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This thesis analyzes C.L.R. James’s social theory through the key modalities of race and
modernity. Where James’s thought has been previously discerned within discrete fields
such as Caribbean, postcolonial, and black studies, I adopt an interdisciplinary approach,
engaging the full range of his discursive corpus encompassing fiction, historiography,
social, cultural, and literary criticism, philosophy, politics, and cricket writing. I argue that
the discursivity of James’s oeuvre, based on the Hegelian conception of interconnected
totality, demonstrates a series of creative tensions born of the precarious positioning of
the black diaspora as simultaneously included and excluded from the West. The motif of
simultaneous inclusion and exclusion forms the central theme of this thesis.

I approach this task in three stages. The first stage discusses James’s personal and
intellectual development. Chapter 2 explicates his theorization of the social construction
of race through a polygenetic modernity through theories of creolization. Chapter 3 charts
the productive paradoxes of doubling in James’s intellectual development, juxtaposing his
creolized social theory, the pleasures and dilemmas of his exilic life, and his involvement
within the organized left.

The second stage analyzes James’s political praxis. Chapter 4 discusses the tensions of
James’s especial Marxist theory of spontaneism as a discursive articulation of race and
class within a resistant left. Chapter 5 offers a critique of James’s inconsistent critique of
gender and feminism within his social theory, signalling the counter-revolutionism of his
patriarchal Marxian formation of class struggle.

In conclusion, the third stage explores the impact of James’s social theory within
contemporary debates. Chapter 6 engages James’s sociopoetics of cricket as a Marxist
humanism, suggesting sport as a viable mode of cultural production that contributes
towards an oppositional politics of representation. Chapter 7 argues that James’s social
theory ought to be studied within interdisciplinary modes, eschewing the insularity of

‘James Studies.’
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Preface

I began reading C.L.R. James’s work during the 1980s. I was at secondary school in
Brixton and had vaguely heard of a wise old sage living down on the “front line’ —
Railton Road. I never met James and in fact his work, apart from Beyond a Boundary, did
not make a particularly strong impression on me. At the same time I became disillusioned
with studying the white Western canon for A level English Literature. The intended
universalism of D.H. Lawrence, James Joyce and Shakespeare spoke to me in a broad
sense, but the racialized particularities of their work left me with a nagging, intuitive sense
of alienation. A few years later, having abandoned English Literature, I found myself
disconcerted that there were no black intellectuals represented on an undergraduate
course on Western Marxism that I was studying. I began re-reading James at this point
starting with The Black Jacobins. As I ploughed further into his corpus, I not only found
a Marxism inclusive of race, but realized the profound interconnection of race and class
played out within the tense theatre of Western modernity. Armed with this revelatory
insight, I returned to Gramsci, Lukacs et al with a renewed vigour, even Joyce had
something to say that I had not previously heard.

In 1992 I had the vague idea to undertake some research on James. However, the
secondary literature that I had read on James seemed largely disconnected from the ‘new’
and exciting writing on race that T was now encountering in the sociological environment
of my MSc. I realized that little had been written explicitly on James and race, and the
featuring of modernity was negligible. Thinking back to my dissonant relationship with
English literature, James’s notion of the ‘black Jacobins’ and their descendants as
simultaneously included and excluded from the West was especially poignant to me. And
so my journey began. I have come to a wide range of literatures through my interest in
James, and am far more irreverent than I was at the outset of this project. His books
became less bibles, and more starting points, but I would like to think that my
disagreements with and criticisms of James’s ideas are a testament to the voyage of self-

discovery that this work has been to me.



Acknowledgments

I would like to thank the ESRC for the research studentship that funded this thesis and my
fieldwork in the United States. I am also very grateful for the support, guidance and
criticisms of my supervisor, Professor John Solomos, and the members of my supervisory
board, Dr John Oldfield and Dr Chetan Bhatt.

I would also like to thank the C.L.R. James Institute, the Archives of Labor and
Urban Affairs, Wayne State University and the Institute of Commonwealth Studies,
University of London for their permission to refer to and quote from their archives.

It seems quite arbitrary to separate my thanks as I am about to do when really I
cannot distinguish between them by degrees of gratitude, but here goes. My family have
given me vital support: love and thanks to my mother, grandmother, Kim, Marie, Ron,
and Ty.

My fieldwork in North America was a critical period that demands a special thanks
to Jim Murray, director of the C.L.R. James Institute. I thank Jim not only for making the
institute’s extensive archive available to me, but mostly for his friendship, support, and the
many discussions that often lasted well into the small hours: ‘Shoot!!” Love and thanks
to my relatives in Brooklyn who fed me with roti and curry on many Sundays; Aunts
Zena, Lucy, Rose and Angela and my cousins, Sonia, Kwesi, Adera and Lorraine. During
this time the many Sunday evenings that bell hooks shared her incisive vision with me both
challenged and extended my thought. I hope that her encouragement has borne fruit
throughout these pages. Also the crew at my ‘afternoon office’ at Drip coffee bar on
Amsterdam Avenue provided precious relief. On the Canadian leg of my fieldwork the
assistance of Pearl and Penny Eccles, and Wesley and the staff of A Different List
bookstore was invaluable.

Close friends also kept me going; Laurie Dahl, Emma Hardy, Karen Mc Tigue,
Gabriel, Mia, Sean Carroll, Matthew Clements, Vicky Agnew, Chris Owen, Lucy
Cheetham, Nigel Walker, Mary Swiffen-Walker, Rebecca, Eleanor and Abigail, and
Graham, Ann, Sarah and Julia Knight.

I would imagine that no one completes a project like this without a supportive
community that listen, question, and disagree with passion. For this I would like to thank
Paul Gilroy, Avtar Brah, Hazel Carby, Tony Bogues, Barnor Hesse, Ato Quayson,
Ricardo Vitele, Bill Schwartz, and Kevin Meehan. I must also thank Claire Alexander and
the Sociology and Social Policy postgraduate students at the University of Southampton;
Georg Lentze, Julia Bahaj, Lisa Schuster, Paul Sweetman, Gill Payne, Mel Semple, and
Kate Reed. I have experimented with ideas at different times and I thank the American
Studies Association for the opportunity to present a paper at their 1998 Conference and
my students at Birkbeck College, University of London.

My final thanks go to my main spars: Andrés Rodriguez, for his love and the
release valve of the ‘Bar Italia luncheon club.” Brian Alleyne for his friendship and the
useful comments and criticisms that he offered. Finally, I thank my partner Nicole King
for her advice, influence, and sharing her insight on C.L.R. James with me along with her
encouragement and love, all of which has been immense.



Abbreviations

CP
CPP
JFT
PNM
QRC
SWP
UNIA
WFP
WIFLP

Communist Party

Convention People’s Party (Ghana)
Johnson-Forest Tendency

Peoples’ National Movement (Trinidad)
Queens’ Royal College

Socialist Workers” Party (USA)

Universal Negro Improvement Association
Workers® and Farmers’ Party (Trinidad)
West Indian Federal Labour Party
Workers’ Party (USA)



Chapter 1
C.L.R. James — the Celebration of an Icon and Beyond:

Introduction, Literature Review and Methodology

James was an extremely important political and intellectual figure who is only just
beginning to be widely recognized for his achievements. His work has never been
critically and theoretically engaged as it should be. Consequently, much writing
on James is necessarily explanatory, descriptive, and celebratory. However, major
intellectual figures are not hono[u]red by simply celebration. Hono[u]r is accorded
by taking his or her ideas seriously and debating them, extending them, quarreling
with them, and making them live again.

Stuart Hall, *C.L.R. James: A Portrait’

In the decade since the death of C.L.R. James, the resurgence of interest in his work that
Stuart Hall (1992a) charts as beginning in the 1970s continues unabated. Several
disciplines within the academy including postcolonial studies, cultural studies, literary
studies and black studies, have discovered the richness and diversity of James’s corpus and
continued the task of disseminating his ideas within different intellectual debates. This
thesis respectfully engages James’s social theory in its fidelity to the Hegelian conception
of totality whereby the breadth of his concerns are not encountered as eclectic, but as a
discursive inquiry into an integrated conception of history and society. Therefore, I draw
on his wide-ranging oeuvre to excavate a Jamesian social theory that articulates ‘race’ as
critical to the formation and experience of modernity. I argue that James’s discursive
intellectual compulsion expands his construction of race to develop an independent
Marxism that sought to uncover both descriptions of a western civilization in crisis and,
political prescriptions to illuminate a path for transracial and global resistance and fieedom
struggles. I understand James as an activist-intellectual (Dennis 1997a) as a means to
convey his encounter with the life of the mind as formed and informed by his experiences
and empirical analyses within society. Therefore, the theme of the creativity of tension,
as a lived dialectic, is recurrent throughout this thesis, charting James’s social theory
through its consistencies and contradictions but always remembering his (1980a) assertion

that abstractions are only ever useful if they can be reinserted into the concrete.
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1.1 C.L.R. James, Black Atlantic Intellectual: A Biographical and
Bibliographical Sketch

Cyril Lionel Robert James was born in Trinidad' in 1901 and died eighty-eight years later
in Brixton, London. Paul Gilroy places James alongside Frantz Fanon as one of ‘the two
best-known black Atlantic thinkers’ (1993: xi), and the diasporic odyssey of James’s life
saw him traverse the Atlantic, informing debates and struggles for radical social
transformation in Europe, the United States, and Africa. James’s biographical details are
well documented and his life and work is mainly understood within four separate but
connected sections: 1901-1932, Trinidad; 1932-1938, Britajﬁ; 1938-1953, America; and
1953-1989, where he traveled extensively between Europe, America, Africa and the
Caribbean (Grimshaw 1992, 1996a, 1996b; Hall 1992a; Farred 1996a).

1.1.1 1901-1932: Trinidad

James’s family typified the precarious positioning of the colonial black middle class. His
schoolmaster father and educated mother were firm members of the black middle class in
terms of their attitudinal beliefs and professional and symbolic status, however, this did
not translate into the material comforts synonymous with the metropolitan middle classes.
James (1994) remembers the family struggling to make ends meet, and how they
borrowed money in order to maintain the facade of their position in the community. An
intelligent boy, the young James secured a scholarship to Queen’s Royal College (QRC),
and a path to the professions available to black men — medicine or law — was mapped
out for him. However, consumed by cricket, he rebelled and instead forged a path towards
his other passion, literature.

In the first Trinidadian period, James’s intellectual development can be seen largely
in terms of his fiction writing and journalism that Grant Farred (1996a) contextualises in
relation to the formation of a nascent anti-colonial struggle in Trinidad that was also
reflected in the literary circles that James moved within. Therefore, James’s early short
stories — ‘La Divina Pastora’ [1927], ‘Triumph’ [1929], ‘Turner’s Prosperity’ [1929],
and ‘The Star That Would Not Shine’ [1931] — develop a technique of literary realism

1. James’s birthplace is disputed within the secondary literature. Worcester (1996), Phillips
(1996) and King (forthcoming) cite Caroni as his birthplace, a designation strongly disputed by
Cudjoe (1997) who states that James was born in Tunapuna.
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in depicting barrack yard and working-class life in Trinidad. Aldon Lynn Nielsen (1997)
suggests that James’s expression of aesthetic modernity is connected to the black
diasporic tradition of orality, articulatir-lg a literary device akin to magic realism preceding
Alejo Carpentier’s connection with the term by over a decade. Importantly, this shows us
that this first period cannot merely be understood as ‘James’s literary period,” but
illustrates James’s determination to incorporate what we may now understand and term
as an oppositional politics of representation into his literature.

Grant Farred (1996b) reiterates James’s (1994) recollection of joining the Maple
cricket club — a club for the brown-skinned middle-class — as a grave political error,
illustrating the pivotal nature of racialized and politicized discourses during this early
period. As a result, we cannot only recognize James as embodying the tensions,
responsibilities and dilemmas of the ‘integrated personality within society’ that he was so
fascinated with, but also how this historically specific moment connecting the personal,
intellectual and the political can be refracted into a matrix for mapping his future
development. The genesis of a historical and substantive narrative of James’s social theory
may be uncovered within this period as Nicole R. King® delineates a Jamesian ‘aesthetics
of creolization’ in order to explicate his conscious amalgamation of different social,
cultural and intellectual phenomena into a consistent methodology. Therefore, whilst
James had not yet become a student of Marxism his, ‘life-long struggle to wrest
revolutionary and/or radical narratives from within European bourgeois forms™ had
begun. James would cross and recross the Atlantic on his journey of political education,

experiencing moments of clarity and tension as he moved towards the maturation of his

social theory.

1.1.2 1932-1938: Britain
As James set sail for Britain in 1932 planning to embark upon a literary career, his

relocation to the colonial metropole has been seen as the next logical step for a writer of

2. King, N.R. Mapping Creolizations: Comparative Readings of C.LR. James,
Forthcoming,

3. King, N.R. Unpublished Book Prospectus, Mapping Creolizations: Comparative
Readings of C.L.R. James, p.1
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his education, class and ambition (Boehmer 1995; Buhle 1988; Grimshaw 1992; Lamming
1986; Walmsley 1992; Worcester 1996). Spending much of his first year living in Nelson,
Lancashire, with his friend, Trinidadian Test cricketer Learie Constantine, James
encountered militant industrial workers and began to read the works of Marx, Engels,
Lenin and Trotsky. James had crossed the Atlantic with a manuscript of his novel Minty
Alley that was eventually published in 1936 by Secker and Warburg, the first West Indian
novel to be published in Britain. Preceding this, an unfinished manuscript that he had also
brought from Trinidad was completed and published in Nelson as The Life of Captain
Cipriani: an account of British Government in the West Indies [1932]. James used The
Life of Captain Cipriani to reveal the malleable and contradictory tenets within British
parliamentary democracy that were deployed to legitimate and sustain colonial rule. This
acute familiarity with the dominant discourses of western civilization informed the ability
of the colonial intellectual to redirect their knowledge towards the formation of social,
cultural and political criticism (Nielsen 1997). Thus, alongside reporting on cricket
matches for the Manchester Guardian, James utilized his intimate relationship with the
Anglicized strains of his education and upbringing, writing critiques of imperialism,
colonialism and racialized pathologies.* James’s reaction to the Italian invasion of
Abyssinia saw him work alongside George Padmore and become involved in the Pan
Africanist movement, promoting autonomous freedom struggles for Africans and the
black diaspora. However, James (1992a) described the Italian imperialist praject as
predicated on capitalist concerns in conjunction with a European desire for racial
domination. The complexity of this analysis illustrates James as developing a discursive
understanding of dialectical materialism, allowing him to engage the specificity of
racialized oppression while maintaining a critique of capitalism that articulated a
transracial form of class analysis.

Anna Grimshaw (1992) recognizes the significance of James writing The Black
Jacobins as both a book and a play while active within the Trotskyist movement.
Generally understood as James’s best known work, The Black Jacobins [1938] offers a
premise that forms the foundation of this thesis which I will expand on below, namely that

the slaves of Caribbean plantation society approximated the first modern industrial

4. For examples of this writing see James 1978a, 1992a.
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proletariat. Grimshaw (1992) also suggests that The Black Jacobins dislodged the
Eurocentric expectation of socialist revolution to begin in industrially advanced countries
by emphasizing the Haitian revolution as a popular-led event within an internationalist
socialism encompassing the French revolution. While James revisited and refined this
theme over the coming years, it is important to note that in delineating the internationalist
socialist struggle, he declined the opportunity to adopt the posture of Marcus Garvey and
discuss the Haitian revolution as expressing an essential black radicalism. Instead, James
explored the possibilities that it offers for the negotiation of a transracial, international,
proletarian socialist alliance. In James’s historiography, the Haitian and French revolutions
were dialogically implicated, as proletarian autonomy and solidarity transcended the

Atlantic, stating that the slaves in San Domingo®

had heard of the revolution [in France] and had construed it in their own image:
the white slaves in France had risen, and killed their masters and were now
enjoying the fruits of the earth. It was gravely inaccurate in fact, but they had
caught the spirit of the thing. Liberty, Equality, Fraternity. Before the end of 1789
there were risings in Guadeloupe and Martinique. (1980b: 81)

This internationalist characterization of the socialist movement had also provided
the rationale for James’s earlier World Revolution 1917-1936: The Rise and Fall of the
Communist International [1937]. James charted the history of the communist international
and its decline into the Stalinist dictat of ‘socialism in one country’ that profanely isolated
the the new and delicate Soviet Union from the imperative of worldwide socialist
revolution. Consequently, James’s Trotskyist affiliations severely limited his prospects as
a writer within a British intelligentsia dominated by Stalinist sympathies (Grimshaw 1992).
Therefore, it was perhaps apt that after consultations with Trotsky on the importance of
the race question for the American Trotskyist movement, the American Socialist Workers’
Party (SWP) invited James to America for a six-month lecture tour. James accepted and

recrossed the Atlantic, remaining for almost 15 years where arguably, ‘the conditions of

5. Instead of referring to pre-independent Haiti in the accepted term ‘Saint Domingue’, I
use James’s designation ‘San Domingo’ for purposes of consistency.
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the New World inspired his greatest and most original work’ (Grimshaw 1992: 8), and he
became engaged in, ‘one of the most important political/intellectual projects of the

twentieth century within the Marxist tradition’ (Bogues 1997: 51).

1.1.3 1938-1953: America

Thrust into the tumultuous vortex of American leflist politics that was exacerbated by his
status as an illegal alien, James maintained a prolific output mainly writing articles and
essays for a leftist and party readership, as well as fulfilling speaking engagements and
activist agitating. Working feverishly under the pseudonym ‘JR. Johnson’ to avoid
detection and constantly suffering from incapacitating ill-health, James contributed a series
of important refinements to Western Marxism. Together with Trotsky’s former secretary,
Raya Dunayevskaya — who used the pseudonym ‘Freddie Forest” — James formed what
became known as the ‘Johnson-Forest Tendency’ (JFT), a faction within the American
Trotskyist left. The ‘Johnsonites” as they became known, developed a concerted stand
against Stalinism and the bureaucratic dissolution of the revolution in what became known
as a theory of ‘bureaucratic state capitalism’ argued in State Capitalism and World
Revolution originally published in 1950 as a document of the Johnson-Forest Tendency.®
Hall (1992a) suggests that Dunayevskaya’s background as a Hegelian scholar ushered
James towards some of the Hegelian precepts of Marxism which ultimately led to his
disengagement with Trotskyist principles. However, it may also be suggested that James’s

fejection of the notion of the vanguard party and assertion of the importance of an

6. The authorship of State Capitalism and World Revolution has been fiercely contested.
For example, Bogues (1997) cites it as James’s work while the bibliography of The C.L.R. James
Reader (1992) lists it as initially a collaborative Johnson-Forest Tendency document (1950), with
a 1956 second edition signed in the preface by James and five others including [Pierre] Chaulieu
[Comelius Castoriadis]. Dunayevskaya (1972) maintains that it was written en masse by a working
group within the tendency and that James later claimed sole authorship without consent. This is
further complicated by a statement in Martin Glaberman’s preface to the 1969 publication of the
‘second edition’ — listed as the third edition in The C.L.R. James Reader — of State Capitalism
and World Revolution with James as the sole author:

The origin of this work as the collective viewpoint of the Johnson-Forest Tendency also
dictated that its authorship be anonymous. It is gratifying to be able to record that, with the
kinds of assistance from other members of his grouping that are usual for political
documents, the author was C.L.R. James. Perhaps this will help to place James, who wrote
for a number of years under the pseudonym of J.R. Johnson, in a truer light as a major
inheritor and continuator of the Marxist tradition. (1969: 5-6, emphasis added)
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autonomously organized black struggle in America can be understood as an echo of the
similar call made in 7he Black Jacobins as, for James, Toussaint’s ultimate failing — one
replicated by Kwame Nkrumah in James’s Nkrumah and the Ghana Revolution (1977)
— was his complacent refusal to inform the masses of his plans and seek their mandate.

The movement away from the salience of the vanguard party for revolutionary
praxis is explicit in James’s key 1948 essay, ‘The Revolutionary Answer to the Negro
Problem in the U.S.A.” (1996a), and is also reflected theoretically in the 1948 work, Nofes
on Dialectics. James (1980a) critiqued the bourgeoisification of philosophy that issued
revolutionary pronouncements in terminology that not only excluded the subjects, but was
distanced from their everyday experiences. These theoretical and organizational
refinements based on the autonomy of the masses led James towards engaging popular
culture and Marxian spontaneity as a release for the radical self-activity of the masses
constrained by the effusive totalitarian capitalism and socialist organization. The
posthumous publication of James’s incomplete manuscript ‘Notes on American
Civilization’ written during 1949 and 1950 as American Civilization (1993), although
specific to his late 1940s culturalist Marxism, harbours a dialogue, or residual analogy,
with his earlier commitment to literary realism in his stories of Port of Spain barrack yard
life. In American Civilization, and Mariners, Renegades and Castaways (1978b), James
illustrates the modernist tensions of an escalating totalitarian barbarity that constrains the
individual personality. This concern was heightened by James’s desperate personal
circumstances. Caught up in the paranoid hysteria of the Cold War, James was interred
on Ellis Island for six months for passport violations and after his attempt to avoid
deportation failed he was expelled in 1953.7 His fourteen year sojourn in America over,
James again traversed the Atlantic returning first to Britain to begin what is seen as the

final stage of his life’s odyessy.

1.1.4 1953-1989: Africa, the Americas, and Europe
Delineating ‘the tragic fate of Marxism,” Cornelius Castoriadis (1995) points to

Trotskyism as an initial refuge for critics of Stalinism, but notes that Trotskyist theories

7. Mariners, Renegades and Castaways was an immediate part of James’s battle to remain
in the United States. Initially self-published by James in New York in 1953, a copy was sent to
every Congressman to assist in his unsuccessful appeal against deportation.
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of the degenerate workers’ state and the policy of the unconditional defence of the USSR
became difficult for some activists to support. These pressures were evident as the JFT
split from the Workers’ Party (WP) in 1947, while at the same time, the cohesion of the
tendency itself became tested by internal theoretical fissures. Kent Worcester (1996)
suggests that American Civilization in particular represents a manifestation of the shift in
James’s work away from the Trotskyist movement, which is understood in turn to have
eventually freed him, ‘from the narrow questions of revolutionary politics... It was
reflected in the breadth and urgency of James’s later writings; and in his exploration of
new questions — questions of art, culture and aesthetics’ (Grimshaw 1992: 12). However,
contesting the separation of James’s cultural and popular-led concerns and political work,
Bogues understands the manuscript ‘Notes on American Civilization® as, ‘a systematic
attempt to elaborate a Marxism of the period as a radical critique of Western civilization
using the United States as the point of departure’ (1997: 134). Remembering the dangers
of understanding the first part of James’s life as his “literary period,’ it would be fallacious
and simplistic to look to the final period, or ét least the 1950s, as his ‘culturalist period.’
Influenced by the events in Hungary in 1956, James reacquainted himself with Castoriadis
of Socialisme ou Barbarie, whom he had first met in the late 1940s, and they wrote
Facing Reality (1974 [1958]) in collaboration with Grace Lee.® Sealing his other key
‘collaborative efforts,” The Invading Socialist Society (1972 [1947]) and ‘The Balance
Sheet Completed,”® Facing Reality analyzed the autonomous organizations of workers’

councils in Hungary that reinforced James’s critique of the vanguard party and embrace

8. As with State Capitalism and World Revolution, the collaborative production of Facing
Reality appears to have been dominated by James. Castoriadis wrote to Grace Lee stating that he

was,

extremely irritated with the fashion Facing Reality has been finalized and printed with my
name on it, though I had not been given a chance to seriously think over the last draft and
express my opinion on it. Without trying to find a scapegoat in the person of an absent
friend, I must confess that an aspect of C.L.R.J.’s behaviour will always lie beyond my
powers of comprehension.

Chalieu [Comelius Castoriadis] letter to Grace Lee, 4 January 1962 (Martin Glaberman Collection,
Box 6, Folder 13, Archives of Labor and Urban Affairs, Wayne State University, p.1).

9. ‘The Balance Sheet Completed’. JFT document, 2 August 1951, Unpublished
manuscript, New York: C.L.R. James Institute. Document No. 1498, 36 pp.



of spontaneism.

The black diaspora plays a large part in the work of this final period of James’s life
that is dominated by James’s concern with Pan-Africanism in general and the Gold Coast
in particular (Grimshaw 1992). Visiting the newly independent state of Ghana and Kwame
Nkrumabh, his friend and its first President, James began writing a series of essays that
would be collected and eventually published as Nkrumah and the Ghana Revolution
(1977). Alternately, Hall sees James as, ‘primarily in the Caribbean during the fourth and
final phase of his life’ (1992a: 12), noting James’s involvement with Eric Williams’s
People’s National Movement (PNM). During the inexorable movement of Trinidad
towards independence, James edited the PNM’s newspaper, The Nation. James’s
commitment to discovering methods of producing rigorous work that was accessible to
a popular audience is evident within his editorials of The Nation — a case being his
vigorous campaign for Frank Worrell as captain of the West Indies cricket team — and
his series of lectures given at the Trinidad Public Library, in its adult education program
collected and first published in 1960 as Modern Politics.

The themes within Modern Politics can be understood both in their specificity and
alongside the monumental Beyond a Boundary, first published in 1963. The immense
sweep of Modern Politics narrates the history of Western civilization within the Hegelian
dialectic, establishing historical linkages between the past, present, and prescriptions for
the future. James’s engagement of Western philosophical tradition, class and racial
struggles, the modern social personality and welfare statism are themes revisited within
Beyond a Boundary. James did not only write his public lectures to expound his ‘belief
in the relevance of classical and Western traditions for a New World audience’
(Worcester, 1996: 150), but to also illustrate the implication of the black diaspora within
Western social, political, and cultural discourses. Therefore, while tackling Picasso in an
analysis of art history and criticism, James was careful to inform his audience that:
‘[Picasso] had a Negro period (although he denies it), which does not mean that he
painted Negro people, but he imitated or got ideas from Negro sculpture’ (1973: 138).
This respectful, but non-reverential approach, challenges some of the criticism of uncritical
Europhilia leveled at James (Henry 1990; Tiffin 1995) as he sought to establish a

negotiated terrain for humanity to gather communally; politically, socially, and culturally.
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James split from Williams in 1960, and after failing in his attempts to establish a
West Indies Federation and the poor showing in the 1966 elections of the Workers’ and
Farmers’ Party (WFP) that he founded in 1965, went on a lecture tour of West and East
Africa. By 1968, he was allowed to re-enter America where he gave lectures and held
visiting academic posts throughout the 1970s. During the 1970s, James also began writing
his autobiography, a project that he never finished, but the preserved transcripts remain
in the archives of the C.L.R. James Institute in New York. This rich archival collection
includes James’s recollections of his early childhood experiences, his activism amongst
black sharecroppers in South East Missouri in the 1940s and detailed accounts of his
friendships with other key figures such as Paul Robeson and Richard Wright. I will discuss
the archival holdings and the important issues that arise out of my use of the unpublished
autobiographical material below.

