.4 The pronounced nine-
teenth-century attention to grief and mourning, I contend, responds to anx-
iety over the new shape of time by insisting that emotional attachment had
its own pace—a slower and essentially nonlinear relation to the value of hu-
man existence that defended it against the increasingly rapid pace of prog-
ress by providing avenues of return to the sacred truths that both preceded
and exceeded history as such. Grief constituted one of the body’s ways of ac-
knowledging the objective status of linear time, which generated its occa-
sions; yet the enticements associated with what nineteenth-century mourn-
ing manuals referred to as the “luxury of grief” in this period offered, if not a
way of stopping time, a means of altering the shape and textures of its flow.
Grief’s pain, then, appeared as tolerable, even as desirable, in the face of a
new order of time frequently described as mechanical and impersonal, pre-
cisely because the time of grief—the slow time of deep feeling—could be ex-
perienced (and thus embraced) as personal, human, intimate.
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This is the pivot around which Arranging Grief turns: the kinds of time to
which mournfulness offered access. The cultural plotting of grief in nine-
teenth-century America furnishes a distinctive insight into the nineteenth-
century temporal imaginary, since grief at once underwrote the social ar-
rangements that supported its standard chronologies and sponsored other
ways of advancing history. Accordingly, this book examines the regulatory
arrangements (social, religious, familial, and psychological) that worked to
keep grief faithful to both the sacred time of origins and the recognized ends
of mourning. Yet it emphasizes, as well, the tensions that permitted grief to
sketch out alterations to those arrangements—tensions that, as I show, accu-
mulated around the newly diachronic status of “nature” and the multiple
temporalities consequently assigned to the body.

The expanding cultural significance of grief in the West from the eigh-
teenth century onward links it to what Michel Foucault identifies, at the
end of the first volume of the History of Sexuality, as the fundamentally his-
torical shift announcing the arrival of modernity: the supplementation of
the traditionally “reductive” power of death by the productive power he as-
sociates with the maximization of “life.”5 This development tends, however,
to be obscured by the chronology of decline plotted in the thanato-histori-
ography put forth by the Ariès school. The French historian Phillipe Ariès
describes the newly marked attentiveness to mourning in this period as a
transformative stage in the centuries-long displacement of death from the
center of communal life to the margins of modern social consciousness. He
asserts that the embrace of mourning that emerged in the eighteenth cen-
tury and dominated the nineteenth was a decisive stage in this displace-
ment, as it moved the consciousness of death from the self to the other:
“Henceforth . . . the death which is feared is no longer so much the death of
the self as the death of another, la mort de toi, thy death.”6 As the penulti-
mate stage in the displacement of death, nineteenth-century mournfulness
prepares the way, in this account, for the era of “denied” or forbidden death
that begins with the twentieth century.7 Yet although Ariès’s recognition of
the new emphasis on the other’s death in the nineteenth century has been
profoundly important for scholarship on the culture of sentiment, his read-
ing of the part played by the emergent culture of mourning in the modern
denial of death, compounded with the sermonic tone of much of this work,
recalls Foucault’s description of the repressive hypothesis.8 For Foucault, the
insistence on reading the history of modernity through the lens of repres-
sion—on arguing, in effect, that the “progress” of modernity has entailed

INTRODUCTION

3



the loss of a healthier and more honest prior relationship to matters of the
body—tends to replicate, rather than to expose, modern technologies of
power/knowledge. From this perspective, we can recognize the way the dis-
placement/denial account itself echoes the melancholy longing that charac-
terized the nineteenth-century embrace of mourning; indeed, even in the
nineteenth century, consolation literature depicted mourning as a deeply
meaningful practice that was vulnerable to erasure by the advancement of
history, prefiguring the story that twentieth-century historiographers would
tell about the displacement of death by modernity. Much Americanist work
that remains faithful to Ariès’s grand narrative of thanato-history has further
reduced the complexity of nineteenth-century mourning practices by mini-
mizing its examination of cultural approaches to bereavement outside that
of the Anglo-American middle class—an omission that prevents attention to
the way “othered” forms of bereavement (particularly those ascribed to Na-
tive and African Americans) were positioned as “abnormalities” that struc-
tured nineteenth-century notions of normative mourning.9 In this sense,
the displacement/denial account is more a symptom than an explanation of
modern mourning.10

Scholars influenced by Foucauldian thought have challenged the ten-
dency to classify examples of nineteenth-century mourning culture as mere
moments in a larger history of decline. This reframing, exemplified in his-
torical work such as Karen Halttunen’s important study of the role that be-
reavement etiquette played in the elaboration of American middle-class
identity, attends more closely to the profound productivity of mourning.
The social rituals surrounding mourning, as Halttunen shows, provided the
middle-class subject with an opportunity to display both an emotionally
sensitive interior and a suitably restrained disposition.11 Insofar as those
qualities generate a sense of middle-class belonging, careful management of
grief becomes, in effect, the affective component of the Protestant work
ethic: an ability to marshal the energies of the body in a way that demon-
strates one’s worthiness.12 For this reason, grief could not be squandered; it
must, rather, be judiciously circulated and, at the same time, carefully treas-
ured up. The requirement of self-restraint did not, however, mean that the
genteel mourner was to abandon sorrow for the dead. She was, instead, ex-
pected to engage in continued spells of weeping and sighing, though only in
private. The need to maintain this image of self-governed sensitivity also
meant that grief itself could not be quickly surrendered: rather, it would re-
main, becoming what Edgar Allan Poe describes as “that sorrow which the
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living love to cherish for the dead.”13 The cherishing of sorrow differed
markedly from the Puritan ethic that dominated American mourning until
the mid-eighteenth century. That system, as Mitchell Breitwieser writes, en-
couraged a “manly constancy or Christian stoicism that measures grief, that
is, confines or delimits grief to a defined interval and a well-bounded area in
the terrain of resolve.”14 This does not mean, as Breitwieser explains, that
mourning was forbidden, but that the “constant” Christian sought “imme-
diately to measure mourning” and, by knowing in advance what the experi-
ence would be and mean, to subdue all untoward and dangerous indulgence
in feeling—“womanish . . . wayling and shricking”—while adhering as
closely as possible to precept.15 The tenderness toward prolonged sorrow
that was not only permitted but positively encouraged in the nineteenth
century might seem, at first glance, simply a de-repressive move, a loosening
of restraint on “natural” feeling. Yet the contrast in the two styles may be
more precisely understood as emerging from differing valuations of the “na-
ture” to which grief was linked. Whereas the Puritan assessment of nature
placed it, as Breitwieser observes, “beyond the pale,” the site of the chaos
opposed to the uprightness of the elect, the comprehension of nature that
informed the nineteenth-century culture of mourning was, rather, temporal:
“nature” indexed an Enlightenment account of (positive) origins, overlaid
by a Romantic nostalgia for a receding past. The preservation of sorrow per-
mitted the subject to maintain a constant connection to these profoundly
humanizing moments in time.

