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Paul Gilroy: The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness

[bookmark: _GoBack][bookmark: _Hlk29635327]This gobbet reviews The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness, written in 1993 by the British academic, sociologist and historian, Paul Gilroy: It will concentrate on the Preface and Chapter 1 and review approaches taken by Gilroy to define characteristics of the Black Atlantic and explain why Gilroy places an importance on ships in his analysis. 
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Gilroy conceived the Black Atlantic while he was ‘working at the South Bank Polytechnic’: before their re-assignment in 1992, Polytechnics had provided alternative access to Higher Education and in their liberated sub-culture Gilroy avoided the discrimination of the mainly all-white-staff universities and realised he had the freedom to affect change.[footnoteRef:1] [footnoteRef:2] [footnoteRef:3] A master in understanding the multi-facetted approach to life which is forced on people living in an oppressive society, as illustrated by Du Bois in his theory of Double Consciousness, Gilroy decided to revise issues of the diaspora, modernism and double consciousness if he could find teaching material to bridge history to sociology, link the enlightenment to today and harmonise ‘Europe-centred material’ and the ‘contributions of black writers’ but Gilroy found that concise material was unavailable. He wanted to teach ‘the experiences of black people [as] …. part of the abstract modernity’ and evidence how black intellectuals were ‘sometimes …. defenders of the west, [and] …. sometimes its sharpest critics’.[footnoteRef:4] Gilroy aimed to park views of black modernists firmly into the historiographical revisions of the late twentieth century and to show how it was the sea, the Black Atlantic, that linked modernity to nationalism and the diaspora to the enforced double conscientiousness required to survive in fractured societies.  [1:  Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (London: Verso, 1993. Preface P. ix.]  [2:  , Du Bois Double Consciousness (2020) <https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/double-consciousness/> [accessed 11 January 2020].]  [3:  Stuart Hall, Policing the Crisis (2020) <https://learn1.open.ac.uk/mod/oublog/viewpost.php?post=24259> [accessed 11 January 2020].]  [4:  Black Atlantic, P. ix.] 
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The title sets the scene for change as Gilroy vehemently refutes the teaching-opinions he inherited and thrashes eighteen century modernist-views of nationalism bound by borders of countries, which here Gilroy describes as ‘morbid celebration of England and Englishness’ and replaces this with his concept of the Black Atlantic.[footnoteRef:5] Gilroy illustrates how the transportation-routes, which joined continents on the middle passage, were the foundation stones of the terror, dominance and devaluation of black people by their slave masters and of subsequent societies. Gilroy uses the duality of the diverse politics and philosophies which ran concurrently on land and ships, and compares them to the Manichean religion, which was appropriately based on belief in light versus darkness, and which crossed continents from the third to the thirteenth centuries.[footnoteRef:6] Gilroy does not waste concepts so perhaps he infers it could take ten thousand years to kill nationalism: In which case we are only half way through the time-period required to remove the need for the practise of double consciousness in the diaspora of the aftermath of slavery. [5:  Black Atlantic, P. 10.]  [6:  Black Atlantic, P. 1.] 

Gilroy denies the need to explain longevity or appeal problems of class, culture or nationalism which since the Enlightenment has linked ‘the blacks of the West to ….their adoptive, parental cultures’, he queries why when black intellectuals understand this, they continue to write in the same vein and speak of ‘freedom, citizenship, and social and political autonomy’ without addressing the issue of the diaspora which resonates for black people in Britain, the Caribbean, America and Africa.[footnoteRef:7] Gilroy examines the crisis of race describing how ‘notions of ethnicity ….[are] by default rather than design’ and he questions ‘whose culture’ is being examined and if sources support ‘profound associations with England and Englishness’, also whether twentieth century cultural-studies courses were ethnically-inclusive: Gilroy encourages consultation with ‘wider, modern, European traditions of thinking about culture’ in order to ensure that ‘black cultural expressions, analyses and histories’ are considered seriously in academia and not left unaddressed as sociological matters related to ‘race relations’ or designated to be just part of the diaspora.[footnoteRef:8]  [7:  Black Atlantic, P. 2-3]  [8:  Black Atlantic, P. 5.] 

Gilroy relates racial politics to British racism and ideas of ‘political correctness’ and shows the need to set ‘universal standards for [recognition of] human achievement, norms and inspirations’.[footnoteRef:9] From the time that the first slaves were captured and moved on to ships all standards and independence were lost: Every ship was an independent microcosmic-society with unique socio-sub-disciplines formed by the multitude of nationalities and classes of the societies which each individual person represented and contributed to the on-board melting pot. [footnoteRef:10] [9:  Black Atlantic, P. 5-6.]  [10:  Black Atlantic, P. 4 and p. 27.] 

Conclusion
Gilroy promotes Chapter 1 of the Black Atlantic as a Counterculture of Modernity to prove the need to recognise the multiculturality of the Black Atlantic today is based on a shared route through history with the responsibility for the sad dark inhuman journey placed, by Gilroy, on politics, economics and disregard for black people. In the Black Atlantic, Paul Gilroy provides a powerful argument for realignment in the multiple diasporas, modernism and routes which he bases on recognised theories from great philosophers and socio-economic and historiographical sources: This book is, above all, high impact, academic and convincing. 
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