In the late 1960s James encountered the American Black Power movement
respecting its integrity and autonomy alongside his Marxist fidelity to class analysis,
reflecting an approximation of what we may now term an ‘anti-essentialist’ position on
race. This anti-essentialism and careful negotiation of social, historical, racial and political
discourses is evident in his comments on the nascent project of black studies within the

American academy in a 1969 address:

I do not know, as a Marxist, black studies as such. I only know the struggle of
people against tyranny and oppression in a certain social and political setting, and,
particularly, during the last two hundred years, it’s impossible to me to separate
black studies from white studies in any theoretical point of view. Nevertheless,
there are certain things about black studies that need to be studied today. They
have been ignored, we are beginning to see a certain concern about them. I believe
also that certain of these studies are best done by black people, not by professors
as such, but by the same people who are engaged in the struggle in which people
were engaged then. That will make them better understand them and illustrate
them... Life presents you with some strange difficulties and, at times, you have to

run with the hare and hunt with the hounds. (1992b: 404)
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This statement illustrates James walking the tightrope of something akin to Gayatri
Spivak’s concept widely paraphrased as ‘strategic essentialism’ in his attempt to wrest a
progressive politics from the problematic of what he refers to as ‘black chauvinism’
(James 1996b). This project is cloaked in creative tension, attempting to articulate the
salience of racialized immediacy and experience, combined with the necessity of a
historicized and clearly theorized Marxist critique of capitalism and class. I return below
to James’s positioning within these debates regarding the rescuing of a transracial
oppositional politics respective of class. Additionally, in the section on methodology I
develop a conception of his strategic essentialisms as oscillating between “positive” and
‘negative’ characteristics and effects. I conclude this biographical and bibliographical
sketch of James in the next section, leading into an analysis of the resurgence of interest

in his work and a review of the secondary literature.

1.2 (Re) Claiming James: A Review of the Secondary Literature and the ‘James

Boom’
After continuing his travels throughout the Black Atlantic during the 1970s, James
decided to settle in Trinidad in 1980 hosted by the Oilfield Workers’ Trade Union.
However, in 1981 James returned to London and was to live in Britain for the next eight
years until his death in Brixton in 1989. These two decades, the 1970s and 1980s,
witnessed a renewal of interest in James’s work. London publishers Allison and Busby
collected a series of James’s essays on Ghana and published them as Nkrumah and the
Ghana Revolution (1977) as well as reprinting Nofes on Diafectiés and 7he Black
Jacobins in 1980. Additionally, Allison and Busby produced three volumes of James’s
selected works; Future in the Present (1977), Spheres of Existence (1980), and At the
Rendezvous of Victory (1984), as well as the collection Cricket (1986) edited by James’s
personal assistant Anna Grimshaw. Allison and Busby also published the anthology,
C.L.R. James: His Life and Work (1986) edited by Paul Buhie which had originally been
published under the same title and editorship as a special edition of the journal Urgent
Tasks, Number 12 (Summer, 1981).

From 1981 until his death, James lived at the Race Today Collective in Brixton

and was a regular contributor to their journal, Race Today. James was infrequently the
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subject of Channel 4 television programmes usually developed by the Bandung Production
company that had close links with the Race Today Collective. In this period, James also
frequently contributed book reviews, wrote short essays, and was interviewed by various
left wing publications such as Marxism Today and also gave lectures on topics as diverse
as the Polish trades union, Solidarity, and the work of black women writers. In 1986 there
was an exhibition of James’s life and work at the Riverside Studios in Hammersmith,
London. Acting on plans established before his death, Blackwell began a program of
posthumous James publications. The Blackwell James series began with 7he C.L.R. James
Reader (1992) edited by Grimshaw, followed by American Civilization (1993) edited by
Grimshaw and Keith Hart. This program was concluded in 1996 with the publication of
the letters of James to his second wife, Constance Webb as Special Delivery: The Letters
of C.L.R. James to Constance Webb 1939-1948 edited by Grimshaw, and the anthology
Rethinking C.L.R. James edited by Grant Farred.

There is a discernable geographical shift in the interest in James’s work after his
death across the Atlantic from Britain to America. Scott McLemee and Paul Le Blanc
edited the 1994 collection, C.L.R. James and Revolutionary Marxism: Selected Writings
of C.L.R. James 1939-1949 and Mc Lemee’s edited collection of some of James’s writing
on race, C.L.R. James on the ‘Negro Question’ was published in 1996. The American
dissemination of James’s work has demonstrated certain interesting developments.
McLemee (1996) is billed as, ‘a collection of James’s writing on African-American
topics,” and Farred (1996a) and Buhle (1998) even refer to ‘James studies.” In the 1990s,
the majority of James secondary literature has been published in the United States and
‘James studies’ is dominated by American academics. Given the immersion of the James
corpus within questions surrounding the construction of an oppositional politics, the very
notion of ‘James studies’ as a self-referential and identifiable discipline appears to be a
grave anomaly. Consequently, the (re)appropriation of James and his legacy by discrete

academic disciplines has significantly influenced the secondary literature and its concerns.

1.2.1 Secondary literature: biographical writing and the ‘James boom’
As James’s first biographer, Paul Buhle (1988) began the important work of introducing

James’s life and work to new audiences. His biography offers a concerted representation
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of James as a colonial intellectual straddling the Old World and the New and as a
revolutionary Marxist thinker. However, in somewhat eulogizing James, within a strict
leftist frame of reference, Buhle can be seen to miss certain opportunities. For example,
in crudely differentiating James from the Western Marxists in that they, unlike James, were
consumed by the potentiality and reality of defeat, Buhle constructs a zero-sum game,
aimed at the elevation of James, where the possibility of dialogues between James and
other Marxist theoreticians of his era is eliminated before it is even considered.
Additionally, Olga Domanski ( 1989) has criticized Buhle (1988) for inflating James’s role
within the JFT and marginalizing the work of Dunayevskaya.

The concentration on James’s formal leftist political engagement also creates an
artificial divide between his “‘Marxism’ and his ‘cultural criticism.” Caryl Phillips suggests
that Kent Worcester’s (1996) biography marginalizes the compass of James’s persona in
focusing his conception of the political to a formal realm that falsely, “distills politics out
from the welter of a life made rich by the uhexpected syntheses across boundaries’ (1996:
32). Ultimately, the biographies of Buhle (1988) and Worcester (1996) have completed
much of the explanatory and descriptive excavation of James, laying a foundation for more
consistently critical treatments of James’s work. This second phase has seen the
publication of a series of anthologies: Paul Buhle and Paget Henry’s C.L.R. James’s
Caribbean (1992), Selwyn Cudjoe and William Cain’s C.L.R. James: His Intellectual
Legacies (1995), as well as Farred (1996). Moving on from the leftist concerns of Buhle
(1988) later assumed by Worcester (1996), these anthologies broaden their scope from
that of biography within a formal leftist frame of reference to encounter James on thematic
levels. Additionally, some work has provided incisive critiques of James’s cultural
Marxism (Carby 1990; Hill 1993; Robinson 1983, 1992) and more recently, discussions
of James have been framed as specific chapter discussions within books (Beckles &
Stoddart (eds.) 1995; Brennan 1997, Carby 1998; San Juan 1998).

If it has taken on new forms and slowed somewhat, the ‘James boom’ shows no
sign of exhaustion. Louise Cripps has written a memoir of her relationship with James,
C.L.R. James: Memories and Commentaries (1997), where she discusses her affair with
James during the 1930s and his involvement in the Trotskyist left in London. As the

antithesis to the ‘apolitical’ culturalist Jamesian studies, James Young’s The World of
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C.L.R. James: The Unfragmented Vision, currently in press and due for publication in
1999, is reputedly; ‘the proof of the pudding for a repoliticized James, written by a
[Trotskyist] old-timer and destined for that reason to be one of the most intimate
biographies of James ever written’ (Buhle 1998: 66, emphasis added). Additionally, the
forthcoming summer 1999 edition of the postcolonial studies journal Inferventions, Vol.
1, No. 3, is a special issue on James. Additionally, there are various other projects in
varying stages of gestation. Nicole R. King’s, Mapping Creolizations: Comparative
Readings of C.L.R. James is in the final stages of completion, as Farukh Dhondy’s, C.L.R.
James: A Biography has reputedly been for some time now. Additionally, Jim Murray, the
director of the C.L.R. James institute in New York is planning an edited collection on
James, and Anthony Bogues has suspended work on the intended second volume of his
study on James’s political thought.

In the summer of 1997, two single-authored books — and perhaps the most
significant of the recent publications — on James appeared. Anthony Bogues’s first
volume of a projected two-volume study, Caliban’s Freedom: The Early Political
Thought of C.L.R. James and Aldon Lynn Nielsen’s C.L.R. James: A Critical
Introduction. While being the first single-authored books that are neither biographies nor
memoirs, these two books are vastly different. Bogues undertakes an analysis of James’s
political thought with a consistent examination of James’s Caribbean background and the
development of ‘race” in his work. Conversely, Nielsen ‘reads’ James in a series of textual
analyses, engaging his work as literature instead of theory. In their own ways, each of
these books influence the methodological and narrative concerns of this thesis and my
extension of studying James.

The arrangement of race, class, and culture are often set up as opposing discourses
in the secondary literature. This tension is sometimes openly declared (Martin 1972; Henry
1990), or implied in the concentration on and distinct treatment of specific themes: class
and Marxism (Buhle 1988; Worcester 1988), culture (Grimshaw & Hart 1993), or limited
articulations of constituents of James’s thought such as race and class (Robinson 1983,
Bogues 1997), or cricket and (post) colonial society (Lazarus 1995; Surin 1995; Tiffin
1995). Conversely, I engage the entirety of James’s corpus as a statement of his social

theory, drawing on the breadth of his writing on cricket, literary and cultural criticism,
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politics, philosophy, history, and literature. I want to argue that, considering James’s
adherence to the Hegelian concept of totality, his work cannot be understood as a series
of isolated textual and activist interventions. Drawing together the strands of his diverse
works, I argué that ‘race,” articulated with discourses of gender, ethnicity, nation, and
culture in an oscillating mode of enunciation, and filtered through a tense ambivalence

towards modernity, represents a crucial signifier in what I understand as James’s Marxist

humanism.

1.2.2 Secondary literature: labelling and locating James

The reticence of the secondary literature to engage the totality of James’s corpus is not
merely attributable to the dominance of particular paradigmatic views, but also due to
disciplinarity. Where commentators are affiliated to distinct disciplines and paradigms,
their analyses of James tend to position him within narrow fields of intellectual and
academic inquiry. Adolph L. Reed’s (1997) observations on the problems of
‘vindicationism’ can be utilized as a prism to view the disciplined discussions of James’s
social theory within the secondary literature.

James has alternately been depicted as a deconstructionist (Henry & Buhle 1992);
as implicated within the emergence of poststructuralism (Nielsen 1997); as proto-
postcolonialist (Needham 1993; Farred 1994, 1996b); and as a harbinger of identity
politics (Bogues 1997). Paget Henry and Paul Buhle recognize the fragility of their
position in explaining that their hypothesis illustrates, ‘that James’s discourse includes a
major deconstructive undertaking completed without the tools of semio-linguistics and
through social, existential, and dialectical ones’ (1992: 113). In conclusion, their essay
concedes that while: ‘James’s texts suggests that colonial discourses can absorb much
about language... it suggests that the textual field is not likely to replace the social in
Caliban’s understanding of his identity or his discursive enmeshments — and consequently
how they are to be deconstructed’ (1992: 141). Therefore, what Henry and Buhle are
really offering is an entirely plausible presentation of the capacity for a prosaic and literal
deconstructionism in James’s work but contradicts the possibility of James as a
Deconstructionist. James’s constant embracement of a need for historicity and the crucial

imperative that abstractions had to be reinserted into the social concrete, does not militate
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towards situating him within a tradition fixated on the centrality of text and linguistics as
a means to understand our existence.

In a similar vein, Nielsen (1997) flatly rejects the plausibility of Henry and Buhle’s
deconstructionist hypothesis, but then contrives to link James to Baudrillard and Lyotard
using James’s connection to Castoriadis and the Socialisme ou Barbarie group. After

dismissing the prospect of viewing James as a deconstructionist, Nielsen states that

it is equally clear that James’s analyses in Facing Reality and elsewhere are part
of an international theoretical development that brings us to the threshold of
poststructuralist, post-Marxist, and post-colonial critiques. At several points in his
writings James can be seen to be moving in the directions that eventually lead to
Derrida and Spivak, to Lyotard and Paul Gilroy (1997: 105-6, emphasis in

original).

These linguistic gymnastics are actually meaningless save to locate James amongst certain
‘illustrious’ and validatory names. There appears to be a confused amalgamation of ‘an
international theoretical development’ and the specific historical moment of the late 1950s,
early 1960s when these developments, 1 emphasize that in the plural, took place. The point
may be that James is valuable to all, a discursive leaf blowing around in the wind of
change of that historical moment, discernable wherever it came to rest, but like Ralph
Ellison’s ‘invisible man’ is not visible in his specificity to the gaze of others. Alternately,
Reed (1997) less charitably offers the perspective that black intellectual figures are often
situated alongside ‘Euroamerican philosophical luminaries’ in order to ratify black thought
and justify it as a field worthy of study.

This tendency to attach James to conceptual developments also informs the
portrayal of him as a postcolonial intellectual. The validity of the term ‘postcolonial’ has
been widely debated (Eagleton 1998; Frankenberg & Mani 1992; Morley & Chen 1996;
Parry 1998; Young 1998). Morley and Chen extrapolate Stuart Hall’s (1996a) recognition
of a Eurocentric bias to the term ‘postmodern’ as the majority of the population of the
world are yet to fully enter the modern era to suggest that it may be premature to speak

of a postcolonial era while a significant amount of people live in what can most
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optimistically seen as conditions of neo-colonialism. Henry and Buhle (1992) gird their
- positioning of James as a deconstructionist by referring to the ability of colonial
intellectuals to harvest narratives of resistance from hegemonic metropolitan discourses.
Such arguments undertheorize the residues and traces of oppressive and exclusionary
premises that become rearticulated from hegemonic metropolitan discourses into an
‘oppositional’ postcolonial project. For example, Aimé Césaire’s Francophone Caribbean
discourses of negritude have been criticized for the absence of women in his most noted
work, Notebook of a Returﬁ to My Native Land (Eshleman & Smith 1983). Indeed the
uncomplicated, celebratory and redemptive properties bestowed on the soil of the nation
within much negritude writing can be argued to represent a metaphor of the omnipotent
patriarch — a critique that I apply throughout this thesis to James’s ambivalent
relationship with European modernism. For James, social transformation would require
a radical alteration of the foundations of civilization, and to turn his discursive social
theory towards a largely textual discipline such as postcolonial studies refutes this
intention.

Anthony Bogues (1997) makes an interesting intervention, placing James alongside
attendant political developments through a careful examination of his work. Despite
drawing echoes of Caryl Phillips’s (1996) criticism of Worcester (1996) as circumventing
the richness of James’s life and work by concentrating on political analysis, Bogues offers
plausible and important connections between James, Western Marxism and the advent of
identity politics. Bogues develops a Gramscian critique of James’s assertion that
autonomous groups could organize their self-activity in a revolutionary manner and inform
each other before using this Jamesian conception to locate James as recognizing some of
the social shifts that would lead to identity politics. Importantly, Bogues makes no attempt
to construct James as a progenitor of identity politics, but locates James at the nexus of
the implosion of the American left and its ultimate ineffective organizing around issues of
race. Similarly, Bogues utilizes Gramsci to make an apposite critical intervention into
studying James that places him in conversation with Western Marxism instead of uncritical
elevation by association. This location of James alongside Western Marxism can be

understood as an important moment in the ‘normalization” of James,'® a moment where

10. T have borrowed this phrase and its context from Brian W. Alleyne.
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confidently knowing James’s importance and significance, we begin to answer Hall’s call
noted in the epigraph instead of proselytizing. In developing such defensible tangential
readings of James, his legacy may be developed in a discursive, intra/interdisciplinary

manner that will allow for his ideas to be extended and continually relevant to new

readers.

1.2.3 Secondary literature: interpretation and criticism
Considering the dilemmas and problems of (inter)disciplinarity draws attention to the issue
of means and ends. While I want to engage the full range of James’s work in an
interdisciplinary mode as a means, 1 am confronted with what is it that I actually want to
say, as an end. Buhle offers a plausible, albeit harsh, criticism of many of the contributions
to Rethinking C.L.R. James (1996) noting that the ‘Cultural Studies repositioning of
James’ background contains little fresh material and no fresh insight’ (1998: 65). If as
Buhle remarks, the ‘Cultural Studies’ cohort misunderstand the specificity and intricacies
of James’s political interventions, he himself does not grasp the extensive impact of racial,
modernist, and creolist discourses in James’s intellectual development and production.
Instead of reiterating this crude ‘either/or’ binarism, I want to discuss James’s social
theory as a wide-ranging Marxism, mobilized towards distinct political ends instead of an
esoteric and elegiac arrangement of discursive statements. However, noting James’s
intense affinities with Marx’s 1844 Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, 1 engage
James’s Marxism as a humanism, forged in the same inter- and post-war moment of
Western Marxism (Anderson 1976; Bogues 1997; Brennan 1997; Smith 1984). Therefore,
the impact of the notions of exile and diaspora alongside racial and cultural identity,
prevalent in contemporary cultural studies and social theory, are pertinent modes of
investigation. In making this link, or articulation, the discourses of ‘post-marxism’ are
crucial to situate the convergence of the questions of identity formation and intellectual
and cultural production, and the imperatives and problematics of James’s political
theorization and praxis.

Although the formation and excursus of race within James’s thought has been
engaged it is seldom, if ever, extensively articulated with modernity (Bogues 1997,

McLemee 1996a; Nielsen 1997). Conversely, we are often reminded that ‘race’ is a
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modern (European) discourse, emerging during the transition from traditional society to
modernity (Erikksen 1997; Goldberg 1990, 1993; Todorov 1993; Young 1995). As a
crucial signifier in his social theory, ‘race’ is filtered through James’s ambivalence towards
the modernist project and I would argue that his positions on race and modernism cannot
be understood in isolation. Therefore, this thesis illuminates the formations of ‘modernity’
and ‘race’ as an intertwined, transgressive black Atlantic conﬁguratioﬁ in James’s thought.
This temporal, spatial, and racialized constellation and its convergence with concurrent
discourses of complicity and subversion, is demonstrated through James’s particular
ambivalence. Instead of uncritical elevation (Nielsen 1997) or crude and reductive
dismissal (Henry 1990; Tiffin 1995), I take the ambivalént articulation of race and
modernity as a basis for this project. Therefore, I do not situate James in terms of either
pole, but rather in terms of the positions that he assumes within and between them. The
relational and relativistic juxtaposition of race and modernity is crucial if one is to surpass
a summary dismissal or uncritical celebration and engage his social theory, deconstructing
the differential positions that he adopts, and uncover the underlying tensions of inclusion
and exclusion that yields both invaluable insights and forges theoretical and practical

cleavages.

1.3 Ephemeral Boundaries: Reading and Situating James on Race and
Modernity |
As one intention of this thesis is to illustrate the wide variety of “traditions’ that James’s
work is located within, this forces us to rethink, not only the arbitrariness of discrete
boundaries, but the conception of intellectual or academic traditions themselves, and the
modes of black activist-intellectualisms. James’s discursivity illuminates the sometimes
narrow encampment of disciplinarity and, offers a politics that blurs the boundaries so that
we may escape their confinement. I locate three broad themes and debates that this thesis
draws on and contributes to: First, studies of race, modernity, and black intellectual
tradition/history. Second, discussions of (post) Marxism and the diasporic interventions
of black intellectuals. Third, cultural and social theory in the theorization of humanism and
aesthetic modernity. In defining these three broad areas, the discursive register of this

thesis makes separation and categorization difficult. Therefore, while there are many
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momentary overlaps between the different debates and James’s location therein, I do so
without hesitation or apology. Understanding these overlaps as inevitable, I hope that they
serve to illustrate and support the significance of this thesis excavating the totality of
James’s corpus as crucial to uncovering the importance of race and modernity to his social

theory.

1.3.1 ‘Race,” modernity, and the black intellectual tradition

The central theme of this thesis is the phenomenological and ontological creative tensions
of James’s experience of the black diasporic condition of simultaneous inclusion and
exclusion from the West. This creative tension is a prevalent motif in modern black
diasporic writing, both fictive and non-fictive (Baldwin 1995a; Du Bois 1994; Ellison
1965; Fanon 1986; Gilroy 1993; James 1994; Wright 1993a, 1993b). The tensions of this
inclusion and exclusion, and the ambivalent lures of colony/*homeland’ and metropole,
often lead black intellectuals towards exile (Fabre 1993; Fanon 1967, Gilroy 1993;
Lamming 1986a). Using the template of the black activist-intellectual (Dennis 1997a), this
ambivalent itinerancy is not only geographical, but political as black intellectuals seek a
forum to develop critiques of social injustice and assuage their ontological dissonance
(Ellison 1965; Hunter & Abrahams 1987; Robinson 1983; Wright 1977, 1993a, 1993b).
The first section of this thesis, chapters two and three, analyses James’s intellectual
development and the preconditions of his formative influences. From this foundation, 1
establish James’s distinct mode of being-in-the-world, and the creative tensions of
inclusion and exclusion on his personal and intellectual development and his social theory.
In doing this I problematize the notion of diasporic movement as inherently informing a
rich intellectualism (Gilroy 1993), and point to the dilemmas of exile that create fault lines
in intellectual production (Gates 1998).

Beginning with the trajectory at which African slaves entered the New World and
the modern world en masse, chapter two analyzes the formation of modernity and
emergence of capitalism that is central to James’s social theory. Drawing on the influential
work of Paul Gilroy (1993), I contest the dominant theses on the monogenesis of
modernity as a European philosophical, social, and cultural formation (Berman 1983;

Giddens 1993; Habermas 1981, 1987). I link James to debates on the impact of Iberian
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expeditions of ‘discovery’ on modernity and capitalist development (Frank 1967; Hall
1992b; Wallerstein 1979). Furthermore, discussing the development of capitalism as an
integrated world system (Cox 1987a; Frank 1967, Robinson 1983; Wallerstein 1979),
introduces James’s positioning of African slavery at the vanguard of capitalist industrial
development, and the radical resistance of the Haitian ‘black Jacobins’ approximating the
first industrial proletariat. However, I note and critique how James problematically
attempts to extrapolate this rendition of slave radicalism throughout the New World.

This places the black diaspora at the forefront of modernity, both in terms of
providing the productive labour for European capital accumulation (Fryer 1984; Patterson
1982; Williams 1964, 1969), and as constituting the ‘other’ against which European
luminaries of the Enlightenment developed their culturally absolutist philosophies (Eze
1997; Todorov 1994). Additionally, positioned at the forefront of the modern epoch, the
African diaspora are subjected to a simultaneous inclusion and exclusion from the West
that serves as a central theme in my work. This simultaneous inclusion and exclusion
offers an acute insight into the flaws, contradictions, and fallacies of universalist
Enlightenment discourses. In turn, this insight forms the premise for non-absolutist
conceptions of race, culture, and nation in James’s social theory. I argue that for James,
the Caribbean, a region founded on transplanied slave and indentured labour and migrant
colonials and plantocracy, can only conceive of itself as a social construction that
contradicts hegemonic European discourses of insular traditions and cultures. This places
James in the midst of Caribbean discourses of creolization that stress the syncretization
of cultures (Brathwaite 1970, 1972; Glissant 1989; Harris 1999; Walcott 1998a).

The discourses of creolization also lead towards James’s anti-essentialist
theorization of ‘race.” The theorization of ‘race’ as a ‘social construction” has a long
history, from Alain Locke (1992) who, drawing on Franz Boas’s notion of cultural
relativism, was the first person to explicitly theorize ‘race’ as a social construction
(Stewart 1992), up to more contemporary discussions (Banton 1980; Benedict 1982;
Gilroy 1991; Miles 1989). Similarly, James understands race as a category forged socially
in articulation with class (1980a, 1994, 1996a). I point to the convergences and
discontinuities of James’s theorization of race with contemporary debates, that also draws

a set of insights into the euphoric undertheorization of much conceptualizations of
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creolization. Reflecting some of the post-marxist debates on the intricacies of identity
formation and political mobilization (Barrett 1991; Laclau & Mouffe 1985), I outline how
James’s over-determined class analysis leads him towards certain essentialized positions
on race.

I continue the analysis of James’s theorization of race into chapter three, critiquing
his delineation of a Pan-American, or New World, black condition locating the
differentiation between James’s creolized Caribbean specificity and the theoretical
positions of his American counterparts. I argue that Du Boisian ‘double-consciousness,’
and Richard Wright’s ‘outsiderism,” must be understood as distinctly crafted by their
immersion within America and its specific racialized social history, and thus different from
James’s conceptualization of race. I suggest that James adopts a position alternate to Du
Bois and Wright’s “selective or elective schizophrenia,” drawing an insight into race that
was much more incorporative of whites as included within his broad project of advancing
proletarian revolution. Du Bois and Wright’s predisposition to theorize race in terms of
distinct dualities is posited against the creolized construct that James offers. I draw a set
of insights into Du Bois’s image of the internal psychic battle raging within black
Americans as being both black and American, a sense of ‘twoness,” and Wright’s images
of the black male subject engaging with the vitality of life through acts of violence in
Native Son and The Outsider. This problematizes the ‘black Atlantic,” illustrating the
significance of specific historical and geopolitical positioning in the production of black

intellectualism.