Exceptional Times

These transformations in the conception of nature—not only from malevo-
lence to benevolence but also from space to time—help to point us toward
the nineteenth-century apprehension of the grieving body as an instru-
ment of affective time-keeping. But to understand how feeling helped the
modernizing West clock its own progress, we must first trace some contem-
porary developments in the history of time. Most histories of the modern-
ization of time track this process through the development and social instal-
lation of the machinery that emerged to support it: the standardized clocks,
railroad schedules, and other means of measurement and order that be-
spoke time as objectively given, concrete, measurable, orderly, and ulti-
mately productive.16 The development of what E. P. Thompson refers to as
time-orientation, which, following Weber, he links to the rise of capitalism,
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was supplemented by the discipline of history, which dispersed the growing
insistence on time’s essential productivity over the past, crafting accounts of
humanity’s movement through time that stressed the rise of civilizations
and the growth of knowledge, and thus allowing for the collection and dis-
tribution of the gains enabled by this newly rational time-sense.17 Arranging
Grief, however, concerns itself with an alternate mechanism for the collec-
tion of time: the feeling body. As an index of the depth of feeling, grief was
aligned with a sensibility that sought to provide time with a “human” di-
mension, one that would be collective rather than productive, repetitive
rather than linear, reflective rather than forward-moving. As a newly ra-
tional and predominantly linear understanding of time came to domi-
nate the West, the time of feeling, deliberately aligned with the authority of
the spiritual and natural worlds, was embraced as a mode of compensation
for, and, to some extent, of resistance to, the perceived mechanization of
society.18

We can begin to comprehend the stakes of this resistance by considering
Michael O’Malley’s assessment, in his study Keeping Watch: A History of
American Time, of the 1840s Sabbatarian movement. Sabbatarians sought to
protect Sundays, by law, from the encroachments of industry. As O’Malley
points out, the Sabbatarians were not wholly opposed to the profit-oriented
rationalization of time; they simply “hoped, by setting Sundays aside from
the industrial hue and cry, to prevent industrial time from overcoming the
‘natural time’ of the soul.”19 In effect, then, the Sabbatarian movement
sought not to eradicate but to balance the new rationalization of time by
making space within the week for continued fidelity to the forms of tempo-
ral authority it posited as prior to the modern order of things: nature’s time
and God’s time.20 The nineteenth century’s elaborate arrangements of grief
point us toward a time-space comparable to the Sabbath—one set aside for
the renewal of foundational priorities, one that operated to conserve the af-
fective dimension of the human. Grief’s time moved, like Sundays, at a dif-
ferent pace from ordinary time: it was slower, more capacious, almost spa-
tialized, enabling contradictory feelings (pain and pleasure) to be indulged
at once and without traumatic contradiction. Just as Sundays were kept
apart as a time of religious devotion, the time of grief perpetuated a devo-
tion to the natural affections, opening the heart to the preservation of ties
essential to maintaining an affirmative humanness. If grief was something
that people “love[d] to cherish,” that was because they had come to cherish,
even to sacralize, love itself. The “natural” consequence of the newly exalted
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human capacity for interpersonal attachment, grief recalled, through the
pain of loss, the timeless truths that supported and stabilized the historical
development of a humanity founded in fellow-feeling. Love, in this sense,
was not only chronologically prior to grief—since one did not mourn what
one did not first love—but also ontologically prior to the nineteenth-cen-
tury subject, located at and as its origin. In this light, the altered flow of time
experienced by the mourner could be (and, I argue, was) understood as a
version of sacred time, the regenerative mode that transcended ordinary
time in a ritual revisiting of origins.21

The sense of the sacred to which I here refer should not be tied exclu-
sively (in fact, not even primarily) to religion. On the contrary, as Talal Asad
asserts, “there is nothing essentially religious, nor any universal essence that
defines ‘sacred language’ or ‘sacred experience.’”22 The term “sacred” histor-
ically designates “individual things, persons, and occasions that were set
apart and entitled to veneration,” but there has been no singular mode of
setting-apart or style of worship that characterizes its diverse uses.23 Asad ob-
serves, in fact, that the consolidation of the sacred by anthropologists and
theologians into a concept that registered an essentially transcendent force
linked to a universalized notion of religious experience did not take place
until the late nineteenth century, a development that, he speculates, may be
linked to the European world’s construction of Enlightenment against and
through its encounters with non-European others. (A similar spatiotemporal
confrontation, as I will show in this study, marks the middle-class embrace
of grief in this period.)  What I am outlining as grief’s affiliation with sacred
time does not, then, designate a belief that registers solely in the realm of
religion. Rather, grief was positioned as connecting to conceptions of ori-
gins that ranged from a Romantic cosmogony, emphasizing the perpetual
reassurance of a benevolent nature, to monumental nationalism, lauding
the venerated and everlasting principles on behalf of which nations are
founded, to familial and individual narratives that celebrated the affections
as testimony to an originary human bondedness or, alternately, appealed to
the fantasmatic before-time of the infantile. Origin, here, is not a synonym
for beginning; whereas the latter precipitates something into the flow of
time, the former rises above linear time and can be ritually perpetuated
through it but never dissolved into it.24 The cultural embrace of grief that I
consider in this study spanned these varying accounts of origin, bringing
them into alignment—though not, as I will show, always rendering them
fully compatible. Countering Foucault’s sweeping assertion that “time . . .
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was detached from the sacred in the nineteenth century,” then, I am propos-
ing not simply that this detachment must be understood as taking place
gradually and unevenly but also that it may more usefully be understood as
a proliferation of modes of “sacred time,” many of which we have come to
locate within ostensibly secular frameworks.25

