
 
 

Do a Number: The Facticity of the Voice, or Reading Stop-and-Frisk Data 

Soyoung Yoon  
The New School 

Fill the void. Lift your voice. Say her name. 
          —#SayHerName  

  

Listen to the story told by the numbers.   1

 A man and a woman take their seats at a table, put on headphones, switch on a radio 
transmitter, and take turns reading aloud a series of numbers into microphones (Figure 1). The 
recitation of numbers is both machinelike in its rote regularity and intimate. And it is amplified by 
the feedback of radio transmission as well as an overlay of electronically-generated tones, mixed 
and processed in dub fashion. After the half hour live performance is over, Mendi and Keith 
Obadikes’ work, Numbers Station [Furtive Movements] (2015), exists as an installation with a 
recording of the performance played on loop, the Obadikes’ voices echoing back and forth from 
loudspeakers positioned at opposite ends of the room: a sonic parentheses.   
 The audience is told that the series of numbers have been excerpted from logs of self-
reported stop-and-frisk data from 123 New York Police Department (NYPD) precincts. Each 
number, then, is a sign of presumed criminality, and the order of the logs refers to an order 
imposed on the streets of New York City. However, throughout the performance, there are no 
names or any relating of a number to a name, a face, a place—an identity. The numbers appear 
even more abstract in the unvarying evenness and repetition of the artists’ vocal delivery, as the 
difference from one number to another becomes increasingly difficult to apprehend, much less to 
absorb and to remember. Each number follows the other according to an indecipherable order, 
apparently random and meaningless. The repetition in its indifference frustrates and lulls. 
Difference becomes but a matter of spacing, of taking a breath, in a series that seems to continue 
and continue. In other iterations of Numbers Station, the Obadikes read aloud numbers from slave 
ship manifests and lynching statistics. Our experience of listening to the numbers from one 
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station to the next seems not to differ from one or the other, all eerily, awfully the same, as if the 
history of the violence that reduced black bodies to a matter of accounting was not so much a 
story as a static, unchanging condition of modern life: not history, but still life. 

Five. 
  
 Why the numbers? Why not the visceral reality visualized in videos of police violence, 
such as the widely-circulated cell phone video of the killing of Eric Garner, who died on July 14, 
2014, in Staten Island, New York City, during an all-too-familiar procedure of stop-and-frisk, 
under suspicion of selling loose cigarettes on a sidewalk, a so-called “quality-of-life” offense? 
Why not the sight of his body pinned down on the pavement by five NYPD officers, the strained 
sound of his pleas of “I can’t breathe” ensuing from an officer’s choke hold? Why not the witness 
testimony, the autopsy report, or the various postmortem examinations—and interpretations—
around the “cause” of his death? By giving voice to the self-reported stop-and-frisk data, 
compelling the audience to listen to what the data claims to say and how, I argue that Numbers 
Station [Furtive Movements] confronts the challenge of documenting not the finality of a death 
but the structural violence that caused it and other deaths, not a past event but a present and 
ongoing condition that continues, not an event but a condition experienced and lived at the level 
of habit. At stake is the capacity to breathe, that is, the rationality according to which the habit of 
breathing becomes a capacity to be measured, regulated, and controlled as a matter of race. How 
does the politics of breath change the parameters of what we perceive to be a “voice”? 
 For this special issue on “Documentary Audibilities,” this essay offers another chapter in 
the authority of the documentary voice-over: the “reality effect” of the presentation of knowledge 
as raw data, of the impersonal enumeration of information through numbers arranged in the rows 
and columns of a grid.  If the artists’ sonification of data displaces the centrality attributed to the 2

audio-visual testimony of video, it also underscores how techniques of data visualization and 
sonification continue to depend upon conventions of documentary film, especially the “voice” of 
documentary.  The problem is not so much the epistemic value of this enumeration of numbers as 3

its affective force, the force of the presentation, the affect of the sheer rawness of the data, which 
seems all the more valuable in its proximity to the very threshold of meaning and nonsense, of 
signal and noise—a representation of reality that presents the experience of knowledge as the 

 Roland Barthes, “The Reality Effect”(1968) in The Rustle of Language, trans. Richard Howard (Berkeley 2

and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1986), 141-48.

 See, for instance, Tess Takahashi, “Data Visualization as Documentary Form: The Murmur of Digital 3

Magnitude” in this same issue.
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vertigo of standing at the edge of the precipice, the thrill of the potential fall into the 
senselessness of noise as well as the sense of security in the knowledge that the ground will not 
fall under our feet. The sublimity of knowledge as data. Who is the subject of this knowledge? 
Who is speaking as well as from where and when and for whom? And what type of history can be 
told through this knowledge? Whose history? And what are its modalities? Can it even be called a 
history? 
 The category of documentary film, Philip Rosen argues, continues to inform our 
appreciation of not only what is documentary (as an adjective) but also what counts as a desirable 
account of the real as history.  Rosen outlines how documentary film has been defined from its 4

founding conceptualizations via the norms and practices of modern historiography, its privileging 
of narration and a narrativity of closure, its desire for a reality that presents itself with the formal 
coherency and completeness of a story: documentary as not simply a matter of memory but also 
of historical consciousness.  The operative distinction here is that between documentary and the 5

document—not the oft-cited difference between documentary and fiction, between documentary 
and art—and documentary’s control over the “liveness” of the document, the latter’s claim to the 
contingencies and excess of the indexical trace, its noise, its nonsense. At issue is not so much 
technology as control. Documentary continuously enacts this distinction between documentary 
and document, between history and “the servile accumulation of fact.”  If the discourses of new 6

media propose a dream (or nightmare) of universal surveillance through technological 
developments that would expand the field of the document to incorporate any trace of human 
activity, Rosen asserts, this dream is concomitant with the need for sequences or patterns that 

 Philip Rosen, “Document and Documentary: On the Persistence of Historical Concepts” in Change 4

Mummified: Cinema, Historicity, Theory (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2001), 225-63.

 See especially Hayden White, The Concept of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical 5

Representation (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987).

 “We thought, indeed, that even so complex a world as ours could be patterned for all to appreciate if we 6

only got away from the servile accumulation of fact and struck for the story which held the facts in living 
organic relationship together.” John Grierson, “Propaganda and Education”(1943) in Grierson on 
Documentary, revised edition, edited by Forsyth Hardy (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1966), 
290. Cited in Rosen, “Document and Documentary,” 233. Rosen foregrounds the example of 
“Griersonianism” in the conceptualization of documentary film in the 1930’s and ‘40s, drawing attention to 
how the distinction between documentary and document operates in Grierson’s claims for the pedagogical 
value of narrativity in documentary film: documentary as a new mode of education for the masses. And 
Rosen compares the Griersonian educator to other contemporaneous claims for the social function of the 
intellectual such as that of the Gramscian organic intellectual—different ideological perspectives on the 
shared problem of the intellectual’s relation to the masses. For Rosen, the purpose of his investigation is 
“not a defense of Griersonianism,” but instead to contextualize it as part of a modern discourse around a 
documentary mode that extends beyond the medium of film to television, video, and new media and 
continues to be powerfully influential and pervasive in contemporary culture and politics. Televised news, 
for instance, counters the effects of its technological capacity for “liveness” or temporal simultaneity by 
striving toward a documentary mode, through its appropriation of the convention of the voice-over 
commentary in the form of the news anchor “as the apex of a pyramid of knowledge.” (Rosen, “Document 
and Documentary,” 240).
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would make sense of these documents, put them in their place, give them meaning: the 
persistence of a documentary mode.  
 In “The Silences of the Voice,” Pascal Bonitzer underscores how the distinction between 
documentary and document is disavowed—or rather operates via a disavowal—in the type of 
documentary that repeats the mantra of “let the event speak.”  It is a documentary of “no 7