1.3.2 (Re)configuring diaspora and Marxism

James’s misreading of the disparate American and Caribbean social histories, allied with
his rational optimism in the modernist project, led him to overstate the possibilities for
totalized class analysis to generate and inform an American proletarian political alliance
able to transcend the pathological suspicions of race (Buhle 1991; Cox 1987b). Therefore,
I contribute to debates on diaspora, suggesting that James’s ‘New World blackness’
cannot be understood as a mystical passport that allows him to penetrate and understand
black vernaculars in different societies and locales. “Travel literatures,” or maybe more

accurately ‘literatures of voyage,” are archetypal documentations, fictive and non-fictive,
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of black diasporic lives (Harris 1992; Lamming 1986a; Phillips 1993; Selvon 1991; Wright
1995a, 1995b). This ‘genre,” such as Richard Wright’s Pagan Spain (1995a) and Black
Power (1995b), often depicts a tense and uneasy black cosmopolitan in Europe and Africa
instead of a diasporic black (intellectual) privileged with the ability to commune with
different black and modern locales. This challenges James’s transmutable
cosmopolitanism, sustained through a process of osmosis harvested from the historical
consciousness of simultaneous inclusion and exclusion (Nielsen 1997), into a more
dissonant ‘quasi-cosmopolitanism’ (Fanon 1967). Emphasizing this point, Nicole R. King
(forthcoming) draws an evocative metaphor into a tensile black Atlantic and the different
modes of diasporic habitation, juxtaposing Wright’s desperation to leave America in 1947
with James’s feverish attempts to resist deportation six years later.

Benedict Anderson’s influential /magined Communities (1991) presents an
important hypothesis by which to analyze this diasporic experience and its reverberations
throughout James’s social theory. Anderson’s perception of nationalism as a radical as
well as conservative tool that bypasses the representational paradoxes of ‘imagined
political community’ provides a means to critically engage James’s ability to conceptually
bear a West Indian national identity as well as being ‘de-centred’, “free to examine various
perspectives, like a child raised among many languages, because the West Indies, his West
Indies, allowed him to do so’ (Buhle, 1994: 165, emphasis in original). Transposed onto
James’s tense relationship with Marxism, the fractious processes of creolization are also
brought to bear on his development of a Marxian theory and praxis.

Chapter four argues that James significantly develops a Marxist social theory that
attempts to solve the problematic of maintaining the integrity of specific groups through
constructing an inclusive, universalistic paradigm for social reformation. James develops
what I call a ‘creolized Marxism,” drawing on his early fiction writing to develop a
culturalist Marxist humanism that disrupts the paternalism of Marxist-Leninist
organization. I argue that James’s theory of ‘state capitalism’ rethinks the development
of Trotskyism and its degradation of the instinctive radical self-activity of ‘the masses.’
As the Weberian symmetry between ‘occidental rationalism” and modernity announces the
erosion of religion and secular culture in Europe, the development of wider theories of

social modernization applicable beyond the frontiers of Europe emerges (Habermas 1987).
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Habermas’s retained faith in the modernist project illuminates a contested space,
consuming much post World War Two Western leftist debate, and is crucial to James’s
social theory. Noting that the New Left now appears ‘old hat,” Anthony Giddens posits
that the ‘new conservatist’ French social theorists, ‘were the disillusioned survivors of the
‘May events’ of 1968, who found themselves not in a world of liberated humanity, but
instead in an age of barbarism. They moved from Marx to Nietzsche’ (1995: 260). Despite
not moving towards Nietzsche or new conservatism, James’s social theory evolved to
enunciate the popular-led concerns of his historiography begun in 7he Black Jacobins that
became stilted by the demands of the party during the 1940s, further complicated his
modernist sympathies: ‘James loved the democratic power of modern communications,
and not just its democratic potential’ (Murray 1996: 215).

However, James’s modernist affinities place him in a peculiar position: between
wishing to retain solidified class categories and the specificity of sectional groups. This
makes him relevant to fierce contemporary debates on the state of (post) Marxism (Barrett
1991; Hall & Jacques 1989; Laclau & Mouffe 1985; Sivanandan 1990; Thompson 1992).
Some impassioned Marxian arguments have depicted ‘New Times’ as a redefined (post)
Marxism devoid of economic theory, save for trace elements, and diluting class analysis
with questions of culture and representation (Sivanandan 1990). Building on his classic
A Different Hunger (1982), emphasizing the organization and mobilization of a series of
historical black struggles, Sivanandan (1990) understands the pluralism of New Times as
a pragmatism that offers no centralized (class) point of systematic resistance to power but
instead a series of diffused and differentiated micropolitical new social movements that are
impotent against the machinery and power of the state. This ‘disagreement with emphasis’
is no stranger to the left. Alex Callinicos supports Sivanandan, arguing for the primacy of
Marxism as the correct mode of anti-racist praxis. However, asserting that, ‘[Cedric]
Robinson’s conception of the black radical tradition which he counterposes to Marxism
verges on the mystical’ (1993:13), Callinicos comes into conflict with Sivanandan’s
(1982) ‘grounding’ of the American black power movement within a certain politics of
representation drawing on cultural nationalism and African motifs. Therefore, the
moments at which race and class — just these two identities for a start — become

simultaneously processed poses complex problems in forging a space for social theory let
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alone radical political activity. Sivanandan (1982) justifies this politics of representation
within the black power movement as a means to radically transform the meaning of
‘culture’ that is typically invested with the tenets of a white value system. Therefore, there
is a point at which one must ‘stop,” and adopt some sort of position (Hall 1995). It is the
precise moment and quality of this ‘grounding’ that provides the basis for disagreement;
one faction’s apolitical pragmatism becomes another’s political contingency.

Similarly, for James to reconcile the irreconcilable, the specificities of
differentiated identities and an integrated mass class-consciousness, necessitates a deft
conjuring trick. Chapter 4 outlines this ‘trick’ as James, assuming the heritage of Lenin,
Luxemburg and Gramsci, develops Marxist discourses of spontaneity. James develops
what I call an ‘unspoken Marxist grand narrative’ in order to link various groups in class
struggle. He identifies a latent organic radicalism that is universal, and transcends
individual identities. Mirroring the post-marxist dilemmas of political praxis, James’s
unspoken grand narrative suffers in its metatheoretical haste. Keen to rescue the radical
self-activity of the masses, James fails to engage the epistemological assumptions within
society. He offers no conception of hegemony or ideology, disregarding the possibility
that mass self-activity could yield anything other than a revolutionary consciousness
(Bogues 1997). “Mass consciousness’ is separated from the materiality of society, where
dominant, or hegemonic ideas, cannot be interpellated through the organically radicalized
subjects. This realm of James’s social theory demands an intricate, negotiated alliance
between and within groups, as an ongoing process, in order to render his concept of
mapping spontaneity capable of sustaining critical analysis. In conjunction with post-
Marxist debates, James’s attempt to construct an organic mass class-consciousness and
the distinct humanism of his Marxism is also transparent as I engage social and cultural

theory.

1.3.3 Feminism, and social and cultural theory
While Louise Cripps notes that: ‘“Though [James] made the correct statements of belief
on the equality of the sexes on the platform, he evidently found it difficult to follow

personally’ (1997: 145), there has been little discussion of James’s position on gender and
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feminism.!! Chapter five takes up this theme in James’s work, building on the incisive
critique of Hazel V. Carby (1998). I argue that the unspoken Marxist grand narrative and
its organic class-consciousness is predicated on a masculinized proletariat. Drawing on
the Hegelian concept of the world-historical individual, James’s class-determined rendition
of radicalized social agents is supported by a curious biological negative strategic
essentialism. James’s social construction of radical proletarian self-activity is underminned
by an unsustainable ‘genealogical dialectic.” The dialectical emergence of the ‘black
Jacobins’ as a social class is compromised by his insistence on the genealogical
transference of radical (male) genius through the body of the masses. The revolutionary
struggle is representative of men in homosocial struggle against each other (Carby 1998)
where, alternately, women lack the capacity for radical self-activity. For James, women’s
experiences of inclusion and exclusion within modern society bestows them with an insight
into the contradictions of advanced civilization that they cannot translate into a
revolutionary response. This inertia is reiterated by their positioning within an inescapable
maternalism. As a biological norm, childbirth dictates women’s activities and sexuality,
while men are able to alter their social environment and sexuality. I contest Timothy
Brennan’s (1997) suggestion that James (1993) offers a nascent vision of gay rights,
demonstrating the ways in which he constructs redemptive possibilities for male
homosexuality in contrast with the vacuousness of lesbianism.

This encounter with discourses of sexuality and the biological interruption of
socially-constructed subjects brings James into conversation with many debates in social
and cultural theory. In chapter six, 1 argue that James attempts to construct a redemptive
humanist Marxism through the potential of the body to recreate an essential humanity lost,
or compromised, within the tumult of modernity. Alongside her own ‘Hellenic nostalgia’,
Hannah Arendt (1977) notes Marx’s debt to Plato and Aristotle. James (1973, 1992,
1994) follows suit, drawing inspiration from the Greek city-state and a romanticized view
of its direct democracy. This model of governance through mass participation — albeit
a proscribed polity — offers James a platform to build his spontaneist vision of organic

social cohesion upon. The civilization of Greek antiquity is sealed through the Olympic

11. For critiques of James and gender/feminism, see Carby (1998), Paul-Emile (1995), and
King (forthcoming).
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Games, fusing sports with an arts and cultural festival.

The articulation of mind and body, and the relevance of sports as cultural
production brings James into dialogue with contemporary social and cultural theory. I
argue that (radical) contemporary social and cultural theory largely marginalizes the body,
and misunderstands the potentiality of sport as a subversive practice (Baudrillard 1998,
Bourdieu 1990, 1992; Foucault 1980a, 1991; hooks 1995a, 1996). Therefore, discussions
of black culture as representative practices tend to engage literature and music as
contemplative processes (Gilroy 1993, 1995, 1997; hooks 1995b). While the exceptions
tend to remark on the counter-hegemonic capacity of individuals (Dyson 1993; Vande
Berg 1998), I argue that James’s rearticulated Hellenic nostalgia positions the body as
simultaneously representing the individual and the collective. Obviously this is a
problematic enterprise as James, again demonstrating his tense ambivalence towards
modernity, depends on a Kantian universal transcendentalism. This reifies and places an
. inordinate representative stress on the individual (Althusser 1969; Surin 1995), however,
I want to locate James’s attempt to develop a politics of representation as a Marxist
revolutionary strategy.

Chapter six uses the story of Matthew Bondman from Beyond a Boundary that
is seen as embodying the evacuation of politics in James’s cricket writing (Surin 1995;
Wynter 1981), as a marker for reworking James’s depiction of culture-as-resistance. I
argue that the ‘code’ of cricket that is understood as synonymous with colonial hegemony
is an aesthetic system as well as an ethical and moral directive intended to instill ‘native’
obedience. Operating with é degree of relative autonomy from the hegemonic code, the
aesthetics of cricket fulfills an important role in the process of de-colonization. The
aesthetic appreciation of ‘significant form’ connects the participant and observer in a
communal activity that importantly recognizes the existence of relations of cultural
production. Therefore, James surpasses Marx [1844], defining proletarian activity that is
outside of economic production and, does not alienate the labourer, or performer, from
the their production. Extending Marx still further, as the proletariat are not solely defined
by their capacity to engage in waged labour, the relative autonomy of their cultural
production not only resists alienation, but embraces a wider strata of society than the

industrial proletariat. As the lumpenproletarian Bondman is included within the relations
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of cultural production, I extrapolate a potential emancipatory body politic to be realized
through the sensual aesthetics of sport. The homoeroticism of James’s cricket pitch
(Carby 1998) lends itself to a non-rugged masculinity that can, again potentially, be

opened up as an inclusive social arena, that does not privilege and perpetuate patriarchy.

1.4  Methodology

In drawing a set of insights into James’s social theory delineating race as central to the
formation of modernity and its future, I am confronted by a number of methodological
problems and issues. Before discussing these problems and issues, I want to outline a set
of non-negative and positive precepts emerging from my engagement with the secondary

material on James and wider literatures that inform the methodology.

1.4.1 Non-negative and positive precepts

The methodological differences between this thesis and the secondary literature are
apparent in a set of four non-negative precepts. In outlining these non-negative précepts,
I identify methodological approaches and substantive narratives within the existing James
literature that I seek to avoid. First, in excavating James’s social theory I do not want to
be drawn into offering a linear biographical statement on James as offered in different
ways by Buhle (1988) and Worcester (1996). Second, in addressing James’s social theory
discursively, this thesis avoids distilling certain Jamesian issues and themes to specific
publications or intellectual moments (Ragoonath (ed.) 1990; Worcester 1996; Nielsen
1997). I refrain from an analysis of James’s social theory that constructs his thought from
a series of encounters with specific books. Third, while I understand that James’s relative
obscurity has led to the excavation of his work in desériptive and celebratory terms,
adopting a largely uncritical stance towards James (Henry and Buhle (eds.) 1992; Cudjoe
and Cain (eds.) 1995; Worcester 1996, Nielsen 1997), I offer an alternative reading of
James that consistently uncovers a critical understanding of his social theory. Fourth,
- much of the secondary literature situates James within distinct academic disciplines; black
studies (Hamilton 1992); postcolonial studies (Needham 1993; Farred 1994, 1996b);,
political theory (Bogues 1997), literary criticism (Nielsen 1997). Defined in

contradistinction, this thesis methodologically engages the totality of James’s corpus,
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seeking to avoid the location of James within narrow disciplines. These non-negative
precepts elicit their own set of methodological responsibilities and dilemmas that I will
expand upon below.

In addition to these non-negative precepts, the methodology of this thesis is also
informed by a series of five positive precepts. First, recognizing that there are only two
single-authored non-biographical extended publications on James (Bogues 1997, Nielsen
1997), this thesis develops a unique and consistent critique of James’s conception of race
as central to the formation, experience, and future of modernity.'? Second, in unpacking
the relation of race to modernity in James’s social theory, this thesis critically develops an
anti-essentialist perspective both in the insights that it draws from James and in its reading
of James’s texts. Third, I generate an understanding of race and modernity synthesized
from the entirety of James’s oeuvre, discursively wresting political narratives from his
writings usually viewed as conspicuously less political, or as his diversion into cultural and
literary criticism. Fourth, I expand this discursive method to place James in conversation
with a variety of traditions, debates and intellectual figures in a manner that challenges
‘tradition’ as enclosed and rooted. Fifth, understanding that much contemporary work in
social theory is framed within the language of postmodernism — even if in opposition —
I crucially locate James in relation to certain contemporary debates such as the apparent
impasse between the postmodernist vanguard of non-reductive specificity and

intertextuality and the historicised and grounded construct of Marxist grand narratives.

1.4.2 Methodological problems and issues: historicity and context

I now turn to the range of methodological problems and issues that confront this thesis.
Excavating James’s texts posthumously and writing this work within a specific historical
moment leads to the possible charges that I read James ‘backwards’ which, in turn, may

result in ahistoricity or a lack of historical specificity:

if one speaks, so undiscriminately and unreflectingly of an author’s oeuvre, it is
because one imagines it to be defined by a certain expressive function. One is

admitting that there must be a level (as deep as it is necessary to imagine it) at

12. Obviously, I cannot count Young (1999, forthcoming) and King (forthcoming) here.
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which the oeuvre emerges, in all its fragments, even the smallest, most inessential
ones, as the expression of the thought, the experience, the imagination, or the
unconscious of the author, or, indeed, of the historical determinations that

operated upon him (Foucault 1989%a: 24).

The task of discursively utilizing the entirety of James’s corpus illuminates the problem
of how to combine this aim with maintaining a contextual and historical perspective on the
specificity of his intellectual production. My objective is to identify themes within James’s
construction of the relation of race to modernity that appear consistently throughout his
work, although articulated differently at specific historical moments. In deconstructing
these different theoretical positions, I argue that it is possible to draw an insight into
James’s social theory as indicative of creative tension, very much an incomplete project
with multiplicitous meanings. It is also important to emphasize James as an activist-
intellectual or practitioner instead of as an academic, and therefore many of his statements
were constructed pragmatically as opposed to intended as theoretically intricate and
impregnable — if that is indeed possible." I understand this proclivity through the term
‘catachresis’ as ‘proximate naming’ whereby theorists are articulating ideas in continual
formation, an awareness that meaning is drawn in different given situations and becomes
encoded differently within the virtually infinitesimal variations of codes (Spivak 1996a:
142). |

I seek to chart the evolution of James’s social theory, searching for consistent
positions while critically uncovering the incoherences and contradictions within his work
and their genesis. Therefore, while ‘such a unity [of the oeuvre], far from being given
immediately, is the result of an operation; that this operation is interpretative (since it
deciphers, in the text, the transcription of something that it both conceals and manifests)’
(ibid, Foucault), the methodological issue of language and discourse is extremely

important. Understanding that there is a particular historically specific moment central to

13. This is evident where James loosely uses certain terms and phrases, such as ‘Western
civilization,” the ‘masses,” and interchangeably discusses the ‘Caribbean’ and the ‘West Indies.’
While I generally use James’s terminology for the purposes of consistency, I clarify or critique them
as necessary. For example, chapters four and five problematize his imprecise reference to the
‘masses,” and chapter six notes the significance of his suggestion of cricket as a ‘Caribbean’
phenomena that disregards the Hispanic and Francophone regional specificities.
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the production and initial dissemination of James’s work, this thesis is conversely
produced within a different specific historical moment. There must be a form of
negotiation here or no text may be commented on outside of its specific historical moment
which, theoretically, can be broadened to include the author’s national and cultural
locale(s) and identities of, for example, race, gender and sexuality. Once again in
negotiating this minefield of specificity and historicity, I claim the right of interpretative
responsibility. In drawing on several different ‘traditions’ and disciplines to develop a
discussion of James’s social theory, I am aware that I utilize a number of intellectual tools
and hope to do so in a cogent manner. The responsibility to engage James’s work with
suitable and appropriate theoretical and linguistic devices relies on my interpretative
analysis. I argued above that some of the secondary literature attempts to situate James
within distinct academic disciplines and, as such, this thesis ‘claims’ James for
interdisciplinary purposes, or as harvesting a discursive politics, emphasizing the open-
endedness of this project: “The oeuvre can be regarded neither as an immediate unity, nor
as a certain unity, nor as a honogeneous unity’ (ibid).

Methodologically, I feel that attempts to place James intimately within discourses
of different historical moments require a leap of intellectual faith that can inhibit
theoretical precision. Locating James’s social theory alongside the work of, for example
Pierre Bourdieu, and noting commonalities between the Hellenic nostalgia of both Hannah
Arendt (1958) and James, I seek to Hlustrate a set of interpretative analogies that facilitate
intertextual and theoretical communications that are not predicated on, nor attempt to
construct, a symmetrical identity or purpose. This is not necessarily an attempt to place
James’s social theory in direct conversation with Bourdieu; but instead to offer the
possibility of an indirect, yet informative dialogue. Therefore, I develop imaginative
analogies, textually based extrapolations or inferences. For example, chapter six offers an
abstraction of James’s cricket writing into an articulation of a sociopoetics of cricket that
yields a Jamesian politics of freedom dependent on close readings and critical textual
analyses.

I encountered certain reservations about my use of informative dialogues and
imaginative analogies in relation to researching and writing chapter five. It was suggested

that it is both unfair and ahistorical for me to write critically on James and feminism as my
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perspective is situated in a different period. I feel that it is a valid and necessary field of
inquiry on two counts: First, as I mentioned above, there is little work on James, gender,
and feminism. Secondly, and perhaps more importantly, reading James’s unpublished
material, it became clear to me that there was a disparity between James’s discussion of
the “woman question,” and its superficial incorporation into his social theory. While it may
be argued that I am reading certain terms and ideas ‘backwards’ and then applying them,
it is significant that James (1993) discusses the social reality of ‘a man-dominated
civilization,” a phrase that I understand as analogous to ‘patriarchy.” Additionally, if black
women such as Anna Julia Cooper (1998) were developing discursive critiques of race and
gender during the nineteenth century, it is impossible to suggest that this mode of
intellectual-activism was non-existent in James’s historical moments. I decided to follow
Micheéle Barrett’s lead in denying Marx the benefit of exemption from critique on the basis
of his specific historical moment. For Barrett, Marx’s myopia is all the more conspicuous
because his ‘ability to penetrate the appearance of social relations and expose their
underlying exploitative character is the basis of the explanatory value of Marxism. We can
see this ability applied to a broad enough range of phenomena to be conscious of its not
being applied to questions of gender’ (1987: 44). This inconsistency in James’s social
theory provides an apposite example of his ambivalent positioning within Western
modernity, where his own radical critiques internalize some of the epistemological tenets
of the dominant social order. His oscillating attention to questions of gender illustrates
how his own experiences of simultaneous inclusion and exclusion become refracted into
his social theory.

While understanding and employing the imperatives of James’s adherence to
Hegel’s dialectical concept of totality, I do not seek to symetrically locate James within
contemporary intellectual and theoretical currents, but as dialectically informing their pre-
history and developments. Stated differently, this means that accepting the specificity and
integrity of particularized events need not assume that they emerged within a vacuum. For
James the Hegelian there is no intellectual, theoretical or historical ‘big bang,” events and
phenomena have precedents and antecedents, they are dialectical. Therefore, I retain the
interpretative right to extrapolate James’s dialectical materialist social theory into events

and the formation of ideas subsequent to the development of his ideas and publication of
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his texts. Therefore, this thesis contains a series of interpretative and imaginative analogies
that are both respectful and critical, allowing the development of a narrative thread,
enlarging James’s social theory from his intellectual development and the formative
influences of his various milieus, to his articulation of a social theory and Marxist
revolutionary praxis through to an abstracted extrapolation of a Jamesian politics of
freedom. This methodological process consistently unravels the dialectical movement and

relation of race and modernity as crucial to unpacking the meanings of James’s social

theory.

1.4.3 Methodological problems and issues: strategic essentialism(s)
The concept of strategic essentialism is crucially important for this thesis both
methodologically, and in the set of insights drawn from James’s work. Gayatri Spivak
recognizes a key moment in the formation of a de-colonized subaltern consciousness
noting ‘the attempt to undo a massive historiographic metalepsis and ‘situate’ the effect
of the subject as subaltern. I would read it, then, as a strategic use of positivist
essentialism in a scrupulously visible political interest’ (1996b: 214, emphasis in original).
Informing the possibility of uncovering a salient social space for the theorization and
enactment of strategic essentialism, Michel Foucault’s (1989a) largely influential
delineation of discursive formations points to certain responsibilities and dangers. Foucault
problematizes the innate correlation between fact and truth, depicting the latter as
comprised of contingent and not universal or absolute meanings, offering two key
methodological concerns for this thesis.

First, there is no absolute, irrefutable truth to be found regarding the meaning of
James’s social theory, only a given truth.'* Second, if there is no absolute truth to be
excavated, then the possibility of impartiality or objectivity is negated and the given truth,
or rather ‘statements,” that I articulate will be dependent on a series of subjective decisions
made throughout this thesis. It is in this sense that I hold Spivak to be crucially important
and a critical heuristic juncture in that the value or good of a strategically posited

essentialism is dependent on a ‘scrupulously visible political interest.” Whose moral and

14. Conversely, Paul Buhle (1998) states that some of Farred’s (1996b) readings of James’s
political activities are ‘wrong.’
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ethical stance renders this interest scrupulous? Whose gaze makes this interest visible?
Whose understanding determines this political interest? Through what process of
articulation is the interest arrived at? Once again we appear to be left grasping for
universals in an atomized and discursive world, but needing to articulate a definitive
position I return to a reading of Spivak. In addressing the role of subaltern studies, I
understand Spivak as promoting egalitarianism and the development of a radical and
autonomous consciousness as constituents indicative of ‘scrupulously visible political
interest’ that ratifies the deployment of strategic essentialisms.

Applying the caution of John Solomos and Les Back (1996) regarding the dangers
of reification faced by studies of ethnicity dependent on ‘grounding’ thé subject within
some form of specific ‘collective identity,” the application of strategic essentialism to
James in this thesis is applied within two modes: when he is operating (positively) in the
pursuit of a ‘scrupulously visible political interest,” and when he is acting (negatively) in
contravention of this. Therefore, this thesis identifies both positive and negative strategic
essentialisms within James’s social theory. For example, chapter 2 argues that James
ascribes a certain socialized capacity to the ‘black Jacobins’ as a racialised group that acts -
as a positive strategic essentialism within the compass of a progressive politics.
Alternately, chapters 5 and 6 draw a set of insights into certain Jamesian negative strategic
essentialisms that advance patriarchal and crude nationalist viewpoints that I understand
as politically regressive. In making these arbitrary decisions as to what constitutes
progressive or regressive politics I develop an interpretative textual analysis. Therefore,
in referring to James’s unpublished autobiographical fragments, I reinsert the sentiments
expressed into corresponding themes within his texts and the wider concrete reality that
he sought to inform.

This critical methodology draws on Stuart Hall’s belief that the work of a
particular theorist should not be disregarded as a result of not engaging specific issues
integral to a different historical moment (Morley & Chen 1996). While agreeing that
James’s value or relevance ought not to be negated because of his negative strategic
essentialisms, I feel that they ought to be uncovered in order to further a critical
understanding of his legacy and justify our reading of him in any way other than strictly

historically — whatever that may mean. I understand that my interpretative analysis of
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James leads to the construction of a form of metanarrative and I accept that responsibility.
In accepting that responsibility, this thesis maintains a consistent position on the ascription
of positive and negative strategic essentialisms as well as recognizing that, from my
viewpoint, while such a metanarrative cannot be avoided it should be constructed
consistently in terms that are reflective of what I understand to be a concerted progressive

politics.

1.5  Archival Research

Many archives were of use to this project. The unpublished material that I accessed in the
archive at the C.L.R. James Institute in New York City along with unpublished letters and
documents in the Martin Glaberman Collection at the Archive of Labor and Urban Affairs,
Wayne State University, Detroit, were invaluable. Additionally, the Richard Wright papers
in the Bienecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library at Yale University yielded some
remarkable material, however, I am unfortunately unable to refer to it."’

As T outlined above, the personal and political lives of James are reciprocally
influential, becoming collapsed into a singular set of experiences. Therefore, where, for
example, James’s exilic life soaks through to his texts, unpublished personal materials are
a valuable source of information. I do not use this personal material in order to discuss
James biographically, nor make normative value judgements, but to assist in
(re)positioning his texts, ideas, and political interventions.'® This methodological technique
highlights James’s moments of ‘strategic essentialisms,” drawn from Spivak, and the
extent of their inclusion in his texts and their critical meanings for his social theory,

historiography and praxis.