At the same time, it is also important not to omit the part played by
Christianity in a mourning culture whose appeal, Halttunen notes, was in-
creasingly genteel and self-consciously Euro-American. Grief, effect and sign
of a human nature that was to be respected, even venerated, for its capacity
to form deep bonds to others, was additionally depicted as an element of a
divine plan that, when read and engaged properly, would turn the subject
(and, in some deployments, the nation) toward redemption. That turn in-
volved a redirection and partial retemporalization of attachment, supplant-
ing the memory of past connection with assurance of a future reunion. The
ability of nineteenth-century American mourning culture to integrate the
visions of origins cited above in a single, socially stabilizing formation de-
pended, in large part, on this redirection, which constructed a homology
between the eternal present of sacred time and the Christian afterlife while
insisting that the former must be embraced only as the means to the latter—
and hence, that anything that might tend to counter the individual’s prog-
ress toward future reward must be rejected. The conjunction of religious, na-
tional, affective-natural, and familial-sentimental formations of the sacred
under the sign of enlightened Christian civilization was both a powerful
configuration and a volatile one; although by the early nineteenth century,
grief was accepted as the effect of a human nature that was generally val-
orized rather than despised, the precise role of emotion and experience in
faith, along with disagreements over the temporality of conversion, re-
mained live questions, at the center of theological debate and doctrinal dif-
ference. Works intended for the new mass market for consolation literature
could, nevertheless, present themselves as addressed to all Christians across
denominational and regional differences. Part of that capacity comes from
what Tracy Fessenden recognizes as the ability of the adjective “Christian”
“to indicate the specific concerns of [the white middle] class,” even though
Christianity was by no means limited to that class.26 This configuration of
“Christian,” that is, stood in for those that understood themselves as the
leaders and guardians of the nation’s steady progress toward a spiritual and
social future, even while it posed its appeal as universal. Though Christian-
ity is not essentially characterized by either an embrace of directed, linear-
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progressive time or the maintenance of a particular social hierarchy, the lat-
ter was, in the nineteenth century, distinctly dependent on an ability to af-
firm, across denominational and doctrinal divisions, degrees of fidelity to
the former.27

It is this assumption of directedness, and the resultant power to direct,
that underlies what Asad identifies as the prophetic language that character-
izes American political culture, which predicates the promise of freedom on
a definition of the human that inscribes an exclusionary origin: those from
whom the founders morally distinguish and narratively separate them-
selves, particularly the English tyrant, Amerindian pagan, and African slave.
This exclusion, Asad comments, permits the nation to present a concept of
the fully human, who is guaranteed freedom, without ideological self-con-
tradiction: what we can grasp as the posited inhumanity of the tyrant, pre-
humanity of the Indian, and subhumanity of the slave permitted their ex-
clusion from this category. (Asad does not address gender in his analysis,
though, as we will see, gender further complicates this narrative by intro-
ducing temporal divisions within registers of the human.) Crucially, the
foundational exclusions Asad identifies are based on distinct temporal con-
figurations: inhumanness may change over time and become humanized—a
possibility on which liberal-sentimental culture wagered the whole of its po-
litical potency—but the pre- and subhuman remain in permanent suspen-
sion before or below the community of free citizens. The issue here, more-
over, is not one of the specifically religious origin of this national fantasy;
Asad observes that nations founded on the notion of natural rights never-
theless also manage to maintain dehumanizing exclusions insofar as they
base their notion of sacred life on an abstract or presocial conceptualization
of “the human.”28 Rather, as we can conclude, the possibility of directed-
ness, of cumulative movement through time synchronous with the domi-
nant timeframe of a given social and historical context, is tied not simply to
inclusion within the space of community but, more precisely, to the tempo-
ral force associated with conceptions of origin.

Asad’s reflections help point the way toward a consideration of what, ex-
tending the temporal dimension of Foucault’s argument in The History of
Sexuality, I call chronobiopolitics, or the sexual arrangement of the time of
life. Before outlining this configuration, however, I want to briefly address
Giorgio Agamben’s highly suggestive, but problematic, reconsideration of
biopolitics by way of the “state of exception”—that which is included in
politics by virtue of its categorical exclusion.29 Agamben’s exploration of the
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sacred—which he posits as originally a juridical, not religious, category—re-
turns to Classical thought via the figure of the homo sacer, who may be killed
with impunity but may not be used in rituals of sacrifice, and whom Agam-
ben links with bare life. This mode of life—which is not directly continuous
with “nature” but, rather, founds the social by virtue of being thrown back
from it in a suspension of the law—is the life, he charges, with which
biopolitics is concerned, and hence all politics is biopolitical. Agamben posi-
tions his analysis as a “correction or completion” of Foucault’s emphasis, in
the first volume of the History of Sexuality, on the emergence of biopolitics as
specifically a technology of modernity; what is distinct about modernity for
Agamben, rather, is that we have all become, in some sense, sacred: “modern
democracy does not abolish sacred life but rather shatters it and dissemi-
nates it into every individual body, making it into what is at stake in politi-
cal conflict.”30 This provocative argument has, however, the effect of sus-
pending time both within and around Agamben’s account of the state of ex-
ception, so that it is difficult to discern how one might begin to specify the
historically selective narrativization of multiple exceptions through varying
accounts of origin, such as those in Asad’s discussion of the American con-
text.31 Foucault, conversely, facilitates a more precise assessment, in part by
asserting that biopolitics, as the corporeal regulation of populations, is fun-
damentally connected with but not identical to an anatomo-politics con-
cerned with the arrangement and productivity of the human body; both
technologies are conjoined in the deployment of sexuality under the rubric
of a biopower that operates to “invest life through and through.”32 The
framework Foucault begins to develop in this volume identifies biopower as
a spatiotemporal phenomenon; it incorporates the production of “life” ac-
cording to a number of temporalities, some of which are contained within
given narratives of directedness and reproduction while others diffuse them-
selves across the social field in less predictable ways.33 The human body, in
this light, cannot be temporalized in relation to (its) death alone; rather, it
becomes implicated in a proliferation of temporalities dominated by, but
not limited to, the linear, accumulative time of development, the cyclical
time of domestic life, the sacred timelessness of the originary bond and of
the eternal reward toward which the faithful subject progressed; or, beyond
these norms, the wayward time of perversity, the nonprogressive time of
pure sensation, et cetera. These were ordered, on the national level, through
a dual appeal to stability and progress, though the nationally conceived
mapping of time could also give way to a selectively transnational sense of