commentary” or “minimum commentary,” and for Bonitzer it crystallizes the ideological effects 
of the conventional voice-over commentary. The documentary of “no commentary” effects the 
absence of its point of view, encompassing a multiplicity of divergent, contradictory, individual 
point of views, creating the aura of a democratic scene of “free confrontation.”  As Hayden White 8

says of modern historiography, in the sake of objectivity, it disavows its own work of storytelling, 
attributing narrativity to the event itself, presenting the story as something to be found in the 
event, rather than constructed.  It forecloses the very question of the narrativizing authority, of 9

who is speaking and from where and when and for whom. The narrativizing authority speaks 
from outside the diegetic space, from a place that is “absolutely other and absolutely 
undetermined”: “hence, incontestable, uncontested, and supposedly knowledgeable.”  It is a 10

voice without subject or, more precisely, a voice that has yet to be embodied by a subject, a voice 
without a body, a voice that usurps the voice of the Other. 
 This essay addresses the power—and the ideological effects—of such silence via the 
materiality of the voice mobilized in Mendi and Keith Obadikes’ Numbers Station series. 
Appropriating the form of mysterious shortwave radio stations known as numbers stations, the 
artists’ voices perform a charged erotics of data in their incantatory recitation of numbers from 
slave ship manifests, lynching statistics, and stop-and-frisk data. The crux of my inquiry is the 
contradictory nature of these numbers-as-documents: the irreconcilable gap between the 
abstraction of the numbers and the histories of violence that would account for the accumulation 
of these bodies—a gap that both separates and binds. As Ian Baucom argues in his analysis of the 
insurance contract for the slave ship Zong—the contract as a privileged document of the 1781 
massacre, where the ship’s captain drowned 132 slaves to claim compensation for these “goods” 
under the salvage cause of the ship’s insurance policy—the numbers of the contract are haunted 

 Pascal Bonitzer, “The Silences of the Voice (A Propos of Mai 68 by Gudie Lawaetz)” (1975) in Narrative, 7

Apparatus, Ideology, edited by Philip Rosen (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), 319-34.

Ibid., 320.8

 “Insofar as historical stories can be completed, can be given narrative closure, can be shown to have a plot 9

all along, they give to reality the odor of the ideal. This is why the plot of a historical narrative is always an 
embarrassment and has to be presented as ‘found’ in the events rather than put there by narrative 
techniques.” Hayden White, “The Value of Narrativity in the Representation of Reality,” On Narrative, 
special issue of Critical Inquiry, Vol. 7, No.1, On Narrative (Autumn, 1980): 24. 

 Ibid., 324.10
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not only by the specter of slavery but also by the specter of financial protocol, the practice of 
converting history into bookkeeping, of substituting “evidence” for the imaginary, speculative 
knowledge of “credit.”  The horror of the slave trade is not only in the suffering of a human body 11

but also in how it is “incessantly attended by an equal sign and a monetary equivalent”—how that 
pain and suffering was made possible by and perpetuated through a mode of knowledge that 
redefined what is credible, valuable, and real as well as by the “chatter” of the “endless business 
of empire.”  The aim of this essay, then, is not to add to the critique of the quantitative method 12

per se, that is, how therein behind the dream of a universal language of numbers lies the reality of 
reification, the “thing-ification” of social relations, the quantitative method as an exemplar of the 
class character of consciousness that tears apart all historical ties to leave nothing but “the icy 
water of egotistical calculation.”  Rather, the problem I pose here is of a doubling of violence: 13

how to speak to the violence not only in the content of the history but also in the form of its 
telling, the story that is told through a litany of numbers. How do we give form to this abstraction 
as a “silence” that also functions as an index, a document, of the very process of accumulation 
through which persons became a people, a population, a race, the object of a particular regime of 
knowledge and system of exchange? How is the silence “heard”?  
 I argue that the significance of the Obadikes’ work centers on the performative function 
of the voice, its erotic charge, which speaks to this gap between the numbers and their referent—
or gives “body” to the gap, bodying forth specters, following Mladen Dolar’s psychoanalytic 
reading of the voice as that which never synchs up, as that which “appears in the void from which 

 Ian Baucom, Specters of the Atlantic: Finance Capital, Slavery, and the Philosophy of History (Durham, 11

NC: Duke University Press, 2005). If the case of the Zong was critical in defining the struggle between 
slave traders and abolitionists in the late eighteenth century, Baucom argues that “the way in which that 
struggle was waged suggests that it was not only the struggle between competing theories of right (the 
slave’s right to human dignity and the slaver’s right to trade), but one between competing theories of 
knowledge, a struggle between an empirical and a contractual, an evidentiary and a credible epistemology.” 
In particular, Baucom aligns his analysis of the insurance contract for the Zong with scholarship that 
theorizes the rise of the novel as a genre to train readers with the capacity to negotiate the effects of the 
financial revolution, especially the changes in the concepts of what was knowable, credible, valuable, and 
real. “The Zong trials and the abolitionist debates more generally, I am suggesting, define another scene in 
which such struggles were played out, which in turn implies that what was on trial at court was not only the 
conduct of the Zong’s captain, owners, and insurance-underwriter but something like the ‘novelization’ of a 
collective imaginary, the novelizing protocols which permitted the owners, the underwriter, and eventually, 
the Guildhall court itself to credit the fiction of value encoded in the Zong’s marine insurance 
policy.” (Baucom, Specters of the Atlantic, 16). 

 Ibid., 5-8.12

 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, “Manifesto of the Communist Party,” in The Marx Engels Reader, 13

Second Edition, edited by Robert C. Tucker (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1978), 475.
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it is supposed to stem but which does not fit, an effect without a proper cause.”  The voice not 14

only intimates the violence of black bodies reduced to numbers, a kind of funeral chant by 
numbers, but as the Obadikes affirm, it also gives form to the materiality of the numbers, the feel 
of data: “We think of this way of getting at the numbers not so much as a refusal of a ‘straight 
story’, but as a new way to feel something that might be hard to hold as raw data.”  What is at 15

stake is the seductive force of data: data imagined or heard, not as enumeration but as incantation. 
Let the data speak. 
 An addendum, as it were: let’s also consider this feel of data in relation to the affective 
power of fact-checking, of the verification and enumeration of facts, of “let the facts speak.”  16

Pay heed to the dispassionate cadence of the enumeration of facts in the context of its deployment 
as a newly invigorated tool in our current moment against the threat of “fake news”—the 
seductiveness and satisfaction of such enumeration of facts and its fantasies of a restoration of 
authority, of truth, of the authority of truth. In a critique of the limited efficacy of such fact-
checking, Jason Read cites the Spinozist proposition that “nothing positive which a false idea has 
is removed by the presence of the true insofar as it is true.” Affect is countered by affect, and it is 
not dispelled by the plain assertion of “truth,” as if the simple act of waking up could dispel a bad 
dream and the tossing and turnings of the night. “Every parent knows this,” Read adds, and “this 
is why protective teddy bears are more effective protection for monsters under the bed than 
discussions as to why monsters do not exist.”  Moreover, as Frédéric Lordon contends, this 17

recent bout of fact-checking by the media produces its own monsters in the perceived monstrosity 
of the demands for a different world, for a real alternative to the status quo. The lure of fact-
checking is utilized as a defense against and a substitute for political discourse; instead, it 
presents an apolitical, technocratic politics that seeks not to change the world but to manage and 

 “So the voice as the object appears precisely with the impossibility of deacousmatization. It is not the 14

haunting voice impossible to pin down to a source; rather, it appears in the void from which it is supposed 
to stem but which does not fit, an effect without a proper cause.” Mladen Dolar, A Voice and Nothing More 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2006), 70. 