1.5.1 The C.L.R. James Institute, New York
For nearly nine months in 1997 I was based at the C.L.R. James Institute in New York

which houses an impressive archive of some of James’s unpublished manuscripts,

15. For an insight into the Richard Wright Estate and the granting of permission to refer
to and cite the papers held at the Beinecke Library, see Walker (1988) pp. 413-428.

16 I intended to supplement this with interviews with some of his comrades but Martin
Glaberman, Darcus Howe, and Selma James declined my requests to meet.
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including his unpublished and incomplete autobiography. It also contains audio and video
tapes featuring James, his correspondence and some of his personal effects as well as a
library of James-related materials. As I have mentioned, the autobiographical materials
were extremely important as ‘new’ texts that supplemented my primary literature survey.
Initially, the published literature inspired my interest in the creative tension of the diasporic
life as a central motif and the autobiographical materials proved a mine of poignant
testimony to James’s perilous exile, and invaluable for chapters two and three. Mindful
of the dearth of criticism of James on gender, his autobiographical recollections of his
experiences with women, and the theoretical and practical development of the ‘woman
question,” was crucial for my research on chapter five.

The library was an important resource, providing me with access to earlier editions
I had not seen as well as published material that is unavailable in Britain. Similarly, I had
access to James’s preparatory manuscripts for certain works, enabling me to chart the
construction and movements in his thought. Additionally, the archive holds many
unpublished transcriptions of interviews and lectures on topics such as Marxism and
existentialism, and the significance of race in different geographical and historical settings.
This informed my interpretive readings of James, allowing me to confront the
methodological problem ‘of knowing whether the unity of a discourse is based not so
much on the permanence and uniqueness of an object as on the space in which various
objects emerge and are continuously transformed” (Foucault 1989a: 32, emphasis added).
Therefore, this deeper knowledge helped me to decide what readings of James I could
plausibly support and which were unsustainable.

Apart from the archival holdings, the institute’s extra-curricular activities were
important for my research. The opportunity to be amongst people studying or having had
studied James was of immense value to the theoretical and methodological development
of this project. My participation in the institute’s 1997 summer colloquium series offered
me the opportunity to develop some of my ideas in a community of James scholars. The
contact that I made with Anthony Bogues, Nicole King, Jim Murray, Aldon Lynn Nielsen
and Kent Worcester have influenced my perspective on the future of studying James that

I present in chapter seven.
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1.5.2 Archives of Labor and Urban Affairs, Wayne State University, Detroit

I made a three-day trip to the Martin Glaberman Collection, Archive of Labor and Urban
Affairs at Wayne State University in Detroit. This archive mainly holds a series of JFT and
Correspondence'” pamphlets, as well as a vast collection of correspondence between
members of the JFT. Many of these letters discussed the internal JFT and Fourth
International debates on the ‘correct’ form of Marxist-Leninist theory and praxis. This
collection gave me a valuable insight into the scale and operational procedures of the JET.
To attempt to read James’s illegible script contextualized the view that ‘It is interesting
to learn that this writer who produced thousands of pages of books and letters suffered
great physical pain when he wrote’ (Phillips 1996: 32). Additionally, as Caryl Phillips
continues, noting that ‘James was dogged with fragile health and lived continually on the
edge of penury’ (ibid), the scores of letters James wrote to comrades requesting money
that would enable him to finish his latest prospective project — that was invariably
unfinished — recontextualize his intellectual production in two key ways. First, it fleshes
out my theoretical observations on the exilic life with the stark reality of its physical
pressures and makes James’s prolific output all the more astounding. Second, we may also
wonder whether, but for his ill-health and financial hardship, what other intended works
James may have been able to begin and complete.

Additionally, the Glaberman Collection provided a valuable insight into what
literature James and the JFT were reading at specific moments. This emphasized the
significance of their translation of Marx’s Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts as
positioning them at the vanguard of an evolving Marxist humanism that has been
understood as extraneous to Trotskyism (Anderson 1976). I then realized that James’s
reading of this Marxist humanist ‘set text’ impacted on his culturalism that connects it to
his Marxism instead of representing a distinct break or lapse (Grimshaw 1992, Worcester
1996). Connected to his humanism, James’s correspondence with Grace Lee on Greek
antiquity during the early 1950s led me to question his (1994) treatment of Greek
civilization as uncritical Europhilia (Tiffin 1995). I linked this articulation of humanism

and Hellenic nostalgia to a recuperative project of Athenian direct democracy that pointed

17. As the JFT disbanded and Dunayevskaya went on to form News and Letters, James and
some of the former JFT members formed a group called ‘Correspondence.’
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me towards re-reading Beyond a Boundary as a Marxist humanist text, providing part of

the theoretical framework for chapter six.

1.5.3 Institute of Commonwealth Studies, University of London

The Institute of Commonwealth Studies has a small James collection, consisting largely
of correspondence relating to the West Indian Federation in the late 1950s and early
1960s. I found this material useful in charting James’s return to Trinidad after a long
absence. The correspondence emphasized James’s ambivalent complicity in the bourgeois
nationalist politics of federation, countering the suggestion that his eventual separation
from Eric Williams was due to ‘his opposition to the operation of the party machine’
(Buhle 1998: 65). I was fascinated at how, after his fifieen years of subterranean
Trotskyist activities in America and the bitter disputes on socialist organization, he entered
the patrician world of bourgeois politics. The informality of the group of men planning the
future of the region is obvious where Phyliss Shand Allfrey, the Trinidadian Minister of
Labour and Social Affairs registers her dissatisfaction with Manley’s cancellation of a
West Indian Federal Labour Party (WIFLP) executive meeting, arguing that regular
meetings are needed, ‘whether or not the ‘big shots are able to attend.”* Combined with
the insight into the unwieldy top-down WIFLP executive structure, these letters inform
the discussion of James’s pragmatism forged through the ‘bad faith’ of his exilic life and
its effect on his political judgement argued in chapter three. Ultimately, like the C.L.R.
James Institute and Wayne State University papers, this collection illustrates the tension
in James’s ‘homecoming.” James letter of resignation as secretary of the WIFLP contains

the following significant statement:

I have always made it clear that my stay in the West Indies was temporary. The
West Indies have now entered a new stage of their development, in which the main
problems, Independence, a Workable Federation and Foreign Bases, are being
discussed with a view to their resolution. I believe that the time has come for me

to return to my previous work and for someone else who is more firmly anchored

18. ‘Phyllis Shand Allfrey to C.L.R. James® Unpublished letter, 4 May 1960, Institute of
Commonwealth Studies, University of London. C.L.R. James Papers, File A 3.33,p.1
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in the West Indies to take my place."

Therefore, James notes that his return was temporary and that he was not rooted to the
region. It is debatable how sincere this sentiment is however, considering that he remained
and built an alternative, populist party, the ill-fated WFP. I now want to begin at the
beginning so to speak, and chart the development of the world that James was to inhabit

as both insider and outsider.

19. ‘C.L.R. James to Norman Manley, cc. Grantley Adams’® Unpublished letter, 10
November 1960, Institute of Commonwealth Studies, University of London. C.L.R. James Papers,
File A 3.62, p.1, emphasis added.
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Chapter 2
“The Old World and the New’: Slavery, Capitalism,

and Critical Ontologies of Inclusion and Exclusion

The West Indian writers have discovered the West Indies and West Indians, a
people of the middle of our disturbed century, concerned with the discovery of
themselves, determined to discover themselves, but without hatred or malice
against the foreigner, even the bitter imperialist past. To be welcomed into the
comity of nations a new nation must bring something new. Otherwise it is a mere
administrative convenience or necessity. The West Indians have brought something

new.
C.L.R. James, The Black Jacobins

We must return to the point from which we started. Diversion is not a useful ploy
unless it is nourished by reversion: not a return to the longing for origins, to some
immutable state of Being, but a return to the point of entanglement, from which
we were forcefully turned away; that is where we must ultimately put to work the
forces of creolization, or perish.

Edouard Glissant, Caribbean Discourse

The counterposition of simultaneous inclusion and exclusion as a distinct ontological
habitus of the African diaspora also serves as an asymptotic marker of black ambivalence
towards modernity. This creative tension has been eloquently and often articulated, from
the reflexivity of W.E.B. Du Bois’s “‘double consciousness,” to what I would call Richard
Wright’s ‘outsiderism,” with many points before, in between, and beyond.! Commenting
on this dissonant position of being in but not of the West, of being both black and
European, Paul Gilroy’s highly influential work The Black Atlantic begins by questioning
whether ‘taking on either or both of these unfinished identities necessarily exhausts the
subjective resources of any particular individual’ (1993: 1). Obviously reflective of his
exilic mode of being-in-the-world, C.L.R. James’s social theory bears the peculiar stamp
of this process of becoming, of navigating a path between different assemblages: national,
cultural, and intellectual. Therefore, taking on Gilroy’s call for us to extend our critical
capacities beyond narrow binarisms, in their crude and subtle guises, I propose to

synthesize James’s thought surveyed in the secondary literature as discrete and tenuously

1. For other examples see Baldwin (1985a), Césaire (1995), Douglass (1987), Fanon
(1986), Glissant (1989), Harris (1999), Lamming (1986a).
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connected disciplines.

This chapter confronts James’s theorization of race in three sections. Section one
places James within the debates on the constitutive moment of modernity. I suggest that
this moment is generally, but not exclusively, understood through two perspectives. First,
the emergence of modernity as synonymous with that of the Enlightenment project,
placing Europe at the axis of the historical epochal shift (Berman 1983; Giddens 1993;
Habermas 1981). Second, the Iberian expeditions that ‘opened’ the “‘New World’ have
been seen as forming a capitalist world system, representing a severe rupture with the pre-
modern (Frank 1967; Hall 1992b; Hart 1998; Wallerstein 1979). I draw a set of insights
into James’s use of these divergent accounts, noting his recognition of both European
philosophical, social, and cultural developments and the significance of New World
slavery as providing generative impulses for the strategic formations of modernity. I argue
that for James, ‘race’ is crucial to the formation of modernity but must be understood in
terms of its relationship to capitalism and imperialism. The ontological stresses and
tensions experienced by the transplanted Affrican slaves both included and excluded from
the West is depicted as the embodiment of the constitutive pressures of modernity.

Section two begins by outlining the social reality of slave systems and tracing
James’s generalization of New World slavery. I argue that in recognizing a generic New
World slavery, James develops a conflated pan-American black condition as a
metapolitics. I develop this view to analyse James’s suggestion of the black diaspora as
engaged in class struggle through their relations of production within slavery. Figuring the
plantation economy as an initial paradigm of industrial production based on the division
of labour, James suggests that the slaves represent an approximation of an industrial
proletariat. In striving to excavate a history of black agency, he lays claim to a gerealogy
of black resistance that contradicts his dialectical construction of modern black subjects
as a social class. Section three explicates this contradiction as a creative tension, providing
the basis for James’s theorization of race through Hegelian discontinuous affinities. In
articulating the irreconcilable past ‘being’ with the fractious processes of ‘becoming,’
James confronts the axes of ‘reversion and diversion’(Glissant 1989), uncovering a
conceptualization of ‘race’ and ‘identity’ in continual flux. I argue that through this

asymptotic conceptualization of race and modernity, James suggests the syncretic
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construction of society, its practices and subjects, that offers a deconstructive critique of
rooted conceptions of ‘tradition’ and social reality. However, considering that anti-
essentialist stances are adopted from a specific positional standpoint, they are always
strategically organized around particular discourses. In James’s case, the
phenomenological and ontological pressures of inclusion and exclusion bleed into his

constructions of race and modernity, informing the entirety of his social theory.

2.1  The Strategic Formations of Modernity

The significance of the trajectory at which the black diaspora entered the West and the
modern world, both as slave and subaltern, has been extensively commented upon
(Beckles & Shepherd (eds.) 1993; Fanon 1963, Gilroy 1993, 1997a; Gordon (ed.) 1997,
Patterson 1967, 1982; Walvin 1996). Additionally, there has been wide debate on the
constitution and definition of modemity (Berman 1983; Frank 1969; Giddens 1993; Gilroy
1993; Habermas 1981 Hall 1992b; Said 1979; Wallerstein 1979; Williams 1996). Crudely
put, the definitive constructions of modernity have been split between a Eurocentric
inception (Berman 1983; Giddens 1993; Habermas 1981) and the significance of the
expansionist Iberian expeditions (Frank 1969; Hall 1992b; Hart 1998; Richardson 1992;
Wallerstein 1979; Williams 1964, 1969). While the contested hegemonic former position
is dependent on the notion of a monogenetic modernity, predicated on European social,
cultural and philosophical development, alternative commentators stress the polygenesis
of modernity. C.L.R. James is one such figure. His social theory, born of a classical
colonial education infused with radical West Indian insurgency vividly illustrates this
confluence of generative influences on a pluralist conception of modernity. Specifically
engaging James’s thought, I discuss the positioning of the black diaspora within the West
through their dispersal throughout the Americas as slaves, instead of analysing their noted
longer history in Europe (Fryer 1984). The polygenesis of modernity, considered through
the terrain of the New World, demonstrates constitutive political, social, historical,

cultural and philosophical linkages between Africa, the Americas, and Europe.

2.1.1 The Enlightenment and European modernity
The perception of the Enlightenment as philosophically signaling the solidification of
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modernity has been persistently argued (Berman 1983; Giddens 1993; Habermas 1981).
This perception notes the ascension of rationalism and scientific grand narratives as
representing an epistemological break from the discourses of superstition and omnipotent
divine providence that nurtured and sustained the edifice of European ‘progress.” While
recognizing the history of the usage of the term ‘modern’ as dating from the late fifth
century through the Renaissance and the middle ages, Habermas finds a definitive and
more assertedly self-conscious and self-confident appropriation of ‘modernism’ emerging

during the Enlightenment project in the eighteenth century:

The romantic modernist sought to oppose the antique ideals of the classicists; he
looked for a new historical epoch, and found it in the idealized Middle Ages.
Howeuver, this new ideal age, established early in the 19th century, did not remain
a fixed ideal. In the course of the 19th century, there emerged out of this romantic
spirit that radicalized consciousness of modernity which freed itself from all
specific historical ties. This most recent modernism simply makes an abstract
opposition between tradition and the present; and we are, in a way, still the
contemporaries of that kind of aesthetic modernity which first appeared in the
midst of the 19th century. Since then, the distinguishing mark of works, which

count as modern, is the ‘new’ (1981: 4, emphasis added).

Anthony Giddens (1993) expands this philosophical foundation to chart modernity
through the evolution of ‘post-traditional’ societies. Giddens suggests the existence of
‘definite episodes of historical transition... whose character can be identified and about
which generalisations can be made’ (1993: 285). Building upon a model basically
applicable to Europe, Giddens notes three key characteristics of the ‘discontinuist
transition’ to modernity; the sheer pace and scope of change, and the concentrated
manifestation of power in modern institutions. Additionally, Giddens notes the breakdown
of the modemist project as a progressive tendency during the war-torn twentieth century
as demonstrative of its ‘dark sides.” These ‘dark sides’ are recognized as the capitalist
degradation of human production, the concentration of political power as stimulating the

emergence of totalitarianism, and the emergence of integrated military-industrial
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complexes. However, this delineation of the transition from traditional to modern
societies, and the resultant socioeconomic tensions are an insular rendition of European
historical development. Crucially, it obscures the literal ‘dark sides” of modernity, the
significance of ‘race’ to the inception of modernism.

James articulates the Enlightenment as a significant social and philosophical shift
with the impact of race to draw a set of insights into the formation of modernity. In
Modern Politics, after moving swiftly from Greek antiquity through the middle ages, he
charts the dawn of the modern age as beginning in seventeenth century with the
emergence of English parliamentary democracy and Descartes’ philosophy. James notes
modernity as emerging through the impulses towards democratic social movements and
government, with scientific knowledge surpassing the hegemonic grip of religion and

feudalism:

The 17th century is the beginning of the modern world. At the same time, as out
of the religious conflicts there breaks out at the end the Levellers with a political
program, just about the same time, historically speaking, Descartes pulls the
intellect out of all the mass of alien matters which had been obscuring its
development, and he brings the intellect out plain and simple; from now on we are
going to go by the mind, and this is what more or less dominates in Europe for

another 150 years (1973: 17).

However, the political and intellectual shifts that James recognizes as signalling the
emergence of the modern world were to become more solidified in the eighteenth century,
signified, but not initiated, by the impact of the Enlightenment and the American and
French revolutions. Importantly, this ‘new’ preoccupation with rational disembodied
consciousness, closely linked to ‘race’ and racialized subjects constructed as the
juxtapositional ‘other,’ is central to the formation and development of modernity.

The ambivalent Eurocentrism of this paradigm is largely determined by James’s
specific understanding of the evolving modem historical epoch as largely generated by the
growth of a capitalist class of merchants. The emergence of economically conflictual class

constituencies surpassed the opposed Presbyterian landed gentry and Protestant
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monarchy, who supported by an aristocratic class, had approached the English civil war
polarized around their differentiated religious ideologies. Therefore, while James’s
construction of the modern historical epoch accepts the significance of the European
philosophical developments, he also addresses the emergence of class antagonism and
struggle. As the ‘history of all hitherto existing struggles,” James’s understanding of class
struggle drew on his own self-reflexive positioning within and outside of the West. His
ambivalent historical and social formation as a colonial subject placed an alternative
reading of the emergence of modernity before him. The simultaneously included and
excluded social spaces of the ‘newly-settled’ Caribbean stimulated a broader
understanding of the ‘dark sides of modernity,” recognizing its specific racial geography
and economy. The dramatic birth and development of modernism was acted out on a stage

stretching beyond Europe, a history that James understood as the intertwined stories of

the ‘Old World and the New.’

2.1.2 The racial economy of modernity
The fluid definitional and chronological boundaries of modernity contest the thesis of its
Eurocentric originary moment in a series of different ways. Modernity is also seen as
beginning during the fifteenth century, as Columbus ‘opened’ the New World en route to
forging lucrative markets in the Far East. Stuart Hall argues that European expansion
dating from the earliest Portuguese explorations of the West African coast f;om 1430
through to Columbus’s excursions to the New World between 1492 and 1502 broadly
mark ‘the end of what we call ‘the middle ages’ and the beginning of the ‘modern age”’
(1992b: 281). However, the Iberian expeditions to the West African coast and the
Americas were not merely founded on the knowledge of discovery but drew on certain
materialist objectives. Therefore, while the Portuguese forays to the West African coast
were mainly driven by the desire to exploit ‘the sources of African gold, ivory, spice and
slave trades’ (ibid: 283), the implication of Africa in the development of European
modernity is apparent.

The initial explorations of the ‘New World’ by Columbus, sponsored by the
Spanish monarchy, were an attempt to chart a westerly route to lucrative Eastern markets.

In mistakenly “finding’ the New World, ‘Columbus opened up a whole continent to
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Spanish expansion, founded on the drive for gold and the Catholic dream of converting
the world to the Christian faith’ (ibid). Therefore, the spiritual motives of the initial Iberian
expeditions were also informed by the desire to uncover riches and service European
markets. This has had a significant effect on the theorization of capitalism as emerging
compactly in Europe with the colonies as incidental appendages. The ‘dependency
theories’ of Andre Gunder Frank (1967) and Immanuel Wallerstein (1979) study, albeit
in different ways, the effects of the ‘opening’ of Latin America. They argue that it
signalled the inauguration of an integrated, global system of exchange, démonstrating the
emergence of capitalism as preceding European industrialism. Generally stated, this
capitalist system was predicated on the creation of underdeveloped satellite countries to
service the commercial and material needs of the metropolitan centres.

Frank’s definition of capitalism as a system of monopolistic exchange,
recognizable on a global basis and basically unchanged since the Spanish and Portuguese
conquests in Latin America in the sixteenth century has been the subject of intense
controversy and debate (Brewer 1989). While Anthony Brewer notes how Frank differs
from a generalized classical Marxism more concerned with the primacy of (Eurocentric)
relations of production, the repositioning of capitalism as a global system dislocates its
Eurocentric construction. James supplements this dislocation of insular European
capitalism, situating New World slavery as the axis of modern European industrial

production and wealth creation:

In 1789 the French West Indian colony of Sa,ﬁ Domingo supplied two-thirds of the
overseas trade of France and was the greatest individual market for the European
slave-trade. It was an integral part of the economic life of the age, the greatest
colony in the world, the pride of France and the envy of every other imperialist
nation. The whole structure rested on the labour of half-a-million slaves (1980b:

v, emphasis added).

Therefore, James re-routes the effects of capitalism, as well as its formation and
maintenance, beyond Europe. Where the degrading effects of capitalist industrial

production on humanity has been noted as an implicitly European condition (Giddens
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1993), James positions the slave-trade at the apex of European industrialization,
demonstrating the significance of race to the construction of modern institutions.

Apart from its Eurocentric premises, the veiled polygenesis of modernity can be
understood through the incubation period between the opening of the New world and the
emergence of the African slave trade. Until the mid-Seventeenth century, the Caribbean
was mainly used as a transit point for Spanish expeditions en route to their Latin and
South American colonies (Richardson 1992). However, the historical ‘gap’ between
Iberian annexation and the institution of African slavery in the Caribbean demonstrates the
intricacies of national and racial entanglement. The Papal decree that divided the East and
West of the globe as spaces to be colonized by Spain and Portugal was disputed by
Northern European powers. The rationale for this dispute is conspicuous in the remark
of Francis I of France : “The sun shines for me as for others. I should like very much to
see the clause in Adam’s will that excludes me from a share of the world’ (quoted in
Williams 1964 4), signalling the twilight of the middle ages and the hegemonic authority
of Catholicism in Europe. Hence, the ebbing ‘cosmic centrality’ (Anderson 1991) of
Catholicism is replaced by a geographical centrality, the constitution of ‘nation’ whose
perception is confined to the horizon of a European worldview.

This shift does not, however, merely illustrate intra-European entanglement. The
annexation of the New World involved the (attempted) extermination of indigenous
peoples and, as such, extended the physical conception of the ‘other’ beyond the
European frame of reference used by Francis I. While much literature draws on
psychoanalytic referents (Hall 1992b; Said 1979; Young 1995), economistic theses on the
formation of slavery also discuss the multiplicitous processes of ‘othering” (Hart 1998;
Williams 1964, 1969). Eric Williams (1964) offers two compelling examples of the
impassioned connection between the European colonial adventurers and the indigenous
Caribbeans and enslaved Afticans. First, the Spanish policy on Amerindian extermination
was often determined by the native preparedness to submit to Christianity. As an affront
to the unquestioned omnipotence of Christianity, resistance led to death while
acquiescence, on occasions, brought the deliverance of slavery. Second, Williams notes
the economic basis of slavery as propelling white indentured servants from England across

the Atlantic, illuminating, ‘the horrors of the Middle Passage — not as something unusual
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or inhuman but as a part of the age’ (13). While Williams’s position is disputable in its
conflation of differentiated conditions of forced labour — the indentured servant, unlike
the slave, was ‘contracted’ for a limited period — he points out the slave trade as the

fulecrum of the age of modernity.

2.1.3 The ‘dark sides of modernity’

While some commentators have overlooked the significance of race in the formation of
modernity (Berman 1983; Giddens 1993) or suggested the two as distinctly disconnected
(Malik 1996), the relationship between race and modernity has been subject to a vigorous
and extensive debate (Gilroy 1993; Goldberg 1993; Hulme & Jordanova (eds.) 1990; Mills
1997, Todorov 1993). Extending his theorization beyond the immediate field of
industrialization, James augments the Marxian critical engagement of the relations of
production to illustrate the discursive racial economy of (European) modernity. In doing
this he recontextualizes Giddens’s (1993) recognition of the industrial-military complexes
of European modernity as reaching their most heightened expression during the twentieth
century. Placed in articulation with imperialism and racist philosophical discourses, he
extends discourses on the maintenance of the slave-trade beyond an expression of
European capitalist expansion (Patterson 1967, 1982; Williams 1964, 1969). Additionally,
this challenges the archetype of modemism as typified by the ‘consolidated use of political
power, particularly as demonstrated in episodes of totalitarianism’ (Giddens 1993: 287)
and through ‘globalization” in its ‘postmodern’ incarnation. Consequently, James —
principally in 7he Black Jacobins — illustrates the deployment of the industrial-military
complex in the cause of imperialism and slavery, noting the interrelationship of race and
class in the formation of modernity where neither is incidental.

The Haitian ‘black Jacobins’ spent over a decade successively resisting the military
power of Britain, France, and Spain that was specifically employed towards the
maintenance of slavery. The application of the European industrial-military complex in the
preservation of slavery demonstrates important linkages between the coercive regimes of
power, and the epistemological foundations of European modernity. James uncovers the
economic, political and philosophical discourses within the rationale of slavery instead of

distilling it to a racially-driven system. Providing the foundation for many perspectives on
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slavery (Gilroy 1993; Patterson 1982; Williams 1964), he points to slavery as neither
barbaric nor brutal in a gratuitous way, but instead as the most sophisticated expression
of capitalism at that historical moment. He notes that the ‘regime of calculated brutality
and terrorism’ (1980b: 12) was developed in order to preserve the safety of the slave-
owners as well as attempting to intimidate the slaves into docile acquiescence. He asserts
the systemic torture that coexisted alongside the purchase of slaves being completed by
their instruction in the initial principles of Christianity — what Gilroy (1993) notes as the
‘complicity of rationality and terror.” As a result, the emergence of integrated institutions
of surveillance that Giddens (1993) recognizes as a central feature of late twentieth
century (post) modernity are resituated as central to the constitution of slave societies at
the initial formation of the modern age. Consequently, noting the theoretical gaps in the
technological advances of modernity as the product of rational disembodied
consciousness, James elicits the pivotal role of race.

The implication of discourses of rationality within the systematic brutality that
governed slavery can also be understood as operational outside of the specific imperialist
logic of capital accumulation. The racialization of Enlightenment universal reason
simultaneously enunciated a dualist (modern) human species and (pre-modern) sub-species
(Eze 1997; Goldberg 1993; Todorov 1993; Young 1995). This predilection towards
dualisms in Enlightenment thought has also been understood as constructed through
patriarchal opposed binarisms (Flax 1990), and in turn, the formation of the European
subject is recognized as constituted through the negation of its racialized ‘other” as a
means of affirming the embodied ‘self’ (Baldwin 1995a;, Fanon 1986; Stoler 1995).
Cataloguing the tactics of torture developed through creative contemplation, James shows
that ‘race’ is not only integral to European modernity, and that slavery is not reducible to
economic considerations, but also demonstrates the inconsistencies, or, contingencies in
its construction. The ingenuity of the slaves and their subversive tactics in resisting this
overarching discursive power, drew on their previous (pre-modern) experiénces in
articulation with their immediate encounter with the rational, systemic violence of slavery
and capitalism. This begins to demonstrate James’s suggestion of a portrait of modernity
inclusive of race as less a decisive ‘break’ with the ‘pre-modern,” but instead the tense

emergence of a new epoch. Indicative of amended, or creolized, logics that transcend
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narrow exclusionary binarisms, this new moment reverberates with the residues of the past
as a dialectical necessity.

