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What matters for the dialectician is having the wind of world history in his sails.
Thinking for him means: to set the sails. It is the way they are set that matters.
Words are his sails. The way they are set turns them into concepts.

Walter Benjamin

We have left the land and have embarked. We have burned our bridges behind us—
indeed, we have gone farther and destroyed the land behind us. Now, little ship,
look out! Beside you is the ocean: to be sure, it does not always roar, and at times
it lies spread out like silk and gold and reveries of graciousness. But hours will come
when you realize that it is infinite and that there is nothing more awesome than
infinity. Oh, the poor bird that felt free now strikes the walls of this cage! Woe,
when you feel homesick for the land as if it had offered more freedom—and there
is no longer any “land.”
Nietzsche

In my clothing I was rigged out in sailor style. I had on a red shirt and a tarpaulin
hat and black cravat, tied in sailor fashion, carelessly and loosely about my neck.
My knowledge of ships and sailors’ talk came much to my assistance, for I knew a
ship from stem to stern, and from keelson to crosstrees, and could talk sailor like
an “old salt”

Frederick Douglass
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The Black Atlantic as a
Counterculture of Modernity

We who are homeless,—Among Europeans today there is no lack of those who are
entitled to call themselves homeless in a distinctive and honourable sense . . . We
children of the future, how could we be at home in this today? We feel disfavour
for all ideals that might lead one to feel at home even in this fragile, broken time
of transition; as for “realities,” we do not believe that they will last. The ice that
still supports people today has become very thin; the wind that brings the thaw is
blowing; we ourselves who are homeless constitute a force that breaks open ice and
other all too thin “realities.”
Nietzsche

On the notion of modernity. It is a vexed question. Is not every era “modern” in
relation to the preceding one? It seems that at least one of the components of
“our” modernity is the spread of the awareness we have of it. The awareness of our
awareness (the double, the second degree) is our source of strength and our
torment.

Edouard Glissant

STRIVING TO BE both European and black requires some specific
forms of double consciousness. By saying this I do not mean to suggest
that taking on either or both of these unfinished identities necessarily ex-
hausts the subjective resources of any particular individual. ‘However,
where racist, nationalist, or ethnically absolutist discourses orchestrate po-
litical relationships so that these identities appear to be mutually exclusive,
occupying the space between them or trying to demonstrate their continu-
ity has been viewed as a provocative and even oppositional act of political
insubordination.

The contemporary black English, like the Anglo-Africans of earlier gen-
erations and perhaps, like all blacks in the West, stand between (at least)
two great cultural assemblages, both of which have mutated through the
course of the modern world that formed them and assumed new configu-
rations. At present, they remain locked symbiotically in an antagonistic re-
lationship marked out by the symbolism of colours which adds to the con-
spicuous cultural power of their central Manichean dynamic—black and
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white. These colours support a special rhetoric that has grown to be associ-
ated with a language of nationality and national belonging as well as the
languages of “race” and ethnic identity.

Though largely ignored by recent debates over modernity and its discon-
tents, these ideas about nationality, ethnicity, authenticity, and cultural in-
tegrity are characteristically modern phenomena that have profound impli-
cations for cultural criticism and cultural history. They crystallised with the
revolutionary transformations of the West at the end of the eighteenth and
the beginning of the nineteenth centuries and involved novel typologies
and modes of identification. Any shift towards a postmodern condition
should not, however, mean that the conspicuous power of these modern
subjectivitics and the movements they articulated has been left behind.
Their power has, if anything, grown, and their ubiquity as a means to make
political sense of the world is currently unparalleled by the languages of
class and socialism by which they once appeared to have been surpassed,
My concern here is less with explaining their longevity and enduring appeal
than with exploring some of the special political problems that arise from
the fatal junction of the concept of nationality with the concept of culture
and the affinities and affiliations which link the blacks of the West to one
of their adoptive, parental cultures: the intellectual heritage of the West
since the Enlightenment. I have become fascinated with how successive
generations of black intellectuals have understood this connection and
how they have projected it in their writing and speaking in pursuit of free-
dom, citizenship, and social and political autonomy.