 Erin Sickler, “Interview, Mendi and Keith Obadike,” Art & Context, January 13, 2016, https://15

web.archive.org/web/20160408021233/http://www.artandcontext.org/blog/2016/1/13/interview-mendi-
keith-obadike

 See also Mary Poovey, A History of the Modern Fact: Problems of Knowledge in the Sciences and 16

Society (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998). Poovey tracks a history of how numbers came to 
epitomize the epistemological unit of “the modern fact,” from the development of double-entry 
bookkeeping and mercantile accommodation to the institutionalization of statistics, drawing attention to the 
increasing separation of “description” from “interpretation” as modes of knowledge. Poovey emphasizes 
the contradictions in the various claims for the objectivity of description through numbers, especially the 
persistence of the problem of belief figured as “credit,” “credibility,” and “credulity.”

 Jason Read, “The Limited Efficacy of Facts Insofar as They Are Facts: A Spinozist Reflection of Fake 17

News,” Unemployed Negativity (blog), January 12, 2017, http://www.unemployednegativity.com/2017/01/
the-limited-efficacy-of-facts-insofar.html
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maintain it, to police it as it is: “It is the empty and insignificant reign of ‘facts,’ all the better to 
leave unquestioned the master-signifier in the background: that the world is what it is.”  As Karl 18

Marx would say of the philosophy of political economy and its technocratic economism, “thus 
there has been history, but there is no longer any.”  19

Four. 

“The numbers exist as the material, the subject, and the score of the work.”   20

 In Numbers Station [Furtive Movements], the numbers refer to the number of stops at 
each NYPD precinct from each quarter . However, as the audience listens to the rise and fall of 
numbers, there is a lack of any discernible logic or continuity from one precinct’s number to the 
next—Precinct 102 with 818, Precinct 103 with 1356, Precinct 104 with 172…We struggle to 
grasp and keep in mind which precinct had the most number of stops, which had the least, and 
how these precincts seem to be right next to each other, conjuring a mirage of arbitrary borders—
and populations—rising and falling as we move from neighborhood to the next, from one number 
to the next. It is a struggle to keep these numbers in mind and hold them in our head, as it is 
difficult to remember any specific number, which number refers to what, and how one number 
differs from the next, as the back and forth of the Obadikes’ vocal delivery continues. The 
numbers start mixing together, coagulating into an indistinct, invisible thickness, a sort of cloud. 
To listen to the log of self-reported stop-and-frisk data becomes a game of finding patterns: Bingo 
or Battleship. And there is the question of who—or what—is the other player we are playing 
against. How do we win or lose this game? Does it ever end?  
 The Obadikes’ voice is amplified by the feedback of radio transmission and rendered 
even more machinic via the effect of tone generators, as the tones blur the distinction between 
foreground and background from which the voice would arise. The tones are numbers of stops 
translated into frequencies—165 stops translated into 165 Hz tone, 103 stops into 103 Hz tone…. 

 Frédéric Lordon, “Post-Truth Politics or Post-Political Journalism,” trans. David Broder, Verso (blog), 18

January 11, 2017, http://www.versobooks.com/blogs/3043-post-truth-politics-or-post-political-journalism. 
See also Emmett Rensin, “The Blathering Superego at the End of History,” Los Angeles Review of Books, 
June 18, 2017,  https://lareviewofbooks.org/article/the-blathering-superego-at-the-end-of-history/

 “When the economists say that present-day relations—the relations of bourgeois production—are natural, 19

they imply that these are the relations in which wealth is created and productive forces developed in 
conformity with the laws of nature. These relations therefore are themselves natural laws, independent of 
the influence of time. They are eternal laws which must always govern society. Thus there has been history, 
but there is no longer any.” Karl Marx, “Chapter Two: The Metaphysics of Political Economy,” in The 
Poverty of Philosophy (1847),.

 Ryan Lee Gallery, “Mendi + Keith Obadike, Numbers Station [Furtive Movements], September 10-20

October 10, 2015, press release. 
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And the deployment of the strength of vibration effects an imperative to feel the significance of 
the numbers in one’s body, if not in one’s head, reverberating not with what they signify, but that 
they signify, that they signify an elusive something.   
 As a reviewer states, the Obadikes’ vocal delivery accentuates the fact that the subject of 
the performance is the data.  In interviews, the Obadikes describe their work not only as a 21

sonification of data but also as a “collaboration” with the NYPD in the mutual creation of a 
“creative database.”  The arch deployment of the term “collaboration” points to a proximity 22

between the artistic appropriation of data and the data reported by the NYPD, the latter as also a 
work of imagination. The Obadikes cite news that reveal how precincts manipulate their numbers, 
underreporting and overreporting, to show progress from year to year. But beyond this news of 
overt manipulation, the suggestion of a symbiosis between the artists and the police confronts the 
stop-and-frisk data in its function as public disclosure. On the one hand, the numbers of the 
database convey but a limited reality through its reduction and abstraction. The reported data does 
not include the number of police killings, nor does it narrate the lived experience of stop, 
question, and frisk, the day-to-day routine harassments that affect the rhythm, speed, manner of 
movement; how one moves, carries oneself, or behaves in public space; the habits of the streets 
and their temperature, tenor, and tone. On the other hand, there is the creativity, or rather the 
fantasy, of the database itself, and the force of this fantasy—how the litany of numbers presents 
the potential for order, an order, a law that would be reflected in reality by the order of the streets, 
and the seductiveness and force of this potential: everyone in their proper place.  
  The repetitive recitation of the litany of numbers belies the fact that according to the 
most recent analysis by the American Civil Liberties Union of New York about the stop-and-frisk 
data, the overwhelming majority of the numbered are black and Latino, and 9 out of 10 of those 
numbered are innocent. In 2011, at the height of the practice of stop, question, and frisk, New 
Yorkers were stopped by the police 685,724 times, of which 605,328 were innocent (88 percent), 
350,743 were black (53 percent), 223,740 were Latino (34 percent), 61,805 were white (9 
percent), and 341,581 were ages fourteen to twenty-one (51 percent). From 2002 until 2016, more 
then 5 million innocent New Yorkers were stopped and interrogated in the streets by police.  As 23

several reports critical of the stop, question, and frisk program have shown, the effect on crime 
rates are either negligible or unsubstantiated. 

 Jessica Lynne, “Reading the Numbers of Stop-and-Frisk,” Hyperallergic, September 21, 2015, https://21

hyperallergic.com/237694/reading-the-numbers-of-stop-and-frisk/

 See, for instance, “Mendi and Keith Obadike discuss their ‘Numbers Station’ exhibition,” interview by 22

Tom Roe, WGXC 90.7fm-radio, September 21, 2015, https://wavefarm.org/archive/2p7n6c.

