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The Black Atlantic as a 
Counterculture of Modernity 

We who are bomeless,-Among Europeans today there is no lack of those who are 
entitled to call themselves homeless in a distinctive and honourable sense .. We 
children of the future, how could we be at bome in this today~ We feel disfavour 
for all ideals that might lead one to feel at home even in this fragile, broken time 
of transition; as fur "'realities," we do not believe that they will last. The ice that 
still supports people today has become very thin; the wind that brings the thaw is 
blowing; we ourselves who are homeless constitute a force that breaks open ice and 
other aU too thin "realities." 

NietssdIe 

On the notion of modernity. It is a vexed question. Is not every era "'modern" in 
relation to the preceding one? It seems that at least one of the components of 
"our" modernity is the spread of the awareness we have ofit. The awareness of our 
awareness (the double, the second degree) is our source of strength and our 
torment. 

BIW_nl GlissRnt 

STRIVING TO BE both European and black requires some specific 
forms of double consciousness. By saying this I do not mean to suggest 
that taking on either or both of these unfinished identities necessarily ex
hausts the subjective resources of any parti.cuIar individual. However, 
where racist, nationalist, or ethnically absolutist discourses orchestrate po
litical relationships so that these identities appear to be mutually exclusive, 
occupying the space: between them or trying to demonstrate their continu
ity has been viewed as a provocative and even oppositional act of political 
insubordination. 

The contemporary black English, like the Anglo-Africans of earlier gen
erations and perhaps, like all blacks in the West, stand between (at least) 
two great cultural assemblages, both of which have mutated through the 
course of the modern world that furmed them and assumed new configu
rations. At present, they remain locked symbiotically in an antagonistic re
lationship marked out by the symbolism of colours which adds to the con
spicuous cultural power of their central Manichean dynamic-black and 
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white. These colours support a special rhetoric that has grown to be associ
ated with a language of nationality and national belonging as well as the 
languages of "race" and ethnic identity. 

Though largely ignored by recent debates over modernity and its discon
tents, these ideas about nationality, ethnicity, authenticity, and cultural in
tegrity are characteristically modem phenomena that have profound impli
cations for cultural criticism and cultural history. They crystallised with the 
revolutionary transformations of the West at the end of the eighteenth and 
the beginning of the nineteenth centuries and involved novel typologies 
and modes of identification. Any shift towards a postmodern condition 
should not, however, mean that the conspicuous power of these modern 
subjectivities and the movements they articulated has been left behind. 
Their power has, if anything, grown, and their ubiquity as a means to make 
political sense of the world is currently unparalleled by the languages of 
class and socialism by which they once appeared to have been surpassed. 
My concern here is less with explaining their longevity and enduring appeal 
than with exploring some of the special political problems that arise from 
the fatal junction of the concept of nationality with the con~ept of culture 
and the affinities and affiliations which link the blacks of the West to one 
of their adoptive, parental cultures: the intellectual heritage of the West 
since the Enlightenment. I have become fascinated with how successive 
generations of black intellectuals have understood this connection and 
how they have projected it in their writing and speaking in pursuit of free· 
dom, citizenship, and social and political autonomy. 

If this appears to be little more than a roundabout way of saying that 
the reflexive cultures and consciousness of the European settlers and those 
of the Africans they enslaved, the "Indians" they slaughtered, and the 
Asians they indentured were not, even in situations of the most extreme 
brutality, sealed off hermetically from each other, then so be it. This seems 
as though it ought to be an obvious and self-evident observation, but its 
stark character has been systematically obscured by commentators from all 
sides of political opinion. Regardless of their affiliation to the right, left, or 
centre, groups have fallen back on the idea of cultural nationalism, on the 
overintegrated conceptions of culture which present immutable, ethnic 
differences as an absolute break in the histories and experiences of "black" 
and "white" people. Against this choice stands another, more difficult op
tion: the theorisation of creolisation, metissage, mestizaje, and hybridity. 
From the viewpoint of ethnic absolutism, this would be a litany of pollu
tion and impurity. These terms are rather unsatisfactory ways of naming 
the processes of cultural mutation and resdess (dis )continuity that exceed 
racial discourse and avoid capture by its agents. 
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This book addresses one small area in the grand consequence of this 
historical conjunction-the stereophonic, bilingual, or bifocal cultural 
forms originated by, but no longer the exclusive property of, blacks dis
persed within the structures of feeling, producing, communicating, and 
remembering that I have heuristically called the black Atlantic world. This 
chapter is therefore rooted in and routed through the special stress that 
grows with the effort involved in trying to face (at least) two ways at once. 

My concerns at this stage are primarily conceptual: I have tried to ad
dress the continuing lure of ethnic absolutisms in cultural criticism pro
duced both by blacks and by whites. In particular, this chapter seeks to 
explore the special relationships between "race," culture. nationality, and 
ethnicity which have a bearing on the histories and political cultures of 
Britain's black citizens. I have argued elsewhere that the cultures of this 
group have been produced in a syncretic pattern in which the styles and 
forms of the Caribbean, the United States, and Africa have been reworked 
and reinscribed in the novel context of modern Britain's own untidy en
semble of regional and elass-oriented conflicts. Rather than make the in
vigorating flux of those mongrel cultural forms my focal concern here, I 
want instead to look at broader questions of ethnic identity that have con
tributed to the scholarship and the political strategies that Britain's black 
settlers have generated and to the underlying sense of England as a cohe
sive cultural community against which their self-conception has so often 
been defined. Here the ideas of nation, nationality, national belonging, and 
nationalism are paramount. They are extensively supported by a clutch of 
rhetorical strategies that can be named "cultural insiderism."l The essential 
trademark of cultural insiderism which also supplies the key to its popular
ity is an absolute sense of ethnic difference. This is maximised so that it 
distinguishes people from one another and at the same time acquires an 
incontestable priority over all other dimensions of their social and histori
cal experience, cultures, and identities. Characteristically, these claims are 
associated with the idea of national belonging or the aspiration to national
ity and other more local but equivalent forms of cultural kinship. The 
range and complexity of these ideas in English cultural life defies simple 
summary or exposition. However, the fOrms of cultural insiderism they 
sanction typically construct the nation as an ethnically homogeneous ob
ject and invoke ethnicity a second time in the hermeneutic procedures de
ployed to make sense of its distinctive cultural content. 

The intellectual seam in which English cultural studies has positioned 
itself-through innovative work in the fields of social history and literary 
criticism-can be indicted here. The statist modalities of Marxist analysis 
that view modes of material production and political domination as exclu-
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sive1y national entities are only one source oftbis problem. Another factor, 
more evasive but nonetheless potent for its intangible ubiquity, is a quiet 
cultural nationalism which pervades the work of some radical thinkers. 
Ibis crypto-nationalism means that they are often disinclined to consider 
the cross catalytic or transverse dynamics of racial politics as a significant 
element in the formation and reproduction of English national identities. 
These formations are treated as if they spring, fully formed, from their own 
special viscera. 

My search for resources with which to comprehend the doubleness and 
cultural intermixture that distinguish the experience of black Britons in 
contemporary Europe required me to seek inspiration from other sources 
and, in effect, to make an intellectual journey across the Atlantic. In black 
America's histories of cultural and political debate and organisation I found 
another, second perspective with which to orient my own position. Here 
too the lure of ethnic particularism and nationalism has provided an ever
present danger. But that narrowness of vision which is content with the 
merely national has also been challenged from within that black commu
nity by thinkers who were prepared to renounce the easy claims of African
American exceptionalism in favour of a global, coalitional politics in which 
anti-imperialism and anti-racism might be seen to interact if not to fuse. 
The work of some of those thinkers will be examined in subsequent 
chapters. 

This chapter also proposes some new chronotopes2 that might fit with a 
theory that was less intimidated by and respectful of the boundaries and 
integrity of modem nation states than either English or African-American 
cultural studies have so far been. I have settled on the image of ships in 
motion across the spaces between Europe, America, Africa, and the Carib
bean as a central organising symbol for this enterprise and as my starting 
point. The image of the ship-a living, micro-cultural, micro-political sys
tem in motion-is especially important for historical and theoretical rea
sons that I hope will become clearer below. Ships immediately focus atten
tion on the middle passage, on the various projects for redemptive return 
to an African homeland, on the circulation of ideas and activists as well as 
the movement of key cultural and political artefacts: tracts, books, gramo
phone records, and choirs, 

The rest of this chapter falls into three sections. The first part addresses 
some conceptual problems common to English and African-American ver
sions of cultural studies which, I argue, share a nationalistic focus that is 
antithetical to the rhizomorphic, fractal structure of the transcultural, in
ternational formation I call the black Atlantic. The second section uses 
the life and writings of Martin Robison Delany, an early architect of black 
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nationalism whose influence still registers in contemporary political move
ments, to bring the black Adantic to life and to extend the general argu
ments by introducing a number of key themes that will be used to map the 
responses to modernity's promises and failures produced by later thinkers. 
The final section explores the specific counterculture of modernity pro
duced by black intellectuals and makes some preliminary points about the 
internality of blacks to the West. It initiates a polemic which runs through 
the rest of the book against the ethnic absolutism that currently dominates 
black political culture. 

Cultural Studies in Black and White 

Any satisfaction to be experienced from the recent spectacular growth of 
cultural studies as an academic project should not obscure its conspicuous 
problems with ethnocentrism and nationalism. Understanding these diffi
culties might commence with a critical evaluation of the ways in which 
notions of ethnicity have been mobilised, often by default rather than de
sign, as part of the distinctive hermeneutics of cultural studies or with the 
unthinking assumption that cultures always flow into patterns congruent 
with the borders of essentially homogeneous nation states. The marketing 
and inevitable reification of cultural studies as a discrete academic subject 
also has what might be called a secondary ethnic aspect. The project of 
cultural studies is a more or less attractive candidate for institutionalisation 
according to the ethnic garb in which it appears. The question of whose 
cultures are being studied is therefore an important one, as is the issue of 
where the instruments which will make that study possible are going to 
come from. In these circumstances it is hard not to wonder how much 
of the recent international enthusiasm for cultural studies is generated 
by its profound associations with England and ideas of Englishness. This 
possibility can be used as a point of entry into consideration of the ethno
historical specificity of the discourse of cultural studies itself. 

Looking at cultural studies from an ethnohistorical perspective requires 
more than just noting its association with English literature, history, and 
New Left politics. It necessitates constructing an account of the bor
rowings made by these English initiatives from .wider, modem, European 
traditions of thinking about culture, and at every stage examining the place 
which these cultural perspectives provide for the images of their racialised3 

others as objects of knowledge, power, and cultural criticism. It is impera
tive, though very hard, to combine thinking about these issues with con
sideration of the pressing need to get black cultural expressions, analyses, 
and histories taken seriously in academic circles rather than assign~ via 
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the idea of "race relations" to sociology and thence abandoned to the ele
phants' graveyard to which intractable policy issues go to await their expiry. 
These two important conversations pull in different directions and some
times threaten to cancel each other out, but it is the struggle to have blacks 
perceived as agents, as people with cognitive capacities and even with an 
intellectual history-attributes denied by modem racism-that is for me 
the primary reason for writing this book. It provides a valuable warrant for 
questioning some of the ways in which ethnicity is appealed-to in the Eng
lish idioms of cultural theory and history, and in the scholarly productions 
of black America. Understanding the political culture of blacks in Britain 
demands close attention to both these traditions. This book is situated on 
their cusp. 