Attempting to make sense of this modernist fault line, James is confronted not only
with the fallacy of universal reason, but also his ambivalent position of simultaneous
inclusion and exclusion. The first chapter of James’s Nkrumah and the Ghana Revolution
(1977) offers a scathing critique of ‘the myth’ that justifies and sustains white supremacist
domination. In suggesting that the discourses underpinning white supremacy and black
subjection are ‘myths,” James argues that they are constructions informed by illogical pre-
modermn instincts that contravene the spirit of modernist progress: ‘Here is the myth in its
elemental terms, the only terms in which it can be understood, because they form the
unconscious premise of those who live by it, despite the intellectual structures, logical or
illogical, which they build upon this instinctive basis’ (1977: 29). Therefore, we begin to
witness the opaque quality of James’s refutation of the suggested breaks with the pre-
modern that constitutes the discontinuous progression of modernity. The philosophical
discourses of modernity are articulated in a manner beneficial to white supremacy, but for
James the specific mode of articulation is separate from the originary mode of universal
enunciation: “Why is the myth so powerful? Simply because after so many generations of
indoctrination and its apparent truth as a reflection of reality, it is now an organic part of
the thought processes of the nation and to disgorge it requires a Herculean effort’ (ibid:
36). James assumes this ‘Herculean’ task, unearthing productive and constitutive Hegelian
dialectical negatives, and echoes of Gramscian creative paradoxes within the dissonant
formations of modernity. However, while he critiques the project of modernism and its
mirage of reason and progress, James recognizes a potential for democratic social
organization within the tenets of modernity. Therefore, he can be understood as reflecting
Rousseau’s recognition of universal rationality as fusing the individual and collective will
into the formation of a stable political community (Goldberg 1993) — albeit from a
different subject position and historical moment. This faith in the recuperative possibilities
of the modernist project represents a key foundational premise of James’s social theory,

demonstrating the ambivalence of simultaneous inclusion and exclusion.
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2.2 Race, Capital, Empire and the Dissonant Formations of Modernity

The polygenesis of modernity and its conflictual arrangement resonates throughout
James’s delineation of the specific formation of slave societies and their localized
representation of nascent class formation and struggle. In constructing this argument,
James’s description of slave societies and their sociopolitical implications harbours a
certain conflation of the New World, illustrating the (dis)continuities within and between
slave societies as intrinsically radicalized communities. These insights develop alongside
James’s rendition of the black Jacobins as a dialectically emergent class. Articulating their
sophisticated mode of capitalist production with their liminal social position, James argues
that the slaves recognized their simultaneous inclusion and exclusion as a means to
develop tactics of resistance and revolution. The dynamics of class formation and radical
action (re)creates transplanted Africans as radical modemn subjects, ascribing revolutionary
roles between the leaders and the mass, demonstrating specific intricacies in the formation
of a revolutionary politics. The surfacing of tensions around the trajectory at which
modernist affinities emerge within his excavation of black New World radicalism are
rendered both unprofitable and productive through the emergent discourse of creolization

in its Caribbean inflection.

2.2.1 Cartographies of New World slavery

At the beginning of The Black Jacobins, James charts the traumatic middle passage as a
space where the newly enslaved Africans maintained and exercised their radical autonomy.
Some chose to jump overboard rather than exist as slaves, claiming a certain freedom in
death that also represented a return to Africa. Therefore, instead of being presented as a
sombre, mournful space, the middle passage is rearticulated as a site of struggle.
Monumental slave resistance is inaugurated en voyage, resisting the depiction of any
uncontested moment of total subjection. James uses this as a foundation for his genealogy
of black resistance. However, as a genealogy, a distinctly demarcated and linear process,
it becomes confused when considered in tandem with the discontinuous, fractious
dialectical emergence of the black Jacobins as a modern social class. How does James,
in true dialectical fashion, consistently realize resistance within the fractious processes of

subjection? I want to argue that in order to fashion his peculiar genealogical dialectic,
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James represents the collectivity of the slaves within the individual. This representational
process is supported through his conflation of a New World slave order that encompasses
the Americas. However, before engaging this creative articulation, I will outline James’s
rendition of slave society.

The significance of this dialectic of resistance and creativity to James’s social
theory — drawn largely from The Black Jacobins — has been discussed at length (Bogues
1997; Nielsen 1997; Robinson 1983). A common approach has been to extrapolate
James’s position on the revolutionary self-activity of the Haitian black Jacobins to
encompass a perspective on the capacity for black dissent and resistance throughout the
New World (Bogues 1997; Nielsen 1997). While James often makes this undertheorized
connection between the Caribbean and North American slaves and their descendants, it
1s possible to note certain strategic distinctions and convergences that he recognizes
between these two — each by no means monolithic — constellations.

James argues that the specificity of the experience of slavery in the Caribbean in
terms of sugar production and the advent of plantation society, lent itself to the emergence
of the period and project of modernity. However, Eric Hobsbawn’s account of the uneven
deployment of slaves in the United States points to the significance of James’s
differentiation between the experiences of slaves in North America and the Caribbean and
the uniqueness of the latter. Firstly, and perhaps most importantly, the Caribbean colonies
were largely established as slave societies, based on the economic rationale of the
plantation (Patterson 1982; Williams 1964, 1969). In contrast, James recognizes America
as founded on the basis of migrants, both ‘inland planters and Northern yeomanry’ (1972:
158) whose pioneering manner persisted up until the Civil War. Therefore, the role of
slavery in American settlement and the North/South divide was dominated by a historical
Southern anti-capitalist antagonism in conflict with Northern mercantilism. For James, like
the San Domingo revolution, the American civil war was not about race or slavery, but,

in essence, a class struggle.

2. Hobsbawn suggests that the experience of slavery in the American South was relatively
small in scale and that the constructed images of large communities of slaves working vast
plantations contradicts the reality of the majority of slaves working in small-scale white farm and
domestic settings. Combining this with a view of the agrarian, pro-slave South and an economically
dynamic, abolitionist North, Hobsbawm questions whether it can actually be understood as a slave
society (1975: 141).
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In addition to the specificity of (a classically Marxist rendition of) North American
social history, additional differences within the Americas that impacted on the experience
of slavery have been documented (Mintz 1969, Walvin 1996). The myriad of differences
in the social relations of slavery throughout the Americas that informed and created
diverse individual and collective experiences of slavery include distinct accounts of the
formation of cultural assemblages. Variations have been noted in the transportation of
metropolitan social institutions to slave systems between Northern and Southern European
colonial powers, illustrating the English tradition of representative government producing
slave laws made by slave owners as contrasting with Spanish colonies where such laws
were issued by the ‘mother country’ (Mintz 1969; Richardson 1992).

This differential slave experience suggests the perils of extrapolating a universal
slave condition from a conflated New World. This differential is in part due to the specific
social histories and colonial experiences of separate territories that, in turn, became

realized in different cultural regimes and practices:

In North America, slavery was able to develop unhampered by pre-existing
institutions and cultural usages affecting the definition of the slaves’ place in
society; in Latin America, this was not so. In the first case, slaves as commodities
were at their fullest defined [sic], while in the second, the complete
commercialization (read ‘dehumanization’) of man was prevented by the prior
claims of Church, monarchy, and tradition — that is, by the culture (Mintz 1969:
30).

James Walvin (1996) demonstrates a close relationship between colonial policies, and the
development and utilization of social space. This relationship between cultural practice
and the formation of social space is reiterated by the continual influx of African slaves into
the Caribbean contrasted with the increasing numbers of indigenous North American
slaves. This led to certain specific differences as the closer physical proximity of North
American slaves and their owners became translated into a wider and more rigidly
demarcated social and cultural distance between the two. Conversely, forged from a

continual influx of African slaves retaining and adapting certain social and cultural
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practices from their birthplaces, Caribbean plantation societies demonstrated certain
syncretic social and cultural formations, what we may call ‘Creole.” For example, while
prevalent in North American and Caribbean slave societies, miscegenation was a more
open practice in the latter (Walvin 1996). Therefore, just as it is difficult to construct a
monogenetic modernity, James’s conflation of a generalized New World slave condition
is highly debatable. As much as the early settlement of North America as a New World,
based on competing migrant groups and the advent of the American revolution,
demonstrates a social history significantly different to the experience of colonialism in the
Caribbean, slave (re)production is seen as crucial to their experience of Western
modernity.

Returning to James’s genealogical dialectic, the fusion of African and New World
experiences facilitating Caribbean creolization is drawn from the archetypal, ‘rebellious
instinct of West Indian slaves’ (Walvin 1996: 122). James’s thesis of their radicalism
connects the (universal) human desire for freedom with the discrepant modernism that
they dwelt within. Compounding the socially-determined radicalism of James’s black
Jacobins, Walvin argues that, in contrast to the American experience, the persistent revolts
were generated by the continued high numbers of Africans transported to the Caribbean
who had known another life and had experienced a black African society. However, the
experiential differences within New World slave societies that problematize James’s epic
portrayal of the heroic black Jacobins that needed only to ‘bring themselves’ are also
denoted in the production and reproduction of slaves as commodities. Orlando Patterson
(1967) outlines a set of materialist and physical challenges to James’s epic black Jacobins.
Burgeoning rates of infant mortality attributable to a variety of diseases, ill-treatment and
malnutrition also caused low rates of fertility and reproduction which, in conjunction with
the large amount that failed to survive the middle passage and the initial process of
‘seasoning’ in their new lands, contributed to the necessity to continue to import African
slaves.

Orlando Patterson (1982) challenges the notion of an aggregated diasporic black
New World social condition, pointing to the slaves’ separation from Affica as fostering
a consuming and stultifying ‘natal alienation,’ leaving them floundering, adrift in an

existence that was synonymous with ‘social death’. This theory is expanded by an account
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of the discontinuity of the Caribbean slave population, contesting James’s hypothesis of

the heroic dialectic of slave resistance and creativity:

The fact that the newly arrived slave in the Caribbean had a life expectancy of only
seven or ten years, and that the plantation crews were continually replenished by
purchases, made more difficult the construction and transmission of a new
collective identity. On the other hand the dire prospects of plantation existence did
encourage individual escapes and occasional mass break-outs (Blackburn 1997:

20).

However, Robin Blackburn offers some support for James noting that the immense scale
of Caribbean plantations lessened the ‘cultural impact’ of the slaveholders. Importantly,
this leads to the threshold of creolized cultural formation through the articulation of
‘African survivals and, eventually, the discovery of new sources of communal identity.
Throughout the Caribbean Creole languages and dialects, heavily influenced by African
vocabularies and structures, became the chief medium of communication’ (ibid: 21). This
oscillation between resistance and subjection forms the basis for the creolization of
culture-as-resistance. However, first I want to trace James’s theorization of the solidified

class structures that are enacted on this complex cultural terrain.

2.2.2 The dialectical emergence of the ‘black Jacobins’

James asserts that the history of West Indian society is predicated on two things, the sugar
plantation and black slavery (1980b: 391). These two determining factors of West Indian
history also instruct and generate James’s conception of modernity insofar as the wealth
created by the slave trade enabled the rapid growth of the colonial powers, a point widely
supported (Blackburn 1988, 1997, Fryer 1984; Patterson 1982; Richardson 1992;
Williams 1964, 1969). The growth of slave systems signalled the emergence of a
modernity that was closely entwined with the logic of capitalist development specific to
that particular historical epoch. Consequently, for James, the social and historical forces

that constructed slavery were interconnected in a manner that privileged class struggles:
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The slave-trade and slavery were woven tight into the economies of the eighteenth
century. Three forces, the proprietors of San Domingo, the French bourgeoisie and
the British bourgeoisie, throve on this devastation of a continent and the brutal
exploitation of millions. As long as these maintained an equilibrium the infernal
traffic would go on, and for that matter would have gone on to the present day

(1980b: 25-6).

The cohort of African slaves racially embody the productive relations that crucially
contribute to the distinctively modern formations of class in an acute form. James points
to Caribbean slaves being solely utilized on the plantation in communal work based on a
strict division of labour. The distinctiveness of this work experience, coupled with the
critical insights filtered from their simultaneous inclusion and exclusion from Western
civilization, cultivated a radicalized sensibility and revolutionary autonomy amongst the

slaves in San Domingo in the initial stages of their struggle:

The slaves worked on the land, and, like revolutionary peasants everywhere, they
aimed at thé extermination of their oppressors. But working and living together
in gangs of hundreds on the huge sugar-factories which covered the North Plain,
they were closer to a modern proletariat than any group of workers in existence
at the time, and the rising was, therefore, a throughly prepared and organised

mass movement (ibid: 85-6, emphasis added).

As an early approximation of an industrial proletariat, the slaves were at the
vanguard of the alienating tensions of modernity that Marx famously noted in the
Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts (1844). However, James refrains from
positioning the slaves faithfully within Marx’s paradigm and instead notes the discursive
range of the specificity of their relations of production. Alternatively, the slaves’ relations
of production are understood in terms of the profound breadth of their alienation. Their
experience of plantation society, informed by their aggregation of an industrial proletariat,
positioned the slaves at the nexus of the expropriation and manufacturing of primary

materials for metropolitan industrialization and the emergence of consumptive practices.
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Importantly, James notes that, working within these specific relations of production, the
slaves gained the capacity to develop significant insights into the inherent flaws and
contradictions of Western civilization.

While representing valuable property that was charged with generating enormous
wealth, the slaves — as a capital investment — were mistreated by the same systemic
brutality that, whilst not sound economic practice, was necessary in order to ensure the
safety of the slaveowners. In living these tensions, the slaves were positioned
simultaneously inside and outside of Western civilization. Not that at specific moments
they were situated within different social realities, but that the totality of their social reality
was a simultaneous encounter with this simultaneous inclusion and exclusion from

Western civilization:

From the start there had been the gap, constantly growing, between the
rudimentary conditions of the life of the slave and the language he used. There was
therefore in West Indian society an inherent antagonism between the consciousness
of the black masses and the reality of their lives, inherent in that it was constantly
produced and reproduced not by agitators but by the very conditions of the society
itself (1980b: 407).

For James, this discrepancy fostered an ontological tension that became manifested in
class antagonisms. The black Jacobins represented racialized modern (black) subjects
constructed dialectically through the emergence of consolidated capital.

The social constructedness of the black Jacobins through their encounter with the
West is not, however, the entire story. Anthony Bogues (1997) begins to unearth the
other half, arguing that James’s early literary exploits had left him fascinated with
individual character and its significance within historical development. Considering 7he
Black Jacobins as ‘an extraordinary synthesis of novelistic narrative and meticulous
factual reconstruction’ (Buhle 1988: 59), we can begin to recognize the resonance of
individual creative genius within James’s texts of New World slavery. The transplanted
Africans, peoples of distinct social institutions, languages and cultures had a subjectivity

that predated their arrival in the West. While this is an obvious statement, writing in an
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era when the concept of African civilizations was largely considered as absurd (James
1977, 1996¢), it was important for James to insert the black diaspora into the broad frame
of ‘history’ and humanism instead of distilling his arguments to the concentrated relations
of industrialist capitalist production. Therefore, within this humanist historical materialism,
James sought to draw out the sensibilities of the slaves that contributed to the formation

of the New World and modernity:

For the slave brought himself, he brought with him the content of his mind, his
memory. He thought in the logic and language of his people. He recognized as
socially significant that which he had been taught to see and comprehend.... He
valued that which his previous life had taught him to value; he feared that which
he had feared in Affica; his very notions were those of his people and he passed
all of this on to his children. He faced this contradictory situation in a context into
which he was thrown among people of different African backgrounds. All Africans
were slaves, slaves were supposed to act in a specific way. But what was this way?

There was no model to follow, only one to build (1972: 132-3).

While understanding slavery as part of the logic of early colonial capitalist
development, James deviates from the orthodox classical Marxist line to build a narrative
of the agency of the slaves. As a group constituted of individuals endowed with
subjectivity and agency, the slaves were not merely a congealed mass. Rather, they were
individuals representing a collective mass. James’s construction of this representation,
articulating the individualistic impulses of capitalist society with communitarian expression
is enabled through his genealogical dialectic. Brian Meeks (1996) identifies the issue of
whether radical self-determination is generated by productive forces or agency as the
central, and conflicted, theme that James engages in 7he Black Jacobins. Meeks ultimately
recognizes this issue of self-determination as a discernable tension in James’s Marxist
history of the Haitian revolution but argues that, ‘in order to do so, he elevates the
individual and agency to levels unprecedented in classical Marxism’ (1996: 105).
However, this emphasis on individual agency — and its positioning within a radical

collective representation — creates a tension between the leader and the ‘masses’ within
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revolutionary organization. The genealogical dialectic exalts individual genius that, though
forged in generalized social conditions, creates a paradigm where ‘man’ is set in a struggle
with ‘his’ environment. This zero-sum articulation of ‘man’ and environment
problematizes the ambiguous topography of creolized culture and its capacity to develop

a subversive politics.

2.2.3 Counter-culture, creolization, and resistance

The emergent struggle of the black Jacobins as a social class approximating an industrial
proletariat was supplemented by cultural strategies. The formation of this ‘culture’ brings
us to the threshold of the concept of creolization that I will expand on below and in
chapter 3. As a supplement to revolutionary tactics, the cultural arena occupied by the
slaves reflects the prerogatives of class struggle. In stating the development of an
antagonistic differentiation between the consciousness of the slaves and their social reality,
James draws an insight into the slaves’ recognition of the inherent contradictions of the
system that they helped sustain. This antagonism also became concretized in terms of their
everyday productive tasks, expressing the creative tension of Marx’s ambivalence towards
the progressive capacity of modernity (Berman 1983). Marshall Berman (1983) argues
that while Marx was repulsed by the barbarous vagaries of capitalism and industrialization,
he paradoxically understood the ‘radical antithesis’ to modernity in the creative
possibilities that it unleashes: ‘Marx’s point is that what modem poets, artists and
intellectuals have only dreamed of the modern bourgeoisie has actually done’ (1983: 92).
For Marx, the key is harnessing this creative energy towards the emancipation of the
proletariat. For James, clearly demarcating the ambivalence of slaves within modernity,
what European leftist activists and radical intelligentsia have dreamt of, the black Jacobins

had already achieved:

a few of these [the small privileged caste of slaves] used their position to cultivate
themselves, to gain a little education, to learn all they could. The leaders of a
revolution are usually those who have been able to profit by the cultural
advantages of the system they are attacking, and the San Domingo revolution was

no exception to this rule (1980b: 19).
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Unlike their angst-ridden European proletarian cousins, the black Jacobins had creatively
drawn on the alienating experience of their industrialized production. Resisting the
capitulation to resignation ‘when his [sic] own labour increasingly confronts him as alien
property and the means of his existence are increasingly concentrated in the hands of the
capitalist’ (Marx 1975: 285), the Haitian slaves negotiated a path through the minefield
of plantation society, developing tactics and strategies of resistance and ultimately,
revolution.

Through the prism of creolization, culture can be seen as a site of resistance and
struggle against’the omnipresent dictates of plantation society. Edward Kamau Brathwaite
(1970, 1974) and Edouard Glissant (1989) have been the most significant theorists of this
specific syncretic Caribbean counter-cultural discourse that emerged out of the institution
of plantation society. In developing his understanding of creolization, Edward Kamau
Brathwaite draws on the Spanish, criollo, as denoting ‘a committed settler, one identified
with the area of settlement, one native to the settlement though not ancestrally indigenous
to it” (1974: 10). Brathwaite develops this conceptualization to illuminate evolving social
structures within the Caribbean, arguing that the lives of slaves in Jamaica illustrated a
‘folk culture’ instead of ‘African ‘survivals,” ‘retentions,” ‘adaptations’ and so on within
creole society’ (1970: 3). For James, taken in the context of the entire social system as
directed towards the manipulation and control of the slaves, these creolist cultural
practices were significant subversive acts. In maintaining certain cultural practices —
dances, songs, and chants — the slaves where demonstrating their agency in defiance of
white supremacy at the risk of forcible and brutal repression. This discursivity of
resistance is borne out by Edouard Glissant’s point that (cultural) creolization is not just
an event, but something that has been struggled for: ‘Just as Sameness began with
expansionist plunder in the West, Diversity came to light through the political and armed
resistance of peoples’ (1989: 98). This situates the discourses of differentiation and
diversity that have a great deal of currency in contemporary social and cultural theory
within concrete social struggles instead of obscure theses that promote a vacuous
‘cosmopolitanism.’

The precise constitutive matrices of creolization and their significance for the

positioning of the black diaspora within the West has been an area of keen contestation
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and debate (Boland 1992; Brathwaite 1970, 1974; Glissant 1989; Patterson 1967). O.
Nigel Boland (1992) points to the prime positions within the debate as occupied by
‘plantation-society and plural society models’ of creolization. As can be ascertained from
their titles, these two positions dispute the formative genesis of creolization through the
meanings of the relationship between colony and metropole, colonizer and colonized. The
particulars of this debate are not vital to my argument, however, their critique of the
dialogic construction of creolization is crucial. James’s contention that successful class
struggle was enhanced by its capacity to infiltrate and amend certain facets of the
dominant form that it sought to overthrow illuminates the importance of this debate. The
plantation society thesis stresses the residues of slave systems in the historical
development of the Caribbean, noting the existence of monocultural crop production, high
export levels, a trend towards monopolies and rigid social stratification. Countering this,
the plural society model notes the forging of a culture that bears testament to varied
formative influences, indigenous, African and European. A variety of this plural society
model has been the most influential strand of creolization thought. However, accepting
Mikhail Bakhtin’s notion of dialogic relationships as emphasizing that ‘artistic form and
meaning emerge between people’ (Dentith 1995: 13, emphasis in original), we are
confronted with the question of the power dynamics of this exchange. Brathwaite (1970,
1974) points to the snares in an uncritical understanding of creolization while opposing
the undisputed transmission of social forms between different historical epochs. Resisting
Sylvia Wynter’s “either/or’ definition of creolization as imitation in contrast to what she
terms ‘indigenization,” a less assimilationist cultural project that survives and resists the

dominant culture, Brathwaite argues that:

the problem and reality of Caribbean culturation lies in its ambivalent acceptance-
rejection syndrome; its psychocultural plurality. For me, therefore, what [has
been]... designated mimicry, I would see as an inescapable aspect of the
creolization process which is both imitation (acculturation) and native creation
(“indigenization®); or put another way, I would say that our real/apparent imitation
involves at the same time a significant element of creativity, while our creativity

involves a significant element of imitation (1974: 16).
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Nevertheless, Brathwaite is acutely aware of the relations of negotiation within the
construction of creolized cultural forms, noting the hegemonic positioning of the
European metropolitan centre within the matrix of creolization alongside its movement
across historical moments: ‘The European orientation of the black West Indian does not
derive from this pristine [slave] period; but from the post-emancipation and colonial
periods, when the blacks, ‘getting education,” found themselves open to the influence of
their literate white teachers’ (1970: 4). Therefore, thinking about creolization through the
pluralist perspective, one is confronted with an ongoing series of insoluble dicothemies
and the continual deferral of fixed meanings. Additionally, the creative traumas of the
middle passage and the multiple dislocations of black habitation of the West — slavery,
colonialism and the dissonance of migration — have forged novel imaginative structures
(Glissant 1989; Hesse 1993). These novel imaginative structures relate to the precise
dialogic relationship between the colony and the metropole, and how it becomes translated
into the development of cultural and political practices.

The ambivalent tensions of inclusion and exclusion, the antimonies of modernity,
are transparent in James’s analysis of the cultural and political practices of blacks in the
West as tangible forms of resistance. In situating slavery within the formation of
modernity and believing in the possibilities of recovering untainted rational and scientific
approaches from the influence of its synchronic emergent capitalism, James assigns the
discourses of race, class, and empire to the dialectical matrix of historical materialism.
However, this assignation, displays the stamp of ambivalence. In sympathy with one of the
central tenets of the Enlightenment project, James argues that during the San Domingo
revolution, the Western slaves were ‘backward’ because their leaders, Hyacinth and
Romaine strengthened their authority with divine arguments while Jean-Frangois and
Biassou in the North had aimed at social revolution from the beginning. Conversely,
referring to Toussaint’s failure and Dessalines’s ultimate leading of the revolution, James
significantly notes that: ‘If Dessalines could see so clearly and simply, it was because the
ties that bound this uneducated soldier to French civilization were of the slenderest. He
saw what was under his nose so well because he saw no fiirther. Toussaint’s failure was
the failure of enlightenment, not of darkness’ (1980b: 288). The tensions of maintaining

the articulation of race, class and empire within a Marxism founded in Enlightenment
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epistemology are starkly conspicuous here. Within this framework, if culture was to
provide a site for the reformation of modern sdciety, its development would have to be
created by the transformative possibilities of human agency dialectically drawn from their

contemporary historical and social setting.

2.3  ‘They brought themselves’: Rethinking Race and Modernity

Despite these disparate experiences of slavery and slave systems within the Americas that
he recognized on different levels, James draws an insight into the encounter of the African
diaspora with slavery in the New World and the potentialities that it offered for black, and
indeed transracial, strategies of resistance and struggle. The slaves transported into the
New World were bestowed with the opportunity to live within an authentic modernity,
the modernity intended by the objectified rationalism of the Enlightenment that, for James,
had been distorted by the ruling and capitalist classes. The modernity that the slaves
inhabited was neither distorted nor governed by the constricting European discourses of
‘tradition,” organic, linear histories and racial and cultural purity that feared miscegenation
and uncivilized infiltration. James builds on this to develop a theorization of race that

historicizes and informs contemporary debates.