If this appears to be little more than a roundabout way of saying that
the reflexive cultures and consciousness of the European settlers and those
of the Africans they enslaved, the “Indians” they slaughtered, and the
Asians they indentured were not, even in situations of the most extreme
brutality, sealed off hermetically from each other, then so be it. This seems
as though it ought to be an obvious and self-evident observation, but its
stark character has been systematically obscured by commentators from all
sides of political opinion. Regardless of their affiliation to the right, left, or
centre, groups have fallen back on the idea of cultural nationalism, on the
overintegrated conceptions of culture which present immutable, ethnic
differences as an absolute break in the histories and experiences of “black”
and “white” people. Against this choice stands another, more difficult op-
tion: the theorisation of creolisation, métissage, mestizaje, and hybridity.
From the viewpoint of ethnic absolutism, this would be a litany of pollu-
tion and impurity. These terms are rather unsatisfactory ways of naming
the processes of cultural mutation and restless (dis)continuity that exceed
racial discourse and avoid capture by its agents.
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ularisms are still being translated into absolute, universal standards for hu-
man achievement, norms, and aspirations.

It is significant that prior to the consolidation of scientific racism in the
nineteenth century,® the term “race” was used very much in the way that
the word “culture” is used today. But in the attempts to differentiate the
true, the good, and the beautiful which characterise the junction point of
capitalism, industrialisation, and political democracy and give substance to
the discourse of western modernity, it is important to appreciate that scien-
tists did not monopolise either the image of the black or the emergent
concept of biologically based racial difference. As far as the future of cul-
tural studies is concerned, it should be equally important that both were
centrally employed in those European attempts to think through beauty,
taste, and aesthetic judgement that are the precursors of contemporary cul-
tural criticism.

Tracing the racial signs from which the discourse of cultural value was
constructed and their conditions of existence in relation to European aes-
thetics and philosophy as well as European science can contribute much
to an ethnohistorical reading of the aspirations of western modernity as a
whole and to the critique of Enlightenment assumptions in particular. It is
certainly the case that ideas about “race,” ethnicity, and nationality form
an important seam of continuity linking English cultural studies with one
of its sources of inspiration—the doctrines of modern European aesthetics
that\are consistently configured by the appeal to national and often racial
particularity.®

This is not the place to go deeply into the broader dimensions of this
intellectual inheritance. Valuable work has already been done by Sander
Gilman,” Henry Louis Gates, Jr.,® and others on the history and role of the
image of the black in the discussions which found modern cultural axiol-
ogy. Gilman points out usefully that the figure of the black appears in dif-
ferent forms in the aesthetics of Hegel, Schopenhauer, and Nietzsche
(among others) as a marker for moments of cultural relativism and to sup-
port the production of aesthetic judgements of a supposedly universal
character to differentiate, for example, between authentic music and, as
Hegel puts it, “the most detestable noise.” Gates emphasises a complex
genealogy in which ambiguities in Montesquieu’s discussion of slavery
prompt responses in Hume that can be related, in turn, to philosophical
debates over the nature of beauty and sublimity found in the work of Burke
and Kant. Critical evaluation of these representations of blackness might
also be connected to the controversies over the place of racism and anti-
Semitism in the work of Enlightenment figures like Kant and Voltaire.®
These issues deserve an extended treatment that cannot be provided here.
What is essential for the purposes of this opening chapter is that debates
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of this sort should not be brought to an end simply by denouncing those
who raise awkward or embarrassing issues as totalitarian forces working to
legitimate their own political line. Nor should important enquiries into the
contiguity of racialised reason and unreasonable racism be dismissed as
trivial matters. These issues go to the heart of contemporary debates about
what constitutes the canon of western civilisation and how this precious
legacy should be taught.

In these embattled circumstances, it is regrettable that questions of
“race” and representation have been so regularly banished from orthodox
histories of western aesthetic judgement, taste, and cultural value.'® There
is a plea here that further enquiries should be made into precisely how
discussions of “race,” beauty, ethnicity, and culture have contributed to the
critical thinking that eventually gave rise to cultural studies. The use of the
concept of fetishism in Marxism and psychoanalytic studies is one obvious
means to open up this problem.!! The emphatically national character as-
cribed to the concept of modes of production (cultural and otherwise)
is another fundamental question which demonstrates the ethnohistorical
specificity of dominant approaches to cultural politics, social movements,
and oppositional consciousnesses.