Histories of cultural studies seldom acknowledge how the politically 
radical and openly interventionist aspirations found in the best of its schol
arship are already articulated to black cultural history and theory. These 
links are rarely seen or accorded any significance. In England, the work of 
figures like C. L. R. James and Stuart Hall offers a wealth of both symbols 
and concrete evidence for the practical links between these critical political 
projects. In the United States the work of interventionist scholars like bell 
hooks and Cornel West as well as that of more orthodox academics like 
Henry Louis Gates, Jr., Houston A. Baker, Jr., Anthony Appiah, and Hazel 
Carby, points to similar convergences. The position of these thinkers in the 
contested "contact zones"4 between cultures and histories is not, however, 
as exceptional as it might appear at first_ We shall see below that successive 
generations of black intellectuals (especially those whose lives, like James's, 
crisscrossed the Atlantic Ocean) noted this intercultural positionality and 
accorded it a special significance before launching their distinct modes of 
cultural and political critique. They were often urged on in their labour by 
the brutal absurdity of racial classification that derives from and alsocele
brates racially exclusive conceptions of national identity from which blacks 
were excluded as either non-humans or non-citizens. I shall try to show 
that their marginal endeavours point to some new analytic possibilities with 
a general significance far beyond the well-policed borders of black particu
larity. For example, this body of work offers intermediate concepts, lodged 
between the local and the global, which have a wider applicability in cul
tural history and politics precisely because they offer an alternative to the 
nationalist focus which dominates cultural criticism. These intermediate 
concepts, especially the undertheorised idea of diaspora examined in Chap
ter 6, are exemplary precisely because they break the dogmatic focus on 
discrete national dynamics which has characterised so much modem Euro
American cultural thought. 
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Getting beyond these national and nationalistic perspectives has become 
essential for two additional reasons. The first arises from the urgent obliga
tion to reevaluate the significance of the modem nation state as -a political, 
economic, and cultural unit. Neither political nor economic structures of 
domination are still simply co-extensive with national borders. This has a 
special significance in contemporary Europe, where new political and eco
nomic relations are being created seemingly day by day, but it is a world
wide phenomenon with significant consequences for the relationship be
tween the politics ofinformation and the practices of capital accumulation. 
Its effects underpin more recognisably political changes like the growing 
centrality of transnational ecological movements which, through their in
sistence on the association of sustainability and justice, do so much to shift 
the moral and scientific precepts on which the modem separation of poli
tics and ethics was built. The second reason relates to the tragic popularity 
of ideas about the integrity and purity of cultures. In particular, it concerns 
the relationship between nationality and ethnicity. This too currently has a 
special force in Europe, but it is also reflected directly in the post-colonial 
histories and complex, transcultural, political trajectories ofBriuin's black 
settlers. 

What might be called the peculiarity of the black English requires atten
tion to the intermixture of a variety of distinct cultural forms. Previously 
separated political and intellectual traditions converged and, in their com
ing together, overdetermined the process of black Britain's social and 
historical formation. This blending is misunderstood if it is conceived in 
simple ethnic terms, but right and left, racist and anti-racist, black and 
white tacitly share a view of it as little more than a collision between fully 
formed and mutually exclusive cultural communities. This has become the 
dominant view where black history and culture are perceived, like black 
settlers themselves, as an illegitimate intrusion into a vision of authentic 
British national life that, prior to their arrival, was as stable and as peaceful 
as it was ethnically undifferentiated. Considering this history points to is
sues of power and knowledge that are beyond the scope of this book. 
However, though it arises from present rather than past conditions, con
temporary British racism bears the imprint of the past in many ways. The 
especially crude and reductive notions of culture that form the substance 
of racial politics today are clearly associated with an older discourse of racial 
and ethnic difference which is everywhere entangled in the history of the; 
idea of culture in the modem West. This history has itself become hotly 
contested since debates about multiculturalism, cultural pluralism, and the 
responses to them that are sometimes dismissively called "political cor
rectness" arrived to query the ease and speed with which European partic-



8 

ularism.s are still being translated into absolute, universal standards for hu
man achievement, norms, and aspirations. 

It is significant that prior to the consolidation of scientific racism in the 
nineteenth century,s the term "race" was used very much in the way that 
the word "culture" is used today. But in the attempts to differentiate the 
true, the good, and the beautiful which characterise the junction point of 
capitalism, industrialisation, and political democracy and give substance to 
the discourse of western modernity, it is important to appreciate that scien
tists did not monopolise either the image of the black or the emergent 
concept of biologically based racial difference. As far as the future of cul
tural studies is concerned, it should be equally important that both were 
centrally employed in those European attempts to think through beauty, 
taste, and aesthetic judgement that are the precursors of contemporary cul
tural criticism. 

Tracing the racial signs from which the discourse of cultural value was 
constructed and their conditions of existence in relation to European aes
thetics and philosophy as well as European science can contribute much 
to an ethnohistorical reading of the aspirations of western modernity as a 
whole and to the critique of Enlightenment assumptions in particular. It is 
certainly the case that ideas about "race; ethnicity, and nationality form 
an important seam of continuity linking English cultural studies with one 
of its sources of inspiration-the doctrines of modem European aesthetics 
that are consistently configured by the appeal to national and often racial 
particularity.6 

This is not the place to go deeply into the broader dimensions of this 
intellectual inheritance. Valuable work has already been done by Sander 
Gilman/ Henry Louis Gates, Jr.,' and others on the history and role of the 
image of the black in the discussions which found modern cultural axiol
ogy. Gilman points out usefully that the figure of the black appears in dif
ferent forms in the aesthetics of Hegel, Schopenhauer, and Nietzsche 
(among others) as a marker for moments of cultural relativism and to sup
port the production of aesthetic judgements of a supposedly universal 
character to differentiate, for example, between authentic music and, as 
Hegel puts it, "the most detestable noise." Gates emphasises a complex 
genealogy in which ambiguities in Montesquieu's discussion of slavery 
prompt responses in Hume that can be related, in turn, to philosophical 
debates over the nature ofbeauty and sublimity found in the work of Burke 
and Kant. Critical evaluation of these representations of blackness might 
also be connected to the controversies over the place of racism and anti
Semitism in the work of Enlightenment figures like Kant and Voltaire.9 

These issues deserve an extended treatment that cannot be provided here. 
What is essential for the purposes of this opening chapter is that debates 
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of this sort should not be brought to an end simply by denouncing those 
who raise awkward or embarrassing issues as totalitarian forces working to 
legitimate their own political line. Nor should important enquiries into the 
contiguity of racialised reason and unreasonable racism be dismissed as 
trivial matters. These issues go to the heart of contemporary debates about 
what constitutes the canon of western civilisation and how this precious 
legacy should be taught. 

In these embattled circumstances, it is regrettable that questions of 
"race" and representation have been so regularly banished from orthodox 
histories of western aesthetic judgement, taste, and cultural value.10 There 
is a plea here that funher enquiries should be made into precisely how 
discussions of "race," beauty, ethnicity, and culture have contributed to the 
critical thinking that eventually gave rise to cultural studies. The use of the 
concept of fetishism in Marxism and psychoanalytic studies is one obvious 
means to open up this problem. 11 The emphatically national character as
cribed to the concept of modes of production (cultural and otherwise) 
is another fundamental question which demonstrates the ethnohistorical 
specificity of dominant approaches to cultural politics, social movements, 
and oppositional consciousnesses. 

These general issues appear in a specific form in the distinctive English 
idioms of cultural reHection. Here too, the moral and political problem of 
slavery loomed large not least because it was once recognised as internal 
to the structure of western civilisation and appeared as a central political 
and philosophical concept in the emeIgent discourse of modem English 
cultural uniqueness.1l Notions of the primitive and the civilised which had 
been integral to pre-modern understanding of "ethnic" differences be
came fundamental cognitive and aesthetic markers in the processes which 
generated a constellation of subject positions in which Englishness. Chris
tianity, and other ethnic and racialised attributes would finally give way to 
the dislocating dazzle of "whiteness."13 A small but telling insight into this 
can be found in Edmund Burke's discussion of the sublime, which has 
achieved a certain currency lately. He makes elaborate use of the associa
tion of darkness with blackness, linking thc:.m to the skin of a real, live black 
woman. Seeing her produces a sublime feeling of terror in a boy whose 
sight has been restored to him by a surgical operation. 

Perhaps it may appear on enquiry; that blackness and darkness are in 
some degree painful by their natural operation, independent of any 
associations whatever. I must observe that the ideas of blackness and 
darkness are much the same; and they differ only in this, that blackness 
is a more confined idea. 

Mr Cheselden has given us a very curious story of a boy who had 
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been bom blind, and continued so until he was thirteen or fourteen 
years old; he was then couched for a cataract, by which operation he 
received his sight ... Cheselden tells us that the first time the boy saw 
a black object, it gave him great uneasiness; and that some time after, 
upon accidentally seeing a negro woman, he was struck with great 
horror at the sight.14 

Burke, who opposed slavery and argued for its gradual abolition, stands at 
the doorway of the tradition of enquiry mapped by Raymond Williams 
which is also the infrastructure on which much of English cultural studies 
came to be founded. This origin is part of the explanation of how some of 
the contemporary manifestations of this tradition bpse into what can only 
be called a morbid celebration of England and Englishness. These modes 
of subjectivity and identification acquire a renewed political charge in the 
post-imperial history that saw black settlers from Britain's colonies take up 
their citizenship rights as subjects in the United Kingdom. The entry of 
blacks into national life was itself a powerful factor contributing to the cir
cumstances in which the formation of both cultural studies and New Left 
politics became possible. It indexes the profound transformations of Brit
ish social and cultural life in the 1950s and stands, again usually unac
knowledged, at the heart oflaments for a more human scale of social living 
that seemed no longer practicable after the 1939-45 war. 

The convoluted history of black settlement need not be recapitulated 
here. One recent fragment from it, the struggle over Salman Rush
die's book The Satanic Ver.res, is sufficient to demonstrate that racialised 
conflict over the meaning of English culture is still very much alive and to 
show that these antagonisms have become enmeshed in a second series of 
struggles in which Enlightenment assumptions about culture, cultural 
value, and aesthetics go on being tested by those who do not accept them 
as universal moral standards. These conflicts are, in a sense, the outcome 
of a distinct historical period in which a new, ethnically absolute and cuI
turalist racism was produced. It would explain the burning of books on 
English streets as manifestations of irreducible cultural differences that 
signposted the path to domestic racial catastrophe. This new racism was 
generated in part by the move towards a political discourse which aligned 
"race" closely with the idea of national belonging and which stressed com
plex cultural difference rather than simple biological hierarchy. These 
strange conflicts emerged in circumstances where blackness and Eng
lishness appeared suddenly to be mutually exclusive attributes and where 
the conspicuous antagonism between them proceeded on the terrain of 
culture, not that of politics. Whatever view of Rushdie one holds, his fate 
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offers another small, but significant, omen of the extent to which the al
most metaphysical values of England and Englishness are currently being 
contested through their connection to "race" and ethnicity. His experi
ences are also a reminder of the difficulties involved in attempts to con
struct a more pluralistic, post-colonial sense of British culture and national 
identity. In this context, locating and answering the nationalism if not the 
racism and ethnocentrism of English cultural studies has itself become a 
directly political issue. 

