
Salt in the Blood: Grief as Shared 

Inheritance 

 

What the Water Took That It Did Not Return 

The first four essays of this collection traced what survived. The ocean kept the rhythm - the 

drum that never forgot its tongue. It kept the rite - the libation that still reaches the dead. It kept 

the sacred - the gods who crossed the water and were renamed in every soil but never lost. These 

survivals are not miraculous in spite of the violence. They are miraculous because of it. That a 

people carried through the hold of a ship could rebuild their drums, their rites, and their gods on 

the other shore - this is the proof that the fiction failed. The ocean could not empty them of 

themselves. 

But survival is not the whole of the story. 

What survived is cause for reverence. What did not survive is cause for grief. And this essay 

turns to what did not survive - to the dead who were never recovered, the names that were never 

recorded, the lineages that were severed so cleanly that no thread connects the living to their 

origins. The mother whose name the clerk replaced with a number. The child thrown overboard 

whose body the ocean swallowed and held. The elder who died in the hold and was slipped into 

the sea without ceremony, without mourning, without anyone left who could say who she was. 



These dead are not past. They are present - not as spirits, not as metaphor, but as absence. They 

are the hole in the family that cannot be filled because the family does not know where the hole 

is. They are the name that cannot be spoken because the name was never kept. They are the 

lineage that cannot be traced because the thread was cut at the water. And the grief of this 

absence - the grief of not knowing who was lost, of not being able to mourn them by name, of 

carrying a loss so total that it cannot even be located - this grief is not a residue. It is not what 

was left after the counting of what was saved. It is itself a living inheritance, carried in the body, 

passed through generations, present in every shore the ocean touched. 

The salt in the blood is the ocean's deepest return. Not a rhythm. Not a rite. Not a god. A grief - 

so widely shared it has become a kinship of its own. 

The Grief That Crossed the Water 

Saidiya Hartman, in Lose Your Mother: A Journey Along the Atlantic Slave Route (2007), names 

this grief with a precision that comes from standing where the loss happened and finding that the 

standing does not recover what was lost. Hartman’s journey to Ghana - to the castles, to the 

dungeons, to the door of no return - is not a tourist’s pilgrimage. It is an attempt to locate a loss 

that cannot be located, to mourn dead who cannot be named, to find a past that was severed so 

completely that the line back to it is irrecoverable. Hartman writes of the “afterlife of slavery” - 

not as a metaphor, but as the continuing presence of a loss that shapes Black life in the present. 

The afterlife is not over. The loss is not historical. It is active, present, unresolved - a wound that 

cannot heal because the tissue that would heal it was removed. 

Hartman’s journey reveals something that the archive cannot. The ledger recorded the 

transaction. The ocean kept what was thrown into it. But the grief - the grief of a people who 

were severed from their names, their dead, their ground - the grief was carried in the body, and 

the body crossed the water, and the grief crossed with it. And it did not diminish with distance. It 

did not fade with time. It settled into the generations, into the marrow, into the way a community 

holds itself when it does not know its own beginning. The grief became inheritance - not the kind 

that is willed, but the kind that is carried, unconsciously, in the posture and the pulse and the 

silence between words. 

The grief is not backward-looking. It is present. The mother who was lost is still lost. The child 

who was thrown overboard is still gone. The name that was erased is still erased. The grief does 

not heal because the loss does not end - and the loss does not end because the family is still 

scattered, still carrying the absence, still reaching for a completeness the trade made impossible. 

Hartman stands at the door of no return and finds that the door does not open in either direction. 

The past is irrecoverable. The dead are unnamed. The grief is the only thing that crossed intact 

and arrived without alteration. 

This is what the water took that it did not return. Not the rhythm - that survived in the drum. Not 

the rite - that survived in the libation. Not the gods - they crossed and were renamed. But the 



names. The names did not survive. The lineages did not survive. The specific knowledge of who 

was lost, where they were buried, what their faces looked like, what their voices sounded like - 

this did not survive. The ocean took it, and the ocean kept it, and the ocean has not returned it. 

And the grief of that unrecovered loss is the ocean’s most widely shared inheritance - because 

every shore lost someone, and every shore carries the absence, and no shore knows the names of 

its specific dead. 

Mourning as Kinship 

The grief is not private because the loss was not private. 

The dead thrown overboard were not lost to one family. They were lost to the whole family. The 

names erased from the columns were not one people’s names. They were the diaspora’s names - 

the names of the ancestors of every shore the ocean touched. The lineages that were severed were 

not one community’s lineages. They were the lineages of every community the trade created. The 

loss belongs to everyone the water carried, and the grief belongs to everyone the loss touched. 

Christina Sharpe, in In the Wake: On Blackness and Being (2016), names this as the shared 

condition of Black life in the wake. The wake is not only a trail behind a ship. It is a shared 

atmosphere - the climate of grief and persistence that all Black communities inhabit, whether 

they know each other or not. Sharpe’s concept of residence time - borrowed from oceanography, 

where it describes how long a substance remains in a body of water - extends to the dead who 

reside in the ocean’s memory, waiting to be acknowledged. The dead are in the water. The water 

is in the wake. The wake is in the community. And the community that carries the wake is 

carrying a grief that belongs to every community the wake touched - whether they have met or 

not, whether they speak the same language or not, whether they know each other’s names or not. 