These general issues appear in a specific form in the distinctive English
idioms of cultural reflection. Here too, the moral and political problem of
slavery loomed large not least because it was once recognised as internal
to the structure of western civilisation and appeared as a central political
and philosophical concept in the emergent discourse of modern English
cultural uniqueness.'? Notions of the primitive and the civilised which had
been integral to pre-modern understanding of “ethnic” differences be-
came fundamental cognitive and aesthetic markers in the processes which
generated a constellation of subject positions in which Englishness, Chris-
tianity, and other ethnic and racialised attributes would finally give way to
the dislocating dazzle of “whiteness.”*? A small but telling insight into this
can be found in Edmund Burke’s discussion of the sublime, which has
achieved a certain currency lately. He makes elaborate use of the associa-
tion of darkness with blackness, linking them to the skin of a real, live black
woman. Seeing her produces a sublime feeling of terror in a boy whose
sight has been restored to him by a surgical operation.

Perhaps it may appear on enquiry, that blackness and darkness are in
some degree painful by their natural operation, independent of any
associations whatever. I must observe that the ideas of blackness and
darkness are much the same; and they differ only in this, that blackness
is a more confined idea.

Mr Cheselden has given us a very curious story of a boy who had
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been born blind, and continued so until he was thirteen or fourteen
years old; he was then couched for a cataract, by which operation he
received his sight . . . Cheselden tells us that the first time the boy saw
a black object, it gave him great uncasiness; and that some time after,
upon accidentally secing a negro woman, he was struck with great
horror at the sight.'*

Burke, who opposed slavery and argued for its gradual abolition, stands at
the doorway of the tradition of enquiry mapped by Raymond Williams
which is also the infrastructure on which much of English cultural studies
came to be founded. This origin is part of the explanation of how some of
the contemporary manifestations of this tradition lapse into what can only
be called a morbid celebration of England and Englishness. These modes
of subjectivity and :dentification acquire a renewed political charge in the
post-imperial history that saw black settlers from Britain’s colonies take up
their citizenship rights as subjects in the United Kingdom. The entry of
blacks into national life was itselfa powerful factor contributing to the cir-
cumstances in which the formation of both cultural studies and New Left
politics became possible. It indexes the profound transformations of Brit-
ish social and cultural life in the 1950s and stands, again usually unac-
knowledged, at the heart of laments for a2 more human scale of social living
that seemed no longer practicable after the 1939-45 war.

The convoluted history of black settlement need not be recapitulated
here. One recent fragment from it, the struggle over Salman Rush-
die’s book The Satanic Verses, is sufficient to demonstrate that racialised
conflict over the meaning of English culture is still very much alive and to
show that these antagonisms have become enmeshed in a second series of
struggles in which Enlightenment assumptions about culture, cultural
value, and aesthetics go on being tested by those who do not accept them
as universal moral standards. These conflicts are, in a sense, the outcome
of a distinct historical period in which a new, ethnically absolute and cul-
turalist racism was produced. It would explain the burning of books on
English streets as manifestations of irreducible cultural differences that
signposted the path to domestic racial catastrophe. This new racism was
generated in part by the move towards a political discourse which aligned
«yace” closely with the idea of national belonging and which stressed com-
plex cultural difference rather than simple biological hierarchy. These
strange contflicts emerged in circumstances where blackness and Eng-
lishness appeared suddenly to be mutually exclusive attributes and where
the conspicuous antagonism between them proceeded on the terrain of