Returning to the imperial figures who supplied Raymond Williams with 
the raw material for his own brilliant critical reconstruction of English in
tellectuallife is instructive. Apart from Burke, Thomas Carlyle, John Rus
kin, Charles Kingsley, and the rest of Williams's cast of worthy characters 
can become valuable not simply in attempts to purge cultural studies ofits 
doggedly ethnocentric focus but in the more ambitious and more useful 
task of actively reshaping contemporary England by reinterpreting the cul
tural core of its supposedly authentic national life. In the work of reinter
pretation and reconstruction, reinscription and relocation required to 
transform England and Englishness, discussion of the cleavage in the Vic
torian intelligentsia around the response to Governor Eyre's handling of 
the Morant Bay Rebellion in Jamaica in 1865 is likely to be prominent. IS 

Like the English responses to the 1857 uprising in .India examined by 
Jenny Sharpe,16 it may wen turn out to be a much more formative moment 
than has so far been appreciated. Morant Bay is doubly significant because 
it represents an instance of metropolitan, internal conflict that emanates 
directly from an external colonial experience. These crises in imperial 
power demonstrate their continuity. It is part of my argument that this 
inside/outside relationship should be recognised as a more powerful, more 
complex, and more contested element in the historical, social, and cultural 
memory of our glorious nation than has previously been supposed. 

I am suggesting that even the laudable, radical varieties of English cul
tural sensibility examined by Williams and celebrated by Edward Thomp
son and others were not produced spontaneously from their own internal 
and intrinsic dynamics. The fact that some of the most potent conceptions 
of Englishness have been constructed by alien outsiders like Carlyle, Swift, 
Scott, or Eliot should augment the note of caution sounded here. The 
most heroic, subaltern English natiOOalisms and countercultural patrio
tisms are perhaps better understood as having been generated in a complex 
pattern of antagonistic relati6nships with the supra-national and imperial 
world for which the ideas of "race," nationality, and national culture pro
vide the primary (though not the only) indices. 'This approach would obvi
ously bring William Blake's work into a rather different focus frOIp that 
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supplied by orthodox cultural history, and, as Peter Linebaugh has sug
gested, this overdue reassessment can be readily complemented by chart
ing the long-neglected involvement of black slaves and their descendants 
in the radical history of our country in general and its working-class move
ments in particular.17 Oluadah Equiano, whose involvement in the begin
nings of organised working-class politics is now being widely recognised; 
the anarchist, Jacobin, ultra-radical, and Methodist heretic Robert Wed
derburn; William Davidson, son of Jamaica's attorney general, hanged for 
his role in the Cato Street conspiracy to blow up the British cabinet in 
1819;18 and the Chartist William Cuffay are only the most urgent, obvious 
candidates for rehabilitation. Their lives offer invaluable means of seeing 
how thinking with and through the discourses and the imagery of "race" 
appears in the core rather than at the fringes of English political life. David
son's speech from the scaffold before being subject to the last public decap
itation in England is, for example, one moving appropriation of the rights 
of dissident freeborn Englishmen that is not widely read today. 

Of this infamous trio, Wedderburn is perhaps the best known, thanks to 
the efforts of Peter Linebaugh and lain McCalman.19 The child of a slave 
dealer, James Wedderburn, and a slave woman, Robert was brought up by 
a Kingston conjure woman who acted as an agent for smugglers. He mi
grated to London at the age of seventeen in 1778. There, having published 
a number of disreputable ultra-radical tracts as part ofhis subversive politi
cal labours, he presented himself as a living embodiment of the horrors of 
slavery in a debating chapel in Hopkins Street near the Haymarket, where 
he preached a version of chiliastic anarchism based on the teachings of 
Thomas Spence and infused with deliberate blasphemy. In one of the de
bates held in his "ruinous hayloft with 200 persons of the lowest descrip
tion," Wedderburn defended the inherent rights of the Caribbean slave to 
slay his master, promising to write home and "tell them to murder their 
masters as soon as they please." After this occasion he was tried and acquit
ted on a charge of blasphemy after persuading the jury that he had not 
been uttering sedition but merely practising the "true and infallible genius 
of prophetic Skill."20 

It is particularly significant for the direction of my overall argument that 
both Wedderburn and his sometime associate Davidson had been sailors, 
moving to and fro between nations, crossing borders in modern machines 
that were themselves micro-systems of linguistic and political hybridity. 
Their relationship to the sea may tum out to be especially important for 
both. the early politics and poetics of the black Atlantic world that I wish 
to counterpose against the narrow nationalism of so much English histori
ography. Wedderburn served in the Royal Navy and as a privateer, while 
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Davidson, who ran away to sea instead of studying law, was pressed into 
naval service on two subsequent occasions. Davidson inhabited the same 
ulna-radical subculture as Wedderburn and was an active participant in the 
Marylebone Reading Society, a radical body formed in 1819 after the 
Peterloo massacre. He is known to have acted as the custodian of their 
black flag, which significandy bore a skull and crossbones with the legend 
"Let us die like men and not be sold as slaves," at an open air meeting in 
Smithfield later that year,ll The precise details of how radical ideologies 
articulated the culture of the London poor before the institution of the 
factory system to the insubordinate maritime culture of pirates and other 
pre·industrial workers of the world will have to await the innovative labours 
of Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker.]] However, it has been estimated 
that at the end of the eighteenth century a quarter of the British navy was 

composed of Africans for whom the experience of slavery was a powerful 
orientation to the ideologies oftiberty and justice. Looking for similar pat
terns on the other side of the Atlantic network we can locate Crispus At
tucks at the head of his "motley rabble of saucy boys, negroes, mulattoes, 
Irish teagues and outlandish jack tars"l3 and can track Denmark Vesey sail
ing the Caribbean and picking up inspirational stories of the Haitian revo
lution (one of his co-conspirators testified that he had said they would 
"not spare one white skin alive for this was the plan they pursued in San 
Domingo"),24 There is also the shining example of Frederick Douglass, 
whose autobiographies reveal that he learnt of freedom in the North from 
Irish sailors while working as a ship's caulker in Baltimore. He had less to 
say about the embarrassing fact that the vessels he readied for the ocean
Baltimore Clippers-were slavers, the fastest ships in the world and the 
only craft capable of outrunning the British blockade, Douglass, who 
played a neglected role in English anti-slavery activity, escaped from bond
age disguised as a sailor and put this success down to his ability to "talk 
sailor like an old salt,"lS These are only a few of the nineteenth-century 
examples. The involvement of Marcus Garvey, George Padmore, Claude 
McKay, and Langston Hughes with ships and sailors lends additional sup
port to Linebaugh's prescient suggestion that "the ship remained perhaps 
the most important conduit of Pan-African communication before the ap
pearance of the long-playing record."26 

Ships and other maritime scenes have a special place in the work of 
J. M. W. Turner, an artist whose pictures represent, in the view of many 
contemporary critics, the pinnacle of achievement in the English school in 
painting. Any visitor to London will testify to the importance of the Clore 
Gallery as a national institution and of the place ofTumer's art as an endur
ing expression of the very essence of English civilisation. Turner was se-
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cured on the summit of critical appreciation by John Ruskin, who, as we 
have seen, occupies a special place in Williams's constellation of great Eng
lishmen. Turner's celebrated picture of a slave ship17 throwing overboard 
its dead and dying as a stonn comes on was exhibited at the Royal Academy 
to coincide with the world anti-slavery convention beld in London in 
1840. The picture, owned by Ruskin for some twenty-eight years, was 
rather more than an answer to the absentee Caribbean landlords who had 
commissioned its creator to record the tainted splendour of their country 
houses, which, as Patrick. Wright bas eloquently demonstrated, became an 
important signifier of the contemporary, ruralist distillate of nationallife.lB 

It offi:red a powerful protest against the direction and moral tone of Eng
lish politics. This was made explicit in an epigraph Turner took from his 
own poetry and which has itself retained a political inflection: "Hope, 
hope, fallacious hope where is thy market now?" Three years after his ex
tensive involvement in the campaign to defend Governor Eyre,29 Ruskin 
put the slave ship painting up for sale at Christie's. It is said that he had 
begun to find it too painful to live with. No buyer was found at that time, 
and he sold the picture to an American three years later. The painting has 
remained in the United States ever since. Its exile in Boston is yet another 
pointer towards the shape of the Atlantic as a system of cultural exchanges. 
It is more important, though, to draw attention to Ruskin's inability to 
discuss the picture except in terms of what it revealed about the aesthetics 
of painting water. He relegated the information that the vessel was a slave 
ship to a footnote in the first volume of Modem PRinters.3o 

In spite oflapses like this, the New Left heirs to the aesthetic and cultural 
tradition in which Turner and Ruskin stand compounded and reproduced 
its nationalism and its ethnocentrism by denying imaginary, invented Eng
lishness any external referents whatsoever. England ceaselessly gives birth 
to itself, seemingly from Britannia's head. The political affiliations and cul
tural preferences of this New Left group amplified these problems. They 
are most visible and most intense in the radical historiography that sup
plied a counterpart to Williams's subtle literary reflections. For all their en
thusiasm for the work ofC. L. R. James, the influential British Communist 
Party's historians' groUpS1 is culpable here. Their predilections for the im
age of the freeborn Englishman and the dream of socialism in one country 
that framed their work are both to be found wanting when it comes to 
nationalism. This uncomfortable pairing can be traced through the work 
of Edward Thompson and Eric Hobsbawm, visionary writers who contrib
uted so much to the strong foundations of English cultural studies and 
who share a non-reductive Marxian approach to economic, social, and cul
tural history in which the nation-understood as a stable receptacle for 
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counter-hegemonic class struggle-is the primary focus. These problems 
within English cultural studies form at its junction point with practical pol
itics and instantiate wider difficulties with nationalism and with the discur
sive slippage or connotative resonance between "race," ethnicity, and 
nation. 

Similar problems appear in rather different form in African-American 
letters where an equally volkish popular cultural nationalism is featured in 
the work: of several generations of radical scholars and an equal number of 
not so radical ones. We will see below that absolutist conceptions of cul
tural difference allied to a culturalist understanding of "race" and ethnicity 
can be found in this location too. 

In opposition to both of these nationalist or ethnica1ly absolute ap
proaches, I want to develop the suggestion that cultural historians could 
take the Atlantic as one single, complex unit of analysis in their discussions 
of the modem world and use it to produce an explicitly transnational and 
intercultural perspective.32 Apart from the confrontation with English his
toriographyand literary history this entails a challenge to the ways in which 
black American cultural and political histories have so far been conceived. 
I want to suggest that much of the precious intellectual legacy claimed by 
African-American intellectuals as the substance of their particularity is in 
fact only partly their absolute ethnic property. No less than in the case of 
the English New Left, the idea of the black Atlantic can be used to show 
that there are other claims to it which can be based on the structure of the 
African diaspora into the western hemisphere. A concern with the Atlantic 
as a cultural and political system has been forced on black. historiography 
and intellectual history by the economic and historical matrix in which 
plantation slavery-"capitalism with its clothes off"-was one special mo
ment. The fractal patterns of cultural and political exchange and transfor
mation that we try and specify through manifestly inadequate theoretical 
terms like creolisation and syncretism indicate how both ethnicities and 
political cultures have been made anew in ways that are significant not 
simply for the peoples of the Caribbean but for Europe, for Africa, espe
cially liberia and Sierra Leone, and of course, for black. America. 