INTRODUCTION

10



modernity, a sense of synchronicity across borders, as manifested in appeals
to refined Euro-American sensibilities or certain articulations of “Christian”
(against, say, the heathen or primitive).34

Both these appeals, as we will see in chapter 1, were central to the middle-
class language of mourning. Indeed, the sustained cultural attention de-
voted to grief in this period formed a crucial part of the diachronic deploy-
ment of life over time that came to dominate discourses of sexuality—indi-
cating that feeling is not simply analogous to what Foucault identifies as
sexuality but constitutes a crucial dimension of the dispositif of sexuality it-
self: the modern intensification of the body, its energies, and its meanings.
As Foucault points out, the deployment of sexuality does not encompass
only those behaviors and typologies we can grasp as “obviously” sex-related;
it addresses, rather, the forms taken by “power in its grip on bodies and their
materiality, their forces, energies, sensations and pleasures.”35 The coupling
of the feeling body to history through the incitement to grief is, I argue, pre-
cisely the sort of linkage that the historian of sexuality who understands the
category of “sex” as speculative rather than given ought to pursue; after all,
that coupling constituted a remarkably productive development, insofar as
it supplied a source of knowledge about the subject that both shaped the un-
derstanding of “natural” relations between self and others and provided a
means of sorting different sectors of the population in terms of emotional
behavior. Grief, then, is not merely “like” sex, or linked to sexuality only at
the level of the unconscious—it is central to the historical apparatus of sex-
uality. Of course, Foucault himself was not free of the habit of privileging
more “obvious” forms of sex in the study of sexuality. In the first volume of
The History of Sexuality, in the course of outlining the development of bour-
geois anatomo-politics as historically prior to the institution of biopolitics,
Foucault comments that the proliferation, in the late eighteenth century, of
writings on hygiene, childrearing, and longevity “attest[s] to the correlation
of this concern with the body and sex to a type of ‘racism’”—a budding “dy-
namic racism” that, he observes, must wait another century before its full
development.36 This brief chronology of eugenicism might have been more
effectively calibrated if the geographic (colonial sites served, as Ann Laura
Stoler documents, as early laboratories for these strategies)37 and the con-
ceptual terrain had been more carefully considered; the notion of “full de-
velopment” here seems to privilege the adoption of reprosexual policing as
state practice as the telos of this narrative despite Foucault’s insistence that
the state does not center power and that “sex” as we know it does not center
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sexuality. A different analysis might have been produced had Foucault in-
corporated other addresses to the body within this chronology. Julie Elli-
son’s tracking of the eighteenth-century emergence of a racially conscious
culture of sensibility, for instance, indicates that what we would now call
“emotional” life should be comprehended within the framework of bodily
hygiene, since the discourse of the passions does not draw boundaries be-
tween feeling and other dispositions of the body.38 A more capacious under-
standing of the lifeworlds of the body might, in turn, have altered the overly
linear historical framework that this gloss on dynamic racism projects—one
that, as postcolonial critics have insisted, unduly limits Foucault’s compre-
hension of racism as a historical phenomenon.39

The contemporaneous operations of anatomo- and biopolitics are, I pro-
pose, already visible in the rhetorical framework developed by middle-class
mourning culture in the early nineteenth century. While condolence litera-
ture pointed to the transhistorical universality of grief to evoke the “com-
mon bonds of humanity,” contemporary standards for bereavement also
mapped the population along a timeline that excluded the chronically or in-
sufficiently mournful (categories of waywardness that retained significantly
raced and gendered associations) from the progressive projects of nation-
building and global regeneration. So, for instance, the moderated sensibility
that was assigned to the middle-class white family coupled a lingering at-
tachment to the dead with disciplined Christian devotion to future reunion
in order to project its form across time, linking past, present, and future un-
der the rubric of familial affection. In contrast, what we earlier saw as the
“prehumanity” of the Indian and “subhumanity” of the black slave were
preserved within the emotional and spiritual “primitiveness” indexed by
Native and African American mourning, untimely behaviors that, unlike the
alterations in time that allowed the proper mourner to recollect origins,
were associated with a lack of historical force and excepted from chronolo-
gies of directedness.

Sacred Wounds

In a recent study of the force of feeling, Philip Fisher proposes that subjec-
tive distinctions in time are wholly generated by passionate experience. The
passions, he asserts, are the structure of time as it enters our own lives; they
create a “temporal landscape” out of an otherwise homogeneous time both
by distinguishing in content between past, present, and future (Fisher in-
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sists, for instance, that one cannot “fear the past . . . or feel anger or shame
about what is in the future”) and by marking off intervals of duration.40 The
fading of intense grief, for instance, constructs the difference between the
immediate past and the more distant past of memory, while the active pres-
ence of hope distinguishes between the imminent future and the more “ab-
stract” terrain of the imagination.41 This common-sense description of the
subjective experience of time still retains an essentially linear construction
which makes it difficult to comprehend slippages in feeling that defy this
timeline; to say that one cannot fear the past would, seemingly, be to dis-
regard the premises of most Gothic literature, to say nothing of psycho-
analysis, both of which play on the instability of the boundary between im-
mediacy and memory in ways that also question the separability of past,
present, and future as such. Fisher addresses this problem in his considera-
tion of the Freudian economy of mourning, which contains Freud’s earliest
articulation of the concept of griefwork. This concept, Fisher observes, un-
derscores the fact that “we do not simply wait for the passions to fade of
their own accord” but, rather, construct the narrative forms in which they
may be dispersed.42