culture, not that of politics. Whatever view of Rushdie one holds, his fate




e

ity The Black Atlantic as n Countevculture of Modernity 11
1 offers another small, but significant, omen of the extent to which the al-
: most metaphysical values of England and Englishness are currently being
£ contested through their connection to “race” and ethnicity. His experi-
) ences are also a reminder of the difficulties involved in attempts to con-
t struct a more pluralistic, post-colonial sense of British culture and national
identity. In this context, locating and answering the nationalism if not the
racism and ethnocentrism of English cultural studies has itself become a
5 at directly political issue.
ms CLp es who supplied Raymond Williams with
lies it ant critical reconstruction of English in-
: of from Burke, Thomas Carlyle, John Rus-
nly st of Williams’s cast of worthy characters
des n attempts to purge cultural studies of'its
the in the more ambitious and more useful
up orary England by reinterpreting the cul-
- of ntic national life. In the work of reinter-
cir- sinscription and relocation required to
eft ess, discussion of the cleavage in the Vic-
rit- ‘esponse to Governor Eyre’s handling of
ac- the Morant Bay Rebellion in Jamaica in 1865 is likely to be prominent.'s
ing Like the English responses to the 1857 uprising in India examined by
Jenny Sharpe,'® it may well turn out to be a much more formative moment
ted than has so far been appreciated. Morant Bay is doubly significant because
sh- it represents an instance of metropolitan, internal conflict that emanates
sed directly from an external colonial experience. These crises in imperial
1 to power demonstrate their continuity. It is part of my argument that this
s of inside /outside relationship should be recognised as a more powerful, more
ural complex, and more contested element in the historical, social, and cultural
1em memory of our glorious nation than has previously been supposed.
me I am suggesting that even the laudable, radical varieties of English cul-
cul- tural sensibility examined by Williams and celebrated by Edward Thomp-
on son and others were not produced spontaneously from their own internal
that and intrinsic dynamics. The fact that some of the most potent conceptions
was of Englishness have been constructed by alien outsiders like Carlyle, Swift,
ned Scott, or Eliot should augment the note of caution sounded here. The
Hm- most heroic, subaltern English nationalisms and countercultural patrio-
1ese tisms are perhaps better understood as having been generated in a complex
ng- pattern of antagonistic relationships with the supra-national and imperial
rere world for which the ideas of “race,” nationality, and national culture pro-
1 of vide the primary (though not the only) indices. This approach would obvi-

fate ously bring William Blake’s work into a rather different focus from that
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Masters, Mistresses, Slaves,
and the Antinomies of Modernity

Every Idea thrown into the mind of the Negro is caught up and realised with the
whole energy of his will; but this realisation involves a wholesale destruction . . . it
is manifest that want of self-control distinguishes the character of the Negroes.
This condition is capable of no development or Culture, and as we see them at this
day, such they have always been. The only essential connection between the Ne-
groes and the Europeans is slavery . . . we may conclude slavery to have been the
occasion of the increase in human feeling among the Negroes.
Hegel

How man deals with man is seen, for example in Negro slavery, the ultimate object
of which is sugar and coffee.
Schopenhauer

You had better all die—die immediately, than live slaves and entail your wretch-
edness upon your prosperity. If you would be free in this generation, here is your
only hope.

Henvry Highland Garnet

. . . the free hills of old Scotland, where the ancient “Black Douglass” once met his
foes . . . almost every hill, river, mountain and lake of which has been made classic
by the heroic deeds of her noble sons. Scarcely a stream but has been poured into
song, or a hill that is not associated with some fierce and bloody conflict between
liberty and slavery.

Frederick Douglass

FOR SOME YEARS now, Euro-American social theory, philosophy,
and cultural criticism have hosted bitter and politically charged debates
into the scope and status of the concept of modernity and the related ideas
of modernism and modernisation. These debates have not always been
conducted explicitly, and their key concepts have been nuanced in a variety
of ways according to the particular disciplinary context in which they have
arisen, yet despite some lack of consistency in their application a surpris-
ingly coherent series of exchanges has taken shape. These exchanges have
been dominated by a constellation of formally opposed yet mutually rein-
forcing theoretical positions from many of the leading theorists of the
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Euro-American academic establishment. Jurgen Habermas, Jean Francoig
Lyotard, Fredric Jameson, and a host of other women and men have ap-
plied themselves to the task of examining these ideas and the distinc.
tiveness of contemporary life in the West to which they point. Sometimes
writers have been concerned to identify and account for recent decisive
shifts in the cultural climate of the overdeveloped countries and in their
relationship to the rest of the world. Many participants have constructed
intellectual detours through modernity as a way of demarcating what is
novel or historically original in the contemporary postmodern condition,
Others have analysed the postmodern as if it had simply effaced or replaced
the modern and, like Lyotard, have not delved deeply into the history of
the postmodern, its emergence from modernity, or its relationship to the
processes of modernisation.!