It bears repetition that Britain's black. settler communities have forged a 
compound culture from disparate sources. Elements of political sensibility 
and cultural expression transmitted from black. America over a long period 
of time have been reaccentuated in Britain. They are central, though no 
longer dominant, within the increasingly novel configurations that charac
terise another newer black. vernacular culture. This is not content to be 
either dependent upon or simply imitative of the African diaspora cultures 
of America and the Caribbean. 'The rise and rise of Jazzie B and Soul II 
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Soul at the turn of the last decade constituted one valuable sign of this new 
assertive mood. North London's Funki Dreds, whose name itself projects a 
newly hybridised identity, have projected the distinct culture and rhythm 
of life of black Britain outwards into the world. Their song "Keep On Mov
ing" was notable for having been produced in England by the children of 
Caribbean settlers and then re-mixed in a (Jamaican) dub fOrmat in the 
United States by Teddy Riley, an African-American. It included segments 
or samples of music taken from American and Jamaican records by the JBs 
and Mik.ey Dread respectivdy. This formal unity of diverse cultural ele
ments was more than just a powerful symbol. It encapsulated the playful 
diasporic intimacy that has been a marked feature of transnational black 
Atlantic creativity. The record and its extraordinary popularity enacted the 
ties of affiliation and affect which articulated the discontinuous histories of 
black settlers in the new world. The fundamental injunction to "Keep On 
Moving" also expressed the restlessness of spirit which makes that diaspora 
culture vital. The contemporary black arts movement in film, visual arts, 
and theatre as well as music, which provided the background to this musi
cal release, have created a new topography of loyalty and identity in whi!=h 
the structures and presuppositions of the nation state have been left behind' 
because they are seen to be outmoded. It is important to remember that 
these recent black Atlantic phenomena may not be as novd as their digital 
encoding via the transnational force of north London's Soul II Soul sug
gests. Columbus's pilot, Pedro Nino, was also an African. The history of 
the black Atlantic since then, continually crisscrossed by the movements of 
black people-not only as commodities but engaged in various struggles 
towards emancipation, autonomy, and citizenship-provides a means to 
reexamine the problems of nationality, location, identity, and historical 
memory. They all emerge from it with special clarity ifwe contrast the na
tional, nationalistic, and ethnically absolute paradigms of cultural criticism 
to be found in England and America with those hidden expressions, both 
residual and emergent, that attempt to be global or outer-national in na
ture. These traditions have supported countercultures of modernity that 
touched the workers' movement but are not reducible to it. They supplied 
important fOundations on which it could build. 

Turner's extraordinary painting of the slave ship remains a useful image 
not only for its self-conscious moral power and the striking way that it aims 
directly for the sublime in its invocation of racial terror, commerce, and 
England's ethico-political degeneration. It should be emphasised that 
ships were the living means by which the points within that Atlantic world 
were joined. They were mobile dements that stood for the shifting spaces 
in between the fixed places that they connected.33 Accordingly they need 
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to be thought of as cultural and political units rather than abstract embodi
ments of the triangular trade. They were something more-a means to 
conduct political dissent and possibly a distinct mode of cultural produc
tion. The ship provides a chance to explore the articulations between the 
discontinuous histories of England's ports, its interfaces with the wider 
world.34 Ships also refer us back to the middle passage, to the half
remembered micro-politics of the slave trade and its relationship to both 
industrialisation and modernisation. As it were, getting on board promises 
a means to reconceptualise the orthodox relationship between modernity 
and what passes for its prehistory. It provides a different sense of where 
modernity might itself be thought to begin in the constitutive relationships 
with outsiders that both found and temper a self-conscious sense of west
ern civilisation.35 For all these reasons, the ship is the first of the novel 
chronotopes presupposed by my attempts to rethink modernity via the his
tory of the black Atlantic and the African diaspora into the western hemi
sphere. 

In the venturesome spirit proposed by James Clifford in his influential 
work on travelling culture,36 I want to consider the impact that this outer
national, transcultural reconceptualisation miget have on the political and 
cultural history of black Americans and that of blacks in Europe. In recent 
history, this will certainly mean reevaluating Garvey and Garveyism, pan
Africanism, and Black Power as hemispheric if not global phenomena. In 
periodising modem black politics it will require fresh thinking about the 
importance of Haiti and its revolution for the development of African
American political thought and movements of resistance. From the Euro
pean side, it will no doubt be necessary to reconsider Frederick Douglass's 
relationship to English and Scottish radicalisms and to meditate on the 
significance ofWilliam WeDs Brown's five years in Europe as a fugitive slave, 
on Alexander Crummell's living and studying. in Cambridge, and upon 
Martin Delany's experiences at the London congress of the International 
Statistical Congress in 1860.37 It will require comprehension of such diffi
cult and complex questions as W. E. B. Du Bois's childhood interest in 
Bismarck, his investment in modelling his dress and moustache on that of 
Kaiser WIlhelm II, his likely thoughts while sitting in Heinrich Von 
Treitschke's seminars,38 and the use his tragic heroes make of European 
culture. 

Notable black American travellers, from the poet Phyllis Wheatley on
wards, went to Europe and had their perceptions of America and racial 
domination shifted as a result of their experiences there. This had im
portant conseqllences for their understanding of racial identities. The radi
cal journalist and political organiser Ida B. Wells is typical, describing her 
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productive times in England as like "being born again in a new condi
tion."39 Lucy Parsons is a more problematic figure in the political history 
of black America,40 but how might her encounters with William Morris, 
Annie Besant, and Peter Kropotkin impact upon a rewriting of the history 
of English radicalism? What of Nella Larsen's relationship to Denmark, 
where George Padmore was held in jail during the early 1930s and which 
was also the home base of his banned paper the Negro Worker, circulated 
across the world by its supporters in the Colonial Seamen's Association?41 
What of Sarah Parker Remond's work as a medical practitioner in Italy and 
the life of Edmonia Lewis,42 the sculptor, who made her home in Rome? 
What effects did living in Paris have upon Anna Cooper, Jessie Fauset, 
Gwendolyn Bennett,43 and Lois Maillou Jones? 

It would appear that there are large questions raised about the direction 
and character of black culture and art if we take the powerful effects of even 
temporary experiences of exile, relocation, and displacement into account. 
How, for example, was the course of the black vernacular art of jazz 
changed by what happened to Quincy Jones in Sweden and Donald Byrd 
in Paris? TIlls is especially interesting because both men played powerful 
roles in the remaking of jazz as a popular form in the early 1970s. Byrd 
describes his sense of Europe's appeal as something that grew out of the 
view of Canada he developed as a young man growing up in Detroit: 

That's why Europe was so important to me. Living across the river 
from Canada as a kid, I used to go down and sit and look at Wmdsor, 
Ontario. Wmdsor represented Europe to me. That was the rest of the 
world that was foreign to me. So I always had a feeling for the foreign, 
the European thing, because Canada was right there. We used to go 
to Canada. For black people, you see, Canada was a place that treated 
you better than America, the North. For my father Detroit was better 
than the South, to me born in the North, Canada was better. At least 
that was what I thought. Later on I found out otherwise, but anyway, 
Canada represented for me something foreign, exotic, that was not 
the United States.44 

Richard Wright's life in exile, which has been written off as a betrayal of 
his authenticity and as a process of seduction by philosophical traditions 
supposedly outside his narrow ethnic oompass,4s will be explored below as 
an exemplary instance of how the politics of location and the politics of 
identity get inscribed in analyses of black culture. Many of the figures listed 
here will be dealt with in later chapters. They are all potential candidates 
for inclusion in the latest African-American cultural canon, a canon that is 
conditional on and possibly required by the academic packaging of black 
cultural studies.46 Chapter 4 will discuss what version of the politics and 
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philosophy ofW. E. B. Du Bois will be constructed for that canon from 
the rich transnational textures of his long and nomadic life. Du Bois's 
travel experiences raise in the sharpest"possible fonn a question common 
to the lives of almost an these figures who begin as African-Americans or 
Caribbean people and are then chaJ;1ged into something else which evades 
those specific labels and with them an fixed notions of nationality and na
tional identity. Whether their experience of exile is enforced or chosen, 
temporary or pennanent, these intellectuals and activists, writers, speakers, 
poets, and artists repeatedly articulate a desire to escape the restrictive 
bonds of ethnicity, national identification, and sometimes even "race" it
self. Some speak, like Wells and Wright, in terms of the rebirth that Europe 
offered them. Whether they dissolved their African-American sensibility 
into an explicitly pan-Africanist discourse or political comminnent, their 
relationship to the land of their birth and their ethnic political constituency 
was absolutely ttansfonned. The specificity of the modem political and cul
tural fonnation I want to call the black Atlantic can be defined, on one 
level, through this desire to transcend both the structures of the nation 
state and the constraints of ethnicity and national particularity. These de
sires are relevant to understanding political organising and cultural criti
cism. They have always sat uneasily alongside the strategic choices forced 
on black movements and individuals embedded in national political cul
tures and nation states in America, the Caribbean, and Europe. 

Martin Delany and the Institution of the Fatherland 

The powerful and important figure of Martin Robison Delany-journalist, 
editor, doctor, scientist, judge, soldier, inventor, customs inspector, orator, 
politician, and novelist-provides an opportunity to examine the distinc
tive effects produced where the black Atlantic politics of location frames 
the doorway of double consciousness. His life also offers an invaluable op
portunity to consider some of the issues raised within the histories of black 
culture and politics by travel and voluntary relocation. Marked by its Euro
pean origins, modem black political culture has always been more inter
ested in the relationship of identity to roots and rootedness than in seeing 
identity as a process of movement and mediation that is more appropriately 
approached via the homonym routes. Focusing on a figure like Delany de
mands careful attention to the interplay between these two dimensions of 
racial ontology. His life reveals a confrontation between his nationalism 
and the experiences of travel that have been largely ignored by historians 
except where they can be read as Ethiopianist or emigrationist gestures 
against American racism. This is no longer sufficient. 

Delany is vital to the concerns of this book for several other reasons. He 
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is still regularly hailed as the principal progenitor of black nationalism in 
America. Though he introduced his 1879 Principia. of Ethnokgy with a 
fawning dedication to the Earl ofShaftesbury which would not find favour 
among Africentrists these days, his arguments in this final publication do 
prefigure the tone and content of contemporary Africalogical thought in 
an uncanny manner. Delany has been identified by Molefi Kete Asante as 
a pioneer in this field47 and makes an attractive ancestor for Africentrists 
thanks to endearing traits like his willingness to don his dashiki while deliv
ering lectures on Africa in the Town Hall, the Baptist church, and "the 
colored school" in Chatham, Ontario, where he made his home in exile. 
Apart from his sartorial and ideological proclivities, the proximity to Africa 
in Delany's family history has the effect of making his political choices look 
stark and vivid. They are far less ambiguous, for example, than those ofhis 
sometime associate Frederick Douglass, who had been sired by a white 
man, taught to read by a white woman, and had his freedom bought by 
two more. This much is clear from the closing passage of Delany's first 
book, The Condition, Elemtion, Emigration IJ.nd Destiny qj the Colored 
People of the United StlJ.tes PoliticaUy Considered (1852). Though its asser
tive Christianity strikes a somewhat discordant note, the work ends mov
ingly with a recognisably pan-African flourish that places the forces of sci
ence, Enlightenment, and progress in concert with the project of racial 
regeneration in the period after slavery: 

"Princes shall come forth out of Egypt; Ethiopia shall soon stretch 
forth her hands unto God" Ps.lxvili.31. With faith in this blessed 
promise, thank God; in this our grand advent into Africa, we want 
"No kettle drums nor flageolets, Bag pipes, trombones, nor bayo
nets" but with an abiding trust in God our heavenly king, we shall 
boldly advance, singing sweet songs of redemption, in the regenera
tion of our race and restoration of our father-land from the gloom 
and darkness of our superstition and ignorance, to the glorious light 
of a more pristine brightness-the light of the highest godly civili
zation.48 