 American Civil Liberties Union of New York, “Stop-and-Frisk Data,” nyclu.org, last accessed on June 23

21, 2017, https://www.nyclu.org/en/stop-and-frisk-data.
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 In Numbers Station [Furtive Movements], the added challenge for the audience is to try 
to apprehend the weight of this disproportion, not to try to name and recall faces of individuals 
behind those numbers but instead to hear one number on top of the other, multiplying and 
accumulating, piling up into an invisible pyre that rises from floor to ceiling, as if to remember is 
a kind of heaving for air. And I would argue that it challenges us to reconfigure how we 
remember, the very workings of our memory, in accordance with the manner in which protestors 
transformed Eric Garner’s statement of three pithy, prosaic words, “I can’t breathe,” into a 
powerful rallying call. The statement in and of itself is scarcely a testimony; it says too little. But 
in its repetition, it becomes sculptural or even architectural: a matter of space, volume, mass, and 
proportion. The protestors’ call gives form to and rallies against all those years in which Garner 
was regularly and arbitrarily stopped, searched, and interrogated by the NYPD, harassed over and 
over again for small-scale, low-level infractions (“broken windows”), such as the selling of 
untaxed loose cigarettes. The repetition of the call materializes and resists the very normalcy of a 
precarious condition of living, of being, that culminated in the sheer inadequacy of those final 
words to the police officer, “I can’t breathe,” repeated eleven times by Garner before his last 
breath. The challenge, then, is to criticize not only the circumstances of Garner’s death, its event, 
but also the conditions under which he was forced to live, the daily, lively activity of his 
precarious living that is barely distilled into a “history.” The challenge is also to stress the poverty 
of the seemingly interminable spectacle of the violence against the racialized poor, how the rich, 
vivid veracity of the videos of police violence seem to be subject to the same wholly insufficient
—and unjust—interpretations of “no reasonable cause,” and how this continuation of the status 
quo—yet another, yet another—accrues into the feeling that the series of videos are no less 
abstract than a litany of numbers.   24

 If the official function of the numbers of the stop-and-frisk data is to reference a potential 
crime, the Obadikes’ performance foregrounds how the numbers but reference each other, as well 
as the force and lure of such a numbers game. We listen to the numbers not for their reference, 
their meaning, but instead for that which supports and resists it: their materiality, the tone and 

See Nicholas Mirzoeff, “The Murder of Michael Brown: Reading the Ferguson Grand Jury Transcript,” 24

Social Text 126: Vol. 34, No.1 (March 2016): 49-70. As several critics have claimed, the cell phone video of 
Garner’s death accrued especial currency in the summer of 2014 not only in tandem with the protests 
around the killing of Michael Brown by the police officer, Darren Wilson, in the streets of Ferguson, 
Missouri, but also because there was no video of Brown’s death. Through harrowingly detailed analysis of 
the Ferguson grand jury transcript, Mirzoeff argues that if the nonexistent video of Brown’s death is all too 
easy to imagine in its banality—“all too familiar but shockingly short—less than a minute”—the transcripts 
reveal a systematic invisibility that would disavow its very sight. For instance, Mirzoeff points to how the 
narrative of Wilson’s “reasonable” fear of Brown is supported and rendered a matter of reason via the 
prosecution’s mise-en-scene of the crime scene photographs, which expanded the sense of the space and 
time of scene, privileged its seeming bounty of forensic evidence over the testimonies of eyewitnesses, and 
thereby turned “horror into data: measured, calibrated, and categorized”: “The grand jury hearing 
investigated that minute’s worth of action, taking place over sixty yards of narrow roadway, for three 
months.” Mirzoeff, The Murder of Michael Brown, 57. 
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texture of their sound, the muted acoustic traces of lips, teeth, alveolar ridge, hard palate, velum, 
uvula, glottis, and tongue as well as of the taking of breath, a discreet sip of water, and the turning 
of a page. We are also attuned to the gender performance in the coupling of male voice and 
female voice.  However, as the Obadikes’ back and forth continues, the couple form falls apart 25

and dissipates into the unruly eroticism of the voice without a body, a presence both intangible 
and yet strangely, uncannily palpable. The voice becomes “unknown, voluptuously an X.” As 
Joan Copjec emphasizes, when we encounter the “grain” of the voice of the Other, its resistant, 
excessive materiality, we mark it with an X, “the mark of our nonknowledge”: “This simple 
addition is enough to eroticize the voice, to transform our relation to it to one of desire, of 
interpretation.”  This effect of the uncanny is even more pronounced in the installation form of 26

Numbers Station, the performers no longer present in person, the seats tucked back in under the 
table, their bodies present only as disembodied voices echoing back and forth from the 
loudspeakers. 

 

 In “Scenes of Subjection: Women’s Voices Narrating Black Death,” Julie Beth Napolin refers to the 25

Obadikes’ Numbers Station series to emphasize the significance of the black female voice, in this case, 
Mendi Obadike’s voice, in its reading aloud of the number of stops at each NYPD precinct from each 
quarter. (Keith Obadike reads aloud the number of the respective precinct, as he translates the number of 
stops into frequencies with the tone generator.) If my reading attends to the audience’s experience of the 
repetition, the abstraction, and the blur—not only the blurring of voices but also the increasing lack of 
distinction from one number to the next, one reference to the next—Napolin focuses on the particularity of 
Mendi Obadike’s voice by positioning it within a long history of black women’s testimony of black death. 
From Ida B. Wells’ testimonies that accompanied her tabulation of lynching statistics in The Red Record 
(1895)—a source material for the Obadikes’ second iteration of the Numbers Station series—to recent 
videos of police violence, such as Diamond Reynold’s live-stream video narration of the killing of her 
boyfriend Philando Castile in 2016, Napolin underscores how black women have disproportionately borne 
the burden of narrating the spectacle of black death. She proposes a renewed ethics of witnessing via the 
restoration of the narrativizing authority of the black female voice, especially in its demand to the not-yet-
determined audience. See Julie Beth Napolin, “Scenes of Subjection: Women’s Voices Narrating Black 
Death,” Sounding Out! (blog), December 19, 2016 https://soundstudiesblog.com/2016/12/19/scenes-of-
subjection-womens-voices-narrating-black-death/

 See Roland Barthes, “The Grain of the Voice”(1972) in Image/Music/Text, translated by Stephen Heath 26

(New York: Hill and Wang, 1977), 179-189. Joan Copjec makes a crucial distinction between what Bonitzer 
describes as “the body of the voice” and Barthes’s “the grain of the voice.” “Functioning as limit, the grain 
of the voice does spell the collapse of the universal, of the universality of sense; some excess of being over 
sense suggests itself and begins to undermine knowledge. But it is the knowledge of the listener that is in 
question here, not that of the enunciator. The enunciator becomes all at once not unknowing (as in 
Bonitzer’s account), but unknown, voluptuously an X. The phenomena just described, and fully exhibited 
in Barthes’ essay, is that of transference. Confronted with the limits of our knowledge, we fictively add to 
the field of the Other, to the voice, an X, the mark of our nonknowledge. This simple addition is enough to 
eroticize the voice, to transform our relation to it to one of desire, of interpretation.” Joan Copjec, “Locked 
Room/Lonely Room: Private Space in Film Noir,” in Read My Desire: Lacan against the Historicists 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1994), 189 (my emphasis).
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Three. 