However they approach their task, these authors share a preoccupation
with the impact of post-war changes on the cognitive and technological
bases of social and cultural life in the overdeveloped world where they have
been able to detect “a sort of sorrow in the Zeitgeist”> The concept of
postmodernism is often introduced to emphasise the radical or even cata-
strophic nature of the break between contemporary conditions and the ep-
och of modernism. Thus there is little attention given to the possibility that
much of what is identified as postmodern may have been foreshadowed, or
prefigured, in the lineaments of modernity itself. Defenders and critics of
modernity seem to be equally unconcerned that the history and expressive
culture of the African diaspora, the practice of racial slavery, or the narra-
tives of European imperial conquest may require all simple periodisations
of the modern and the postmodern to be drastically rethought.?

The pivotal relationship between the modern and the postmodern raises
a number of further issues not least because it constitutes a small part of
wider enquiries into the continuing viability of what Habermas has called
the Enlightenment project.* These discussions profess to be more than
merely scholastic contributions to the intellectual history of the West. They
have certainly acquired a broader political currency, particularly where they
have pronounced upon the idea of progress and the view of civilisation
guided steadily towards perfection by secular, rational principles that sus-
tains that idea. Habermas and others have, for example, focused attention
on the relationship between freedom and reason, which has been a funda-
mental feature of western political discourses since the end of the eigh-
teenth century. This has gained a special resonance during a period in
which technological transformations and political upheavals appear to
jeopardise both freedom and reason in equal measure. The contemporary
restructuring of political and economic relations in the overdeveloped
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countries has called many of the historic assumptions of western rational-
ism into question. Arguing against the defenders of modern rationalism,
incredulous voices have drawn critical attention to the bold, universalist
claims of occidental modernity and its hubristic confidence in its own infal-
libility. It is disappointing that the position of the sceptics has sometimes
been undersold by a chorus of rhetorical commentary which draws its en-
thusiasm from the excesses of anti-political post-structuralism in general
and deconstructive literary criticism in particular.

I will not attempt to reconstruct the whole complexity of these ex-
changes here. A number of authors have already provided a valuable sec-
ondary literature on the principal positions involved.® I am, however, keen
to emphasise that this extensive and unusual international debate is clearly
tied both to the fate of the intellectual as a discrete, authoritative caste and
to the future of the universities in which so many ofits learned protagonists
have acquired secure perches. In Europe at least, these institutions of
higher learning are being ventilated by the chill breeze of downward mo-
bility at a time when the autonomous cultural power and preeminence of
their mandarin inhabitants as public intellectuals are also being severely
reduced. This is only one of several reasons why it may be possible to argue
that what is increasingly perceived as the crisis of modernity and modern
values is perhaps better understood as the crisis of the intellectuals whose
self-consciousness was once served by these terms.® Focusing on the role
of intellectuals within modernity is an important way of drawing out the
particularity that lurks beneath the universalist claims of the Enlighten-
ment project which was, in theory, valid for humanity as a whole even if
humanity was to be rather restrictively defined. The meaning of being an
intellectual in settings that have denied access to literacy and encouraged
other forms of communication in its place is a recurring question in what
follows.

Recent discussions of modernity and its possible eclipse are also insepa-
rable from the currently bleak fortunes of expressly socialistic forces in the
overdeveloped countries. It would therefore be wrong to suppose that the
political importance of this debate is entirely diminished by its academic
origins and special appeal to those dissident affiliates of the bourgeoisie
who once, joyfully or regretfully, placed their weapons of criticism in align-
ment with the proletariat’s criticism of weapons. Reformist and revolution-
ary leftist alike are now being challenged to defend the protocols of secular
feason and the ideal of human and social perfectibility irrespective of
whether it is carried out under the banner of working class self-eman-
cipation or the standard of more modest and avowedly realist political phi-
losophies.




