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

In this analysis of chapter one of Paul Gilroy’s The Black Atlantic titled Modernity and Double Consciousness, I will be taking a closer look at some of Gilroy’s defining characteristics of the Black Atlantic for example the ever-crucial aspect of slavery and its impact on Black culture as well as the concept of double consciousness, self-consciousness and identity for people of colour all around the world today. To give a brief overview, however, Paul Gilroy is an English sociologist and is one of the most influential race and racism theorists working and teaching today, There Ain't No Black in the Union Jack (1987) is another foundational and highly influential book by the author.
In this chapter Gilroy identifies particular areas that are crucial in his definition the first of which is the concept of double consciousness, indeed the opening line to the book reads quote “Striving to be both European and Black requires some specific forms of double consciousness” (Gilroy, 1992). From an outside view, the concept of double consciousness could have many different and equally as reasonable interpretations however for the sake of Gilroy’s dialogue we can apply W.E.B Du Bois idea of double identity. This refers to the internal conflict experienced by African Americans between “American” and “African” identities (this dual consciousness can be experienced by anyone of an interracial heritage). With one struggle however comes another which is the sense of national belonging and self-identity. This innovative idea is captured in the book Familiar Stranger: A Life Between Two Islands by Stuart Hall, Hall's theories in regards to race and identity evolution through distance and time is one of the most interesting aspects of Familiar Stranger. There is a point of self-identity and double consciousness as it is for many other Black people throughout the Diaspora. In ties with the African Diaspora Gilroy identifies slavery and the slave trade as one of the key events in the shaping of the Black Atlantic.
Moving on however from what Gilroy defines as key characteristics of the Black Atlantic, I want to take a closer look into Gilroy’s use of ships as a transportive narrative. Ships for many reasons hold both historical and symbolic importance for the African people, as Gilroy correctly states one of the perhaps main connotations with ships is, of course, the slave trade. Many routes could be travelled down when talking about ships and slavery however as Gilroy himself states attention is immediately brought to the middle passage, the middle passage was an undeniably huge part of trans-Atlantic slavery however only one episode of it. 
The middle passage refers to the journey undertaken by enslaved Africans, forced into captivity, kept in inhumane conditions and tortured many of the people forced to undergo this journey, unfortunately, died as a result. One of the first-hand accounts we have of this horrific practice is in The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano or Gustavus Vassa the African, Equiano’s autobiography lends us a unique insight into the experience of an enslaved African and the reactions to experiencing European society. Moving away from the experience had by enslaved people in the middle passage but remaining with the idea of experiencing European society Gilroy also uses ships as a vessel for Pan-African communication quote “Ships were the living means by which the points within that Atlantic world were joined” (Gilroy, 1992). Ships were a conduit and acted as ways for information to spread between peoples of the African Diaspora like the abolitionist ideology in the early 1830s.
In Gilroy’s writings, he explains that his concept of the Black Atlantic “Transcend both the structures of the nation-state and the constraints of ethnicity and national particularity” (Gilroy, 1992). This line of thought could be for many reasons the first perhaps being that the concept of nationalism is one that is still prevalent in today’s discussions of racial identity. Discussions around nationalism are often racist or exclusionist in nature (although not always) the idea of excluding one identity/race or ethnicity in favour of another is one of Gilroy’s characteristics, the idea and or fact that no one person is simply one thing an idea demonstrated in Stuart Hall’s book A Life Between Two Islands, this way of thinking is also shown in the concept of double consciousness. 
In conclusion, Gilroy identifies many characteristics that define the Black Atlantic such as slavery and its role in terms of identity and Pan-African communication. Another aspect is music as a way of communication among the African diaspora. In addition to this Gilroy’s choice to place, such literary importance on ships allows him many roots of discussion around ships themselves as well as them as a symbol for the Black Atlantic and the African Diaspora.
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