“CQ CQ Calling CQ.”  27

 The Obadikes’ performance and installation specifically utilizes the form of “numbers 
stations,” shortwave radio stations of strange, mysterious broadcasts, reading out inexplicable 
lists of numbers, often deploying a female voice produced by speech synthesizers or Morse code, 
from an unspecified location to an unidentified audience (Figure 3). The traffic of their 
transmission is unidirectional, the recipient does not or cannot reply, and it is very rare for an 
amateur radio enthusiast, to receive a QSL card, a written confirmation of reception, from a 
numbers station. According to widespread speculation, the numbers stations were primarily for 
espionage, especially during the Cold War period, for intelligence agencies to communicate with 
their agent, armed with the encryption of a onetime pad. For the amateur radio enthusiast, the 
radio ham, who chanced upon numbers stations while scanning the airwaves, they were a 
mysterious component of the sonic ether, dubbed with names such as “Nancy Adam Susan,” “The 
Lincolnshire Poacher,” “The Swedish Rhapsody,” and “The Gong Station,” proof of a wider 
communicative world.  28

 The radio ham becomes “a spy without a cause.”  The operators are fascinated by the 29

mystery of a message that was not intended for them, a message that they cannot read but 
beckons with the possibility of meaning, with the promise that it could be read by the other who 
has the key. It is a message without an identifiable source, neither an author nor a place of origin, 
from a sender who cannot, will not, does not reply, like the dead or God, from the transcendent 
field of the Other. And the message all too briefly recedes into “black” as part of the 
electromagnetic spectrum. For the radio ham, what is important is not the meaning of the message 
but the contact, the fact of communication as such, and the search itself amidst the silence now 
become a noisy, textured spectrum of potential messages. The meaning of the message doesn’t 
matter or elicits but faint interest or boredom. They seek not so much to decode or interpret the 
messages conveyed by the numbers as to listen to the sound of the numbers, the texture of that 
sound, its pop and crackle, and the strange, uncanny sense of the mechanization of a human voice 
limited to reading aloud nonsensical series of numbers.  
 For the radio ham, then, the disembodied voice of a numbers station occupies the space 
between message and noise, the threshold where the signal-to-noise ratio seems to approach zero-
or-infinity. I would argue that it is a scene of interpellation not unlike the famed episode in Franz 

 Typical ham radio call.27

 See, for instance, Olivia Sorrel-Dejerine, “The Spooky World of the ‘Numbers Stations,’” BBC News 28

Magazine, April 16, 2014.

 Thank you to Owen Deutsch for this turn of phrase as well as the many insights into numbers stations. 29
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Kafka’s The Castle (1926), where the character K. receives from the Castle at most an enigmatic 
answer to the question of why he has been summoned. To the question of “Why, me?” K. hears 
but a senseless voice:  

The receiver gave out a buzz of a kind that K. had never heard on a telephone. It was like 
the hum of countless children’s voices—but yet not a hum, the echo rather of voices 
singing at an infinite distance—blended by the sheer impossibility into one high but 
resonant sound that vibrated on the ear as if it were trying to penetrate beyond mere 
hearing.  30

The scene from The Castle is often referenced by theorists of the voice, in order to expound on 
not only the strange, uncanny nature of the disembodied voice over the telephone or radio, but 
also the strangeness of the voice itself, especially as a voice of authority. For Mladen Dolar, the 
senseless voice of the Castle is a kind of loud, deafening silence in front of which K. finds 
himself unable to reply, powerless and transfixed. The silent voice materializes the authority of 
the law, “the mechanism of the law at its minimal”: “it expects nothing of us, it does not 
command, we can always oppose commands and injunctions, but not silence. Silence here is the 
very form of the validity of the law beyond its meaning, the zero-point of voice, its pure 
embodiment.”  For John Durham Peters, K.’s encounter with the silence of the voice represents a 31

distinctly modern predicament of the search for meaning, for truth, in a disenchanted world:   

Modern men and women stand before bureaucracies and their representations or wait by 
telephones in the same way that sinners stood before the God who hides his face: 
anxiously sifting the chaos of events for signs and messages….K. must interpret the 
gestures from the Castle (if they indeed come from the Castle at all) with the same 
attentiveness with which augurs once monitored the sky above the temple for the flight of 
birds or the fall of stars. He must follow them with the falsificationist rationality of the 
modern scientist, carefully peeling away alternative hypotheses, checking the data for 
clerical errors, strenuously trying to avoid fudging the data with his own unconscious 
visions, wondering if the instrument was flawed or tapped the right information.  32

 Franz Kafka, The Castle, translated by Willa and Edwin Muir (New York: Schocken Books, 1995), 27.30

 Dolar, A Voice and Nothing More, 172.31

 John Durham Peters, Speaking into the Air: A History of the Idea of Communication (Chicago: 32

University of Chicago Press, 1999), 202-3.
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Numbers stations could be seen as a limit case of radio, an amplification of the 

uncanniness of the medium of radio itself with its disembodied voices that fitfully materialize the 
gap between sender and receiver. In particular, the search for numbers stations are a subcategory 
of the common practice of DX-ing, the practice of making radio contact over greater and greater 
distance. Instructional manuals for DX-ing describe the importance of the skill and experience of 
listening, listening again, beginning at the bottom of the band (or as close to it as permitted by 
one’s license), stopping at each signal along the way, tuning, becoming familiar with the 
characteristics of a band’s propagation (such as the effect of the fluctuations in the ionosphere, 
from the time of day or season), and learning to recognize the distinctive but elusive smearing out 
in time of a signal from afar that has made several hops off the ionosphere to reach one’s 
antenna.   33

 Theodor Adorno famously dismissed such professions of skill and experience as the 
epitome of the pseudo-activity of the listener-as-consumer in “the culture industry,” criticizing the 
latter’s illusions of activity, participation, and agency as a “regression of listening”: “It is 
irrelevant to him what he hears or even how he hears; he is only interested in the fact that he hears 
and succeeds in inserting himself, with his private equipment, into the public mechanism, without 
exerting even the slightest influence on it.”  Peters emphasizes the pathos of such eros as a 34

symptom of living in a disenchanted world, where the encounter with the other, the destabilizing, 
unmooring confrontation with difference, is displaced onto the ever-deferred meeting with the 
idealized Other: desire not so much for communication as for revelation. And he contextualizes 
DX-ing along with other fantasies about communication that stretch from nineteenth century 
spiritualism to the more contemporary search for extraterrestrial intelligence (SETI). The especial 
poignancy of SETI lies in the “the vertigo of infinitesimally small odds”: the difficulty, if not the 
impossibility, of finding a signal, a message, amidst the noise of the universe, in a field of data 
ever-expanding into infinity.  Moreover, the search is not for any signal but for the message of an 35

intelligent—and intelligible—other; it is driven by the desire not for the body of the other as the 
other’s mind, their intentionality, their meaning. “[I]f the other has no body whose presence we 
could desire,” Peters retorts, “then what makes us think minds can make contact?”  The problem 36

 H.Ward Silver, “Delving into DX-ing,” Dummies, http://www.dummies.com/programming/electronics/33

delving-into-dx-ing/.

 Theodor W. Adorno, “On the Fetish Character in Music and the Regression in Listening,” in The Culture 34

Industry: Selected Essays on Mass Culture, edited by J.M. Bernstein (London: Routledge, 1991), 54.