Freudian narratives of mourning, I would argue, provide a certain reso-
nant insight not only into the disciplinarity of mourning but also into the
corporeal dispositions of time in the nineteenth century. As I earlier ob-
served, while middle-class consolation literature continued, in this period,
to posit God’s authority as regulating and limiting the possibilities of the
temporal, emphasizing the need to prepare oneself for death, it also incorpo-
rated the newer cultural appeal to the naturalness of feeling by promising
eternal reunion with one’s loved ones as compensation for the divinely au-
thorized pain of loss in time. Love was thus tied to the careful self-monitor-
ing needed to assure the celestial completion of the beloved circle; and in-
deed, Christian consolation literature specified precisely the modes of en-
gaging grief that sustained this possibility and those modes—self-absorbed,
superstitious, or overly sensational—that negated it. The time-discipline ex-
erted in this religiously oriented specification of blessed and sinful, enlight-
ened and heathen, engagements with grief finds an echo in Freud’s early
theorization of mourning as an end-directed process. Contrary to those as-
sessments of nineteenth-century mourning culture that discount Freudian
theory as anachronistic to the socio-sentimental ritualization of mourning
in this period, I maintain that an examination of the evolution of Freud’s
thinking on grief and mourning can illuminate the temporal implications of
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affect in this historical period by precipitating the temporal ambivalences of
the nineteenth-century appeal to grief.43 Michael Moon points out that
Freud’s initial theorization of mourning, in the 1917 essay “Mourning and
Melancholia,” corresponds in its general outlines to the insistence on mod-
erating grief and submitting to the discipline of loss visible in nineteenth-
century consolation literature, a discipline that the earlier body of writing
represented as a necessary means of preserving the order of the civilized,
Christian subject.44 Freud, however, replaced consolation literature’s insis-
tence on spiritual redemption against sinful waywardness with the contrast
between psychically healthy mourning and the pathological condition of
melancholia, which appeared as a refusal of the temporalizing work of
mourning; the normal mourner was able to withdraw his psychic invest-
ments in the lost object and reattach them to the world of the living,
whereas in the melancholic, this process was arrested, resulting in an ongo-
ing psychic split.

The Freudian theory of mourning initially articulates itself, according to
Tammy Clewell, as “a process geared toward restoring a certain economy of
the subject”—an economy that, as I show in the first chapter of this study, is
fundamentally directed and time-minded, based on the maximization of the
subject’s earthly and spiritual productivity.45 Yet Freud’s secular-scientific ac-
count differs from nineteenth-century consolation literature in one signifi-
cant respect: its avoidance of any divinely authorized theory of timelessness
as a compensatory prop for the losses sustained in time. Freud represents the
submission to time’s passage that orders the normal mourning process as
mandated not by God’s commands or the promise of heaven but by a collec-
tive agreement about the nature of time—what he terms the “reality princi-
ple,” which forces the subject to acknowledge loss in the external world
even if the psyche resists it; this resistance, which nineteenth-century con-
solation writing identified with the “longings of nature,” emerges, in Freud’s
account, from the fundamental atemporality of the unconscious—an atem-
porality without the stabilizing timelessness of origin.46 The Freudian ac-
count of the mourning subject, when considered alongside other post-
Enlightenment accounts of human sociality, demonstrates that, in the ab-
sence of assurances about divine authorization or nature’s benevolence, the
persistent return of the grief-stricken subject to the memory of the lost be-
loved becomes visible as an attachment to attachment as such. “Mourning
and Melancholia” thus maintains in altered form the conviction that
mourning should work to remove any obstacles to the forward-moving flow
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of time, at once distancing the modern conception of the human from any
necessary dependence on the divine and preserving as a psychosocial imper-
ative the end-directed capacity for self-discipline that Christian consolation
literature mobilized through the promise of heaven.

Freudian thought furnishes a further insight into the complex tempo-
ral functioning of grief in this period by underscoring the way that grief
both animated and exceeded the temporal discipline of mourning. Despite
Freud’s faith in the regenerative capacity of the normal psyche—its self-
restoring ability to successfully complete mourning, locating a substitute-
object for its affective energies—he remained puzzled by the tendency of
grief to linger even in putatively “normal” cases of mourning. In the short
1916 essay “On Transience,” for instance, Freud confesses himself perplexed
by some friends’ refusal of his rationalization of loss in contrast to their dev-
astated response to the ongoing war.47 When his friends fail to be consoled
by his insistence that the inevitability of loss in linear time raises the value
of transient objects, he hypothesizes that “some powerful emotional factor
was at work which was disturbing their judgment,” a factor he later identi-
fies as a resistance to the pain involved in mourning’s working-through of
loss.48 He adds, however, that he does not know why mourning should be so
painful and can “only see that libido clings to its objects and will not re-
nounce those that are lost even when a substitute lies ready at hand.”49 The
desire to understand the ongoing emotional pain associated with frustrated
attachment eventually led Freud to revise his understanding of melancho-
lia’s relation to mourning. Beginning with The Ego and the Id, melancholia
appears not simply as an effect of the temporally wayward subject’s relation
to grief but also as the foundational condition of subjectivity itself, insofar
as Freud now hypothesizes the ego as the precipitate of early melancholic at-
tachments.50 The Ego and the Id thus dissolves—or, more accurately, displaces
—the temporal distinction between mourning as a linear process of restora-
tion and melancholia as the pathological refusal of time’s discipline featured
in the earlier work, insofar as the melancholic basis of the ego offers Freud a
way to explain the seemingly interminable pain of ordinary grief. Since an
atemporal attachment to others resides at the very origin of the subject, the
abandonment of that attachment suggested in the earlier image of serial sub-
stitution now appears to be contradictory to human nature. As Clewell
points out, Freud implies that the cherishing of attachments to lost objects
is effectively what makes us human: “Although we know that after . . . a
loss the acute state of mourning will subside, we also know we shall remain
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inconsolable and will never find a substitute. No matter what may fill the
gap, even if it be filled completely, it nevertheless remains something else.
And actually, this is how it should be. It is the only way of perpetuating that
love which we do not want to relinquish.”51 This transformation in Freud’s
thinking about loss has been represented by Clewell and others as his evolu-
tion from a late-Victorian to a fully modern thinker.52 I would propose, in
contrast, that Freud’s belated understanding of the persistence of grief as
“how it should be” marks a point where his thinking catches up to the nine-
teenth century, as it recalls that century’s pronounced embrace of retained
grief. In this light, Freud’s fundamental “difference” from the tenets of nine-
teenth-century consolation literature—his refusal to posit heaven as a com-
pensatory time-space for the “perpetuation” of those attachments—appears
rather as an alternate realization of the possibilities of time as glimpsed
through the sustained cultural attention to loss in this period.

