What does Paul Gilroy identify as the defining characteristics of ‘the Black Atlantic’? And why does Gilroy place importance of ships in his analysis?
Level 6 students’ answers should also comment on why Gilroy thinks the concept of the Black Atlantic helps ‘transcend … national particularity.’
Gobbet 1.

Paul Gilroy is a cultural studies professor at University College London with a specific interest in Black culture in Britain and the United States (US). Gilroy was born in London and attended University College School, an Independent school founded by University College London and was notably progressive in its political views. Gilroy has published a number of books and papers relating to black cultural studies and has received seven awards and honours throughout his career. 
This gobbet will aim to address the defining characteristics of the Black Atlantic as well as explaining the importance of ships in Gilroy’s book The Black Atlantic Modernity and Double Consciousness.
To Gilroy, the defining characteristics of the Black Atlantic appear to be the struggles faced by black people living in Europe today. Not in the same sense as previous generations, because Gilroy is not arguing that black people are subjugated to the brutality of slavery they experienced from the 15th -19th centuries, nor is he arguing that black people face the same level of extreme racism that previous black ancestors received in the West. Gilroy is arguing that black people have a challenge identifying as one culture when the ethnic history of the blacks and whites in the West had very different narratives. 
“The Black Atlantic can be defined on one level, through the desire to transcend both the structures of the nation state and the constraints of ethnicity and national particularity”[footnoteRef:1]. What Gilroy appears to be saying here is that the Black Atlantic wants to go beyond the foundations of the nation state and bypass the obstacles put in place by different ethnicities and national independence. Gilroy is saying this because separate ethnicities such as the white European and the black African, have been systematically linked for hundreds of years. Africans who were transported to the New World were instrumental in building the economies, buildings and politics of the new European colonies. To discount the African slaves and their descendants from society because they do not fit with a white nation narrative, is an outdated and racist outlook. The New World was not built solely by white Europeans, and Europe used black labourers to help rebuild part of what had been destroyed in the Second World War. Gilroy argues that the nations of the West have a strong black historical culture to them, and that the West should recognise that fact and promote it, that the West can value the contributions made by people of colour and move on from the long held view that Europe and North America was made and run predominantly by people from white ethnicities. [1:  Paul Gilroy. The Black Atlantic Modernity and Double Consciousness. [Verso. London. UK. 1993]. p19.] 

Gilroy highlights the importance of ships in chapter one of The Black Atlantic. Gilroy discusses J.M.W. Turner’s painting The Slave Ship, in this section Gilroy states that the exhibiting of the painting came during the anti-slavery convention in 1840 in London. It is not coincidental that a painting about a slave ship should be exhibited in Britain’s capital during an anti-slavery convention, when ships were fundamental in creating Britain’s empire and dominance as a global power. The importance of the navy was not lost on the British public, and at the same time Turner discreetly adds that part of Britain’s success was due to slavery, as the subject matter of the painting relates to the event where the captain of the slave ship Zong, ordered 133 slaves thrown overboard for insurance purposes. Gilroy also noted that ships were important in the black Atlantic because before the long-playing record, ships were the only means of communication and connection between Africa, Europe and the New World. More to Gilroy’s credit, instead of just discussing how ships connected the continents and how they transported slaves, Gilroy mentions that by the end of the eighteenth century around a quarter of sailors in the Royal Navy were of African heritage[footnoteRef:2]. Gilroy also includes personal experiences of Robert Wedderburn, William Davidson and Fredrick Douglas in the chapter. He states how they had all been sailors or worked on ships at some point. These men that he mentions were all abolitionists of slavery and had first-hand experience of slavery and the slave trade, in Douglas’s case, his experience in ships was instrumental in his escape to freedom. [2:  Paul Gilroy. The Black Atlantic Modernity and Double Consciousness. p13.] 

In conclusion Gilroy’s first chapter in The Black Atlantic acts as a good introduction to the remainder of the book whilst establishing and discussing the key themes. The book engages with current day political and cultural controversies such as Britain’s role in the slave trade, as well as the building of the United States. The chapter also acknowledges that the lives of black people living in the West today are not as easy as their white counterparts, and although slavery is illegal and racism is not as strong as it once was, the legacy of the Black Atlantic is very much alive today.
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