Paul Gilroy The Black Atlantic

To put the publication of the ‘The Black Atlantic’ in context one must acknowledge other global events in the late 1980’s and early 90’s, such as the fall of Berlin Wall 1989, 1990 and the start of negotiations for the end of Apartheid in South Africa and 1991 with the continuing unrest and the rise of nationalism in the former Yugoslavia and then the first outbreak in armed conflict.
   Authored by Paul Gilroy “The Black Atlantic Modernity and Double Consciousness” was first published in 1993 by Verso. Paul Williams in his book ‘Paul Gilroy’ (Williams, 2013), considers the two main influences on Gilroy’s work were the Negritude writer’s movement of the 1930’s and Stuart Hall, who was Gilroy’s mentor as a Doctoral student, and worked at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies at the University of Birmingham before becoming its Director (Williams, 2013). Gilroy in the preface to ‘the Black Atlantic’, acknowledges ‘conceiving’ (Gilroy, 2002, p. IX) the book whilst trying to lecture to disengaged students on the history of Sociology at the South Bank Polytechnic, London. ‘The Black Atlantics’ creation was Gilroy’s attempt, evidenced from the language used in his own class, to demonstrate that though people were actively engaged both as critics and defenders of the West they were in fact entrenched behind the development of modernity. Laura Chrisman takes  the view in her book ‘Postcolonial Contraventions…’, that Gilroy’s time of writing placed ‘the Black Atlantics’ birth in a place that she considered as effectively separating itself from all but the insular and rarefied cosmopolitan scholastic climate of the 1990’s, and so limiting its target audience to the metropolitan elite (Chrisman, 2003). She considered the growth in, and Gilroy’s use of, hybridity and fusion in cultural studies as now putting at risk, if not totally discarding, the doctrine of ‘socio-economic analysis’ (Chrisman, 2003, p. 73). To become displaced by aestheticism, as both solution and explanation to the social and political processes that had passed and were still occurring. 

The defining characteristics of ‘the Black Atlantic’ are the ideas of the transnational, the intercultural, the rhizomorphic and the webbed network(Gilroy, 2002, p. 4, 29 ). For Gilroy each characteristic is not limited by national or international borders or organised into hierarchies, such as master and slave (Gilroy, 2002, p. 4). To this purpose Gilroy considers the mixed roles ships play in this intercultural and transnational process, for him they are more than just a means of conveyance for people and goods (Gilroy, 2002, p.4). The author does not ignore but acknowledges the use of ships in the middle passage as the transportation of Africans  slaves across the Atlantic to Britain, the Caribbean and Colonies of America.  (Gilroy, 2002, p. 4) Here though Gilroy places emphasis on what he considers the more important purpose ships served which was as a moving, microcosm with its own cultural and political system. (Gilroy, 2002, p.4). He considers the ships independence, the ability to drop anchor where it wished and set sail as desired, as something that traverses National and international boundaries, with such things as ideas , Abolition activists, like Frederick Douglas  travelled the ‘Black Atlantic’ to Britain and Ireland giving speeches on the abolition of slavery, but also the importance of music and literature to this process (Gilroy, 2002, p. 4). Frederick Douglas in the narrative of his life  also compares the ships that he has seen  whilst still a slave, and the freedom they have with his state of being born a man who would then be made a slave (Douglass et al., 1996, p.46). These ships transported more than just the obvious cargo in their holds, but also culture, ideas, music and activists crisscrossing Gilroy’s Black Atlantic with this unseen but impactful cargoes. Gilroy considers the Black Atlantic like the ‘rhizomorph’ (Gilroy, 2002, p. 4) and the webbed network, as having multiple invisible  connections between people, places and things, this standing in contrast to the nationalist, ethnic absolutist and essentialist views that continue to be spouted (Gilroy, 2002, p 4). 


  Gilroy’s uses Bakhtin’s ‘chronotype’, as an ‘x-ray’ into the hidden origins of forces at work in the culture system that he observes before him (Gilroy, 2002, p.4). Gilroy considers this a new theoretical approach, that is neither threatened by, nor deferential to, the modern nation states boundaries that African American or British culture studies have been implemented up to this point (Gilroy, 2002, p. 4). Bakhtin’s chronotype leads Gilroy to a definition of ‘the Black Atlantic’ as beyond the constraints of ‘ethnicity’ and ‘national particularity’ (Gilroy, 2002, p. 19). Gilroy discusses ‘Blake’ by Martin Delaney, and uses it to argue against the idea of ethnic absolutism and in favour of the transnational and intercultural (Gilroy, 2002, p. 29). Though Gilroy advises caution, not just to the those using ethnic absolutism but those who use a ‘narrow nationalist view’ (Gilroy, 2002, p. 29) to define themselves and to define and exclude others. It is their opposition to the idea of a ‘webbed network between the local and the global’, (Gilroy, 2002, p.29) and this mono directional view of nation state nationalists, and their ‘hermetically sealed culture’ (Gilroy, 2002,p. 33) that stands in opposition to the construction of the double consciousness of ‘the Black Atlantic’. 
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