 Peters, Speaking into the Air, 251.35

 Ibid., 256. “What SETI hopes for is the self-consciousness that the other is communicating, a sign rather 36

than a signal: nothing would quite thrill like call letters, a break in the flow of programming to ‘identify 
oneself’ (phrase Hegelian wonder)…As one astrophysicist said, “We’re looking for the one combination 
that says, ‘Hi there.’” The grand prize of communication recurs: Come here, I want you.” Peters, Speaking 
into the Air, 254.
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of such dreams of communication is that “it invites us into a world of unions without politics, 
understandings without language, and souls without bodies, only to make politics, language, and 
bodies reappear as obstacles rather than blessings.”  37

 In the Ninth Bridgewater Treatise (1838), the mathematician and forefather to the modern 
computer Charles Babbage presents a computational imaginary that would overcome a limitation 
of witness testimony, specifically its dependency on the body of the witness. As such, Babbage’s 
claim anticipates what scholars such as Thomas Keenan and Eyal Weizman have recently 
described as a contemporary shift from the “era of the witness” to a “forensic turn.”  For 38

Babbage, the body of the witness is defined first and foremost by its capacity of perception (not 
comprehension), by the fact that body was on the spot, then and there: the body as but a point of 
contact. The significance of the witness’s voice is neither in speech nor in the quality of its sound 
but instead in its capacity to be heard, in its audibility. He describes how the utterance of a human 
voice sets in motion initial infinitesimal pulsations of air that affect the present—and future—
state of every atom of the Earth’s atmosphere through a series of movements conveyed by 
countless channels. If the movements of the aerial pulses are not perceptible to the human senses 
(neither to “the keenest eye” nor “the acutest ear”), there is the possibility of comprehending them 
through human reason, of deducing them, via tools of mathematical analysis that allow us to trace 
effect to cause and cause to effect. We can then imagine a being of “infinite intelligence,” whose 
capacity of such mathematical analysis is without equal, a God as such who can foresee all: 
“Thus considered, what a strange chaos is this wide atmosphere we breathe!” The air itself 
becomes “one vast library, on whose pages are for ever written all that man has ever said or 
woman whispered.” Anticipating the controversy around evolution, the Ninth Bridgewater 
Treatise takes part in debates around natural theology, where the new evidences of the sciences 
would confirm, rather than call into question, the existence of God: God as a “Heavenly 
Designer.” And the possibilities of assuming such intelligence allows for the gift of not only 
foresight but also judgment. “[I]f the air we breathe is the never-failing historian of the sentiments 
we have uttered, earth, air, and ocean, are the eternal witnesses of the acts we have done.”  39

 Babbage’s ideal of the eternal witness culminates with a reference to the atrocities of the 
slave trade in which bodies of slaves appear only to disappear at the instant of death, appear as 
but evidence of a crime. He invokes contemporaneous accounts of slaves in chains either being 

 Ibid., 31.37

 See, for instance, Thomas Keenan and Eyal Weizman, Mengele’s Skull: The Advent of a Forensic 38

Aesthetics (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2012) and Eyal Weizman, Forensic Architecture: Violence at the 
Threshold of Detectability (New York: Zone Books, 2017). See also footnote 23.

 Charles Babbage, “Chapter IX: On the Permanent Impression of Our Words and Actions on the Globe 39

We  Inhabit” in The Ninth Bridgewater Treatise: A Fragment, 2nd ed. (London: John Murray, 1837), 
112-13.
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thrown overboard to lighten a ship’s load or throwing themselves overboard as soon as they were 
brought up to the deck. There is a noticeable haste in Babbage’s annotations here as he points out 
how one news story of atrocity follows yet another, catching his eye before the ink has even dried 
on his paper. And in these accounts, the slaves have no voices; it is the earth, air, and ocean—and 
numbers—that will speak for them: 

The soul of the negro, whose fettered body surfing the living charnel-house of his 
infected prison, was thrown into the sea to lighten the ship, that his christian master might 
escape the limited justice at length assigned by civilized man to crimes whose profit had 
long gilded their atrocity, will need, at the last great day of human account, no living 
witness of his earthly agony. When man and all his race shall have disappeared from the 
face of our planet, ask every particle of air still floating over the unpeopled earth, and it 
will record the cruel mandate of the tyrant. Interrogate every wave which break 
unimpeded on ten thousand desolate shores, and it will give evidence of the last gurgle of 
the waters which closed over the head of his dying victim: confront the murderer with 
every corporeal atom of his immolated slave, and in its still quivering movements he will 
read the prophet’s denunciation of the prophet king. (‘And Nathan said unto David—
Thou art the man.’)  40

The absence of any living witness or any accountability in our courts will be overcome at the 
court of the Last Judgment and the evidence provided by “the permanent impression of our words 
and actions.” There is accountability, but it will only be at the end of times, outside of history, of 
politics, of economy— the “earth, air, and ocean” become witness testimony or autopsy report 
awaiting the postmortem examination, interpretation, and judgment of the Other. Awaiting. 

  
Two. 

As Numbers Stations [Furtive Movements] addresses the feel of data in our cultural fantasies of a 
mediated, communicative world, it underscores the affect of “the cerebral appeal made by data (a 

 Ibid., 115-19.40
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tally of bodies in official records) against the visceral reality of violence” (Figure 4).   To 41

reiterate: Why the numbers? To give form to—and rally against—the violence that caused a body 
to be inscribed as a number on a spreadsheet, the banality of structural violence via the banality of 
an electronic document. And to critique not only the number’s inadequacy for representing the 
lived experience of the condition that it purportedly refers to, but also its appearance of 
objectivity, how it short-circuits the “intrusion” of politics, ideology, language, bodies, fantasy 
and desire, how it actively constructs the reality it purports to reference. 
 The program of stop, question, and frisk is part of the doctrine of “broken windows 
policing.” The doctrine derives from a seemingly simple conceit that small disorder breeds larger 
disorder.  A low-level offense or noncriminal act of disorderly conduct such as a broken window 42

is interpreted as a sign of a more profound problem within a community, functioning as both a 
forewarning and an incitement for larger, more serious crimes to come: crime conceived as 
something that escalates according to the speed of contagion. We could describe then broken 
windows policing as an hermeneutic that endows police with a newly fortified authority of sight. 
As Michel Foucault would say of this surveilling gaze, “behind disciplinary mechanisms can be 
read the haunting memory of ‘contagions,’ of the plague, of rebellions, crimes, vagabondage, 
desertions, people who appear and disappear, live and die in disorder.”  By focusing on the 43

potentiality of small disorders, broken windows policing expands the scope of what is policed and 
how—the police become guard, public housing manager, surrogate tax collector, school 
disciplinarian, mental health facilitator, and more—depending on ever more invasive, intimate, 
and arbitrary tactics of surveillance, particularly of communities of the racialized poor, according 
to which any movement, any gesture could be apprehended as probable cause. And as critics of 
broken windows policing have repeatedly pointed out, racism naturalizes these tactics via a 
problematic suturing of the racialized poor with spatialized disorder.  44

 Ryan Lee Gallery, “Mendi + Keith Obadike, Numbers Station [Furtive Movements],” September 10-41

October 10, 2015, press release. See also Simone Browne, Dark Matters: On the Surveillance of Blackness 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2015). In an incisive analysis of the relation between surveillance 
and race, Brown asserts the necessity for accounting for the afterlife of transatlantic slavery in order to 
perceive the various ways in which race continues to structure the contemporary techniques of surveillance 
and control. In a chapter on biometric technology and branding “blackness,” Brown discusses Mendi + 
Keith Obadike’s Blackness for Sale (2001), where Keith Obadike auctioned his blackness as item 
#1176601036 in the on-line auction space of eBay to underscore the persistence of colonial narratives in the 
world of the digital.