2.3.1 Dispersal, diaspora, and ‘discontinuous tradition’

So far I have illustrated how class struggle, in articulation with the discourses of cultural
syncretism, is a significant factor in James’s description of the polygenesis of modernity.
However, this polygenesis is not merely concerned with inserting black historical
narratives into the dominant framework of modernity. The productive capacity of
ambivalence — its creative tension — is crucial to this destabilizing project, stressing the
fluidity of social formations conspicuous in the discourses of creolization that connect
race, class, Empire and culture (Boland 1992). As a reference to the culturation of
transplanted peoples — both forcibly and through migration — to a new settlement,
creolization depicts the ‘new’ discursive arrangement of New World societies. This ‘new’
discursive arrangement is seen in the usage of the term ‘creole’ as a means to map the
dissonant linkages between the Old and New Worlds. Historically, ‘creole’ has generally
referred to ‘something or somebody derived from the Old World but developed in the
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New’ (Boland 1992: 50), and while generally applied throughout the colonized Americas,
it has also been used in Africa.’> Therefore, the concept of creolization attempts to
encapsulate the processes of cultural change that create distinctive social formations
derived from the dissonant formations of modernity. The hegemonical European frame is
discarded in order to re-evaluate the constitutive links between the Old and New Worlds,
developing a portrayal of modernity that recognizes the range of its subjects and
recuperative dialogic discourses.

One of the recurrent archetypal narratives of modernism is the profound temporal
and spatial shift discernable in its rupture with the pre-modern (Anderson 1991; Berman
1983; Giddens 1993). Where Giddens collapses modernity to ‘the industrialised world’
(1993: 288) and the widespread uses of its material power and processes, Berman (1983)
notes the arbitrary separation of political and economic ‘modernization,” and artistic,
cultural and philosophical ‘modernism.” Within this discourse, the advent of
industrialization brought regulated and managed ‘time’ that was now attached to
production instead of the ‘natural’ — pre-modern — environment (Anderson 1991;
Berman 1983). Benedict Anderson’s /magined Communities (1991) argues that the
amended configuration of space/time within modernity led settlements to conceive of
themselves as societies, as enclosed ‘nations.” The dusk of religious thought and the dawn
of rationalism in Europe led to the emergence of an expanded knowledge that surpassed
the immediate, leading to the development of a ‘national imagination’ through a fixed
‘sociological landscape.” However, this view offers fixed and generalized imaginative
structures that ‘nation’ is formulated within. Moving from James’s discussion of the role
of cultural practices within revolutionary mobilization that I outlined above, I want to use
the concept of creolization as a means to understand the discontinuous formation and
constitution of modernity.

Time and space are configurated as oppositional poles within the hegemonic tenets
of European modernism. Many contemporary debates on the nature of space and time can

be seen as conversant with the discursive processes of creolization that emphasize fluidity

3. Outside of its meaning within the Americas, ““Creole’ [in Liberia] refers to the
‘westernized’ community of descendants of liberated Africans who, in 1787, began to be resettled
in the area that became Freetown’ (Boland 1992: 50).
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and movement as a means to subvert the fixed space/time boundaries of European
modernity (Bhabha 1994; Foucault 1980b; Hesse 1993, Massey 1993; Said 1979, Soja
1993). Attached to the ‘Historical,” ‘Time’ is privileged in its inherent movement
synonymous with progression while ‘space’ is understood as a static formation, given
meaning through its dominant partner (Massey 1993; Soja 1993). Doreen Massey (1993)
argues that this perception has important political consequences. With a fixed
positionality, space is apolitical in its lack of dislocation and although socially constructed,
it is determined through temporality. However, as ‘time’ is a product of the standardized
social practices and the fetishization of temporality created through the productive
relations of industrial modernization, the reconstruction of ‘space’ across non-European
geographical boundaries articulates counter-hegemonic life-histories with the project of
uncovering alternative and subversive knowledges (Soja 1993). As a counter-narrative to
Eurocentric industrial modernity, this subversive reconstruction of space is conspicuous
in the alternative black Western geographies through the borrowed concept of ‘diaspora.’
The pivotal role of the African slave trade as a link between the New and Old Worlds and
the constitution of modernity and its inventive spatial and temporal arrangement is
demonstrated through the significance of ‘routes,” as opposed to ‘roots,” and the
formation of a diasporean identity and consciousness (Chambers 1994; Gilroy 1993). This
concentration on the processes of ‘becoming’ as opposed to the fixity of ‘being’ (Gilroy
1995; Glissant 1989) highlights the movement and fluidity of ideas and practices as well
as people. Therefore, social and cultural forms become recognized as syncretic, they are
forged through distinct articulations that are continually in motion.

The recognition of social and cultural forms as continually evolving, in a manner
that promotes process as an ongoing means in contrast to being as a finite end, is an
attractive proposition for the anti-essentialist premises of much contemporary leftist social
and cultural theory. The terrorsv of slavery, predicated on racialized difference as well as
the capitalist need to secure labour provide a sombre marker of the inherent dangers of
exclusionary modernist logics founded on fixed notions of being, brought home to the
cradle of modernity during the Nazi holocaust (Bauman 1989). For James, the dispersal
of the black diaspora through the middle passage and their subsequent relocation to the

Caribbean yielded the creolized fruits of creative tension:
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The West Indies has never been a traditional colonial territory with clearly
distinguished economic and political relations between two different cultures.
Native culture there was none. The aboriginal Amerindian civilisation had been
destroyed. Every succeeding year, therefore, saw the labouring population, slave
or free, incorporating into itself more and more of the language, customs, aims and

outlook of its masters (1980b: 405).

However, this vacuum is not drawn from a dialogic process dictated by the metropolitan
centres, but a ‘space’ filled by the human creative capacity of the people, what Wilson
Harris calls ‘the unfinished genesis of the imagination.” Writing an appendix to The Black
Jacobins in 1962 with the Cuban Revolution in mind, James recognized the fruition of this
creative capacity, and its revolutionary potential to challenge the dominance of European

modernity:

Sometimes a quarter of the population is crowded into the capital city, the masses
irresistibly attracted by the contrast in what they see and hear and the lives that
they live. This was the tinder to which Castro placed a match. Historical tradition,
education in the sense of grappling with the national past, there is none (ibid:

408, emphasis added).

Where Anderson (1991) sees ‘nation’ as a reified and irredeemable
concept/project, striving towards cohering internal ‘communities’ to the exclusion of the
‘other,” the concept of creolized community offers an alternate meaning. Removed from
a sense of cosmic, economic, political, or cultural centrality, the nation formed within
pluralist creolization has no singular historical essence to excavate. Moreover, its entire
understanding of itself is as a syncretic construct, the antithesis of purity: ‘Historical
tradition, education in the sense of grappling with the national past, there is none.’
Therefore, ‘nation’ is reconstituted outside of the paradigm of European modernism along
the lines of what Edward Said calls an ‘imaginative geography’ that, alongside history;
‘help[s] the mind to intensify its own sense of itself by dramatizing the distance between

what is close to it and what is far away’ (1979: 55). Within Caribbean creolization,
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imaginative geography is not the formation of exoticized discourses of the ‘other’ but
rather, for Edouard Glissant, the ‘dislocation of the [Historical] continuum, and the
inability of the collective consciousness to absorb it all, characteriz[ing] what I call a
nonhistory’ (1989: 62). The inclusivity of this project of self-determination within
‘nonhistory’ acts as an antidote to the ironic fallacy of Western history that practices
domination alongside its gospel of universal humanism, ‘resist[ing] the liberating force of
diversity’ (ibid: 71). Indelibly etched on his tombstone in Trinidad, James’s words from
Beyond a Boundary supplement Glissant’s assertion of a ‘transversal’ dimension of human
behaviour that liberates us from the ‘linear, hierarchical vision of a single History that

would run its unique course’ (ibid: 66):

Time would pass, old empires would fall and new ones take their place, the
relations of countries and the relations of classes had to change, before I
discovered that it is not the quality of goods and utility which matter, but
movement; not where you are or what you have, but where you have come from,

where you are going and the rate at which you are getting there (1994: 113).

2.3.2 Dismantling and reconstructing ‘race’

The theorization of cultural syncretism and reconfiguration of space/time through
concepts such as ‘reversion/diversion,” ‘imaginative geography’ and the ‘third space’ have
developed alongside and informed an immense literature on the racialization of the
subjects constituted within the productive liminality of multicultural societies.
Accordingly, there is a vast literature on the theoretical and practical salience of race as
a ‘valid” category. Leaving aside the biologically-determined arguments for ‘race’ as at
best spurious science (Jones 1993), the cluster that recognizes the construction of ‘race’
is itself fiercely divided. Broadly defined, this divide is discernible between the suggestion
that racial categorization distorts social processes as social facts (Callinicos 1993; Miles
1989) and its representation of an important affirmation of political solidarity and struggle
— when such affiliation is rigorously negotiated (Gilroy 1991; Hall 1992¢). Additionally,
while this literature on the constructedness of race has led to discussions of diversity,

creolization, hybridity and syncretism, James is firmly positioned within the historical basis
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for these debates — although by no means its progenitor.

Writing in 1939, James argues that: ‘the capitalist scientist’s attempts to isolate
the ‘pure’ Negro from all other African peoples is admitted today to be pure rubbish.
Though there are broad differentiations, the Negroes in Africa are inextricably mixed’
(1996¢: 90, emphasis added). Noting this inextricable mixing leads James towards
engaging the categorization of ‘race’ as socially-determined. In terms of the West Indies
this notion of race is constructed through its historicized social formation, and the class

antagonisms that are played out through race and ethnicity:

The Negroid population of the West Indies is composed of a large percentage of
actually black people and about fifteen or twenty per cent of people who are a
varying combination of white and black. From the days of slavery these have
always claimed superiority to the ordinary black, and a substantial majority of them
still do so (though resenting as bitterly as the black assumptions of white
superiority). With emancipation in 1834 the blacks themselves established a middle
class. But between the brown-skinned middle class and the black there is a
continual rivalry, distrust and ill-feeling, which, skillfully played on by the
European peoples, poisons the life of the community (1992¢: 51, emphasis added).

By 1963, and the publication of Beyond a Boundary, James frames race within
interpretative social discourses, noting the social significance of Learie Constantine’s
racialized representation: ‘Constantine is not a pure Negro, if that term has any meaning.
Any West Indian who took one glimpse at his father would know that somewhere in his
ancestry, and not too far back, there was European blood. The Constantine’s, however,
were black people’ (1994: 103, emphasis added). There are distinct differences in James’s
theoretical arrangement of ‘race’ between the former and latter quotes. In 7%e Case for
West Indian Self-Government, James entertains the biological possibility of “actually black
people’ with the differences in caste — read ethnicity — ascribed through antagonistic
social stratification. Thirty years later in Beyond a Boundary he adopts the political term
‘black,’ explicitly questioning the existence of biologically determined races. However,

the central implication of class further constricts interpretative spaces: ‘where so mary
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crosses and colours meet and mingle the shades are naturally difficult to determine and
the resulting confusion is immense’ (1992c, emphasis added). |

In tackling the issue of ‘caste’ approximating what we may now term ethnicity,
James reiterates the social (class) basis for the construction of racialized identities. His
illustration of the tensions between race, class, and caste within the logic of capitalism that
developed slavery and plantation society in San Domingo demonstrates the social
construction of ethnicity as well as race. James suggests that the separate factions of
whites, both bourgeois and petit-bourgeois, and their different positions towards the
revolution and counter-revolution in France were not developed solely along the lines of
economic interest. White revolutionaries and royalists in San Domingo confronted each
other over the issue of mulatto* discrimination, with James noting that the revolutionary
‘small whites and the rabble’ (1980b: 123) were jealous of seeing rich non-white people,
and attempted to hide behind a revolutionary cloak by denouncing them as ‘aristocrats of
the skin.” James graphically depicts the tense and precarious positioning of the mulattoes,
as the trajectories of discourses of race, class, caste and capitalism intersected. The fact
that many mulattoes were wealthy and propertied did not inevitably align them to a
consolidated class position within society.

The mulattoes are depicted as lacking ‘cultural capital” (Bourdieu 1989). They
epitomized certain discourses within the distinction between ‘old” and ‘new’ money, and
could not occupy the concrete social (class) position that their capital accumulation
correlated to. As a result, James noted that although the mulattoes wavered ‘between the
French bourgeoisie and the black labourers... Mulatto instability lies not in their blood but
in their intermediate position in society’ (1980b: 207). However, as James points to the
convergence of the discourses of race, caste and class, we can arguably note social
formation and struggle as over-determined by class. Concentrating on the social
marginalization of the mulattoes through their class position, James observes it as

demonstrative of an internal capitalist tension:

The first sign of a thoroughly ill-adjusted or bankrupt form of society is that the

4. While disagreeing with the salience of the term ‘mulatto’, I use it in respect to the
historical specificity in which James uses it.
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ruling classes cannot agree how to save the situation. It is this division which
opens the breach, and the ruling classes will continue to fight with each other, just

so long as they do not fear the mass seizure of power (1980b: 123).

However, what James refers to as the intermediate social position of mulattoes generated
by (class) envy, and manifested through a deficiency of cultural capital, is also indicative
of the complex discourses of race, ethnicity and racism that operate in articulation with
the interests of capital. Understanding the mulattoes through their class positioning
marginalizes the attendant and parallel discourses of miscegenation within racial purity and
representations of their innate ‘instability.’

Understanding (racial) subjectivity through class reductionism has been seen as
limited in its distillation of social groups to social movements that disengages the practices
that lie between and beyond ideology and social forces (Laclau & Mouffe 1985). The
dangers in James’s over-determined social (class-centric) construction of race becomes
increasingly apparent as we uncover the moments that he encounters representations
whose signifying practices cannot be simply reduced to class discourses. For example,
discussing race relations between Trinidadians of African and Asian descent, James (1965)
concentrates on the organization of trades unions across racial lines. This transracial class
affiliation is supported by his reference to the instances of black men marrying Asian
women as ‘proof’ of declining racial tensions. Therefore, ‘desire’ is dismissed by the
hegemony of class politics, with James ignoring the attendant discourses of ethnicity and
gender and the dialectic of attraction and repulsion that is bound up in the sexual conquest
of the “other’ (Fanon 1986; Stoler 1995; Young 1995). Whereas, ‘in a West Indian colony
the surest sign of a man’s having arrived is the fact that he keeps company with people
lighter in complexion than himself® (1992c: 51), ethnicity and gender as the prime sites for
elevation within civil society provide a strong argument for the expansion of an

oppositional politics beyond class relations of industrial production.

2.3.3 Race, ethnicity, and class reductivism
The critical gaps in James’s theorization of race emerge on two levels: epistemological

and methodological. However, I want to suggest that these epistemological and
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methodological issues are not merely an internal problematic of James’s intellectualism,
but rather, are manifestations of his ambivalent positioning within and towards modernity.
Epistemologically, James isolates the erroneous attempts of ‘capitalist scientists’ to
essentialize race. The debate on the formation of race is placed firmly within the realm of
class struggle — “capitalist scientists.” However, this implies an alternative non-capitalist
science, the Marxist ‘science’ of dialectical materialism maybe? Therefore, James appears
to support something akin to ‘pure’ scientific discourse. Precariously straddling the Old
and New Worlds, he inherited the Enlightenment assumption of science as a ‘pure’
discourse that was only corruptible through improper use. James’s (1977) explication of
‘the myth’ outlined above, and his assertion that biological and scientific theories of race
are politically motivated and have nothing to do with history or science (1996c¢), offer
acute examples of this problematic complicity. There is the belief that the dominant
discursive formations can be reclaimed in their essential state, and inverted towards
progressive use. His faith in the progressive potential of the project of modernization and
the universality of the philosophical tenets of the Enlightenment led him to understand the
replication of racist ‘myths’ as ‘illogical.” A wealth of feminist epistemology points out
the imprudence of this position and the problems of mounting radical responses,
demonstrating the idea of transcendent, inviolable ‘truth’ as closely tied to dominant social
forces of patriarchy and racism (Bar On 1993; Flax 1990; Harding 1987; Hartsock 1987,
Lazreg 1994; Mohanty 1992). Additionally, while I have already pointed to the
universality of Enlightenment philosophy as based on racialized hierarchies (Eze 1997,
Mills 1997; Todorov 1994), the radical discourses of twentieth century Marxist humanism
also share similar masculine Eurocentric premises (Young 1990).

Methodologically, James’s distinct rendition of dialectical materialism is largely
dependent on his construction of a genealogical dialectic. The black diaspora are
constructed through the social relations of their dispersal, relocation and production, but
James attempts to retain a degree of human agency within the faceless discourses and
structures of “society.” Therefore, as Edouard Glissant (1989) argues for the articulation
of ‘reversion’ and ‘diversion’ as a return to the interrupted moment of entanglement,
James is confined to reclaiming the principal players misrepresented in dominant narratives

— the Hegelian “World-historical individuals.” Bound by the distinct process in the
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designation of these representative individuals who embody the tumultuous dialectical
evolution of history, James lacks the critical vocabulary to discuss those who fall outside
of the dominant narrative.

In Beyond a Boundary, James’s discussion of the Chinese shopowner who
relocated to Trinidad and became involved in the local community through sponsoring its
cricket team appears at face value to demonstrate the processes and practices of
creolization. However, the entry of the shopkeeper into the community was partial: ‘The
usual taciturnity of the local Chinese remained with him, except in cricket, where he would
be as excited and as voluble as the rest” (1994: 64). Therefore, the scope of this
creolization is not inclusive of the entire community; ‘he’ is differentiated from ‘the rest.’
Like the transplanted Africans, the shopkeeper had brought himself, ‘land[ing] in the
island from China unable to speak a word of English’ (ibid: 63). However, from austere
beginnings he would pool his resources with his fellow Chinese emigres and, ‘set up a
small business in some strategic spot, usually in the midst of some village populated by
Negro agriculturalists’ (ibid). This petit-capitalist ingenuity, combined with the scantly
renumerated and resentful black tenant-agriculturalists; ‘often made for bad blood
between the Chinese and his creditors’ (ibid). Therefore, each group had brought, and
become, something different in ‘bringing themselves.” On one level, this example
demonstrates the class antagonism of historical materialism played out through race but
on another, it bears witness to the tensions of ethnicity and insoluble struggles for
belonging. Despite godfathering ‘the very poor boys who could play’ (ibid, emphasis
added), the Chinese shopkeeper did not play cricket, ‘he’ was not a part of the signifying
practices that bonded the community: ‘T don’t believe that, apart from his business and his
family life, he had any contact whatever with the life around him except his sponsorship
of the local cricket club’ (ibid: 64). Theorizing race through a genealogical dialectic that
privileges ‘black’ creativity implicated in but also pre-existing “class,” James’s conception
of ethnicity is inextricably tied to social class. The Chinese shopkeeper is not understood
in terms of the psychic traumas and adjustments of ‘his’ — voluntary — relocation, but
instead is subject to the reiterated master narrative of the ‘inscrutable Oriental.” As a
negative strategic essentialism, this ethnic tension demonstrates the limits and

responsibilities of creolization as a theory and practice that I expand upon in chapter 3.
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This emphasizes the need to be wary of conflating the positioning of peoples of disparate
ethnic backgrounds within a newly settled land with an inclusive cultural syncretism. While
we note the emancipatory possibilities of the newly forged Caribbean, we must be aware
of the tensions that James was exposed to through his migrant life and the dialogic links
between capital, power, and cultural capital that elicit negative strategic essentialisms in
his social theory and political praxis.

In his foreword to the 1980 edition, James states that he wrote The Black Jacobins
in order to counter the prevalent narratives of blacks as passive victims of white
exploitation throughout the globe in different historical moments. In restating and
emphasizing the political agency of the slaves, and their ability to organize a concerted
struggle for their freedom and citizenship within the West, he illustrates the redemptive
promise that black survival holds for modernity, forming the basis for the black struggle
as a vanguard of spontaneous revolutionary politics that I discuss in chapter 4. The black
diaspora are the proprietors of the essential spirit of modernity, recasting its brutal
vagaries while simultaneously reclaiming the baton of universal humanism dropped by the
fear and avarice of a West blinded by capitalism. However, chapter 5 demonstrates the
patriarchal foundations of this radical and redemptive humanism, illuminating the
proscribed liberation envisaged by its masculinist premises. Focusing on this humanism
as rendered through a healing black body politic, chapter 6 explores the significance of
James routing an oppositional politics through bodily performance and the.concept of
‘socialist desire.” Expanding postcolonialism into an internationalist Marxist humanism,
chapter 6 draws an insight into the broader political imperatives of creolization,
poignantly reflecting the midst of the violent moment of the declaration of Haitian
independence, where James routes the contributory insight of inclusion-exclusion towards
transcendent possibilities. In The Black Jacobins, James notes that for a while after
November 1802, the national (slave and mulatto) army still carried the French flag,
creating a rumour amongst the French that the blacks and mulattoes were not fighting for
independence. Consequently, Dessalines called a conference and declared independence,
removing the white from the tricolour and replaced the initials R.F (République Frangaise)
with the inscription ‘Liberty or Death.” It is interesting that even in this self-defining

moment of independence, the blacks and mulattoes adapted their conferred, precarious
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position within Western civilization, in this case symbolized by the tricolour, in order to
forge a new position. Reading this alongside the concept of creolization, it is significant
that the tricolour was not abandoned in its entirety in an attempt to construct a
mythologized Haiti wrought with a selective historical amnesia. Instead they chose to
retain reference to their odyssey and arrival at that specific historical moment as reflected
in their inescapable positioning both inside and outside of Western civilization, adapting

and furnishing the flag with a more apposite form and inscription.
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Chapter 3
Odysseys of Exile: The Creative Tension of Race, Modernity, and

Marxism

There is by the way, an area in which a man’s feelings are more rational than his
mind, and it is precisely in that area that his will is pulled in several directions at
the same time. You might sneer at this, but I know now. I was pulled this way and
that for longer than I can remember. And my problem was that I always tried to
g0 in everyone’s way but my own. I have also been called one thing and then
another while no one really wished to hear what I called myself. So after years of
trying to adopt the opinions of others I finally rebelled. I am an invisible man.
Thus I have come a long way and returned and boomeranged a long way from the
point in society toward which I originally aspired.

Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man

Me and my clippings on W.G. Grace, Victor Trumper and Ranjitisinhji, and my
Vanity Fair and my puritanical view of the world. I look back at the little eccentric
and would have liked to have listened to him, nod affirmatively and pat him on the
shoulder. A British intellectual long before I was ten, already an alien in my own
environment among my own people, even my own family. Somehow from around
me I had selected and fastened on to the things that made a whole. As will soon
appear, to that little boy I owe a debt of gratitude.

C.L.R. James, Beyond a Boundary

The condition of inclusion and exclusion experienced by the transplanted Afiicans
journeying across the middle passage was also applicable to their descendants in the West.
A cadre of New World blacks emerged in mobilizing support for emancipation from
slavery, and their (autobiographical) writing reflected the injustices of a discrepant
modernity that yielded a racially proscribed humanity (Douglass 1987; Oladano 1995;
Sancho 1998). As these sentiments became recorded in written narratives, supplementing
the diasporic ‘tradition’ of orality, an important form of ‘black’ intellectualism emerged.
Consequently, Rutledge M. Dennis (1997a) has pointed to the emergence of black
intellectuals as activist-intellectuals. This is not to deny the political scope of Rousseau,
Burke, Locke, Paine et al, but emphasizes the phenomenological force of inclusion and
exclusion that, mirroring the enslavement, coercion and subjection of black bodies,
fostered an intellectual output that articulated the abstract and the concrete. As James

consistently points out in The Black Jacobins and elsewhere, freedom is not an



76

abstraction. Therefore, this project of articulation often, if not always, demonstrates the
entanglements between the Old World and the New (Gilroy 1993). This entanglement is
indeed complex, displaying a dialectic of complicity and subversion across a range of
theoretical and practical arenas. The theoretical architecture that formed a foundation for
black activist-intellectualism drew creatively and erroneously on diverse source materials.

The entanglements of the Old and New Worlds are transparent in the modes of
black intellectual activism. The radical social critiques of black intellectuals and their
attachment to tangible social struggles often led them leftwards, towards Marxism. The
list of those with tenuous or formal links to Marxism and Marxist political organizations
is indeed long, including W.E.B. Du Bois, Paul Robeson, Richard Wright, George
Padmore, Aimé Césaire, Oliver Cromwell Cox, and Ralph Ellison alongside James.
However, constituted within the West, the leftist affiliations of black intellectuals have
proved fraught, mirroring their ambivalent positioning within modernity. In this chapter,
I want to build on the formation of the discrepant polygenesis of modernity to analyse the
social cartography that twentieth century black activist intellectualism, and James’s
intellectual development and production in particular, is founded within. Establishing the
ontological and phenomenological terrain for intellectual development, I look at the ways
in which the condition of inclusion and exclusion has been theorized. The first section
contrasts the discourses of ‘doubling” and ‘creolization,” placing James’s ideas in
conversation with those of Du Bois and Wright. I have placed James against these figures
because of the hegemonic position of American writers in the black intellectual tradition
(Pedersen 1994) and the currency of ‘doubling’ in contemporary theories of ‘race.’
Additionally, it provides a context for James’s American sojourn and demonstrates the
discontinuity of the ‘black intellectual tradition.’

Section two examines archetypal black intellectual experiences of exile in relation
to their inhabitation of the West and the left. Drawing on some of the black intellectuals
named above, I suggest that the ‘organic’ radicalism of black intellectuals has largely been
insufficient to sustain their involvement in the formal, organized left. I use Jean-Paul
Sartre’s concept of ‘bad faith’ as a critical tool to analyse the tensions of James’s diasporic
and political habitation, noting the dialogic links between the two. This ‘exile’ begins ‘at

home’ where intellectual pursuits denote a further alienatory experience of inclusion and
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exclusion, and the dissonant tautness of diversity and radical black subjectivity,
emphasizing: ‘the savage irony that, for the black man in a racist world, the acquisition
of culture is a dangerous and often destructive process’ (Rampersad 1990; 75-6).
Section three continues to use the prism of bad faith to evaluate the decisive
effects of James’s displacement and continual relocation, and dissident position within the
left. Countering the progressive representation of this exilic experience (Gilroy 1993;
Nielsen 1997), I argue that the pressures of exile — its perilous pleasures — become
rearticulated within James’s social theory. The stresses of maintaining this precarious
political position begins to issue a series of cleavages and inconsistencies in James’s
thought, contradicting his earlier concerted articulations of race and class. This theoretical
cleavage is exacerbated practically where the intellectual-as-exile retains fragile links to
their ‘organic community’ (Gates 1998). I argue that a strategic sense of grounding is
needed, formed around the sense of radical political ‘community’ as opposed to the stasis
of ‘nation’ and that the fashionable concept of exilic intellectualism while laudable in its

refutation of affiliation to fixed national locales, underestimates the anxieties of personal

isolation.