Communities across the diaspora developed their own forms of mourning - each one adapted to 

its own soil, its own colonial grammar, its own dead. The jazz funeral in New Orleans marches 

the dead to the cemetery with brass and rhythm, mourning through music, refusing silence. The 

Nine Night in Jamaica gathers the community for nine nights of ceremony, music, food, and vigil 

- the dead are not released until the ninth night, and the community holds them until then. 

The axexê in Candomblé is the funeral rite for an initiate - a ceremony that ensures the dead 

member’s orixá is properly released and properly honored, keeping the departed within the 

community's spiritual architecture even after death. The ritual mourning of Haitian Vodou honors 

the dead - the Gede family of lwa guards the boundary between the living and the departed, and 

the desounen ceremony releases the spirit of the dead from the body in a rite that is both grief 

and care. 

These forms are distinct. Their grief is shared. 

Every shore created its own way to mourn because every shore needed to mourn - because every 

shore lost someone, and every shore needed a practice to hold the loss. The practices differ 



because the soils differ. The grief is the same because the ocean is the same. The water that 

reached Bahia brought the dead to Brazilian shores. The water that reached Kingston brought the 

dead to Jamaican shores. The water that reached New Orleans brought the dead to Louisiana’s 

shores. Different waters. Same ocean. Different dead. Same loss. 

M. NourbeSe Philip, in Zong! (2008), gives us the literary form of this shared grief. The Zong 

massacre - 150 people thrown overboard so their owners could claim insurance - left behind a 

legal document that recorded the killing as a property loss. The document names no victims. It 

assigns no guilt. It records the dead as cargo and the killing as a claim. Philip takes that 

document and breaks it apart - fractures the legal language, scatters the syntax, releases the 

syllables from their judicial order - and in the wreckage of the official text, something else 

emerges. Not recovered names. Not invented stories. A space - a space for the grief that the legal 

document sealed shut. The poem does not say who the dead were. It opens a space for mourning 

them, and in that opening, the reader enters the grief - a grief that belongs not to one family but 

to everyone who reads the poem and recognizes the loss as their own. Philip’s broken language 

performs what the diaspora experiences: the inability to mourn fully because the dead are 

unnamed, and the refusal to stop mourning because the dead are kin. 

Philip’s method is the ocean’s method. What the archive sealed in its prose, the poem breaks 

open, and what was trapped inside - grief, presence, the refusal to be counted only as a number - 

rises to the surface. What the ledger compressed into a figure, the water disperses into a thousand 

forms of mourning. And the mourning, once shared, becomes a bond - a recognition that the grief 

in one shore is kin to the grief in another, because the loss in one shore is kin to the loss in 

another, because the dead in one shore are kin to the dead in another, because the ocean that took 

them all is the same ocean. 

Ubuntu and the Grief That Binds 

Ubuntu - a person is a person through other persons - extends into grief. 

The personhood Ubuntu protects is not only joyful. It is also grieving. And the grief of one is the 

grief of all, because the personhood of one is the personhood of all. When a community loses a 

member, the loss does not belong to the family alone. It belongs to the community - because the 

person who was lost was constituted through the community, and the community that constituted 

them is diminished by their absence. Ubuntu does not promise that the loss will be healed. It 

promises that the loss will be held - held by the community, held collectively, held as a shared 

weight that no single person is asked to carry alone. 

John S. Mbiti, in African Religions and Philosophy (1969), describes the African community as 

including the living, the dead, and the unborn. The community is not bounded by the present. It 

extends backward and forward - the ancestors behind, the descendants ahead, and the living in 

between, maintaining the relationship between them. The dead who were lost to the Middle 

Passage are part of this community - but they are dead whose names are unknown, whose graves 



are the ocean, whose presence can be felt but not located. They are the dead who reside in the 

water, and the grief of their absence is the grief the whole family carries. Not because each 

community knew each dead person individually. Because each community knows that the dead 

are kin - that the people thrown overboard were members of the same family, that their loss is the 

family’s loss, and that the grief of that loss is the family's grief. 

Kwame Gyekye, in An Essay on African Philosophical Thought: The Akan Conceptual 

Scheme (1987), extends communal ethics to include shared loss. The obligations of the 

community include the obligation to mourn together. A community that grieves together is a 

community that recognizes itself as a community - because the act of shared mourning is the act 

of saying: this loss is ours. This dead person is ours. This grief is ours. And a diaspora that shares 

a grief it cannot fully name - because the dead are unnamed, because the lineages are severed, 

because the specific losses cannot be located - is a diaspora that has already recognized itself as a 

family, even before it has learned to name the kinship. The grief comes first. The recognition 

follows. The family that mourns together is the family that knows it is a family. 

