Michael Bowen (2000408) - Critical Analysis 1

What does Paul Gilroy identify as the defining characteristics of ‘the Black Atlantic’? And why does Gilroy place importance of ships in his analysis?


To appropriately assess and criticise Paul Gilroy’s ‘The Black Atlantic’ (1993) we must first understand the man Gilroy is to analyse his writing and interpretations. Paul Gilroy was born in 1956 in the East End of London by a Guyanese Mother and an English father. Gilroy’s disciplines included Cultural Studies and Sociology and is currently a professor of Humanities at UCL whilst also being the founder of the Sarah Raymond Centre for the Study of Race and Racism which confirms his interest and knowledge in human social behaviour and relationships, an interest that would benefit him in is research during the creation of ‘The Black Atlantic’ and relations between people of colour and white men.

Paul Gilroy’s insightful look into the relation of the “Black Atlantic” and modernity shows us how a distinct Atlantic culture was able to incorporate different elements of cultures from around the globe including Africa, America, Britain and the Caribbean. Gilroy would go on to argue that the Atlantic world, or the ‘Black Atlantic’ as Gilroy refers to it, was hugely shaped by slavery and the slave trade. Between the late 1400s and early 1800s around two thirds of people who crossed the Atlantic Ocean to arrive in the Americas were African. This forceful migration was an important reason for black consciousness in the world and not just the Americas. This creates a few defining characteristics that Gilroy does not precisely call defining but alludes and promotes them as key factors in the black Atlantic and modernisation. The first characteristic he alludes to is the exchange of culture between African slaves whilst transported across the globe and how it transcended throughout history to affect society directly. Supporting this fact Gilroy presents key intellectuals of their time such as W.E.B. DuBois and Frederick Douglass and musicians alike with Gilroy placing them in his personal sanctuary amongst influencing figures. In the case of music becoming a defining feature of the black Atlantic Gilroy would go on to say, “I want to argue that black musical expression has played a role in reproducing what Zygmunt Bauman has called a distinctive counterculture of modernity”[footnoteRef:1] and would further state how “by posing the world as it is against the world as the racially subordinated would like to be, this musical culture a great deal of courage required to go on living in the present”[footnoteRef:2]. To me this clearly indicates that Gilroy believes music was a key characteristic in the black Atlantic that would go on to last throughout history and remind others of the struggle during the slave trade within its very lyrics for example ‘Wade in in the Water’. [1:  Gilroy, Paul., The Black Atlantic : Modernity and Double Consciousness (London: Verso, 1993), p36
]  [2:  Gilroy, p. 36] 


Gilroy also alludes to a view on how modernity itself may have begun in reference to the western hemisphere’s idea of modernity tracing back to period of enlightenment. Enlightenment thereby, in terms of slavery, put society and social relation into intense scrutiny whilst also bringing about the question of inferiority. It was often questioned during this period how black men and women were inferior to white men and women with Thomas Jefferson mainly questioning if their low status was because of their inherent inferiority or the history of degrading enslavement.

Ships for Gilroy hold an important role in the black Atlantic. Gilroy stated in an interview in 2019 during The Holberg Prize event that ships enable us to reconstruct a richer account of culture and interaction between different populations by using the ship as a motif of sorts, or chronotope, to reconnect and construct history. In exploration of his book, we can also see how he often relates boats to communication throughout history. He acknowledges Linebaugh’s suggestion that “the ship remained the most important conduit of Pan-African communication before the appearance of the long-playing record”[footnoteRef:3].  [3:  Gilroy, p. 13] 



Gilroy places emphasis and importance on ships in the black Atlantic in the middle section of ‘The Black Atlantic’ by showing how ships allows himself to understand the point where modernity was first introduced in a fixated period. Gilroy begins to explain “For all these reasons, the ship is the first of the novel chronotopes presupposed by my attempts to rethink modernity via the history of the black Atlantic and the African diaspora into the western hemisphere”[footnoteRef:4] although Brian Klarman argues against Gilroy’s depiction of the concept modernity in a fixated period written in his critique of Gilroy’s ‘The Black Atlantic’. When introduced to Gilroy’s comment above on the importance of ships giving us a timeframe in the introduction of modernity Klarman responds by stating how “observing that while beginning modernity with the Atlantic slave trade holds utility for Gilroy, it cannot be applied as a global change in epoch. In other words, universalizing modernity may be problematic because it depends not only on time, but also place”[footnoteRef:5] explaining how the way we see slavery cannot be fixated in one moment of history because globally the method of slavery was always in a state of flux. For example, the introduction of the slave trade was different in the Americas whereby all accounts the slave trade began in 1619 whilst in Portugal for instance they completed the first transatlantic slave shipment to Brazil in 1526. [4:  Gilroy, p. 17]  [5:  Brian Klarman, ‘How to Read The Black Atlantic: A Cautionary Warning for Studying African Diaspora’, in Dartmouth Paril, < https://digitalcommons.dartmouth.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1032&context=clamantis#:~:text=For%20Gilroy%2C%20the%20slave%20ship,enlightenment%20(Gilroy%2C%2017).>, [Accessed 27/11/2021]

] 


To conclude Gilroy’s first chapter contains a vast interpretation of what he refers to as the black Atlantic exploring the power dynamic inside of politics during this time whilst also acknowledging the influences the history of the black Atlantic has left behind from culture to the idea of modernity beginning in a fixated point. Gilroy truly highlights the impact and importance of the history of the black Atlantic.



