Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness, Chapter 1 “The Black Atlantic as a Counterculture of Modernity”

This analytical commentary will be looking at the Paul Gilroy’s third book (There Aint No Black on the Union Jack, 1987; Small Acts, 1993), “The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness. Paul Gilroy is an Afro-English professor at the University College London, in sociology and cultural studies as well as the founding director for the Sarah Parker Remond Centre for the Study of Race and Racism, also at University College London; he won the Holberg prize in 2019 for his achievements in sociology, history, anthropology, African American Studies, cultural studies and critical race studies.
Through this chapter, Paul Gilroy sets out his polemic arguments for viewing the intercultural and transnational cultural experiences of black people, where other forms of nationality-centric identity fails. Instead, it is important to take the Atlantic as a single, but complex unit of analysis, challenging ideas of ethnic essentialism, pluralism, nationalism and race purity through a wholistic view of the subject grounded well in academia.
This book itself emerged from a series of lectures given to non-sociology students at South Bank Polytechnic, as he attempted to explain to students the experience of black intellectuals of all kinds, and how they were influenced by the western enlightenment, as well as how European and Black Existentialism vary due to a need for global black liberation from oppression.  From looking at the works of W. E. B. Debois on Double consciousness and subordinated or oppressed groups how continually having to look at oneself through the eyes of a racist white, euro-centric society changes existentialism further. Beyond the Double Consciousness of cis straight men within the Black Atlantic, intersectionality plays a further effect where triple consciousness exists within other marginalised or oppressed groups such as women; though other examples would include gay/bi/pan/ace, trans/non-binary, disabled, HIV positive. 
Gilroy demonstrates how modernity is constructed from the works out of the enlightenment, including Hegel, Marx and Schopenhauer, and that the methodologies, sciences, reason and rational are all heavily influenced by privileges over personal experience and expression; instead upholding euro-centric idealisms, standards of beauty and ideas of progress, rather than taking into consideration peoples of various diaspora, though notably of the Black Atlantic, even though modernity in many ways was built off the back of slavery, colonialism and labour exploitation. The western enlightenment does not accurately represent and serve everyone in society the same, it often supports ideals of racial purity, scientific racism, ethno-nationalism, and segregation. The issues of Enlightenment philosophy are often that not only being strictly white, but it was mainly the occupation of the bourgeois class, so often missed the interests of the working class, something which would also be of importance since class mobility within the Black Atlantic community is far more structurally restrictive, than it is for white English or Americans.
It’s much more illuminating to study the lived experiences of black figures of history, academia, and radical activism for understanding the political culture of the time. Within this chapter alone, we have a wide range of people discussed, such as Equiano, Wedderburn, Davidson, Cuffay, Attucks, Garvey, Padmore, McKay, Hughes and Douglass, though Gilroy is fair to point out the contradictions with Douglass who worked on the Baltimore Clipper ships as a caulker, the ships which were used as slavers to outrun the British blockade. Also used to support his argument Gilroy brings into focus several instances of rebellion or uprising like the Jamaican Morant Bay Rebellion of 1865, the Haitian Revolution 1791-1804, The Indian uprising of 1857 and the importance of the external colonial experience and internal conflict present within this. He goes into how the people of this culture overcame obstacles set out by a racist and Eurocentric culture that had no place for them aside utility, and how back under slavery, slaves were forbidden from learning to read and write, so much of the early expression was through church and a rich history of musical expression.
Paul Gilroy’s writing might be heavy, hard to read and very verbose; however, it is a particularly informative read and carries very deep sentiments and meanings. A thread that carries through the chapter is the essential importance of ships to the transnational culture of the Black Atlantic, and the importance of Routes over Roots through the concepts that are explored and are core to his ideas with elements of Africana, Pan-Africanism and from many other Black intellectuals. 
Through explaining the diasporic multiplicity that lies at the core of the Black Atlantic culture, Gilroy sets out arguments to transcend the problems of nationality that prevent solidarity and illuminate some of the issues that black people have suffered, such as the entry into national life with repression of capitalist production, Jim Crow, Redlining, structural racism, and the chattel slavery before that and bring about Global Black liberation which is needed and long overdue.
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