Delany is a figure of extraordinary complexity whose political trajectory 
through abolitionisms and ernigrationisms, from Republicans to Demo
crats,49 dissolves any simple attempts to fix him as consistently either con
servative or radical. Thirdly, Delany's life is valuable because of his seven
month spell in England,so his exile in Chatham, his travels iil the South 
and in Africa, as well as his dreams of autonomous black settlement in Cen
tral and South America. He is justly renowned for having organised and 
led the first scientific expedition to Africa from the western hemisphere: 



21 

the 1859 Niger Valley Exploring Party marshalled by Delany in conjunc
tion with Robert CampbeU, a Jamaican naturalist who had been head of 
the science department at the Institute for Colored Youth in Philaddphia. 
These peregrinations are re-coded in the wanderings of Henrico Blacus/ 
Henry Holland, the eponymous hero of Ddany's novd Blake; or, the Huts 
of America, his single venture into fiction, serialised in the Anglo African 
MRt!iWne during 1859 and the weekly Anglo-African in 1861. Ddany is 
also interesting because he thought of himself as a man of science. 51 His 
idea of himself as a polymath aspired to and indeed expressed a competence 
across disciplines that distinguishes him as an exceptional intellect. He 
modeUed his career on standards of appropriatdy manly achievement set 
in the eighteenth century by savants and philosophes whose legacy, as we 
shall see, was readily appropriated for his theories of racial integrity and 
citizenship. He was, like William Wells Brown, Sarah Parker Remond, and 
others, a black person studying and practising medicine in a period when 
slaves' desires to run away from bondage were stiU sometimes being ration
alised by medical opinion as an illness-drapetomania or dysaesthesia Ae
theopis52-and when J. Marion Sims was perfecting the procedures of gyn
aecological surgery on the women he hdd in bondage. 53 Quite apart from 
his more practically oriented medical studies, Delany is known to have 
taken up phrenology in pursuit of answers to the arguments of racist eth
nology. His work in this area could be used to initiate some interesting 
inquiries into the relationship between scientific reason and racial domina
tion. We will see below that his aspirations as a cultivated man of science 
were intertwined with his political radica1isation in complex ways. Both 
were given an additional spur by Delany's bitter reaction to being denied 
the right to patent his 1852 invention for transporting locomotives over 
mountainous terrain because, though free, he was not formally a citizen of 
the United States.5 ' 

Delany was born in Charlestown, Virginia, in May 1812. He was the 
son of a slave father and a free mother who had both apparently enjoyed 
the benefits of African blood which was not only pure but royal too. Dda
ny's Mandingo grandfather had returned to Africa after being manumitted 
and his father, Samuel, had purchased his own freedom in the early 18205. 
The family made their home in Chambersburg, Pennsylvania. Active in ab
olitionist circles as a speaker, journalist, and writer, Delany published the 
Mystery in 1843 and became co-editor with Douglass of the North Star 
(1847). He came under the spell of Garrisonian abolitionism55 at an early 
age and complemented his work in the anti -slavery cause with his medical 
activities as a cupper, leecher, and bleeder. 56 In 1850, having studied medi
cine under a number of different practitioners, he applied to Harvard to 
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train in medicine there and was accepted along with two other black stu
dents, Isaac Snowden and Daniel Hunt, on the condition that they were 
sponsored by the American Colonisation Society and would only practice 
their medical skills outside the United States in Liberia after graduation. 57 

A white female student, Harriot K Hunt, who had been admitted at the 
same time as the three black men, was persuaded to withdraw after private 
meetings with members of the faculty. Delany, Snowden, and David Hunt 
began to attend lectures in November of that year but were asked to with
draw from the college by the Dean-Oliver Wenden Holmes, a celebrated 
admirer of Samuel Morton's Cranis Americana-at the end of the winter 
term after protests from angry white students who felt that their presenc~ 
would lower educational standards_ The bitterness and righteous anger 
that had been compounded in Delany by a fruitless legal battle to claim 
his wife's inheritance were elaborated further as a result of this additional 
humiliation at the hands of Harvard. He returned to Philadelphia eager to 
make the clarion call for American citizenship and in favour of a plan for 
black emigration to Central or South America that would be announced 
by his first book_ 

Published on Delany's fortieth birthday, The Condition tempered its emi
grationist proposals with a polemic against the American Colonisation So
ciety and its plans for Liberian settlement. The book is notable for the 
elaborate theories of nationality and citizenship it derived from a reading 
of European history and perhaps most of all for its outspoken advocacy of 
a strong state that could focus the zionist aspirations of American blacks 
and aid in building their political counter-power against the white suprem
acist state_ It began by comparing the lot of blacks in America to that of 
the disenfranchised minority nations found in Europe_ 

That there have [sic] in all ages, in almost every nation, existed a na
tion within a nation-a people who although forming a part and par
cel of the population, yet were from force of circumstances, known by 
the peculiar position they occupied, forming in fact, by deprivation of 
political equality with others, no part, and if any, but a restricted part 
of the body politics of such nations. is also true_ Such then are the 
Poles in Russia, the Hungarians in Austria, the Scotch, Irish and 
Welsh in the United Kingdom, and such also are the Jews scattered 
throughout not only the iength and breadth of Europe but a17nost the hab
itable globe, maintaining their national characteristics, and lookingfor
ward in high hopes of seeing the day when they may return to their former 
national position of self-government and independence let that be in 
whatever part of the habitable world it may __ Such then is the condi
tion of various classes in Europe; yes, nations, for centuries within 
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nations, even without the hope of redemption among those who op
press them. And however unfavourable their condition, there is none 
more so than that of the coloured people of the United States. 58 {em
phasis added) 

From the point of view of the history of the diaspora concept explored in 
Chapter 6, it is especiaUy interesting that though he does not use that piv
otal term Delany looks immediately to Jewish experiences of dispersal as a 
model for comprehending the history of black Americans and, more sig
nificantly still, cites this history as a means to focus his own zionist propos
als for black American colonisation of Nicaragua 59 and elsewhere. The ac
quisition of a powerful fatherland that could guarantee and champion the 
rights of slaves was, for Delany, far more significant than petty details like 
a geographical location within what his collaborator, Robert Campbell, 
called in his own report of their Niger Expedition the African mother land. 
Delany's primary concern was not with Africa as such but rather with the 
forms of citizenship and belonging that arose from the (re)generation of 
modern nationality in the fonn of an autonomous, black nation state. li
beria was rejected in this role because it was not an adequate or sufficiently 
serious vehlcle for the hopes and dreams of black soldier citizens and their 
families. Its geography was one factor in its disfavour, but its centrality to 
the "deep laid scheme" of American slaveholders proved to be a more sub
stantial disadvantage.60 With his appeals to gain American citizenship look
ing increasingly fruitless, Delany left America in 1856. However, he went 
north not east, not to Africa but to Canada.61 It was from this new location 
that he planned his trip to Africa and to Europe. He left the new world for 
the old in 1859, arriving in Monrovia, the Liberian capital, on July 12th. 
There he met with Alexander Crummell and other dignitaries. 

Delany's 1859 report of his trip, the 0jJicia/ Report uf the Niger Valley 
Exploring PartyJ 62 is an interesting document that outlines his vision of a 
dynamic alliance, both commercial and civilising, between English capital, 
black American intellect, and African labour power. These disparate forces 
were to collaborate to their mutual benefit in the export of African cotton 
to England for processing.The Report is more interesting in the context of 
this chapter for the insights it provides into those structures of feeling that 
might be termed the inner dialectics of diaspora identification. Delany, ever 
the doctor and rationalist, described in detail the sequence of clinical 
symptoms he experienced as his initial elation at arriving in Africa gave way 
to a special and characteristic form of melancholy: 

The first sight and impressions of the coast of Africa are always inspir
ing, producing the most pleasant emotions. These pleasing sensations 
continue for several days, more or less until they merge into feelings 
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of almost intense excitement a hilarity of feeling almost akin to 
approaching intoxication . like the sensation produced by the bev
erage of champagne wine The first symptoms are succeeded by a 
relaxity of feelings in which there is a disposition to stretch, gape and 
yawn with fatigue. The second mayor may not be succeeded by actual 
febrile attacks ; but whether or not such symptoms ensue, there is 
one most remarkable ... A feeling of regret that you left your native 
country for a straI'lge one; an almost frantic desire to see friends and 
nativity; a despondency and loss of the hope of ever seeing those you 
love at home again. These feelings, of course, must be resisted and 
regarded as a mere morbid affection [sic] of the mind When an 
entire recovery takes place, the love of the country is most ardent 
and abiding.63 

The ambivalence over exile and homecoming conveyed by these remarks 
has a history that is probably as long as the presence of African slaves in 
the west. At this point, it is necessary to appreciate that any discomfort at 
the prospect of fissures and fault lines in the topography of affiliation that 
made pan-Africanism such a powerful discourse was not eased by refer
ences to some African essence that could magically connect all blacks to
gether. Nowadays, this potent idea is frequently wheeled in when it is nec
essary to appreciate the things that (potentially) connect black people to 
one another rather than think seriously about divisions in the imagined 
community of the race and the means to comprehend or overcome them, if 
indeed that is possible. Delany's African tour confirmed the dissimilarities 
between African-Amerkan ideologues and the Africans with whom they 
treated. Thus it is not surprising that though at the end of his account of 
his adventures in Africa Delany promised to return to Africa with his family, 
he never did so. 

More than anything produced by Edward WIlmot Blyden, Alexander 
Crummell, and his other proto-nationalist peers, Delany's writings regis
tered contradictory responses toward Africa. The ancient, ancestral home 
simply would not do as it was. He was acutely aware that it needed to be. 
remade wholesale. In part, this was to be accomplished through grandiose 
modernisation schemes like the trans-African commercial railway link. he 
had first proposed in an extraordinary appendix to The Condition. Africa's 
superstition and its heathen culture were to be swept away. These plans 
revealed that the proposed mission to elevate the black American racial 
self was inseparable from a second mission to elevate and enlighten the 
uncultured Africans by offering them the benefits of civilised life: cess
pools, furniture, cutlery, missionaries, and "Some sort of a garment to 
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cover the entire person above the knees, should it be but a single shirt or 
chemise, instead of a loose native cloth thrown around them, to be 
dropped at pleasure, at any moment exposing the entire upper part of the 
person as in Liberia, where that part of the person is entirely uncovered
I am certain that it would go far towards impressing them with some of 
the habits of civilised life ."64 If this statement can be read as a small sign of 
Delany'S practical commitment to the fruits ofEuro-American modernity, 
it is less surprising that his political positions could shift once more in later 
life and blend his nationalism anew with a decidedly America-centric brand 
of patriotism. The civil war was the catalyst for this process. It rekindled 
his enthusiasm for an American future for American blacks. Delany was 
commissioned as a major in the Union army, proudly assuming the regalia 
of the first black. field officer in the history of the United States. The publi
cation that had serialised BlsJke now offered its readers glorious photo
graphic postcards of Delany in his dark blue unifOrtn for ~enty-five cents. 