Ma’at supports by insisting that the grief be true. Ma’at does not ask the grief to end. Ma’at asks 

the grief to be honest - to be a true grief, not a performed one, not a pathology, not something to 

be diagnosed and treated and moved past. The truth of the loss - the truth that these were people, 

that they mattered, that their absence is real and present and unresolvable - is Ma’at’s insistence 

that the grief be honored. A true grief is a grief that is shared, because the loss was shared, and 

the family that carries it is one family, scattered across many waters. Ma’at holds the grief to the 

standard of truth: do not pretend the loss was less than it was. Do not pretend the grief is 

finished. Do not pretend the dead are gone. They are in the water. The water is in the rite. The 

rite is in the community. And the community that carries the grief is the community that carries 

the truth - the truth Ma'at has held all along, waiting for the moment it could be spoken. 

Why This Matters for Those Who Build 

Shared grief is not weakness. It is ground. 

Communities that recognize they share a mourning - that the grief in Bahia is kin to the grief in 

Kingston is kin to the grief in London - are communities that have already recognized each other 

as family, before any organizational work begins. The recognition of shared grief is the first act 

of recognition. Before communities recognize each other through their songs, their gods, or their 

foodways, they recognize each other through their grief - because grief is the most universal, the 

most unavoidable, the most undeniable form of the shared inheritance. Every shore lost someone 

to the water. Every shore carries the salt. And every community that acknowledges that salt in 

another community’s blood is a community that has said: you are my kin. Your grief is mine. 

Your dead are mine. We are one family, and the water that took from us took from us all. 

This recognition is not merely emotional. It is political. It is the foundation of solidarity that no 

empire can divide, because it predates every empire that tried. The grief is older than the 



coalitions. The bond is older than the organizing. The kinship was forged in the hold of a ship, in 

the depths of the ocean, in the severance that touched every shore. And the communities that 

build from that kinship - that build from the shared recognition that they lost together and 

therefore belong together - are communities building on the deepest ground available to them. 

Not the ground of strategy alone. Not the ground of shared interest alone. The ground of shared 

loss, shared memory, shared grief - the ground that says: we are kin because the same water took 

from all of us, and we will build together because what was taken from all of us deserves to be 

honored by what we build. 

The strategic insight follows from the emotional truth. Coalitions that begin with shared grief are 

coalitions that begin with trust - because the grief has already done the work of recognition. The 

organizer who understands that the community in Bahia and the community in Kingston share a 

mourning is an organizer who understands that they share a ground. And an organizer who 

understands that they share a ground is an organizer who can build a coalition that holds - 

because the foundation is not strategy but kinship, and kinship is stronger than strategy, because 

kinship outlasts strategy, because kinship was there before strategy was invented. 

We must hold this without flattening. The grief in Bahia is not the grief in Kingston is not the 

grief in London. Each shore mourns in its own language, its own rhythm, its own rite. The jazz 

funeral is not the Nine Night is not the axexê is not the desounen. Each grief carries its own 

weather, its own accent, its own soil. The community that lost its dead to Brazilian sugar 

plantations carries a different grief from the community that lost its dead to Jamaican sugar 

plantations - different dead, different soils, different colonial grammars, different forms of 

mourning. To trace the shared loss without erasing the distinct mourning - that is the discipline. 

Difference and kinship rest together in the same open hand. 

From Grief to Recognition 

Return now to the salt. 

The salt of the ocean. The salt of tears. The salt of blood. The ocean that took the dead also took 

their names, their lineages, their graves. What it returned - in rhythm, in rite, in sacred presence - 

is the proof that the family survived. The drum that never forgot its tongue. The prayer that 

crossed intact. The burial rites that kept the dead within the living family. The gods who crossed 

and were renamed in every soil. These survivals are the ocean's returns, and they are cause for 

reverence. 

But the ocean also returned the grief. And the grief is not a burden to be lifted. It is a bond to be 

honored. The salt in the blood is the proof that the loss was shared - that every shore carried the 

same absence, that every community mourned the same dead, that the family that was scattered 

across many waters was bound by a grief that no distance could diminish. The grief is the 

ocean’s last return, and it is the most universal - because not every shore received the same drum, 



not every shore received the same god, but every shore received the dead. And every shore 

carries the salt. 

This is the closing argument of Collection Two. The ocean is not a blank between continents. It 

is a living archive. It kept the rhythm. It kept the rite. It kept the gods. And it kept the grief - the 

grief that binds the diaspora through a common loss no shore escaped, the grief that is the salt in 

the blood of every family the water touched. The wake is not the end. It is the continuation. The 

ocean is not the grave. It is the keeper. And what it kept - all of it, the rhythm and the rite and the 

sacred and the grief - it returns, patiently, shore by shore, to every community that reaches for it. 

But the grief has done its work. The family has recognized what it lost. The salt in the blood has 

made the kinship undeniable. And now - now that the grief has bound the family together 

through a shared loss that no shore escaped - the living work can begin. The work of recognition. 

The slow and joyful labor of a family learning to see itself again. 

Lift your eyes from the water. Look at the people standing there. You are not looking at 

strangers. You are looking at family you were taught to forget. 

The cloth is still being woven, and your thread is already among the many. 
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