 See George L. Kelling and James Q. Wilson, “Broken Windows: The Police and Neighborhood Safety,” 42

The Atlantic (March 1982); William J. Bratton, “This Works: Crime Prevention and the Future of Broken 
Windows Policing,” Manhattan Institute Civic Bulletin, no. 36 (May 2004).

 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, translated by Alan Sheridan (New York: 43

Vintage Books, 1977), 198. 

 Jordan T. Camp and Christina Heatherton, eds., Policing the Planet: Why the Policing Crisis Led to 44

Black Lives Matter (London: Verso, 2016), 6.
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 In New York City, the  full-scale implementation of broken windows policing takes place  
in the early 1990s, after the urban crisis of 1980s brought about by neoliberal austerity measures 
following the fiscal crisis of the 1970s. Alex S. Vitale and Brian Jordan Jefferson emphasize a 
misrecognition of effect for cause: “As neoliberal austerity produced untreated mental illness, 
economic displacement, and mass homelessness, neoconservatives responded by demanding 
enhanced punitive action against the symptoms of this process: intensified policing of the 
mentally ill, poor, homeless, and unemployed, the alleged causes of economic and social 
breakdown in the city.”   Jordan T. Camp and Christina Heatherton argue that broken windows 45

policing, a key component of a neoliberal urban policy of gentrification and privatization, is also 
part of a redefinition and shift of state capacities “from the production of social goods and 
towards ‘security’ concerns produced in their absence.”  “Lest we forget,” Camp and Heatherton 46

assert, “Akai Gurley was assassinated by officers patrolling public housing projects; twelve-year-
old Tamir Rice was killed by police charted with securing a public park; and Eric Garner was 
strangled by police regulating a public street for the sale of untaxed cigarettes.”  47

 Policing then becomes a numbers game, attending to the quantity rather than the quality 
of arrests, characterized not only by brutality but also by “more subtle and invasive tactics of 
creating hundreds of thousands of additional contacts between the police and the policed and 
dramatically expanding the number of people churned through the criminal justice system, even if 
only for short periods of time.”  And such “community policing” functions as a supplement to 48

mass incarceration.  Consider, for instance, the example of the criminal justice system’s 49

increasingly common use of risk assessment scores, the rating of a defendant’s future risk of 
crime, to inform decisions about bond, parole, and sentencing. As organizations such as 
ProPublica have noted, the algorithms for assessing the scores are not only unreliable (“somewhat 
more accurate than a coin flip”), but also display significant racial disparities.  “Today,” Bernard 50

Harcourt concludes, “risk is predominantly tied to prior criminal history, and prior criminal 

 Alex S. Vitale and Brian Jordan Jefferson, “The Emergence of Command and Control Policing in 45

Neoliberal New York,” in Policing the Planet, 160. Broken windows policing is part of a strategy that 
Vitale and Jefferson describe as one of “command and control,” referencing a term oft-utilized to describe a 
technocratic style of governance. 

 Camp and Heatherton, Policing the Planet, 4.46

 Ibid., 4.47

 Vitale and Jefferson, “The Emergence of Command and Control Policing in Neoliberal New York,” 160. 48

 See Bernard E. Harcourt, Illusion of Order: The False Promise of Broken Windows Policing (Cambridge, 49

MA: Harvard University Press, 2001). 

 Julia Angwin, Jeff Larson, Surya Mattu, and Lauren Kirchner, “Machine Bias,” ProPublica, May 23. 50

2016, https://www.propublica.org/article/machine-bias-risk-assessments-in-criminal-sentencing
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history has become a proxy for race.”  Risk become a proxy for race. The question here is not 51

only the problems of such scores but the nature of the belief in their objectivity. 
 The numbers function not simply as representative, but also as preemptive. Brian 
Massumi, among others, has shown the significance of the doctrine of preemption for the security 
state, especially how it operationalizes the temporality of habit, of reflex, rather than that of 
conscious decision.  Taking up the case of “the war on terror,” Massumi draws out the 52

implication of the extension of the field of conflict into the diffusiveness and pervasiveness of a 
network, blurring the boundaries between civil and military spheres, between offense and 
defense. Conflict is everywhere, all the time, and the primary modality of action is not so much 
force-on-force as a poising for a something, “this always-on of low-boil poising for action”: “One 
is always in the thin of it.”  In contrast to the Cold War and its doctrine of deterrence, 53

preemption is posed against a threat that is indeterminate and in potential, intangible and yet 
ominous. To act against this potentiality is to operate in and on “the interval in which what is not 
yet fully formed is already imperceptibly brewing,” on “the conditions of action, prior to its 
actually taking shape.”  The small disorders. As the Obadikes point out, “furtive movement” is 54

one of the most frequent reasons cited for a stop, question, and a frisk. A furtive movement can be 
anything. It is the opening up of a space within the letter of the law for the subjectivity of 
interpretation that is materialized as the practical possibility of stopping anyone on the street. 

  
One.  

“Fill the void. Lift your voice. Say her name.”  
 The #SayHerName campaign was organized by the African American Policy Forum 
(AAPF) in 2015 to meet the call for more attention to police brutality against black women in 
media representations, social movements, and policy demands in the United States.  The 55

campaign sought to confront not only the relatively high number in which black women are killed 
by police, but also how such modes of gendered violence tend to be overlooked, especially in 

 Bernard E. Harcourt, “Risk as  Proxy for Race: The Dangers of Risk Assessment,” Federal Sentencing 51

Reporter 27, no. 4 (April 2015): 237-43. See also Bernard E. Harcourt, Against Prediction: Profiling, 
Policing, and Punishment in an Actuarial Age (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007).

 Brian Massumi, Ontopower: War, Powers, and the State of Perception (Durham: Duke University Press, 52

2015).

 Ibid., 69.53

 Ibid., 70.54

 For more information, see the #SayHerName website, http://www.aapf.org/sayhername/55
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comparison to the recurring spectacle of police killings of black men. The May 2015 
#SayHerName brief by AAPF and the Center for Intersectionality and Social Policy Studies 
highlights the fact that killings and abuse of black women by police are too often considered 
“collateral damage” and draws attention to the ways in which state violence against black women 
is shaped by their role as primary caretakers of families and communities, by their economic 
marginalization and disproportionate poverty, by stereotypes about their supposed strength (“like 
a man”) and other fantasies about their gender nonconformity and sexuality.  There is a necessity 56

to conceptualize a different framework for recognizing state violence in its modes and objects, 
including who experiences such violence and what it looks like. How would narratives about stop 
and frisk, broken window policing, or the war on drugs shift and transform if we also focus on the 
stories of black women? How does the framework for apprehending state violence expand, 
intensify, and disperse into a complex and interrelated series when we include other forms and 
contexts of police violence, such as sexual assault and harassment; profiling and abuse of lesbian, 
transgender, and gender nonconforming black women; and excessive use of force in response to 
domestic violence? Furthermore, building on the problems raised by the #SayHerName brief, we 
could also ask what the violence would look like if we foregrounded its role in controlling spaces 
of social reproduction, such as the family, the home, the hospital, the school, the prison, or the 
city? How do we give form to a violence that operates not only at the event of death but also 
through the daily, lively activity of maintenance and care? How to materialize—and resist—a 
violence lived as habit? 
 The forty-eight pages of the #SayHerName brief is arranged according to conventions of 
expository documentary, offering a series of themes and stories about police brutality against 
black women, interspersed with colorful statistical graphics and large black-and-white snapshots 
of #SayYourName posters at protests and vigils, concluding with pedagogic resources. Each story 
is accompanied by a name, date and place of death, and a black-and-white portrait photograph 
and presented as a representative example of a specific subcategory of violence. However, in the 
preface of the brief as an annotation, the writers of the report stress that though each story has 
been framed as a typical, illustrative case study, each has been brought to their attention almost 
arbitrarily, caught at the moment of its erasure, against the backdrop of “the paucity of data,” and 
that despite such precarious unpredictability, these stories can still be heard with “an alarming 
regularity.” To return, then, to the contradictory nature of numbers as documents: how do we 
imbue each story, in its telling, with this seemingly irreconcilable sense of unpredictability and 
regularity? That is to say, how to give each story not only the punctuality of a name, a face, and 
an event of death, but also the pervasiveness and repetition of a number?  