His decision to remain inside the shell of that patriotism after the war 
was over was facilitated by the same resolutely elitist version of black. na
tionallsm that had animated his earlier projects. It stressed the obligation 
of blacks to better themselves through the universal values of thrift, tem
perance, and hard work. This brand of black. nationalism had also proved 
extremely popular with English anti-slavery audiences whose movement 
Delany's visit had helped to revitalise. He arrived in London from Africa 
during the spring ofl860 in search ofback.ing for the enterprising colonial 
schemes: "fearless, bold and adventurous deeds of daring"65 which were 

integral to realising the special respect that followed from the possession 
of national status. 

I have already pointed out that the contrasting accounts that Delany and 
Campbell provided of the Niger Valley experiences are at variance over the 
gendering of their African homeland. Campbell saw Africa as his mother
land while Delany, even when he refered to Africa with the female pro
noun, persisted in calling the continent the fatherland. I want to suggest 
that this obstinacy expresses something profound and characteristic about 
Delany's sense of the necessary relationship between nationality, citizen
ship, and m.asculinity. He was probably the first black. thinker to make the 
argument that the integrity of the race is primarily the integrity of its male 
heads of household and secondarily the integrity of the families over which 
they preside. The model he proposed aligned the power of the male head 
of household in the private sphere with the noble status of the soldier
citizen which complemented it in the public realm. Delany's appeal today 
is that of a supreme patriarch. He sought a variety of power for the black. 
man in the white world that could only be built on the foundations which 
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the roles of husband and father provided. There is something of the same 
attitude conveyed in the way that he named his seven children after famous 
figures of African descent: Alexandre Dumas, Toussaint L'Ouverture, 
Rameses Placido, St. Cyprian, Faustin Soulouque, Charles Lenox Re· 
mond, Ethiopia Halle. In a section on the education of girls in The Comli
tion Delany made his views on the proper relationship between the sexes 
clearer still. 

Let our young women have an education; let their minds be well in
formed; wen stored with useful information and practical proficiency, 
rather than the light, superficial acquirements, popularly and fashion
ably called accomplishments. We desire accomplishments, but they 
must be useful. 

Our females must be qualified, because they are to be the mothers 
of our children. As mothers are the first nurses and instructors of chil
dren; from them children consequently get their first impressions, 
which being always the most lasting should be the most correct.66 

Women were to be educated but only fur motherhood. The public sphere 
was to be the sole province of an enlightened male citizenry who seem to 
have taken their cues from Rousseau's conception of civic life in Sparta. 
Delany can now be recognised as the progenitor of black Atlantic patri
archy. 

With the fundamental question of gender roles and relations stiU in 
mind, I want brieRy to examine his novel Blake; or, The Huts of Aments as 
a narrative of familial reconstruction. The momentum of the book is sup
plied by the zeal with which its hero strives to reconstruct and regenerate 
his family life. This struggle is presented as absolutely homologous with 
both the liberation of slaves and the regeneration of Africa which Delany 
had described thus in the Niger Valley report: 

Africa is our fatherland and we its legitimate descendants . I have 
outgrown, long since, the boundaries of North America, and with 
them have also outgrown the boundaries of their claims. . Africa, to 
be regenerated must have a national character, and her position 
among the existing nations of the earth will depend mainly upon the 
high standard she may gain compared with them in all her relations, 
morally, religiously, socially, politically and commercially. 

I have determined to leave to my children the inheritance of a coun
try, the possession of territorial domain, the blessings of a national 
education, and the indisputable right of self-government; that they 
may not succeed to the servility and degradation bequeathed to us by 
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our fathers. If we have not been born to fortunes, we should impart 
the seeds which shall germinate and give birth to fortunes for them.67 

Blake was the fourth novel written by a black American and certainly a 
more radical work than the other comparable early attempts at fiction. The 
book took its epigraph from Harriet Beecher Stowe's Uncle Tomt CiWin 
and was, as Delany's domiciliary title implies, an explicit, intertextua1 re
sponse to that work. Both the structure of the book and its geographical 
compass confirm Delany's claim to have outgrown the boundaries of 
North America. Blake was written in Canada and concerns a Cuban who, 
after travelling to Africa as a sailor on a slave ship, is himself enslaved in the 
United States. He escapes to Canada, but then returns to the United States 
in order to find the wife who has been unjustly parted from him by an evil 
slave master and to lead slave resistance there. He discovers her in Cuba 
and secures her freedom. He then visits Africa again, this time as a senior 
crewman on a second slaver. This journey, across the Atlantic from west to 
east-a middle passage in reverse-is undertaken as part of a grand plan 
to lead a revolutionary slave revolt in Cuba which is at that moment in 
danger of being ~exed by the southern American states. The topography 
of the black Atlantic world is directly incorporated into Delany's tale. His 
travelling hero, Blake, assumes various names in the different locations he 
visits, but his English appeUation is surely significant in that it offers an 
echo of an earlier, explicitly Atlanticist radicalism. 

Ships occupy a primary symbolic and political place in the work. One 
chapter is called "Transatlantic" and another, chapter 52, is entitled "The 
Middle Passage" and includes a harrowing scene of a slaver throwing over
board. the dead and dying just as Turner had depicted it: amidst the cage 
of nature itself. Delany's use of music is complex and bold and has been 
understood as further evidence of his deeply contradictory relationship to 
America and its culture. The sharp parodies of patriotic songs and popular 
material by Stephen Foster that he has his characters sing can be inter
preted as illustrations of the dense cultural syncretisms that double con
sciousness can generate.68 

Blake includes some strikingly sympathetic portraits ofblack women and 
offers one of the few presentations of the middle passage and life in the 
barracoons to be found in nineteenth-century black writing. It makes 
African-American experience visible within a hemispheric order of racial 
domination. The version of black solidarity Bkke advances is explicitly anti
ethnic and opposes narrow African-American exceptionalism in the name 
of a truly pan-African, diaspora sensibility. This makes blackness a matter 
of politics rather than a common cultural condition. The terror of slavery 
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is powerfully invoked, only partly from within the conventions of an aboli
tionist literary genre that exhibits an intense fascination with the image of 
divided families. Slavery is seen in an ethical light but is primarily presented 
as an exploitative economic system of an international nature. Delany was 
a member of the African Methodist Episcopal church, but he used his hero 
Blake to convey criticisms of religion in general and Christianity in particu-
1ar. It is this representation of religious beliefwhich supplies the key to the 
book's anti-ethnic, pan·African stance. Blake refused to "stand still and see 
salvation" wherever it was offered to him: by the rituals of the white church 
on the plantation, in the Catholic church or in the superstitions of the 
conjurers he interacts with during a visit to the Dismal Swamp. His 
scepticism and strictly instrumental orientation towards religion, which he 
saw as a valuable tool for the political project he sought to advance, are 
important because African-American religion is so often the central sign 
for the folk-cultural, narrowly ethnic definition of racial authenticity that 
is being challenged here in the name of rhizomorphic,69 routed, diaspora 
cultures. 

Both Delany and his hero boast of their rational principles. Stealing 
from the master was rationalised in terms derived from a labour theory of 
value and, from this rationalist stance, blacks were rebuked for confusing 
spiritual means with moral ends. Black Americans were not uniquely op
pressed, and if they were to be free, they must contribute to the establish
ment of the strong and completely synthetic supra-ethnic nation state that 
Delany saw as indispensable to the ongoing struggle to defeat racial op
pression everywhere in the new world and to the longer-term project of 
African regeneration. This anti-mystical racial rationalism required that 
blacks of all shades, classes, and ethnic groups give up the merely accidental 
differences that served only to mask the deeper unity waiting to be con
structed not so much from their African heritage as from the common 
orientation to the future produced by their militant struggles against slav
ery. Ethnic and religious differences symbolise intraracial divisions in the 
book. Black survival depends upon forging a new means to build alliances 
above and beyond petty issues like language, religion, skin colour, and to 
a lesser extent gender. The best way to create the new metacultural identity 
which the new black citizenship demands was provided by the abject con
dition of the slaves and ironically facilitated by the transnational structure 
of the slave trade itself. Abyssa, a Soudanese slave and former textile mer
chant, brought from Africa on Blake's second transatlantic trip; Placido, a 
Cuban revolutionary poet who is also Blake's cousin; Gofer Gondolier, a 
West Indian cook who has attended a Spanish grandee in Genoa; the 
wealthy quadroons and octoroons of Cuba; Blake himself; and indeed their 
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white revolutionary supporters constitute something like a rainbow army 
for the emancipation of the oppressed men and women of the new world. 
Because religion marks these petty ethnic differences with special clarity, its 
overcoming signifies the utopian move beyond ethnicity and the establish
ment of a new basis for community, mutuality and reciprocity: 

I first a catholic and my wife bred as such are both Baptists; Abyssa 
Soudan once a pagan was in her own native land converted to the 
Methodist or Wesleyan belief; Madame Sabastina and family are Epis
copalians; Camina from long residence in the colony a Presbyterian 
and Placido is a believer in the Swedenborgian doctrines. We have all 
agreed to know no sects, no denomination and but one religion for 
the sake of our redemption from Bondage and degradation No 
religion but that which brings us liberty will we know; no God but he 
who owns us as his children will we serve. The whites accept nothing 
but that which promotes their interests and happiness, socially politi
cally and religiously. They would discard a religion, tear down a 
church, overthrow a government or desert a country which did not 
enhance their freedom. In God's great and righteous name are we not 
willing to do the sameFo 

BlR.ke is useful to this chapter's argument against ethnic absolutisms be
cause its affirmation of the intercultural and transnational is more than 
enough to move discussion of black political culture beyond the binary 
opposition between national and diaspora perspectives. The suggestive way 
that it locates the black Atlantic world in a webbed network, between the 
local and the global, challenges the coherence of all narrow nationalist per
spectives and points to the spurious invocation of ethnic particularity to 
enforce them and to ensure the tidy flow of cultural output into neat, sym
metrical units. I should add that this applies whether this impulse comes 
from the oppressors or the oppressed. 

Black Politics and Modernity 

Rereading Blake in this way and looking at the routes of its nationalist 
author leads us back to the question of whether nationalist perspectives are 
an adequate means to understand the forms of resistance and accommoda
tion intrinsic to modem black political culture. The recent history of 
blacks, as people in but not necessarily of the modem, western world, a 
history which involves processes of political organisation that are explicitly 
transnational and international in nature, demands that this question is 
considered very carefully. What, after all, is being opposed by the move-
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ments of slaves and their descendants: slavery? capitalism? coerced industri
alisation? racial terror? or the ethnocentrism and European solipsism that 
these processes help to reproduce? How are the discontinuous histories of 
diaspora resistance raised in fictional form by BiRke and lived by figures like 
its creator to be thought? How have they been theorised by those who have 
experienced the consequences of racial domination? 

In the final part of this chapter, I want to look more specifically at the 
positions of the nation state, and the idea of nationality in accounts of 
black opposition and expressive culture, particularly music. I will also use 
a brief discussion of black music that anticipates a more extensive treat
ment of these themes in Chapter 3 to ask implicit questions about the 
tendencies towards ethnocentrism and ethnic absolutism of black cultural 
theory. 

The problem of weighing the claims of national identity against other 
contrasting varieties of subjectivity and identification has a special place in 
the intellectual history of blacks in the west. Du Bois's concept of double 
consciousness has been referred to already and will be explored in greater 
detail in Chapter 4. It is only the best-known resolution of a familiar prob
lem which points towards the core dynamic of racial oppression as well as 
the fundamental antinomy of diaspora blacks. How has this doubleness, 
what Richard. Wright calls the dreadful objectivity71 which follows from 
being both inside and outside the West, affected the conduct of political 
movements against racial oppression and towards black autonomy? Are the 
inescapable pluralities involved in the movements of black peoples, in M
rica and in exile, ever to be synchronised? How would these struggles be 
periodised in relation to modernity: the fatal intermediation of capitalism, 
industrialisation, and a new conception of political democracy? Does pos
ing these questions in this way signify anything more than the reluctant 
intellectual affiliation of diaspora blacks to an approach which mistakenly 
attempts a premature totalisation of infinite struggles, an approach which 
itself has deep and problematic roots within the ambiguous intellectual 
traditions of the European Enlightenment which have, at different mo
ments, been both a lifeline and a fetter? 