The “something else” that persists in this gap manifests most provoca-
tively when critics follow through the temporal implications of Freud’s
thinking about the durations of grief, rather than succumbing to the temp-
tation to categorize instances of mourning as normative or pathological.
This mode of engagement is exemplified in Breitwieser’s insightful book-
length reading of Mary Rowlandson’s 1682 account of her captivity among
Algonquian Indians during King Philip’s War. Breitwieser connects the abil-
ity of Rowlandson’s narrative to break with the representational norms of
her culture, despite its official fidelity to church and state (the narrative, in-
tended to support the colonists’ interpretation of the conflict, is titled The
Sovereignty and Goodness of God, Together with the Faithfulness of His Promises
Displayed), to its composition during what was, for Rowlandson, a pro-
longed and still-incomplete process of mourning—a period Breitwieser, fol-
lowing Rowlandson’s own language, avoids classing as pathological and in-
stead identifies as an “afflicted time”—a time idiosyncratic and intrinsic,
“dissevered from public time, governed by eccentric and private accelera-
tions and retardations that she shared with no one,” and thus one that
could permit a radically atypical perspective on her social world.53 My own
study extends this framework in another direction, considering how nine-
teenth-century engagements with the corporeal sociality of grief might pro-
duce alternate perspectives on time, perspectives that not only challenge
the content of official histories but also reimagine the arrangements of
time upon which those histories are constructed and reproduced: rendering
time, in effect, as “something else” even in its most familiar manifestations.
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Freud’s disconsolate perpetuation of love for the dead and Rowlandson’s in-
sistent attachment to her ruined world both exemplify the importance of at-
tending to anachrony in any would-be historical inquiry. By anachrony, I do
not simply mean expanding our understanding of what counts as histori-
cally “relevant.” I might well justify my inclusion of the early twentieth-cen-
tury analyst and the late seventeenth-century chronicler in a nineteenth-
century study on the basis of such an expanded conception of relevance;
even as the Freudian subject may, as Moon and others have argued, be un-
derstood as a version of the nineteenth-century sentimental subject, Row-
landson’s own account seems, for all its fidelity to contemporary conven-
tion, oddly anticipatory, producing, at times, moments that read to Breit-
wieser like something out of Melville or Dickens.54 But my intention is
not, ultimately, to exonerate these particular references from the charge of
anachronism while otherwise keeping faith with the boundaries that charge
seeks to enforce. Instead, I am interested in the uses of anachrony and other
modes of untimely presence as means of multiplying the futures of the past.
If the construction of anachronistic space has historically operated within
modernity, as Anne McClintock charges, as a means of domination, anach-
rony nevertheless also presents an opportunity to refigure the very terrain of
the historical.55 In this sense, this study draws upon and participates in a re-
cent intensification of the temporal in American literary and cultural stud-
ies. That development—visible in such works as Wai Chee Dimock’s innova-
tive study Through Other Continents, which, dilating upon the presence of
anachronism in Emerson, James, and other “American” writers, revises the
spatiotemporal coordinates of American literary history itself, rejecting the
narrowing chronology of the nation in favor of a planetary frame56—is
guided by a desire to determine how the way we chart time delimits the
kinds of relations we imagine across social space;57 for if, as Peter Osborne
contends, all politics is centrally concerned with “struggles over the experi-
ence of time,” then the temporal work of culture, as the locus of production
of “different senses of time and possibility” (and hence of different relations
to history and futurity) demands particularly close attention.58 Until re-
cently, however, most critical work on the cultural politics of time neglected
to question configurations of the corporeal, to think through the temporali-
ties of social belonging by interrogating how sexual and familial arrange-
ments determine the human over time.59 My focus on grief in this study
is, accordingly, directed toward developing an understanding of how the
movements of life under the dispositif of sexuality might transfigure these
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forms of relatedness by emphasizing the way the affectionate body is, by its
very “nature,” subject to anachrony. Grief, as I have been arguing, provides
particularly fertile terrain for tracing such temporal disjunctions by virtue of
its connection to multiple framings of sacred time. The modern embrace of
grief at once signals and perpetuates visions of the subject as founded on a
rift in time, as maintaining an attachment to sacred time that it knows to
come too late. The persistence of that rift—whether imagined as an invest-
ment in irrecoverable origins, a deathless attachment to a past love, an insis-
tence on the ultimately irreparable status of the ruptured bond, and/or a
cherishing of the pain that maintains it as such—establishes the feeling
body as a potential site of historiographic and temporal interventions. The
deeply embodied nature of those interventions, moreover, intensifies their
ethical dimension, underscoring the interconnections between the way we
think about social forms such as nation or culture and the way we assess the
temporality of particular life forms. In this light, the asynchronic traces that
haunt narrative dispositions of the grieving body in nineteenth-century
American literature not only bring the conventions ordering which forms of
life count as such into sharp relief but also enable particular arrangements of
grief to propose forms of connection in and across time that fall outside or
athwart the confines of both recognized history and familial generationality.

