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n the final pages of Citizen, Rankine frames racial experience through a lens of perpetual

suffering. With written imagery that combines the emotional and physical tolls of racism,

Rankine characterizes the African American experience as a dissmpowerment. Rankine

comments that the Black American’s outside “blister[s] the inside,” that the racist insults tra
them “in a chokehold, every part roughed up” (Rankine 158). She transforms the idea of racism

into a physical predator capable of delivering both internal and external injury. The African

American is overwhelmingly victimized, and we too, through Rankine’s pointed use of the

second person, are made victims by proxy. As Rankine continues, writing, “I don't know how to

end what doesn’t have an ending.” she extends that state of victimhood from one of temporary

incapacitation to perpetual struggle (Rankine 159). Not only is Rankine powerless in preventin

the pain of racial discrimination, but she also cannot end Citizen with finality when all evidence
of modern racism points to its continuation. Instead of ending hopefully as another narrative

might, then, Rankine resurrects the familiar discomfort of microaggression — “the same

fundamental misperception happen[ing] again and again” — used throughout Citizen: a woman

who purposefully moves her car to the other end of the parking lot after making eye contact with
the speaker (Young). Similarly, the sunrise she alludes to, a symbol of coming change, is

reluctant: “slow and cloudy, dragging the light in, but barely” (Rankine 159). As she finishes

with “It wasn’t a match...It was a lesson,” Rankine leaves us with the reality of racism’s

underlying and pervasive ceaselessness: racism is not a one-time competition to be “won,” but

rather a continuous education, an uphill war that must be endured (Rankine 159).

By contextualizing the painting within this narrative of perpetuity, Rankine narrows the -

interpretation of The Slave Ship to one of racial struggle. In the last pages of Citizen, we are met

with the full image of Turner’s The Slave Ship. At first glance, it’s beautiful. The painting is
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cyclical pattern of horror and pain ingrained in the African
American experience. With the purposeful layout of the
page, the viewer’s initial impression of the painting is one of
beauty: a vibrant sunset painted in streaky gold, beautifully
hazy in the nature-loving style of the impressionists. Yet as
Rankine crops the image of the painting to a single shackled
leg, thrashing as its flesh is swarmed by white fish, the brutal
injury that was present all along is brought to center stage

\ and emphasized with distinct clarity.
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dominated by a \sunset or sunrise Hepicted in wisps of gold, orange, and red so bright that the

bottom half of the painting is almost lost. Even if the viewer looks to the bottom of the image

the details are indistinct: the distant shadow of a ship, an ocean foaming with dark waves, the
sun’s reflection glinting off the water. Yet, as Rankine crops the image to a shackled leg

swarmed by white fish, the brutal assault that was present all along is emphasized with a visceral

clarity. The other elements — sky, ship, the majority of the sea — are excised from the picture,

and we come face to face with undeniable evidence of atrocity. First exhibited at London’s Royal /

/

Academy jn conjunction with an Anti-Slavery League meeting, The Slave Ship is already rooted

in a defiance of racial subjugation kMarcuse). In cropping the image to center on the ruination of

a human life, Rankine narrows that focus to the victimization of the African American

experience, confronting those audiences who deny the suffering of African Americans, In using

the slave trade’s horrific practices — \Rankine urges us to do the same: “I wanted to end [Citizen

with Turner because people always say, ‘Well, I didn’t know. It wasn’t my intention. I wish I

had known more about this,”” she said. “But Turner knew better” (“Claudia Rankine’s Citizen?). |

While Rankine primarily draws on 7/he Slave Ship’s undertones of racial victimization,

the painting as an independent artwork explores further nuances, In examining those lenses, the
narrative of the African American experience transforms from one of victimhood to one of

retribution. Even in the original title of the painting — “Slavers Throwing Overboard the Dead

/
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Turner’s painting — created by a man, who, even in the 1800s, rejected the opportunity to jgnore, /-

and Dying - Typho[o]n Coming On” — Turner builds beyond the suffering that Rankine fixates