Delany's work has provided some powerful evidence to show that the 
intellectual heritage ofEmo-American modernity determined and possibly 
still determines the manner in which nationality is understood within black 
political discourse. In particular, this legacy conditions the continuing aspi
ration to acquire a supposedly authentic, natural, and stable "rooted" 
identity. This invariant identity is in turn the premise of a thinking "racial" 
self that is both socialised. and unified by its connection with other kindred 
souls encountered usually, though not always, within the fortified frontiers 
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of those discrete ethnic cultures which also happen to coincide with the 
contours of a sovereign nation state that guarantees their continuity. 

Consider for a moment the looseness with which the term "black na
tionalism" is used both by its advocates and by sceptics. Why is a more 
refined political language for dealing with these crucial issues of identity, 
kinship, generatiQn, affect, and affiliation such a long time coming? A small 
but telling example can be drawn from the case ofEdouard Glissant, who 
has contributed so much to the emergence of a creole counter-discourse 
that can answer the alchemy of nationalisms. Discussion of these problems 
suffers when his translator excises Glissant's references to the work of De
leuze and Guattari from the English edition of his 1981 book Le discours 
antillsis, 72 presumably because to acknowledge this exchange would some
how violate the aura of Caribbean authenticity that is a desirable frame 
around the work. This typical refusal to accept the complicity and syncretic 
interdependency of black and white thinkers has recently become associ
ated with a second difficulty: the overintegrated conceptions of pure and 
homogeneous culture which mean that black political struggles are con
strued as somehow automatically expressive of the national or ethnic differ
ences with which they are associated. 

lbis overintegrated sense of cultural and ethnic particularity is very pop
ular today, and blacks do not monopolise it. It masks the arbitrariness of 
its own political choices in the morally charged language of ethnic absolut
ism and this poses additional dangers because it overlooks the development 
and change of black political ideologies and ignores the restless, recombi
nant qualities of the black Atlantic's affinnative political cultures. The polit
ical project forged by thinkers like Delany in the difficult journey from slave 
ship to citizenship is in danger of being wrecked by the seemingly insoluble 
conflict between two distinct but currently symbiotic perspectives. They 
can be loosely identified as the essentialist and the pluralist standpoints 
though they are in fact two different varieties of essentialism: one ontologi
cal, the other strategic. The antagonistic relationship between these two 
outlooks has been especially intense in discussions of black art and cultural 
criticism. The ontological essentialist view has often been characterised by 
a brute pan-Africanism. It has proved unable to specifY precisely where the 
highly prized but doggedly evasive essence of black artistic and political 
sensibility is currently located, but that is no obstacle to its popular circula· 
tion. lbis perspective sees the black intellectual and artist as a leader. 
Where it pronounces on cultural matters, it is often allied to a realist ap
proach to aesthetic value that minimises the substantive political and philo
sophical issues involved in the processes of artistic representation. Its abso
lutist conception of ethnic cultures can be identified by the way in which 
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it registers incomprehending disappoinnnent with the actual cultural 
choices and patterns of the mass of black people. It has little to say about 
the profane, contaminated world of black popular culture and looks in
stead for an artistic practice that can disabuse the mass of black people of 
the illusions into which they have been seduced by their condition of exile 
and unthinking consumption of inappropriate cultural objects like the 
wrong hair care products, pop music, and western clothing. The commu
nity is felt to be on the wrong road, and it is the inteUectual's job to give 
them a new direction, firstly by recovering and then by donating the racial 
awareness that the masses seem to lack. 

This perspective currently confronts a pluralistic position which affirms 
blackness as an open signifier and seeks to celebrate complex representa
tions of a black particularity that is internally divided: by dass, sexuality, 
gender, age, ethnicity, economics, and political consciousness. There is no 
unitary idea of black community here, and the authoritarian tendencies of 
those who would police black cultural expression in the name of theit own 
particular history or priorities are rightly repudiated. The ontologicaUy 
grounded essentialism is replaced by a libertarian, strategic alternative: the 
cultural saturnalia which attends the end of innocent notions of the essen
tial black subject.73 Here, the polyphonic qualities of black cultural expres
sion form the main aesthetic consideration and there is often an uneasy 
but exhilarating fusion of modernist and populist techniques and styles. 
From this perspective, the achievements of popular black cultural forms 
like music are a constant source of inspiration. They are prized for their 
implicit warning against the pitfalls of artistic conceit. The difficulty with 
this second tendency is that in leaving racial essentialism behind by viewing 
"race" itself as a social and cultural construction, it has been insufficiently 
alive to the lingering power of specificaUy racialised forms of power and 
subordination. 

Each outlook compensates for the obvious weaknesses in the other 
camp, but so far there has been little open and explicit debate between 
them. Their conflict, initially formulated in debates over black aesthetics 
and cultural production,74 is valuable as a preliminary guide to some of 
the dilemmas faced by cultural and inteUectual historians of the modern, 
western, African diaspora. The problems it raises become acute, particu
larly for those who seek to comprehend cultural developments and political 
resistances which have had scant regard for either modern borders or pre
modern frontiers. At its worst, the lazy, casual invocation of cultural insid
erism which frequently characterises the ontological essentialist view is 
nothing more than a symptom of the growing cleavages within the black 
communities. There, uneasy spokespeople of the black elite-some of 
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them professional cultural commentators, artists, writers, painters, and film 
makers as weU as political leaders-have fabricated a volkish outlook as an 
expression of their own contradictory position. This neo-nationalism 
seems out of tune with the spirit of the novel Africentric garb in which it 
appears before us today. It incorporates commentary on the special needs 
and desires of the relatively privileged castes within black. communities, but 
its most consistent trademark is the persistent mystification of that group's 
increasingly problematic relationships with the black poor, who, after all, 
supply the elite with a dubious entitlement to speak on behalf of the phan
tom constituency of black people in general. The idea of blacks as a na
tional or proto-national group with its own hermetically enclosed culture 
plays a key role in this mystification, and, though seldom overtly named, 
the misplaced idea of a national interest gets invoked as a means to silence 
dissent and censor political debate when the incoherences and inconsisten
cies of Africalogical discourse are put on display. 

These problems take on a specific aspect in Britain, which currently lacks 
anything that can be credibly called a black. bourgeoisie. However, they are 
not confined to this country and they cannot be overlooked. The idea of 
nationality and the assumptions of cultural absolutism come together in 
other ways.1S It should be emphasised that, where the archaeology of black 
critical knowledges enters the academy, it currently involves the construc
tion of canons which seems to be proceeding on an exclusively national 
basis-African-American, Anglophone Caribbean, and so on. This is not 
an oblique plea for the legitimacy of an equally distinctive black English or 
British cultural inventory. If it seems indelicate to ask who the formation 
of such canons might serve, then the related question of where the impulse 
to formalise and codify elements, of our cultural heritage in this particular 
pattern comes from may be a better one to pursue. Is this impulse towards 
cultural protectionism the most cruel trick which the west can play upon 
its dissident affiliates? The same problem of the status enjoyed by national 
boundaries in the writing of cultural history is evident in recent debates 
over hip hop culture, the powerful expressive medium of America's urban 
black poor which has created a global youth movement of considerable 
significance. The musical components of hip hop are a hybrid form nur
tured by the social relations of the South Bronx where Jamaican sound 
system culture was transplanted during the 1970s and put down new 
roots. In conjunction with specific technological innovations, this routed 
and re-rooted Caribbean culture set in train a process that was to transform 
black America's sense of itself and a large portion of the popular music 
industry as well. Here we have to ask how a form which flaunts and glories 
in its own malleability as wen as its transnational character becomes inter-
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preted as an expression of some authentic African-American essence? How 
can rap be discussed as if it sprang intact from the entrails of the bluesF6 
Another way of approaching this would be to ask what is it about black 
America's writing elite which means that they need to claim this diasporic 
cultural form in such an assertively nationalist way?" 

An additional, and possibly more profound, area of political difficulty 
comes into view when the voguish language of absolute cultural difference 
associated with the ontological essentialist standpoint provides an embar
rassing link between the practice of blacks who comprehend racial politics 
through it and the activities of their foresworn opponents-the ethnic ab
solutists of the racist right-who approach the complex dynamics of race, 
nationality, and ethnicity through a similar set of pseudo-precise, culturalist 
equations. This unlikely convergence is part of the history of hip hop be
cause black. music is so often the principal symbol of racial authenticity. 
Analysing it leads rapidly and directly back to the status of nationality and 
national cultures in a post-modem world where nation states are being 
eclipsed by a new economy of power that accords national citizenship and 
national boundaries a new significance. In seeking to account for the con
troversy over hip hop's origins we also have to explore how the absolutist 
and exclusivist approach to the relationship between "race," ethnicity, and 
culture places those who claim to be able to resolve the relationship be
tween the supposedly incommensurable discourses characteristic of differ
ent racial groups, in command of the cultural resources of their own group 
as a whole. Intellectuals can claim this vanguard position by virtue of an 
ability to translate from one culture to another, mediating decisive opposi
tions along the way. It matters little whether the the black communities 
involved are conceived as entire and self-sustaining nations or as proto
national collectivities. 

No less than their predecessor Martin Delany, taday's black intellectuals 
have persistently succumbed to the lure of those romantic conceptions of 
"race," "people," and "nation" which place themselves, rather than the 
people they supposedly represent, in charge of the strategies for nation 
building, state formation, and racial uplift. This point underscores the fact 
that the status of nationality and the precise weight we should attach to 
the conspicuous differences of language, culture, and identity which divide 
the blacks of the diaspora from one another, let alone from Africans, are 
unresolved within the political culture that promises to bring the disparate 
peoples of the black Atlantic world together one day. Furthermore, the 
dependence of those black intellectuals who have tried to deal with these 
matters on theoretical reflections derived from the canon of occidental mo
dernity-from Herder to Von Trietschke and beyond-is surely salient. 
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W. E. B. Du Bois's work will be explored below as a site of this affiliation. 
The case ofhis 1888 Fisk graduation address on Bismarck provides a pre
liminary example. Rdlecting on it some years later in Dusk ojDsrpn he 
wrote, "Bismarck was my hero. He made a nation out of a mass of bick
ering peoples. He had dominated the whole development with his strength 
until he crowned an emperor at Versailles. This foreshadowed in my mind 
the kind of thing that American Negroes must do, marching forward with 
strength and determination under trained leadership."78 This model ofna
ti~nal development has a special appeal to the bickering peoples of the 
black Atlantic diaspora. It is an integral component of their responses to 
modem racism and directly inspired their efforts to construct nation states 
on African soil and elsewhere. The idea of nationality occupies a central, 
if shifting place in the work of Alexander Crummell, Edward Biyden, 
Martin Delany, and Frederick Douglass. This important group of post
Enlightenment men, whose lives and political sensibilities can ironically be 
defined through the persistent crisscrossing of national boundaries, often 
seem to share the decidedly Hegelian belief that the combination of Chris
tianity and a nation state represents the overcoming of all antinomies. 