The tendency to depict the rift in the grieving subject as a wound, how-
ever, complicates the political/temporal leverage of many of these propos-
als. This propensity is particularly marked in sentimental culture; in light
of recent work in this field, in fact, it can even be said to constitute senti-
mentality as such. Sentimentality and wounding are conceptually linked in
Roland Barthes’s work on the punctum in photography; Barthes, as Marianne
Noble points out in her study of sentimental masochism, declares that his
interest in the photograph is “sentimental” insofar as he wants to explore it
as a wound, something that uses feeling to open its critical engagements.60

Significantly, Barthes’s analysis of the photograph thinks through its incor-
poration of a temporal alterity, the trace of another time that it inscribes, in
relation to what he calls the punctum, the “beyond” within the photograph
that acts on the body.61 In this light, “sentimental” does not simply indicate
a noteworthy intensity or deplorable excess of feeling (depending on one’s
taste) but, more particularly, a way of using deployments of mixed feel-
ing (pleasure and pain) to negotiate problems in time.62 This dual focus on
the bodily and formal processes constituting the sentimental distinguishes
much recent work on the nineteenth-century American culture of senti-
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ment.63 A recent assessment by Mary Louise Kete, for instance, goes so far as
to characterize sentimentality as a type of mourning, one that seeks consola-
tion by means of restoration. For Kete, sentimentality’s “signal concerns”—
“lost homes, lost families, and broken bonds”—are tied to its attempt to speak
across space and time by developing tropes that restore continuity, by dimin-
ishing the distance between individuals, and by “bridg[ing] the gap between
temporality and eternity.”64 Noble, similarly, proposes that wounds do more
than inspire sympathy in sentimental fiction; in Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin,
she argues, wounding opens what we might comprehend as an ecstatic tem-
porality, at once erotic and religious, working as “[metonym] for God’s full
presence” and as a “form of sexual transcendence.”65

Sentimentality’s inclination toward eternity and transcendence, however,
troubles critics seeking to understand the way the appeal of the wound oper-
ated in and on historical time. This line of critique is pursued by Lauren Ber-
lant, who expands the terrain of sentimentality, affirming that in a culture
lacking a viably rational political public sphere, manifestations of a liberal-
sentimental consciousness take the place of public culture. That conscious-
ness similarly seeks to privilege an idealized wholeness—not only in the
maintenance of the homes, families, and bonds it projects as eternal but
more fundamentally in the wish that “identity categories . . . be ontological,
dead to history,” preserved against change.66 The unconflicted identities
treasured in liberal-sentimental consciousness are imagined, crucially, both
as prior to extant social formations and as private, bound up with highly nor-
mative domestic-familial configurations. This sacralizing of a domesticated
wholeness points, according to Berlant, toward an intimate affinity between
sentimental culture and the market it officially deplores as a threat to that
wholeness, so that the circulation and consumption of images of wounded-
ness comes to operate, in effect, as a cure for wounding. The weakness of the
sentimental political imaginary is not simply its historical alignment with
commodity culture but more specifically the temporality in which the
“cure” is effected; sentimentality, Berlant asserts, “seeks out monumental
time, the sphere of dreaming and memory, and translates its idealities into
an imaginary realm where agency is somehow unconstrained by the norma-
tive connections of the real.” Sentimentality’s sacred time, in this view, at-
tempts not to transform but to transcend history, using feeling to mimic the
fulfillment promised by eternity.67

Berlant’s account of sentimental culture’s appeal to commodified mo-
ments of sublime suffering, exemplified in her reading of the persistent
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attraction to the scene of Eliza’s crossing of the Ohio River in Uncle Tom’s
Cabin, foregrounds a combination of the sentimental and the sensational
that occupies a different temporality than my discussion of grief has thus far
evoked. “Sensation” signals a mode of intensified embodiment in which all
times but the present fall away—a condition simultaneously desired, in
its recollection of the infantile state, and feared, in its negation of social
agency; as a case in point, it was, as we will see in chapter 1, a condition pro-
jected onto the black body as justification for slavery. The affective mode I
have been examining in relation to grief, however, (dis)organizes time dif-
ferently. In grief, the sensory body does not rise out of time so much as fall
behind it; everything but the past fades away and yet, at the same time, re-
mains—a consequence of the irreversibility of time upon which the experi-
ence of grief is predicated, since if one could live wholly within the past
toward which grief inclines, grief itself would dissipate. Hence, although
both wish away historical time, the slow time of lingering grief does so with
a sense of its inescapability, whereas sensation makes a fetish of the mo-
ment. These two temporal modes come together, as I demonstrate in the
first three chapters of this study, in the widespread nineteenth-century at-
tachment to mourning the prehistorical and the infantile, an attachment
that amounts to a sentimentalization of primal sensation. This nostalgic de-
votion to the life of the body before (linear) time constitutes a key feature of
strategies of affective incitement, manifested most clearly in domestic-senti-
mental culture’s accommodation-through-negation of the time of the mar-
ket but also, as both Berlant and Elizabeth Maddock Dillon have shown, in
liberal politics generally.68 Yet this sort of suspension toward originary or
eternal timelessness is not the only way in which grief can intervene in the
temporal imaginary of nineteenth-century America. Rather, as I will show,
grief may also be deployed innovatively through and against the trauma-
tized time of the sentimental, gesturing not toward an originary wholeness
but toward the necessary reinvention of forms of connection and belonging.
Such possibilities emerge when the homology posited between the sacred
time of origins, the time before linear-historical time, and the eternal glory
of the posthistorical and posttemporal, is strained by the persistence of asyn-
chronic traces affixed to embodiment, which can work to desacralize or de-
traumatize the arrangements upon which the official chronologies of senti-
mental culture depend.69 From this perspective, the “nature” to which the
life of the body is linked becomes not the origin of a conservatively con-
ceived culture but what Elizabeth Grosz suggestively describes as “the end-
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less generation of problems for culture”—the insistence of which, as she as-
serts, may lead to “human, or cultural, innovation and ingenuity, self-over-
coming, and the creation of the new.”70

