HPHI5006 – Routes and Roots of the Black Atlantic: Cultural Histories of the African Diaspora
Critical Analysis 1 - Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness

Paul Gilroy, author of the 1993 The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness, was the first to employ the term ‘Black Atlantic’ and addresses the links between those of African descent on both sides of the ocean (Mambrol, 2017). They believe that modern concepts of ethnicity and race are too oppositional and overlook the reality that racial realities tend not to fit neatly into categories. Gilroy uses a multitude of arguments to demonstrate this which include, but are not limited to, W E B Du Bois’ theory of double consciousness, the deeper connotations of ships, and developments to geo-political systems.

Ships are paid particular attention in the first chapter of The Black Atlantic as they represent something much deeper than just the physical transportation of Africans to the New World. Ships represent the Middle Passage – the crossing of borders. It is suggested that there is not an African America diaspora that is not related to the Black Atlantic. This places emphasis on the routes and journeys that the enslaved experienced and shows that no matter how hard the enslaved owners may try, they cannot remove the African heritage from the enslaved. Ships and ports alike were multicultural, multilingual. Therefore, it is wrong to think that African diaspora is separate to others. They are one of many that come together and form a microcosm. Ships also became a place where people met, ideas and news were exchanged and the enslaved learnt about the abolition movement. Many cultural figures of spent time on ships. For example, Martin Delany was born a free person of colour in Virginia and was a key figure as an abolitionist. Delany wanted to visit their spiritual home of Africa after hearing stories of their ancestors. There is also record of them travelling to Liberia, which took nine months, to research the potential of creating a new black nation in the region. This would be available for free people of colour to return to Africa. Unfortunately, due to war and opposition, the treaty for the use of land was later dissolved. Nevertheless, this exemplifies how movement across the Middle Passage created a conduit for revolutionary ideas to spread. However, the power dynamics of racism still manifested on ships.

Gilroy also uses W E B Du Bois’ idea of double consciousness to understanding the experiences of transnational black diaspora. This is the idea that they were expected to conform to the behaviour and society of their place of living yet were simultaneously alienated from that place due to the fact they were enslaved and transported there (Bookrags). Even people born black in America face this double consciousness as they are viewed as second class citizens despite being born in America and have never lived or experienced life in Africa. Du Bois suggests that African Americans have ‘no true self-consciousness’ (Du Bois) as they cannot separate their perception of themselves from the perception of the white population. Furthermore, their awareness of self is limited to their American experience as they were separated from Africa, had their genealogy erased, were forced into Christianity, have no birth certificates, and often had their names changed. Despite this, it is recognised that the enslaved probably knew more about their masters than their masters did them. In addition, they are suggested to have developed a ‘second sight’ (Du Bois) and are able to view European society more critically and unbiasedly – as they are not accepted as members of the society all they can do it stand and observe from the side lines. Gilroy concludes that the Black Atlantic aids in the creation of a double consciousness as it creates a mix of multiple different cultures. This connects their support of W E B Du Bois with their emphasis on the importance of ships within the text.

Gilroy makes sure to use the Atlantic as an example of a modern capitalist geo-political system (Kaisary, 2014). The slave trade and the Middle Passage do not just represent historical events but continue to effect and influence social and political practices in the modern world. The framework of the Atlantic region was determined, in part, to its connection to the trading of enslaved Africans. Gilroy makes sure to stress that the developed interdependence of all the cultures that have relied on the exchange of enslaved individuals across the Atlantic (Mambrol, 2017).

In conclusion, Gilroy is spreading a message that the Black Atlantic did more than just transport Africans to the New World and into slavery. The text suggests that the Black Atlantic transcend both the nation state and ethnicity to form a modern example of geo-politics. Attention is drawn to the connecting of two codes and intermingling or switching them into a double consciousness. The use of ships, both physically and metaphorically, underline and support other arguments as they literally crossed borders and opened the world to each other (for better or for worse) and brings emphasis to the multiculturality of ship crew, passengers and ports.
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