The themes of nationality, exile, and cultural affiliation accentuate the 
inescapable fragmentation and differentiation of the black subject. This 
fragmentation has recently been compounded further by the questions of 
gender, sexuality, and male domination which have been made unavoidable 
by the struggles of black women and the voices of black gay men and lesbi
ans. I cannot attempt to resolve these tensions here, but the dimension of 
social and political differentiation to which they refer provides a frame for 
what follows. As indices of differentiation, they are especially important 
because the intracommunal antagonisms which appear between the local 
and immediate levels of our struggles and their hemispheric and global 
dynamics can only grow. Black voices from within the overdeveloped coun
tries may be able to go on resonating in harmony with those produced 
from inside Africa or they may, with varying degrees of reluctance, tum 

away from the global project of black advancement once the symbolic and 
political, if not the material and economic, liberation of Southern Africa 
is completed. 

I want to make these abstract and difficult points more concrete and 
more accessible by constructing a conclusion for this chapter out of some 
of the lessons waiting to be learned from considering elements of the musi
cal output of blacks in the West which will be explored in more detail in 
Chapter 3. The history and significance of these musics are consistently 
overlooked by black writers for two reasons: because they exceed the 
frameworks of national or ethnocentric analysis with which we have been 
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too easily satisfied, and because talking seriously about the politics and aes
thetics of black vernacular cultures demands an embarrassing confronta
tion with substantive intraracial differences that make the easy essentialism 
from which most critical judgements are constructed simply untenable. &; 

these internal divisions have grown, the price of that embarrassment has 
been an aching silence. 

To break that silence, I want to argue that black musical expression has 
played a role in reproducing what Zygmunt Bauman has called a distinctive 
counterculture of modernity. 79 I will use a brief consideration of black mu
sica! development to move beyond an understanding of cultural processes 
which, as I have already suggested, is currently tom between seeing them 
either as the expression of an essential, unchanging, sovereign racial self or 
as the effluent from a constituted subjectivity that emerges contingently 
from the endless play of racial signification. This is usuaUy conceived solely 
in terms of the inappropriate model which textuillity provides. The vitality 
and complexity of this musical culture offers a means to get beyond the 
related oppositions between essentialists and pseudo-pluralists on the one 
hand and between totalising conceptions of tradition, modernity, and post

modernity on the other. It also provides a model of performance which 
can supplement and partially displace concern with textuality. 

Black music's obstinate and consistent commitment to the idea of a bet
ter future is a puzzle to which the enforced separation of slaves from liter
acy and their compensatory refinement of musical art supplies less than half 
an answer. The power of music in developing black struggles by communi
cating information, organising consciousness, and testing out or deploying 
the forms of subjectivity which are required by political agency, whether 
individual or collective, defensive or transformational, demands attention 
to both the formal attributes of this expressive culture and its distinctive 
moml basis. The formal qualities of this music are becoming better 
known,80 and I want to concentrate instead on the moral aspects and in 
particular on the disjunction between the ethical value of the music and its 
status as an ethnic sign. 

In the simplest possible terms, by posing the world as it is against the 
world as the racially subordinated would like it to be, this musical culture 
supplies a great deal of the courage required to go on living in the present. 
It is both produced by and expressive of that "transvaluation of all values" 
precipitated by the history of racial terror in the new world_ It contains a 
theodicy but moves beyond it because the profane dimensions of that racial 
terror made theodicy impossible.81 I have considered its distinctive critique 
of capitalist social relations elsewhere.82 Here, because I want to show that 
its critical edge includes but also surpasses anti -capitalism, it is necessary to 
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draw out some of the inner philosophical dynamics of this counterculture 
and to explore the connection between its normative character and its uto
pian aspirations. These are interrelated and even inseparable from each 
other and from the critique of racial capitalism83 that these expressive cul
tures construct but also surpass. Comprehending them necessitates an 
analysis of the lyrical content and the forms of musical expression as well 
as the often hidden social relations in which these deeply encoded opposi
tional practices are created and consumed. The issue of normative content 
focuses attention on what might be called the politics of fulfilment:84 the 
notion that a future society will be able to realise the social and political 
promise that present society has left unaccomplished. Reflecting the foun
dational semantic position of the Bible, this is a discursive mode of com
munication. Though by no means literal, it can be grasped through what 
is said, shouted, screamed, or sung. The politics of fulfilment practised by 
the descendants of slaves demands, as Delany did, that bourgeois civil soci
ety live up to the promises ofits own rhetoric. It creates a medium in which 
demands for goals like non-racialised justice and rational organisation of 
the productive processes can be expressed. It is immanent within moder
nity and is no less a valuable element of modernity'S counter-discourse for 
being consistently ignored. 

The issue of how utopias are conceived is more complex not least be
cause they strive continually to move beyond the grasp of the merely lin
guistic, textual, and discursive. The invocation of utopia references what, 
following Seyla Benhabib's suggestive lead, I propose to call the politics of 
transfiguration. This emphasises the emergence of qualitatively new de
sires, social relations, and modes of association within the racial commu
nity of interpretation and resistance lind between that group and its erst
while oppressors. It points specifically to the formation of a community of 
needs and solidarity which is magically made audible in the music itself 
and palpable in the social relations of its cultural utility and reproduction. 
Created under the very nose of the overseers, the utopian desires which 
fuel the complementary politics of transfiguration must be invoked by 
other, more deliberately opaque means. This politics exists on a lower fre
quency where it is played, danced, and acted, as wen as sung and sung 
about, because words, even words stretched by melisma and supplemented 
or mutated by the screams which still index the conspicuous power of the 
slave sublime, will never be enough to communicate its unsayable claims 
to truth. The wilfully damaged signs which betray the resolutely utopian 
politics of transfiguration therefore partially transcend modernity, con
structing both an imaginary anti-modern past and a postmodern yet-to
come. This is not a counter-discourse but a counterculture that defiantly 
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reconstructs its own critical, intellectual, and moral genealogy in a partially 
hidden public sphere of its own. The politics of transfiguration therefore 
reveals the hidden internal fissures in the concept of modernity. The 
bounds of politics are extended precisely because this tradition of expres
sion refuses to accept that the political is a readily separable domain. Its 
basic desire is to conjure up and enact the new modes of fiiendship, happi
ness, and solidarity that are consequent on the overcoming of the racial 
oppression on which modernity and its antinomy of rational, western prog
ress as excessive barbarity relied. Thus the vernacular arts of the children of 
slaves give rise to a verdict on the role of art which is strikingly in harmony 
with Adorno's reflections on the dynamics of European artistic expression 
in the wake of Auschwitz: "Art's Utopia, the counterfactual yet-to-come, 
is draped in black. It goes on being a recollection of the possible with a 
critical edge against the real; it is a kind of imaginary restitution of that 
catastrophe, which is world history; it is a freedom which did not pass un
der the spell of necessity and which may well not come to pass ever at aII.nS5 

These sibling dimensions of black sensibility, the politics of fulfilment and 
the politics of transfiguration, are not co-extensive. There are significant 
tensions between them but they are closely associated in the vernacular 
cultures of the black Atlantic diaspora. They can also be used to reflect the 
idea of doubleness with which this chapter began and which is often ar
gued to be the constitutive force giving rise to black experience in the 
modern world. The politics of fulfilment is mostly content to play occiden
tal rationality at its own game. It necessitates a hermeneutic orientation 
that can assimilate the semiotic, verbal, and textual. The politics of trans
figuration strives in pursuit of the sublime, struggling to repeat the unre
peatable, to present the unpresentable. Its rather different hermeneutic 
focus pushes towards the mimetic, dramatic, and performative. 

It seems especially significant that the cultural expressions which these 
musics allow us to map out do not seek to exclude problems of inequality 
or to make the achievement of racial justice an exclusively abstract matter. 
Their grounded ethics offers, among other things, a continuous commen
tary on the systematic and pervasive relations of domination that supply its 
conditions of existence. Their grounded aesthetics is never separated off 
into an autonomous realm where familiar political rules cannot be applied 
and where, as Salman Rushdie memorably puts it, "the little room of litera -
ture"86 can continue to enjoy its special privileges as a heroic resource for 
the well-heeled adversaries of liberal capitalism. 

I am proposing, then, that we reread and rethink this expressive counter
culture not simply as a succession of literary tropes and genres but as a 
philosophical discourse which refuses the modern, occidental separation of 
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ethics and aesthetics, culture and politics. The traditional teaching of ethics 
and politics-practical philosophy-came to an end some time ago, even 
ifits death agonies were prolonged. This tradition had maintained the idea 
that a good life for the individual and the problem of the best social and 
political order for the collectivity could be discerned by rational means. 
Though it is seldom acknowledged even now, this tradition lost its exclu
sive claim to rationality partly through the way that slavery be~e internal 
to western civilisation and through the obvious complicity which both 
plantation slavery and colonial regimes revealed between rationality and 
the practice of racial terror. Not perceiving its residual condition, blacks 
in the west eavesdropped on and then took over a fundamental question 
from the intellectual obsessions of their enlightened rulers. Their progress 
from the status of slaves to the status of citizens led them to enquire into 
what the best possible forms of social and political existence might be. The 
memory of slavery, activdy preserved as a living intellectual resource in 
their expressive political culture, hdped them to generate a new set of an
swers to this enquiry. They had to fight-often through their spirituality
to hold on to the unity of ethics and politics sundered from each other by 
modernity's insistence that the true, the good, and the beautiful had dis
tinct origins and belong to different domains of knowledge. First slavery 
itself and then their memory ofit induced many of them to query the foun
dational moves of modem philosophy and social thought, whether they 
came from the natural rights theorists who sought to distinguish between 
the spheres of morality and legality, the idealists who wanted to emancipate 
politics from morals so that it could become a sphere of strategic action, 
or the political economists of the bourgeoisie who first formulated the sep. 
aration of economic activity from both ethics and politics. The brutal ex
cesses of the slave plantation supplied a set of moral and political responses 
to each of these attempts. The history and utility of black music discussed 
in Chapter 3 enable us to trace something of the means through which 
the unity of ethics and politics has been reproduced as a form of folk. 
knowledge. This subculture often appears to be the intuitive expression of 
some racial essence but is in fact an dementary historical acquisition pro
duced from the viscera of an alternative body of cultural and political ex
pression that considers the world critically from the point of view of its 
emancipatory transformation. In the future, it will become a place which 
is capable of satisfying the (redefined) needs of human beings that will 
emerge once the violence-epistemic and concrete-of racial typology is 
at an end. Reason is thus reunited with the happiness and freedom ofindi
viduals and the reign of justice within the collectivity. 

I have already implied that there is a degree of convergence here with 
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other projects towards a critical theory of society, particularly Marxism. 
However, where lived crisis and systemic crisis come together, Marxism 
allocates priority to the latter while the memory of slavery insists on the 
priority of the former. Their convergence is also undercut by the simple 
fact that in the critical thought of blacks in the West., social self-creation 
through labour is not the centre-piece of emancipatory hopes. For the de
scendants of slaves, work signifies only servitude, misery, and subordina
tion. Artistic expression, expanded beyond recognition from the grudging 
gifts offered by the masters as a token substitute for freedom from bond
age, therefore becomes the means towards both individual self-fashioning 
and communal liberation. Poiesis and poetics begin to coexist in novel 
forms-autobiographical writing, special and uniquely creative ways of 
manipulating spoken language, and., above all, the music. All three have 
overflowed from the containers that the modern nation state provides for 
them. 


