Undrowned:
Black Feminist
Lessons from
Marine Mammals

. by Alexis Pauline Gumbs



“And if the scale of breathing is
collective, beyond species and
sentience, so is the impact of
drowning. The massive drowning yet
unfinished where the distance of the
ocean meant that people could become
property, that life could be for sale. I
am talking about the middle passage
and everyone who drowned and
everyone who continued breathing. But
I am troubling the distinction between
the two. I am saying that those who
survived in the underbellies of boats,
under each other under unbreathable
circumstances are the undrowned, and
their breathing is not separate from the
drowning of their kin and fellow
captives, their breathing is not separate
from the breathing of the ocean, their
breathing is not separate from the
sharp exhale of hunted whales, their
kindred also. Their breathing did not
make them individual survivors. It
made a context. The context of
undrowning.”




“Instead of simply identifying what was what, I had to
go deeper. I took my cue from the many marine
mammals who echolocate. I had to focus not on what I
could see and discern, but instead on where I was in
relation, how the sound bouncing off me in relationship
to the structures and environments that surround me
locates me in a constantly shifting relationship to you,
whoever you are by now.”




“Sometimes I feel like
I’'m communicating
with you underwater.
The impact of what I
say outlives what I
learned by saying it.
And the ambient noise
grows louder and the
ocean is heating up and
I need you to know
where the bottom is,
what will feed us, how
close are the sharks.

Which is to say I am
humbly listening and I
am learning to take
responsibility for my
frequencies. I can lower
them to reach you. I can
reflect before I speak
out. Echolocation is not
the same as mind-
reading. Some of this
magic is just the
complexity of being a
mammal alive in sound.
I can hear what I cannot
see yet. I can make a
whole world of
resonance. And live in
it. Swim through it.
Reflecting you. Whistle,
click if you can feel that
[ am here.”




“It was always you I loved, not your elegant
strategy. I will love you still, if you now outgrow it.
I will love you more whether time moves forward
or backwards. Whether ice melts or water freezes
back. Whether your next move is protection,
breakthrough, shift, or any combination. There are
at least three ways to love you: as you were, as you
are, as you will be. I love you. That means I choose
all three.”
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“My grandfather taught me to float on
my back. He said look at the sky. This
is where I still come to look for him.
That sky is where I see him in my
dreams. I am still learning to trust
that something can hold me. My
default mode is burdened strength.”



This line is a part of very large circle.

“I think of Debbie
Africa, who gave birth
secretly in prison, how
the other women
prisoners used sounds
to shield her birth
process. They
protected the two of
them from guards so
that she and the baby
were able to share
precious time
together, undetected
for days. I think of
Assata Shakur too,
impossibly conceiving
and giving birth to her
daughter while a
political prisoner,
mostly in solitary
confinement. And how
she listened to her
angry daughter, and
the dreams of her
grandmother when
they told her she could
be free. They could be
together. And a
community of freedom
fighters made the
demand and the dream
real.”



“This is my prayer. May anyone who seeks to mention you be
called to learn the language of those who first loved you.
May you study the pink of yourself. Know yourself riverine
and coast. May you taste the fresh and the saltwater of
yourself and know what only you can know. May you live in
the mouth of the river, meeting place of the tides, may all
blessings flow through you. I love you impossible dolphin,
quietest in the river, breathing close to the surface. I'm
grateful for what you remember even if you never say. And
I’'m keeping your name in my mouth like a river internal, like
this love ever flowing. I am keeping your name in my mouth
every day. All day.”



“And I think about you and
what you remember. What
you keep close for as long
as you can. I think about
repetition and code, and
when we prioritize what
communication and why.
And how we ever learn our
names in this mess. And
the need that makes us
generalize and identify.
Become specific and vague.
I think about the dolphin
mother and what she
needed to say. Her own
name, in her own way. And
what else under strict
observation? Remember
this feeling, there is
something called love. I
would say remember, there
is something called
freedom, even if you can’t
see it. There is me calling
you, in a world I don’t
control. There is
something called freedom,
and you know how to call
it. Even here in the holding
pattern, here in the hold,
remember remember. You
are. You are held. Named.”
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