 "#SayHerName: Resisting Policy Brutality against Black Women,"African American Policy Forum and 56

Center for Intersectionality and Social Policy Studies, Say Her Name: Resisting Policy Brutality Against 
Black Women, July 16, 2015, http://www.aapf.org/sayhernamereport/
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 The #SayHerName brief was updated in July 2015 to include the circumstances around 
the death of Sandra Bland, the twenty-eight-year old black woman from Naperville, Illinois, who 
was arrested in Waller County, Texas, for allegedly assaulting a police officer during a traffic stop 
for failure to signal a lane change and was found dead in a jail cell three days later. There is 
publicly released dashboard camera video footage as well as eyewitness video of the stop and its 
prompt escalation into violence over the police officer’s demand that Bland put out her cigarette; 
there is a publicly released autopsy report that states name, date, cause of death (hanging) and 
manner of death (suicide); there is the news report that the grand jury declined to indict anyone in 
connection with Bland’s death (the police officer, Brian Encina, would later be indicted for 
perjury). In these various modes of public disclosure and their postmortem interpretations of 
Bland’s death, we hear the law speak, and yet it is effectively silent on the reason for her death: 
“no reasonable cause,” or cause but displaced onto the mechanics of how a body stops breathing. 
 In an oft-cited New York Times editorial about Bland’s death, the writer Roxane Gay 
speaks of her exhaustion when writing about police brutality, its repetition, and how for her, her 
brother, and for people “like” her the news of such routinized and habitual violence becomes a 
matter of embodying the violence of the law as habit. The footage of Bland’s ill-fated traffic-stop 
is not so much watched as inscribed into the “quotidian experience for black people who dare to 
drive”:  

Each time I get in my car, I make sure I have my license, registration and insurance cards. 
I make sure my seatbelt is fastened. I place my cellphone in the handless dock. I check 
and double check and triple check these details because when (not if) I get pulled over, I 
want there to be no doubt I am following the letter of the law. I do this knowing it doesn’t 
really matter if I am following the letter of the law or not. Law enforcement officers see 
only the color of my skin, and in the color of my skin they see criminality, deviance, a 
lack of humanity. There is nothing I can do to protect myself, but I am comforted by the 
illusion of safety.  57

To learn the letter of the law via the training of the body. To learn the authority of the law, its 
force, its arbitrary senselessness (“it doesn’t really matter if I am following the letter of the law or 
not”), via the vulnerability and risk of “my unruly black body.” To learn the cost and consequence 
of the color of skin, the value of race, in the meaningless of the letter of the law that marks and 

 Roxane Gay, “On the Death of Sandra Bland and Our Vulnerable Bodies,” New York Times, July 24, 57

2015. Gay describes the function of race as that which allows for a short-circuiting between “a routine 
traffic stop” and “a death sentence”: “Because Sandra Bland was driving while black, because she was not 
subservient in the manner this trooper preferred, a routine traffic stop became a death sentence. Even if Ms. 
Bland did commit suicide, there is an entire system of injustice whose fingerprints left bruises on her 
throat.” 
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sears the skin with a price— or a “risk assessment score.”As Gay writes, following the letter of 
the law offers her but a fragile illusion of safety, the “choice” of a fitfully unwilling suspension of 
disbelief. And this choice clangs all the more hollow as it crashes against the tired truism that 
numbers never lie: the law enforcement officers’ determinedly dogged, almost fanatical belief in 
the vision of order provided by the law, a vision that is supposedly as self-evident as a recitation 
of numbers. 
 In the aforementioned scene from The Castle, Kafka had described the authority of the 
law, the Law behind written laws, as an enigmatic answer given to the question of “why, me?”: a 
nonanswer, a silent voice, experienced as an unearthly, otherworldly buzz, a high-pitched 
humming that seems to cross over into where sound becomes a painful throbbing in the ear. In “In 
a Penal Colony” (1919), the Law appears as a convoluted, unreadable script, “a labyrinth of lines 
crossing and recrossing each other,” inscribed by a legal apparatus directly upon the body of 
condemned: “You have seen how difficult it is to decipher the script with one’s eyes; but our 
[condemned] man deciphers it with his wounds.”  The condemned man does not know his 58

sentence, nor does he know that has been sentenced; he learns it on his body through the pain of 
the writing that takes place on and through the tissues of his skin, through his muscles, bones, 
ligaments, and organs, over and over again, over a long drawn-out and seemingly endless 
duration of time.  
 There is an image that accompanies the hashtag #SayHerName: the list of names of black 
women killed by police arranged in the form of a word search puzzle in which players identify 
words hidden within a grid of letters (Figure 5)—another puzzle, like Kafka’s labyrinthian script 
or the Obadikes’ Numbers Stations. The puzzle poses a demand not simply to discover names but 
also to measure the speed of recognition, calculated in typography across, down, and in diagonals. 
How long does it take for you to see a name amid the block of letters, and how many names do 
you recognize and remember? Can you see them? Political commitment is not the finding of a 
key but rather the training of a reflex. And we can recall the criticality of all those decisions that 
take place in the interval of a split second, all those perceptions of furtive movements.  
 There is also the sight of the block as such, the list of names rearranged into a repetitive 
succession of letters, seemingly endless and without relief, in hyperbolic accordance to the vision 
of order offered by the crisscrossing of the grid, as if the block of letters speaks not only to the 
violence of the women’s killing but also to violence of the silence around their deaths: a filling of 
the void. To say her name, to say their names, then, is a matter not only of memory but also of 
punctuation.  

 Franz Kafka, “In the Penal Colony”(1919), translated by Willa and Edwin Muir, in The Complete Stories, 58

edited by Nahum N. Glatzer (New York: Schocken Books, 1995), 149-50.
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Figure 1: Mendi + Keith Obadike, Numbers Station [Furtive Movements] (2015), installation shot, � Mendi and Keith 
Obadike; Courtesy of the artists and RYAN LEE, New York





Figure 2: Mendi + Keith Obadike, Numbers Station [Furtive Movements] (2015), detail, � 
Mendi and Keith Obadike; Courtesy of the artists and RYAN LEE, New York



Figure 3: Mendi + Keith Obadike, Numbers Station [Furtive Movements] (2015), performance shot, � Imani Romney-
Rosa; Courtesy of the artists and Romney-Rosa



Figure 4: Mendi + Keith Obadike, Numbers Station [Furtive Movements] (2015), detail, � Mendi and Keith Obadike; 
Courtesy of the artists and RYAN LEE, New York



Figure 5: African American Policy Forum’s “Say Her Name Sticker” for #SayHerName initiative, http://
www.aapf.org/merchandise/say-her-name-sticker

http://www.aapf.org/merchandise/say-her-name-sticker
http://www.aapf.org/merchandise/say-her-name-sticker