3.1  Pan-American Black Intellectualism and the (Re)Articulation of Alterity

Reflecting his problematic conflation of the New world slave condition, James’s rendition
of creolization also has a fractured Pan-American resonance. This is evident in the
tensions of inclusion and exclusion which are presented as a central motif in the
development of modern black social thought (Du Bois 1994; Wright 1993a, 1993b,
1993d; Césaire 1995; Glissant 1989; Harris 1999; Gilroy 1993; Ellison 1995). However,
while this motif has largely been figured through the discussion of black American male
novelists (Gilroy 1993; Adell 1994, Stepto 1991), I draw a set of insights into the internal
coherence and divergences of this discontinuous black intellectual ‘tradition’ by placing
James’s work in conversation with DuBois and Wright. I have selected these figures
because much of James’s work refers to, and is informed by them and, he and Richard

Wright were also close friends.! It is important to note, however, that James’s specific

1. That this — albeit arbitrary and loosely constructed — pantheon consists of men is a
significant point. Chapter 5 illustrates how, in James’s work and delineation of revolutionary
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conceptualization of inclusion-exclusion was distinctive within the historical moment of
its development in two ways: first, in its optimistic perception of social plurality. Second,
its suggestion of the possible contribution of multiracial societies towards (internationalist)
class struggle and socialist revolution. Therefore, this pan-American conversation
illuminates the significant national differentiation between James’s creolized Caribbean

inflection, and the binary ‘doubling’ of Du Bois and Wright.

3.1.1 A ‘modern’ lament: ‘double-consciousness’ and ‘the veil’

As a statement on the trajectory at which the African diaspora entered the West, and its
ontological and phenomenological tensions, W.E.B. Du Bois’s The Souls of Black Folk
(1994) stands as a landmark in black writing (Adell 1994; Rampersad 1990; Stepto 1991,
Gilroy 1993). The systemic terrors and oppression that black people throughout the
Americas encountered both in slavery and post-emancipation eras, contributed towards
discourses of ‘doubling’ as a means to understanding this precarious positioning within
modernity. In ‘Of Our Spiritual Strivings’, the first chapter of 7he Souls of Black Folk,
Du Bois lays down his conception of the ‘veil’ that, obstructing black attainment of
American citizenship and social participation, generates the racially specific state of

‘double consciousness’:

After the Egyptian and Indian, the Greek and the Roman, the Teuton and
Mongolian, the Negro is a sort of seventh son, born with a veil, and gifted with
second-sight in this American world, — a world which yields him no true self-
consciousness, but only lets him see himself through the revelation of the other
world. It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always
looking at oneself through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape
of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his two-ness,

— an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings;

praxis, this masculinization of black struggles crucially reappropriates many of the exclusionary
discourses of the hegemonic Western powers in its marginalization of women within struggles for
social justice. The tenuous dialogues between these men does not preclude the intellectual
production and activism of women but illustrates how, for James, the integration of women’s ideas
and contributions to strategies of resistance was, at best, inconsistent.
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two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from

being torn asunder (1994; 2).

While it has been argued that much contemporary discussion of Du Bois’s work places
an inflated importance on his notion of double consciousness as indicative of his thought
(Reed 1997), its narrative is central to my argument, however, I want to approach it with
caution. Read contemporaneously, the emancipatory possibilities of Du Boisian double
consciousness are obscured by the exclusionary binary poles of white and black America.
Placed in contrast with the redemptive and humanist oppositional politics that James seeks
to uncover, the construction and meanings of ‘doubling’ are in conflict with the cultural
syncretic discourses of creolization.

The linguistic connotation of the term ‘doubling’ implies a polarity that pervades
Du Bois’s construction of ‘double consciousness’ and the ‘veil.” In wishing to ‘merge his

double self into a truer and better self” (1994: 2), Du Bois states that the black American;

wishes neither of his older selves to be lost. He would not Africanize America, for
America has too much to teach the world and Africa. He would not bleach his
Negro soul in a flood of white Americanism, for he knows that Negro blood has
a message for the world. He simply wishes to make it possiblie for a man to be both

a Negro and an American (2-3).

The enduring quality of The Souls of Black Folk has been equated with Du Bois’s
authorial control of the narrative eschewing white authentification (Stepto 1991).
However, while the central tenets of the Enlightenment and the modern tradition of
European philosophy are built on the ascendant premise of Europe as the definitive axis
of world civilization (Eze 1997; Hall 1992b; Mills 1997; Said 1979), Du Bois illustrates
an insular (white) ‘American world’ that is empowered to issue a hegemonical hierarchy
of racial classification and value. However, viewed differently, the (black) authentification
of double-consciousness is itself doubled. Sandra Adell points to this ‘redoubling,” noting
that Du Bois’s conceptualization of double consciousness distinctly uses Hegelian

phenomenolcgy, inserting himself and black American social thought, ‘into the discourses
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of Western European philosophy’ (1994: 13). Consequently, Du Boisian doubling
‘contextualizes the particular — the sociological and psychological ramifications of
American racism on black Americans — in familiar Western universals’ (ibid). Therefore,
in a pitfall widely encountered by black thought (Gilroy 1993), Du Bois draws on Western
thought to develop the antidote to Western racism, demonstrating the profound cultural
entanglement of Western modernity, philosophical and black social thought.? This is not
a normative judgement against Du Bois and James amongst others, but illuminates the
complexities of inclusion and exclusion as not just a racialized issue, but as James
continually pointed out, a product of the alienatory tendencies of modern Western
civilization.

It is possible to note a fundamental conflict in Du Bois’s translation of Hegelian
dialectical dualisms. The foundational social terrain that he theorizes upon demonstrates
the significance of the precise construction of dialogic links outlined in chapter 2, posing
problems for its dialogues with theories of cultural syncretism and diversity, hybridity,
creolization, and multiculturalism. For Homi Bhabha, the dialogic rearticulation of cultural
space circumvents the hegemonic dualism based on difference as exclusion, harbouring

the potential for critical interventions:

for me the importance of hybridity is not to be able to trace two original moments
from which the third emerges, rather hybridity to me is the ‘third space’ which
enables other positions to emerge. This third space displaces the histories that
constitute it, and sets up new structures of authority, new political initiatives,

which are inadequately understood through received wisdom (1992: 211).

However, the dualisms in Du Boisian double consciousness demonstrate oppositions and
conflicts that articulate an underlying irreconcilable dualism, disavowing the creative
potentiality of Hegelian historical movement through a series of conflicts. Within double

consciousness, the black American subject is statically situated within the dialectical

2. The “folk’ that Du Bois refers to draws directly on Herder’s conception of the cultural
politics of the German folksong volkslieder, that informed the emergence of a German national
literature (Adell 1994, Rampersad 1990).
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negative, the antithetical veiled ‘other’ opposing the white self also firmly situated as a
static thesis. This dialectical clash resists the formation of a radical, or significantly
different antithesis — the ‘third space’ that Bhabha suggests — instead erecting the veil
that proscribes the true self consciousness of black America. Therefore, the ‘two souls,
two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings, two warring ideals’ represent a sort of
purgatory that affirms a discrepant modernity. Reiterating Du Bois’s acknowledgment that
black Americans are charged with rescuing the soul and social culture of the nation (Adell
1994), James suggests a black sacrifice of biblical magnitude and magnanimity in order
to rescue Enlightenment rationality. However, he theorizes and phrases this project in a
different manner. He lifts the Du Boisian ‘veil’ from the eyes of the black diaspora, turning
double-consciousness into a healing double-vision. The liminal position of inclusion and
exclusion is not a source of anguish and bewilderment, but a critical insight into the
- inherent flaws and contradictions in modernity and its prevalent ideologies.

The Souls of Black Folk is a conspicuously ‘modern’ lament, recognizing that:
‘The problem of the twentieth century is the problem of the color-line, — the relation of
the darker to the lighter races of men in Asia and Africa, in America and the islands of the
sea’ (1994: 9). Amold Rampersad notes this wider humanist context: “‘Of the Passing of
the First-Born,” although construed along racial lines, is... broadly universal in implication’
(1990: 69). Like James’s black Jacobins in Haiti, black Americans are charged with
rescuing the nation through the insights gleaned from their simultaneous inclusion and
exclusion. For Du Bois, this rescue act is crucially dependent on their capacity for
transcendence which is expressed in the cleansing nature of their suffering, articulated
through a prose that stresses spirituality and redemption (Rampersad 1990). Rampersad
notes that Du Bois employs biblical phraseology alongside a patriarchal, quaint and
romantic apprdach as a matter of style and not content nor medium. However, noting Du
Bois’s foundational ‘sense of dualism” (Rampersad 1990: 74), Adell recognizes that the
‘true self-consciousness’ denied to black Americans is ‘in itself double-consciousness’
(1994: 16), instituting a chain of deferred meaning. This deferral of rﬁeaning illustrates the
universal social reality of inclusion and exclusion also applicable to white America.
However, seeking a ‘refined” and ‘dignified” level of discourse — a form of Kantian

rationalism of the sublime — ultimately renders The Souls of Black Folk as, “a powerful



82

tribute to a civilization that has largely ignored it (Rampersad 1990: 90). Ironically,
Rampersad maintains that the representation of black people as the saviours of America,
and modernity, was couched in European forms while at the same time European, ‘artists
and writers such as Picasso, Matisse and Gide were beginning to look towards Africa as
a source of sensual inspiration and artistic freedom unbridled by the restraints of the

Judeo-Christian, ‘over-civilized” Western world” (ibid).

3.1.2 Existentialist action: ‘outsiderism’ and elective schizophrenia

In contrast to Du Bois’s ‘modern’ lament, Richard Wright challenges the Du Boisian
transcendent quest to, ‘dwell above the veil’ (Adell 1994: 24), and the desire for the
‘completion of the self” (ibid: 25). However, Du Bois and Wright demonstrate a distinctly
American taint — filtered through European philosophy’ and derived largely from
pathological suspicions of race.* The contrast between Du Boisian double consciousness
and James’s creolized social theory that illustrates the diversity of black thought
throughout the Americas is also evident in Wright’s ‘outsiderism.’

The protagonists of two of Wright’s novels, Bigger Thomas and Cross Damon
from Native Son (1993a) and The Qutsider (1993b) respe’ctively> graphically illustrate the
phenomenology of Du Bois’s ‘two warring ideals in one dark body’ and, the violent
agency assumed when the opposed — and irreconcilable — ideals of being both black and
American are articulated together. For Wright, there was no lament on the disparity of
opportunity and the injustice and inequality of blacks in America. Wright appropriates
Nietzsche’s “frog’s perspective’ where one looks upward from a physically lower position
that, psychologically, becomes rearticulated as subordinate, in order to generate a
passionate ambivalence (Gilroy 1993). The tension of this passionate ambivalence towards

the white American world leads Wright’s protagonists to surpass the descriptive

3. While Du Bois’s thought has been linked to German idealism (Adell 1994, Rampersad
1990), Wright’s existentialism has been linked to Kierkegaard and Freudian psychoanalysis (Gilroy
1993).

4. In noting the American pathological suspicions of race I am thinking of the accounts of
black West Indians experiencing a harsher racism in America (Hunter & Abrahams 1987; James
1998; Lee Boggs 1998), alongside Oliver Cromwell Cox’s (1987b) recognition of the historical
racialized antagonisms pervading American society.
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recognition of the regularity of oppression, terror and dread by committing murder.
Bigger Thomas and Cross Damon became more vital during their murderous acts, but also
detached in a liminal space, strangely transcendental of their social reality and rationality
where we become unsure whether the perpetrator generates the act or vice versa.

Much has been written on the role and significance of violence in Wright’s work,
maybe most notably by James Baldwin’s account of Native Son, which notes that: ‘Below
the surface of this novel there lies, as it seems to me, a continuation, a complement of that
monstrous legend it was written to destroy’ (1985b: 33). Conversely, Floyd W. Hayes IIT
disputes the problematic analyses of violence in Wright’s work, arguing that the narrative
of Cross Damon; ‘transcends the assumed victimhood of conventional representations of

black existential life in racist America’ (1997: 177), before noting that:

What is clearly significant about the outsider’s double vision is his Nietzschean will
to power and knowledge, according to Wright’s construction... Wright identifies
the growth of urban life with the process of industrial capitalist development which
he describes as a kind of war against all humankind. He notes that great industrial
cities created a cultural environment which nurtured a whole class of Nietzschean

supermen like himself (178).

This process is similar to James’s assertion that the effects of plantation society created
a totalized social and cultural environment that bore the radicalized slaves whose
resistance was informed by their approximation of an industrial proletariat. However, in
Native Son and The Qutsider, Wright appears, like Du Bois, to be dealing with the
debilitating effects of racist discourses within American society. Wright’s critique of
capitalism as articulated in, for example, the collection of essays White Man Listen!
(1995¢), tend to be more tightly woven into racialized discourses on colonialism and less
Marxian than James’s articulation of race and capitalism.

For James, accepting Wright’s (1993c¢) assertion that the character Bigger Thomas
was symptomatic of the wider American social crisis instead of merely indicative of the
perils of race, Native Son displayed an acute understanding of ‘the’ revolutionary

mentality:
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[Wright] was never concerned about the book as a political testament. He was a
creative artist and he saw, as creative artists see, below the surface of what is
going on, the forces which are going to burst out in some years to come. And that

is the greatness of ‘Native Son.”

However, the will to power and knowledge in Wright’s outsiderism mirrors a classic
unresolved tension within James’s social theory, evident in the dichotomy between
Dessalines as ‘power’ and Toussaint as ‘knowledge’ in The Black Jacobins. James
partially shares Baldwin’s reservation over the abdication of, or escapism from, imperative
humanist responsibilities that Wright’s violent narrative episodes conveyed or, may be
understood as legitimizing. Recognizing the dilemmas of developing a revolutionary praxis
with a poorly considered notion of an intended or desired post-revolutionary society, it
is important to remember James’s melancholic narrative on the blood spilt as Dessalines
led Haiti to independence. James (1980b) argues that the massacre of the whites at the
apex of the San Domingo revolution was a tragedy, but a tragedy for the blacks and the
mulattoes, not the whites. The lust for revenge and its violence were ultimately self-
destructive to the people and a nascent nation, as James suggests that the banishment of
whites from Haiti for several generations and its subsequent social, and economic
problems were direct socio-cultural effects of the massacre.

Despite favourably reviewing his friend’s novel, James (1996d) suggests the only
(relative) weakness of Native Son to be Wright’s narrative hesitancy, and lack of
confidence at certain critical junctures. James builds this criticism on Wright’s depiction
of Bigger Thomas acting accidentally at times contending that, as a revolutionary figure,
Bigger should be seen to be acting consciously, instead of reacting to events and
circumstances. This Jamesian privileging of rational praxis that draws creatively on
inclusion and exclusion contests the irreconcilable tensions of living within ‘the veil.’
Noting these differences, within Edouard Glissant’s (1989) recognition of the productive
neuroses of ‘reversion and diversion’ that I will develop in greater detail below, these

divisive black American psychoses represent what I want to call “elective schizophrenia.’

5. C.L.R. James ‘Autobiography’ [Untitled] Undated [1970s], unpublished manuscript,
New York: C.L.R. James Institute, Document No. 0807 p.2
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This elective schizophrenia is drawn from the American conditional discourse of
pathological racialized suspicion, embroidered upon its specific social history and the
edifice of capitalism. While Du Boisian double consciousness maps an elective and
selective schizophrenia® through the irreconcilable doubling of being both black and
American, the ‘double vision’ of Wright’s outsiderism necessitates ‘a consciousness
capable of recreating meaning” (Robinson 1983: 431). Cedric Robinson draws this insight
from an understanding of Wright’s recognition of ideology as subject to abuses of power
that can only be confronted through a ‘critical commitment’ to deviating from the
meticulously prepared script of historical materialism. However, the social agent can only
‘recreate meaning’ from within the prevalent discourses of meanings to be reconstructed.
This is to say that the crises of meaning within America and modernity can only be
radically transformed if the revolutionary agents are able to negotiate their untenable
position from within the society to articulate a counter-narrative to the hegemonical
canons.” Significantly, Gramsci’s differentiation of revolutionary tactics in his theorization
of the “‘war of manouvere’ and ‘war of position,” suggests that revolutionary change needs
to employ diverse tactics. Sometimes revolutionary approaches need to adopt strategic
positions that infiltrate and subvert civil society from within as a supplementary tactic to
overt engagement. That this revolutionary project is fraught with difficulties, both psychic
and organizational, largely informs my understanding of James’s intellectual development
and social theory. The Caribbean particularity of creolization, its different experience of
slavery, colonialism and post-emancipation oppression recasts the American theorization

of racial alterity based on fractious, binary doubling. I now turn to examine the liberatory

6. Noting Foucault’s (1989b) assertion that madness represents a discursive formation
whose meaning is delivered in specific social and historical circumstances, the ascription of a
condition of elective and selective schizophrenia to the work of Du Bois and Wright represents
neither a finalized nor medicalized statement, but more a realization of the resonance of a specific
and traumatic social history within theory.

7. Theorizing ‘encoding/decoding,” Stuart Hall (1997) notes that the process of linguistic
and cultural exchanges through representational images and signifying practices, while filtered
through individual utterance, execution, and ingestion, are mediated by constructed social codes.
These codes imbue specific signs with generalized meaning discernable within a diverse society.
Informing my reading of Wright’s quest, Hall notes that these codes are not fixed and are subject
to change and slippage, however, it is difficult to map the specific historical moment of change
within a discursive formation as a distinct rupture as, ‘the codes of a culture imperceptibly change’
(62, emphasis added).
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tensions and dilemmas of this quest for the “third space.’

3.1.3 Pan-American rupture: ‘The moment of destabilizing difference’
The hegemonic position of America as the narrative and theoretical vanguard of the
dissemination of black diasporic thought within modernity and the West has marginalized
the contribution of Caribbean writers such as James, Glissant, Wilson Harris, George
Lamming, Edward Kamau Brathwaite and Derek Walcott (Pedersen 1994). Redressing
this imbalance, Carl Pedersen (1994) notes that the work of these writers reconstructs the
Middle Passage through imaginative geography. I want to argue that the idea of the
‘creole’ — European and non-European alike — importantly renders an ensuing
‘imaginative geography’ analogous with, and specifically differentiated from, the broader
Americas. This offers an alternative representation of racialized alterity and in turn, as I
will argue below, yields its own constituent dilemmas like those of doubling that has
significant contributions for the formations of radical black intellectualism and praxis.
Edouard Glissant makes the straightforward yet intricate point that through
dispersal, transplanted peoples change into something else. Seen through the processes
of creolization, this metamorphosis moves away from notions of fixed being and, unable
to sustain the impulse to ‘revert’ to Africa, the black diasporic memory of the ancestral
land fades. However, this does not point to an easy resettlement without its tensions, as
Glissant notes the emergent practice of ‘imitation” when: ‘coming effectively to terms with
the new land, the community has tried to exorcize the impossibility of return by what I call
the practice of diversion’ (1989: 18). Therefore, the condition of inclusion and exclusion
1s imaginatively and physically experienced across the Middle Passage, not just on its
sedentary shores, emphasizing Glissant’s crucial point that creolized identities are forged
in acute political struggle. However, developing this point, Wilson Harris (1999)
emphasizes the tense ambivalences within creolization that suggest the existence of
residual binarisms in its syncretic formation. These binarisms are noticeable in the
construction of the term ‘creole’ as referring to Caribbean settlers of Européan descent
that over the course of time became attached to those of noticeably ‘mixed race.’
Mirroring Robert Young’s (1995) etymological deconstruction that unearths binary

predicates to the term ‘hybridity,” the phenotypical (re)definition of creoleness draws a
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racial demarcation line organized around ‘pigmentation’ that, in turn, signifies purity and
authenticity.

This discourse of racial purity and authenticity, that exists both implicitly and
explicitly, alerts us to the problematic construction of creoleness. In this sense, creoleness
and creolization exhibit more than a hypertextual linguistic ‘game,’ reiterating the position
that ‘there is always a politics of identity, a politics of position, which has no absolute
guarantee in an unproblematic, transcendental ‘law of origin’™ (Hall 1990: 226).
Consequently, Harris points to the antagonistic racial and ethnic social divisions mobilized
around creoleness as an oppositional target of derision: ‘Creoleness became a form of self-
deceptive division even as it harboured within itself a potential for the renascence of
community. Such renascence could not be easily stilled, and thus it engendered patterns
of nemesis in its suppression’ (199’9: 238). Thus, creoleness, ‘may sustain a conservative
if not reactionary logic’ (ibid: 239), recognized by the plantation society model of
creolization (Boland 1992), but Harris seeks to render, or promote creoleness as a, ‘cross-
cultural nemesis capable of becoming a saving nemesis’ (ibid). Along with Glissant and
in opposition to James’s class-centred and uncritical cultural celebration of diversity,
Harris suggests the ‘recuperative powers’ of a creoleness as a concerted political struggle.

Part of this struggle is for the constitution of the black self within an ascribed
modernist alterity. Carl Pedersen (1994) describes the politics of remembrance as a key
motif in the struggle for the establishment of a diasporean consciousness. Within his
paradigm, the notions of ‘fact” and ‘truth’ are reconstituted as imaginative processes that
rearticulate discursive formations within a malleable and ambiguous past. Consequently,
the meaning of creolization can be grasped through the lens of the Jamesian (Hegelian)
‘before the before’ (Nielsen 1997: 17), the notion that social processes preexist their
validatory naming through dominant signifying practices. Placing James in dialogue with
Wilson Harris, Aldon Lynn Nielsen contends that James locates Harris’s fleeting and
precarious concept of authenticity as situated ‘within that moment of destabilizing
difference’ (1995: 351). As a habitus, this constant exposure to, and embracing of,
destability serves to challenge the comforts of established and secure cosmologies.
However, this dissonant position incurs a passionate ambivalence, like Richard Wright’s

‘Outsider’, Cross Damon, straddling epochal assemblages in order to ‘recreate meaning.’
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Glissant suggests that the metaphysical clash of reversion and diversion begs a crucial
question: “Would it be ridiculous to consider our lived history as a steadily advancing
neurosis?’ (1989: 65). Therefore, the traumas of the middle passage and slavery represent
a horrifying and fearful past where the excavation of productive syntheses is not an easy
catharsis, but a fraught ongoing process. The resultant formations of creolization and
diasporean consciousness do not escape this anxiety in a celebratory ‘completion of the
self,” but rather: ‘are not only the abyss of neurosis but primarily the site of multiple
converging paths’ (66). Therefore, the deferred and multiplicitous meanings of discursive
formations — such as Glissant’s differentiation between ‘history’ and ‘History’ — are,
‘capable of quarrying deep within us, as a consciousness, as a neurosis (symptom of loss)
and a contradiction of the self” (70).

This creolist conception of diasporean consciousness-as-neurosis demonstrates
links with the American discourses of doubling that yield an ‘elective schizophrenia,” yet
attempts to escape the binary polarization of doubling through foregrounding productive
psychic traumas. For Wilson Harris, Caribbean and South American creoleness is at the

genesis of the regional imagination but asserts that

such genesis... is ceaselessly unfinished and that this sensation of unfinished genesis
— in worlds of space and nature and psyche — has its roots as much in the Old
Worlds as in New, in the crossroads of a civilization upon which we may have
arrived in subtle and complex and involuntary ways that are altering conventional

linearity and conventional frameworks (1999: 237).

Importantly, Harris argues that engaging the materiality of history without subverting its
constitutive discourses creates an objectified past that evades the violence of struggles for
representation and self-determination. This evasion constructs history as a pliable,
‘ornament of fashion or protest or experimentation in post-modernist styles, post-
modernist games’ (243), which are politically synonymous with the Enlightenment and
discrepant modernism, ‘that aborted a profound cross-culturalism between science and art,
as among the diverse cultures of humanity around the globe” (ibid). The representations

of specific positions adopted by blacks within the West, typified by inclusion and
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exclusion, cannot be seen within a coherent black intellectual tradition. The concept of
‘discontinuous tradition’ situates the understandings of these specific positions within
different discursive repertoires. I focused on the convergences and divergences of
doubling and creolization to reiterate the inadequacies of James’s conflation of a black
New World experience stated above in chapter 2. The concepts of “elective schizophrenia’
and creolist ‘neuroses’ offer an insight into the precarious modes of inhabiting the West,
questioning how the generative dialogic processes of concepts of alterity present severe

issues and questions for identity formation and intellectual development.

3.2  The Perilous ‘Pleasures of Exile’: ‘Bad Faith,” Marxism, and the Diasporic
Life
As the life and work of C L.R. James is increasingly discussed and (re)interpreted, he has
come to reinforce the archetypal figure of the twentieth century diasporic (post)colonial
intellectual, confidently and precariously straddling different geographical, political and
creative spaces (Hall 1992a; Farred 1996b; Kelley 1996; Nielsen 1997). Recognizing
James — and other diasporic intellectuals — as confidently and precariously straddling
these spaces demonstrates a creative tension, challenging and recasting the assumption of
an irrevocable alignment of individuals to distinct national and geographical locales. This
reconstruction of the meanings of migration and continual relocation also refers to recent
debates (Anderson 1991; Gilroy 1993). I argue that the representation of the diasporic
intellectual in exile employs a celebratory register that marginalizes the metaphysical
tensions of continual dislocation. In contrast, throughout the rest of this chapter, I use
Jean-Paul Sartre’s concept of ‘bad faith’ to counter the celebratory representations of
James’s Marxist intellectualism, drawing a set of insights into his personal and intellectual
development. Through Sartre, I engage the stresses and strains of inclusion and exclusion

as creolist neuroses that resonate throughout his social theory.