Touching Moments

Arranging Grief draws upon an archive of writings circulated in the United
States from the 1820s through the 1860s, a period that saw both an in-
creased proliferation of modes of retaining grief and significant transforma-
tions in national consciousness, religion, and the cultural status of the capi-
talist market.71 Examining a range of sources addressing—or, perhaps more
accurately, caressing—grief, including mourning manuals, sermons, and
memorial tracts, novels and short fiction, poetry, speeches, and memoirs, I
pursue a mode of close reading that is at once historically and temporally at-
tentive. The tendency of the grief-marked text to dwell within the sensuality
of deep feeling requires consideration of the distinct textures of particular
texts as they rearrange the dominant chronobiopolitical dispositions of the
historical moments in which they were produced.72 My attention to texture
and detail is intended to address the complexity of how these texts make
time appear, an assessment that is particularly crucial insofar as the grief-
work incited in these texts often signifies at a self-conscious distance from
the “official” materials of history.73 What I seek in these readings, then, is to
demonstrate how close attention to the ripples in time that mark nine-
teenth-century writing about grief might help to move American cultural
criticism not only to a more precise understanding of the history of time but
also toward ways that history might be remade. For as Foucault asserts (and
as queer critique, in particular, has usefully demonstrated) the point of his-
torically grounded inquiry is not to provide us with insight into the past “as
it really was” but to provide the attentive reader with models of variability
that might illuminate and animate critical practices across time.74 And it is,
finally, in this register that my interest in the temporal play authorized by
grief is intended to resonate: as a critical examination of both its historicity
and its ongoing potential to alter the course of time, opening slippages that
manifest not only as outright resistance to or critique of historical norms but
also as subtler alterations enabling minute, enlivening variations in the be-
coming of the human subject and the perpetuation of its histories.

Arranging Grief is divided into two interdependent sections. The first sec-
tion highlights the relations between time and feeling within early-nine-

INTRODUCTION

21



teenth-century appeals to grief as a way of conserving the human, focusing
on the cultural arrangement of sorrow around figures identified as prepoliti-
cal or prenational: the lamented child, the romanticized Indian, and the
sentimentalized mother. In the second section, I examine the explicit ex-
tension of the “private matter” of the grieving body to the social and politi-
cal terrain of the American present tense around the questions of slavery
and war.

Chapter 1 develops a political archaeology of grief that highlights the
complex textures of time in nineteenth-century consolation literature, cen-
tering on accounts of child loss. Although the Christian orientation of this
body of work urged a fundamentally conservative deployment of the alter-
nate temporalities accessed through grief, insisting on the need to prevent
sorrow over the past from diminishing earthly productivity and preventing
one’s access to eternal reward, its evocative attention to the pleasures of grief
complicates these orderly arrangements, positing prolonged sorrow in an
unstable and potentially disruptive relation to histories both public and pri-
vate. Chapter 2 pursues the question of sacred time into the realm of sound,
focusing on the sustained attention, in the early American novel, to the
“music” of the Indian voice, which it tuned to the key of lament. This liter-
ary attraction to the sonorousness of the Indian voice, a noteworthy aspect
of historical romances by James Fenimore Cooper and Catharine Maria
Sedgwick, at once demonstrates a narrative intention to bury its temporal al-
terity, as the ineffable grain of the presocial and prenational body, and the
novelistic desire to resurrect it as the echo of an as-yet-unrealized plenitude
associated with corporeal memory. Chapter 3 traces the contours of middle-
class sentimental domesticity, examining the sacralizing of the affectionate
mother in antebellum sentimental culture and that culture’s corresponding
nostalgia for childhood as a form of sacred time. The failure of the mother to
fully conform to this (pre)temporal positioning unsettles its generative
frameworks, as I show by interrogating the way maternal melancholy marks
two 1850s domestic-sentimental orphan novels, Susan Warner’s enormously
popular The Wide, Wide World and Harriet Wilson’s complex response to the
genre, Our Nig. In both these novels, the figure of the not-quite-dead mother
accrues anachronistic meanings that reanimate sentimental desire while
opening powerful critiques of middle-class visions of domestic order.

Beginning with chapter 4, I focus on how grief operated in writing that
confronted the national public with the immediate time-pressures of slavery
and war, challenging chronologies of national belonging by means of the in-
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stability resulting from confrontations between the sexuality of the citizen-
subject and familial and monumental rubrics of Americanness. Contending
that slavery itself, which we can comprehend, in light of Hortense Spillers’s
work, as an institutionalized form of sexual violence perpetuated through
race, constituted an ongoing interruption to the mutually imbricated time-
lines of family and nation, I examine antislavery and Civil War–era writers
who sought to animate that interruption in the present tense. Chapter 4
centers on the way selected antislavery writers sought to rework the senti-
mental deployment of universalized feeling as a counter to the slave sys-
tem. Expanding the temporal implications of recent critical work on the pol-
itics of sentiment, I consider the sentimental reading of grief as an appeal to
the timeless familial values underwriting the social fabric—exemplified in
Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin—against three writers—Frederick Douglass, Her-
man Melville, and Frances E. W. Harper—whose work I characterize as coun-
termonumental, in that it resists reduction to the nationalist manifestation
of sacred time exhibited in the monument. The chapter examines in turn
Douglass’s insistence on the time of the “now,” the alternate relation to the
present opened in Harper’s revision of sentimental simultaneity into a poli-
tics of contemporaneousness, and finally Melville’s formal emphasis on the
disruptiveness of the archaic. Chapter 5 describes the consolidation of affec-
tive nationality in the Civil War period. Focusing on representative mourn-
fulness as facilitating a mode of passionate national belonging, I show how
the national rituals of mourning for the assassinated president Lincoln high-
lighted his capacity for grief, indexing a peculiarly American attachment to
historical trauma as a sacralized, regenerative time-space to which ordinary
citizens ritually return in order to affectively reorient themselves toward the
redemptive promise of the future. I close the chapter by analyzing Elizabeth
Keckley’s use of this monumental arrangement of national trauma in her
memoir of an ex-slave’s life in the White House, noting that Keckley’s mem-
oir ultimately reveals the incapacity of affective nationality to comprehend
the institutionalized reproduction of sexual violence at the core of the slave
system, returning us to the consideration of the problematic temporality of
the body in sentimental culture with which the book’s first section con-
cluded. And finally, in a brief coda, I extend the questions of contemporary
memorial practice that closed chapters 4 and 5, addressing the problematic
persistence of our profound cultural faith in the productivity of mourning,
audible, notably, in the proliferation of calls for effective memory work
around events such as 9/11. The ongoing appeal to mourning as a means of
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social consolidation, I argue, should draw our attention to the need to de-
velop ways of thinking that avoid merely embracing alternative temporali-
ties as the means of humanity’s salvation and, instead, attempt a desacraliz-
ing reworking of grief’s times—resisting the tendency to consider grief as
always exceptional but instead positing its very ordinariness as a ground of
political action.
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