Assessment One – Secondary Source
 What does Paul Gilroy identify as the defining characteristics of ‘the Black Atlantic’? And why does Gilroy place importance of ships in his analysis?
The first chapter of Paul Gilroy’s ‘the Black Atlantic’ will be the focus of this gobbet. This gobbet will attempt to address how Gilroy defines the characteristics of ‘the Black Atlantic’. This will be completed through examining the content’s key features by putting them into context and highlighting  their significance. 
Paul Gilroy is a celebrated historian, academic and writer; specialising in Cultural Studies and Black Atlantic diasporic culture. He was born in London in February 1956 to scientist Patrick and novelist Beryl Gilroy. Paul Gilroy’s mother originally hailed from Guiana in the Caribbean. Beryl became a qualified teacher in Guiana and arrived in London in the 1950’s as part of the mass post war Caribbean migrants rush to the United Kingdom. However, she was refused teaching position because of her ethnicity and was unable to return to teaching until the sixties as a result. She continued to face racism as a black woman teacher and details her difficulties and experiences in her 1976 novel Black Teacher. The experiences of Beryl would have had a strong impact on Paul Gilroy and would have possibly served as a an inspiration for him to pursue the study of the Black Atlantic diasporic culture. 
Slavery is a defining characteristic mentioned by Gilroy and a crucial argument in his belief that it is the root cause of transnational black identity. Gilroy is unwavering in his belief that at the heart of the black diasporic communities, there is a shared experience of terror due to their slavery in the West, and it is this that binds them together. Gilroy disregards the development of capitalist modernity put forward by Eurocentric accounts, he argues that slavery played a crucial role in its development, he even states that he believes slavery was “capitalism with its clothes off”.[footnoteRef:1] Gilroy also argues that the descendants of slaves will have an anti-capitalistic outlook as a result of the black diasporas experiences as slaves. Gilroy states; “For the descendants of slaves, work signifies only servitude, misery, and subordination”.[footnoteRef:2]  Gilroy argues that the idea of working becomes a form of artistic expression, as the black Atlantic community would have associated the term “work” with forced labour their slave ancestors were subjected to. However, despite arguing that artistic expression is the “means towards both individual and self-fashioning and communal liberation”,[footnoteRef:3] he believes that free work under capitalism is just another form of domination. [1:  Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (London: Verso, 1993), p. 15.]  [2:  Gilroy, The Black Atlantic, p. 40.]  [3:  Gilroy, The Black Atlantic, p. 40.] 

Paul Gilroy places a particular importance on ships during his work, as they are often mentioned throughout the chapter. On the subject of ships, Gilroy states; “They were mobile elements that stood for shifting spaces in between the fixed places that they connected”.[footnoteRef:4] Gilroy further states that he believes that the ships should not be thought of abstract embodiment of the triangular trade but rather as political cultural units.[footnoteRef:5] Gilroy uses the analogy of ships to explain his idea of blackness existing as a mixed identity. He believes blackness exists between two spaces, like a ship mid voyage is not bound to one nation. Gilroy furthers the concept of a hybrid identity by using the idea of “double consciousness” (an argument originally put forward by W. E. B. Du Bois). Gilroy believes that “double consciousness” is vital in studying the people of the black diaspora, as it aids in understating their transnational experiences. Black’s arriving at their respective destinations would have been expected to conform to their new nation, whilst also being alienated from their new national identity due to their slave status.  [4:  Gilroy, The Black Atlantic, p. 16.]  [5:  Gilroy, The Black Atlantic, p. 17.] 

Gilroy’s analysis and imagery of ship’s is once again used, he states; “The image of the ship – a living, micro-cultural, micro-political system in motion – is especially important for historical and theoretical reasons”.[footnoteRef:6] To Gilroy, the ships represent the culture and politics of the place it has departed, he uses it demonstrate the passage of ideas and people across the Atlantic and how the motion represents its constant movement towards new places of politics and culture.    [6:  Gilroy, The Black Atlantic, p. 4.] 

Gilroy identifies music as another defining characteristic of ‘the Black Atlantic’, Gilroy argues that music allowed the black Atlantic community to express their identity. Gilroy uses a quote from Toni Morrison to further his argument; “Black Americans were sustained and healed and nurtured by the translation of their experience into art above all music”.[footnoteRef:7] He argues that through music, the black communities were able to say the unsayable and express the psychological and physical pain they had experienced as slaves. [7:  Gilroy, The Black Atlantic, p. 78.] 

In conclusion, through his work, Gilroy has created a new way of understating the identity of the black communities and highlights. We are led to think of black identity as something that cannot be defined by one nation, but rather a transnational community without borders. 
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