Turner asserts that the slaves are not the only subjects; the slavers, ship, and storm are active
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to be the same one that threw the slaves overboard, appears to be crashing headlong into a storm.
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within African American history. With the line “that time and that time and that time, the outside

blistered the inside of you, words outmaneuvered years,” Rankine expands the scope of the racial

struggle (Rankine 158). She repeats “that time,” describes how racist insults defy time by
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“outmaneuver[ing] years.” In this, racism becomes not only a persistent individual wound but a

timeless one. The consequences of racial microaggressions, Rankine says, leave traces beyond

their moment of injury and are preserved in memory. As Black Americans assume the scars of

their own racist experiences (as well as their ancestors’), then, they become vessels for both

individual and intergenerational trauma.

By using The Slave Ship as a point of connection between “twenty-first century ‘society’

[and] the unending legacy of slavery,” Rankine imposes that same idea of timeless struggle onto

the painting (Young). Indeed, Turner’s brutal depiction of the transatlantic slave trade is not just

a picture but a historical example of unending racial violence. As Rankine embeds the image

within her accounts of modern racism, she “create[s] a sense of historical continuity between the

text's portrayal of present-day racism and America's past” (Direkoglu). Whether as a paintin

inclusion in Citizen, or afterimage in our memories, Turner’s painting immortalizes the scene of

the shackled leg in perpetual struggle. As we view the painting, we share the same horror that

Turner experienced when he painted the gruesome scene, even so many years later. The racial

narrative is, in effect, cyclical. The Slave Ship, our interpretation of it, and the pain that it depicts

can no longer exist independently of history. Entwined within Rankine’s continuous fight to

combat racism, the painting becomes less an individual moment of atrocity than one example

within an endless pattern of them. [t acts not only as incontrovertible proof of African American

injustice but as a reminder that the pain of the African American experience is not isolated; it is a

remnant of bloody legacy, a product of historical tragedy.

In recasting The Slave Ship as just another exemplification of racial inequality, however,

Rankine removes the unique historical importance of the image. [The scene in Turner’s work is

not just any depiction of the Atlantic slave trade; it is an image of the Zong Massacre. The event
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in which slavers threw approximately 122 slaves overboard (with another ten “jumping on their

own accord”) in order to collect insurance money, was pivotal in the British abolition movement.

That the subsequent trial considered “enslaved people...the same as any other cargo” and found

the insurance company liable for damages ignited a public discourse that gave British abolitionist

leaders the momentum needed to propel the movement (History.com Editors). Combining this

knowledge with lines from Turner’s poem that was originally paired with The Slave Ship

— “Hope, Hope, fallacious Hope! / Where is thy market now?”” — Turner’s painting then

becomes a political attack (“Slave Ship”). It paints slavery as a monstrosity, a desecrator of hope.

It incriminates both the slavers who perpetuated the horrific atrocities of the slave trade as well

as the society that continued to reap rewards from human suffering. While Rankine’s alteration

of the image proves effective in her focus on African American adversity, Turner’s specific

political criticism within the painting, the historical significance of the event are removed in the

process. [nstead of fully recognizing the suffering directly experienced by these 132 slaves, she

reduces the image to one nameless instance of racial violence amongst a history of them,|

[When understood within these historical and analytical lenses and recontextualized

within Citizen, The Slave Ship, and, in turn, the end to Rankine’s narrative, assume new meaning

as a general call for resistance. Whether reading only the text of Rankine’s Citizen or viewing | ‘

The Slave Ship as an independent work of art, both invoke sympathy, empathy, even anger. By

combining the powerful history and vengeful message of The Slave Ship with the broader scope

of Rankine’s depiction of continuous racial violence, Turner’s painting transforms into a lesson

in resilience. The success of the abolition movement as an indirect result of the Zong Massacre is

proof that change, though “slow and cloudy,’

" is still |

moments away from being crushed in the background of their crimes, yeminds us that, justice is

ossible (Rankine 159), The slave ship,
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