3.2.1 Black Intellectualism and Marxism
The condition of simultaneous inclusion and exclusion experienced by the African diaspora
living precariously in the West led a number of black intellectuals to develop complex

social critiques (Dennis 1997a), and in certain cases, this impulse led them towards leftism
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(Boehmer 1995; Robinson 1983). In this sense C.L R. James was far from unique, his life
history and its rearticulation in the development of his social theory can be recognized as
broadly comparative with many of his peers. The names of W.E.B. Du Bois, Paul
Robeson, Oliver Cromwell Cox, George Padmore, Richard Wright, James Baldwin, Ralph
Ellison, Aimé Césaire and Frantz Fanon are closely linked with James both in terms of the
historical moments that their work was produced within, and in the intellectual and
political terrain that they covered. Far from remaining fixated on questions of race, these
intellectuals broadened their critiques of racialized discourses and racist oppression within
colonial and Western societies typified by endemic structural and institutional racism, to
critically excavate discourses of a degenerate capitalism. Therefore, the interrogation of
racism led many — although not all — black intellectuals towards leftist politics as an
appropriate formal space understood as supportive of their struggle for social justice.

From its basis of simultaneous inclusion and exclusion, what might be understood
as a black intellectual tradition is also, similar to the portrait of Caribbean creolization, a
discontinuous tradition. Additionally, black intellectualism cannot be easily depicted as an
inherently radical tradition (Callinicos 1993), and deconstructing the notion of ‘tradition’
allows us to recognize that like their slave ancestors in the New World,? the fragmented
utterances and production of black intellectualism flow between pragmatic positions of
integration, assimilation and reconstruction. For example, Du Bois’s concept of the
‘talented tenth’ and Alain Locke’s “New Negro,” can be read as promoting racial uplift
through the elevation of a black bourgeoisie exploiting the existing class stratification
within American society (Carby 1998; Dennis 1997a, 1997b; Rampersad 1990; Stepto
1991).

In order to analyze the positioning of James and other black intellectuals within
the formal political left, it is crucial to distinguish between the different levels of black
intellectuals’ immersion within (in)formal Marxism and the specificities of distinct leftist

traditions. Oliver Cromwell Cox disassociated himself from the label ‘Marxist’ despite his

8. Blackburn argues that the insight gained from inclusion/exclusion was not only utilized
in a radical manner but was ‘reformist’ as well as ‘revolutionary’ noting that, ‘Slaves would
negotiate, via the drivers and overseers, for larger gardens or an extra evening to work for
themselves. The absoluteness of the juridical category of slavery may prevent us from seeing all
features of the slave condition that were important to the slaves themselves’ (1988: 22).
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development of Marxian ideas (Hunter & Abraham 1987; Wilkinson 1997). W.E.B. Du
Bois’s ‘Fabianism’ had precluded his entry into formal leftist affiliation, and he only joined
the Communist Party (USA) late in his career, after the Second World War and his
ostracism from ‘mainstream black institutions’ (Reed 1997: 86-9). Robeson, Padmore,
Wright, Césaire and Ellison had all been members of the various national ‘branches’ of the
Communist Party. Conversely, the fact that James’s leftist involvement was a more lasting
and, arguably less tense encounter than that of, for example, Padmore, Wright and
Césaire, can be seen as at least partially attributable to his Trotskyist affiliations. Angus
Calder emphasizes the significance of this distinction: ‘One reason why James’s reputation
is so high, and apparently still rising, is that he stands out as the only great Marxist literary
intellectual in the Anglophone arena who was never deceived by Moscow. It follows,
though, that he was always politically isolated and invariably ineffectual’ (1994: 64).
Calder’s point relates to James’s position on the Trotskyist Fourth Communist
International, and his concerted opposition to the Communist Party, an opposition to the
political organ favoured by many black intellectuals.

In the second half of his autobiography, American Hunger (1977), Richard Wright
points to his experience within the Communist Party as a constant struggle against the
inflexible and doctrinaire Stalinist positions that saw him disparaged as an “intellectual.’
This dogmatism was combined with what Wright understood as the political opportunism
of the Communist Party, where the black struggle was co-opted at strategic junctures to
the benefit of party mobilization but lacked a consistent political will or commitment. This
descending disenchantment with the left, the Communist Party to be precise, was echoed
by the experiences of other black intellectuals. James recalls the poisoned chalice that the
Comintern handed George Padmore in 1928, placing him in charge of the Negro
department of the Third International.” Remembering an agitated Padmore arriving
unexpectedly at his London flat in 1935 having left his Comintern post, James recounts
Padmore’s disillusionment with the Hitler-Stalin pact that, committed to making alliances
with the Western democratic imperialists, stated that; ‘future pro-Negro propaganda

should be directed against Germany, Japan and Italy, and played quite softly in regard to

9. C.L.R. James, ‘From Du Bois to Fanon’, Undated pamphlet, New York: The C.L.R.
James Institute. Document No. 0153 p.2
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the ‘democracies.””*® Similarly, Clayton Eshleman and Annette Smith have attempted to
address the confusion surrounding Aimé Césaire’s split with the Communist Party
suggesting that it officially came in 1956 at a moment when Soviet troops invaded
Hungary, noting the speculation that this exacerbated a, ‘tension between the requirements
of politics and those of poetics® (1983: 4). However, this portrayal of the Stalinist
Communist Party as the repressive ogre of the left countered by the Fourth International
as the bearers of the true torch of socialism, supported by James in his recollection of his
friends” — Wright and Padmore’s — misguided Communist Party involvement, can be
critiqued after careful excavation of James’s own position within Trotskyist camps and

the JFT.

3.2.2 ‘When I did turn to politics I did not have much to learn’

James’s introduction to Marxism began organically with his experience of social
stratification during his formative years in Trinidad. The outsider status of blacks within
the Communist Party that James shared, although in different circumstances, begins with
his experience of the archetypal exilic mode of black intellectualism. Edward Said (1996)
situates the figure of the intellectual tangentially to debates on the fluid interactions of
formations of race, nation and culture, pointing to the imperative that the intellectual
harbours a personal capacity to endure an uncomfortable social reality in order to fulfill
their vocation to speak truth unto power. Said depicts the migrant intellectual within a
refraction of the hegemonic political and cultural codes of fixity and affiliation to a distinct

national locale, where exile

in this metaphysical sense is restlessness, movement, constantly being unsettled,
and unsettling others. You cannot go back to some earlier and perhaps more stable
condition of being at home; and, alas, you can never fully arrive, be at one with
your new home or situation... the intellectual as exile tends to be happy with the
idea of unhappiness, so that dissatisfaction bordering on dyspepsia, a kind of
curmudgeonly disagreeableness, can become not only a style of thought, but also

a new, if temporary, habitation (1996: 53).

10. ibid.
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Within much of the cartography of contemporary black intellectual history, postcolonial
and cultural studies, such a position holds an immense amount of currency. The
intellectual as transcending discrete national and cultural boundaries offers an attractive
and potent affinity with the project of anti-essentialism and, in different ways, the
discourses of cultural diversity, multiculturalism, and cosmopolitanism. However, noting
that “In the outpouring of studies about intellectuals there has been far too much defining
of the intellectual, and not enough stock taken of the image, the signature, the actual
intervention and performance, all of which taken together constitute the very lifeblood of
every real intellectual’ (ibid: 13), Said can be extrapolated to hint at the possible myopia
of this project. Reading Said as inserting biography into the representation of individual
intellectuals, their image and signature, it becomes crucial to examine and critique the
impact of exile on James’s life and its function within his intellectual representation that
becomes rearticulated in his image, signature, interventions and performance."! The
coalescence of studies of intellectual history with an anti-essentialist project has been
susceptible to exercising a congratulatory and celebratory register, circumventing a
concerted critical engagement of the biographical tensions of the migrant life, and its
resonance within intellectual production.

Tracing James’s personal and intellectual development, contradictions and fault
lines within his work that are precipitated and exacerbated by exile become evident. In
linking the West Indian condition of simultaneous inclusion and exclusion from the “West’
as creating ‘not only an African diasporic culture but an international New World culture’
(1997: 13), Aldon Lynn Nielsen suggests James as enriching Western letters and by
extension, demonstrating culture as a mosaic formed through differentiated influences.
Recognizing the structural and psychological relations of dominance within this dialogic
syncretic mosaic, this ‘tremendously ironized sense of cultural doubling and redoubling,

that position of being simultaneously insider and outsider, that James speaks of so

11. It is difficult to situate James as an exiled intellectual in the strictest sense (Farred
1996). Gilroy notes the significance of preceding terrors that ‘makes diaspora more than a vogueish
synonym for wandering or nomadism’ (1997a: 318), which also serves to contextualize the
depiction of James as a diasporic intellectual. I refer James’s movement as a migrant intellectual to
exile and diaspora as a metaphorical marker of his asymptotic relationship to the Caribbean,
metropolitan arenas, and the left.
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frequently in his writings and interviews’ (ibid), can be extended to explicate the ‘in
between’ space of habitation and the discomfort that it yields. The phenomenological and
ontological tensions and dilemmas incurred in precariously straddling the Old and New
Worlds, prompted James towards specific avoidances, silences and inconsistencies which
can be understood as part of the price of exile. I apply the Sartrean concept of ‘bad faith’
to James’s migrant life, uncovering how exile fosters cleavages within his intellectual
method and production that are ultimately antagonistic towards the anti-essentialist
discourses of an oppositional politics.

Stating that “When I did turn to politics I did not have too much to learn’ (1994:
65), James relates the significance of his experience of the articulation of race, class and
caste in Trinidad, through the prism of cricket, to his political engagement within the
metropolis. Acknowledging Brian W. Alleyne’s (1998) argument that the importance of
understanding James as an intellectual formed in a specific Caribbean historical, social and
cultural space has been largely overlooked in much James scholarship, I want to briefly
outline James’s formative colonial environment in articulation with Sartre’s concept of bad
faith. After constructing a genealogy of the ‘lie” as the willful withholding of a truth from
another in full consciousness, Jean-Paul Sartre begins to articulate ‘bad faith’ as hiding a
‘displeasing truth or presenting truth as a pleasing untruth’ (1989: 49), thus ‘Only what
changes everything is the fact that in bad faith it is from myself that I am hiding the truth’
(ibid). In relation to James, I expand Sartrean bad faith from a singular, internal expression
of a repressive consciousness to articulate it with the systematic “willful withholding of
a truth’ as an external ideologicél formation, central to the construction and maintenance
of colonialism, demonstrating a discrepant modernity.

In forging a habitable space, James had to carefully negotiate the moral and
political authority of the colonial regime, hegemonically reinforced by representations of
social reality carefully reified with the colonial bad faith of a discrepant modernity.
Therefore, what in one sense passes as the gestation of an ‘international New World
culture,” belies the iniquitous colonial and middle-class inflection of a QRC, ‘more suitable
to Portsmouth than to Port of Spain’ (1994: 28). Through this schooling, the tensile links
between the Old and New Worlds were strategically concealed in order to create a

spectral normality: ‘We lived in two worlds. Inside the classroom the heterogeneous
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jumble of Trinidad was battered and jostled and shaken down into some sort of order’
(ibid: 25). James’s recognition that as a boy the question of self-determination for Trinidad
did not occur to him cannot be merely explained by the naivety of youth, but demonstrates
the conscientious manipulation of the school as a social space that discouraged an active
racial self-perception amongst pupils: “The race question did not have to be agitated. It
was there. But in our little Eden it never troubled us’ (ibid: 30). However, James states
that as they got older and more perceptive, they became aware of the masters’
discrimination in favour of the white and ‘mulatto’ boys, suggesting a nascent awareness
of bad faith as a founding premise of colonial society.

I would argue that the repression of James’s initial discordant rumblings through
internal (personal) and external (state) bad faith was an explicit regenerative project of
British colonialism. However, while his political awakening signals a resistance to these
repressive forces of colonial bad faith, it is also a partial resistance. Supriya Nair (1996)
argues that James’s literature, figuring the proletariat and peasantry as subjects as a means
to rewriting distorted Eurocentric histories, privileged him to speak for the subaltern from
a detached and separate class position. This absence of organic links between James and
the ‘masses’ is not only manifest physically but also intellectually, where the residues of

" colonial bad faith pervade his expression of dissent. The Anglicized, middle-class temper
of James’s intellectualism demonstrates the inversion of an Enlightenment register within
his anti-colonial utterances, a tendency which Hazel Carby (1998) recognizes as an
underlying adherence to the universality of ‘manners’ permeating his early political
discourse. This proclivity is evident in James’s (1978a) response to Sidney Harland’s
article espousing a scientific racism as justification for the racial stratification of the
colonial order. Responding in a measured and detached manner, James mildly reproaches
Harland as a mediocre scientist diverted from good intentions by inadequate theorizing
in an unfamiliar discipline. This faith in the progressive potential of the project of
modernism and the universality of its tenets — promised in their unadulterated states —
initiates some of the gaps and discontinuities that, exacerbated through exile, become
increasingly apparent in James’s politics. I now turn to locate and trace the trail of bad
faith and intermittent recognition of a discrepant modernity through James’s travels and

political affiliations and estrangements with the left.
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3.2.3 England, enter stage left...
On leaving Trinidad in 1932, James entered a protracted, but incomplete, exile. The
inherent social and cultural forces that thrust him towards London in order to fulfill his
literary aspirations have been well documented (Boehmer 1995; Buhle 1988; Grimshaw
1992a; Walmsley 1992; Worcester 1996). However, while George Lamming (1986a)
notes the prevailing inability of the West Indies to sustain and nourish creative writers, the
inevitability of James’s relocation to the metropolis also demonstrates the centripetal pull
of the metropolis as well as the centrifugal forces of the colony. Recognizing the
complexity of the pull of the metropolis as extending beyond social and economic
structures to encompass a psychic realm, Frantz Fanon comments that the, ‘position of
the West Indian was authenticated by Europe. The West Indian was not a Negro; he was
a Wést Indian, that is to say a quasi-metropolitan’ (1967: 20, emphasis added). The forces
compelling James to the metropole, cemented by his ‘discovery’ of an ecumenical
Marxism, replaced the familiar antagonisms of colonial society, soliciting an amended bad
faith as an increasingly significant protective mechanism.

In Britain in the 1930s, James was introduced to Marxism and the works of Hegel,

Marx, Engels and Lenin, recalling that:

It’s in the Labour Party milieu that I began to read about Marxism; I didn’t belong
to anybody then. I was reading it as something new, in which there was an attitude
to history and an attitude to people that I hadn’t met before. But I had all the
knowledge of these facts that an ordinary person could have. Much more than the
average person who joined the movement for, uh, social and practical reasons

(Hall 1996b: 21).

For James, Marxism built on the popular-led narratives of much of his fiction set in the
barrack yards of Port of Spain and opposition to colonialism. In deciding to write The
Black Jacobins, James resolved to present a counter-narrative to the representation of the
African diaspora as victims, recovering the history of their radical agency (1980b: v).
Consequently, in his hugely acclaimed study of the Haitian revolution, James wove

discourses of race, class and caste together within an international socialism that
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demonstrated links between the black Jacobins of San Domingo and the Paris masses of
the French Revolution, articulated with the conjuncture between slavery, international
capitalism and colonialism. Recalling the personal experience of colonialism that James
brought to Marxism, this discursive historiography was apparent. However, given what
Perry Anderson has noted as, ‘the transference of the whole geographical axis of Marxist
culture towards Eastern and Central Europe’ (1976: 7), the fusion of James’s biographical
and intellectual insistence was not explicitly recognized and understood within his new
milieu.

James recalls the resistance of the leftist movement in 1930s England to his
involvement in Pan-African agitation ( Crawford et al. 1986). Ignoring the concentration
of the orthodox left on the Spanish Civil War within the European arena, James retained
a critical conception of imperialism within his Marxism alongside race and class,
eschewing the simplistic communist/fascist axis preoccupying European Marxism. James’s
denouncement of the Italian invasion of Abyssinia and preparedness to bear arms, from
within the left has been seen as his, ‘groping to reconcile two political worlds: Pan-
Afficanism and socialism” (Kelley 1996: 109), reiterating discussions of race and class as
antagonistic and irreconcilable discourses in James’s thought (Martin 1972). While
simplistic, this dualism raises the image of James attempting to forge a coherent political
space inclusive of these two — for him arbitrary — poles, illustrating his exile as both
physical and social, conjuring the memory of his miseducation: ‘There was no world for
which I was fitted, least of all the one I was now to enter’ (James 1994: 34).

The contradictory pressures of quasi-metropolitanism that James confronted in his
attempt to synthesize discourses of race and class, and the level of consciousness that
these pressures impacted upon him, can be excavated from Winston James’s astute
comment that James, ‘perhaps more than any other Caribbean migrant intellectual
consistently down-played the effect of racism on his life’ (1998: 41). Understanding this
avoidance of racism as a defence mechanism against the vicissitudes of quasi-
metropolitanism can in turn be recognized as demonstrable of bad faith. While this
psychological complex of avoidance can be seen as a repression consignable to the cloudy
sphere of the unconscious, for Sartrean bad faith there is no such contingency. Contesting

Freud’s delineation of an unconsciousness as ‘rejecting the conscious unity of the psyche’
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(1989: 53), Sartre instead asserts that experiential phenomenon cannot be repressed —
even if there were an unconscious — without conscious complicity. For Sartre, this

reveals the importance and significance of the level of the ‘censor’:

The [phenomenological] complex as such is rather the collaborator of the
psychoanalyst since it aims at expressing itself in clear consciousness, since it plays
tricks on the censor and seeks to elude it. The only level on which we can locate
the refusal of the subject is that of the censor. It alone can comprehend the
questions or the revelations of the psychoanalyst as approaching more or less near
to the real drives which it strives to repress — if alone because it knows what it

is repressing (ibid: 52, emphasis added).

This privileging of consciousness over a questionable unconscious realm is congruent with
James’s thought. Recalling his criticism of Richard Wright’s construction of Bigger
Thomas as an unconscious agent, James (1973) disparages Jung’s conception of the
‘collective unconscious’ as meaningless, supporting his insistence on the radical and
creative potential of conscious mass agency as one of the strongest threads throughout
his work (Nielsen 1997; San Juan 1998). As James recrossed the Atlantic to America,
entering a more enveloping exile, his personal and political dislocation intensified.
Unconvinced by the political direction of the Fourth International, the bad faith that James

cloaked himself in began to extend the cleavages in his critical synthesis of race and class.

3.3 ‘Comrade, you are mistaken’: Black Marxism — displacement, dissonance,
and exile
The impact of James’s continual relocation on his life and intellectual career rearticulates
the notion of ‘exile’ in a variety of ways. I have attempted to demonstrate the effects of
this liminality through ‘bad faith,> and its influence on his personal and intellectual
development. However, this exilic mode of being-in-the-world demonstrates exile as
personal, physical, and political. James’s encounters with anti-black racism were not
confined to broad societal experiences, but a central feature of his life on the left. Fused

with his personal experiences, the resistance and, at times, hostility of the left to his
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articulation of race and class bled into the formation of his social theory. I want to argue
that maintaining a position within the Fourth International led to a certain political
pragmatism that fostered certain inconsistencies in his social theory. This political exile
frames James’s life within the left as another experience of simultaneous inclusion and
exclusion. Furthermore, this political exile is embossed by physical exile. I argue that on
returning to Trinidad, James encounters the problems of intellectuals attempting to reenter
their originary locale without having an organic constituency (Gates 1998; Harney 1996).
A series of negative strategic essentialisms emerge within his thought, where he adopts
a reified conception of ‘home’ that contravenes his previous creolized positions developed
in exile. Without wanting to suggest the existence of irrevocable organic links to distinct
geographical locales, I argue that in its multiple modes, the exilic life militates against the
formation of ‘community.” Without the support of a political community, James is subject
to the expansive vagaries of bad faith that in turn pervade his personal life and intellectual

production.

3.3.1 Displacement: when gods fail

After moving to the United States in 1938 to work with the SWP on the “Negro question’
James became exposed to, ‘a discrimination much crueler and cruder than anything he had
known either in the West Indies or Europe” which was compounded by his experiences
within the American Trotskyist movement where his refusal, ‘to yield to the fears of white
radicals... made it difficult for them to respond unreservedly to the spontaneous black
struggle’ (Lee Boggs 1998: 56). The resistance and fear of the white radicals can be seen
as emanating from one of James’s ‘thrilling reversals’ (Brennan 1997). Disturbing the
ethnocentric orientation of Marxist discourse, he turns the ‘race question’ from being
synonymous with the “Negro problem’ to initiate the issue of ‘whiteness.” During his
discussions with Trotsky, James emphasized the reactionary sentiments of black
Americans supporting self-determination as demonstrative of class antagonisms and the
withholding of full American citizenship, inextricably linked to the racism of white
workers (Breitman ed. 1978). Questioning, and ultimately rejecting, the vanguard party
as the mode of (Trotskyist) Marxist praxis, James addresses its inherent paternalism

towards the struggles of black people as well as its failure to build a mass-led
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revolutionary movement.

In America, James (1993) was caught between an attraction to its tremendous
democratic potential, his investment in the Trotskyist movement, and his quasi-
metropolitanism. Offering an insight into this delicate negotiation, Sartre argues that we
are aware of the representations of ourselves within society and that there is a compliance
to this representation in the mode of ‘being-in-itself.” For Sartre, the reality of ‘not being
as one is’ illustrates the impossibility of ‘being what one is’, a tension that is not realized

on an unconscious level but rather

it is the very stuff of consciousness; it is the embarrassing constraint which we
constantly experience; it is our very incapacity to recognize ourselves, to
constitute ourselves as being what we are. It is this necessity which means that,
as soon as we posit ourselves as a certain being, by a legitimate judgment, based
on inner experience or correctly deduced from a priori or empirical premises, then
by that very positing we surpass this being — and that not toward another being

but toward emptiness, toward nothing (1989: 62).

As the terrain of this nothingness, exile becomes habitable through bad faith, fortified by
the separation from an uncomfortable ‘home.” This accentuates the idea of being at home
in the world and being oneself with others as an unattainable ideal, replaced by the
contingent reality of reconciling oneself to varied approximations of compatibility. Sartre

recognizes an important effect of bad faith on belief within this dislocated consciousness:

In this sense consciousness is perpetually escaping itself, belief becomes non-belief,
the immediate becomes mediation, the absolute beconﬁes relative, and the relative
becomes absolute. The ideal of good faith (to believe what one believes) is, like
that of sincerity (to be what one is), an ideal of being-in-itself. Every belief is a
belief that falls short; one never wholly believes what one believes. Consequently
the primitive project of bad faith is only the utilization of this self~destruction of

the fact of consciousness (ibid: 69).
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The tensions and dilemmas of inhabiting an ephemeral space, also reveal the perilous
negotiations between intellectualism and the intellectual as social personality. The
manifestation of bad faith as generating an oscillating consciousness and beliefs can be
read within the narrative discrepancy between James’s voice and the demands of his
Trotskyist membership in many of his 1940s political essays. For example, writing in the
third person, ‘the party,” James combines the, ‘instinctive tendency to independent
organization and militant struggle of the Negro masses’ with the prerogative of the party
to analyse and criticize, ‘these creative efforts... exercis[ing] its special guiding and
correcting influence’ (1996b: 80). At this moment, James was developing his critique of
the vanguard party and Bogues (1997) argues that by 1948, James (1996a) had made a
breakthrough in figuring the black struggle as relatively autonomous from the party.
However, the tensions remain with James distilling the black struggle‘ to an economistic
reductionism that privileges the industrial proletariat and an over-determined formal
political realm, commenting on the large sales of books on race as meaning ‘that they have
left the sphere of literature and have now reached the sphere of politics” (1996a: 138).
Noting that ‘the essential problem of bad faith is a problem of belief” (ibid: 67),
Sartre problematizes the construction of belief as concentrating on negating unease,

distracting consciousness from developing positive prescriptions:

How can we believe by bad faith in the concepts which we forge expressly to
persuade ourselves? We must note in fact that the project of bad faith must itself
be in bad faith.... The decision to be in bad faith does not dare speak its name; it
believes itself and does not believe itself in bad faith; it believes itself and does not

believe itself in good faith (ibid: 67-8).

In order to become believable, bad faith is sustained by ‘non-persuasive evidence,’
evidence that it has already decided to dismiss. For James, the schism between the
Trotskyists and the Communist Party provides the necessary ‘non-persuasive evidence’
with which to fortify his bad faith. Discussing their respective experiences within the left,
James disagrees with Richard Wright on the subject of racism within the organization,

distancing himself from Wright’s insistence on disengaging from political relationships

i
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charged with implicit or explicit racism. Countering Wright’s experiences of racism within
the Communist Party, James remarks that he had not encountered racism within the
Fourth International and that even if he had, it would not bother him because, ‘I agree
with them on the basic analysis of society.”'? This sentiment subordinating the personal
will to that of the organization is contested by Scott McLemee’s (1996) reference to the
recollections of a former white Trotskyist comrade of James. This comrade, B.J. Widick,
suggests that James was somewhat traumatized after a trip to the South and experiencing
the reality of Jim Crow, and that on returning to New York, did not talk to any of his
white party comrades for days. The complicity of bad faith and these contradictions are
increasingly significant, posing a critical question: are we to believe that James personally
and intellectually maintained a consistent and compelling separation of race and racism
from a ‘basic analysis of society’? The ambiguous sanctuary of the left, and his asymptotic
relationship to Trotskyist cells as opposed to the directly inhospitable Communist Party,
is evident in a major difference between James and other New York writers that he knew
such as Richard Wright and Ralph Ellison in that, unlike James, they, ‘and all kinds of
other talented people plunged into Marxism during the nineteen-thirties and took their
political commitments seriously, and then plunged out, and got on with their work’
(Berman 1996: 68). James never quite ‘plunged out’ of organized leflist activism, instead
retreating gracefully. However, as the FBI finally caught up with him," and the JFT
imploded, he lost a community of comrades he would not regain (Glaberman 1994; Lee
Boggs 1998), and his exile took another turn, reflected in new developments in his social

theory and praxis.

3.3.2 Dissonance: return to his native land
In 1958, following his 1953 deportation from America, James returned to Trinidad as
editor of the Nation, also becoming Secretary of the WIFLP. However, James did not

return to Trinidad after a twenty six year absence as a prodigal son. Although known to

12. C.LR. James, ‘Autobiography’ [Richard Wright], Undated [1970s], unpublished
manuscript, New York: The C.L.R. James Institute, Document No. 0808, p.4

13. Having seen James’s FBI files — not held in the C.L.R. James Institute archives — Jim
Murray states that the FBI were fully aware of James’s whereabouts and activities during most of
his (illegal) stay in America. (Interview with Jim Murray, August 1997).
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localized metropolitan Marxist intelligensias, James was an obscure figure in Trinidad,
largely viewed with suspicion within the mainly bourgeois-liberal nationalist movement
(Look Lai 1992). Despite using his editorial position to campaign on a range of nationalist
issues, James became increasingly frustrated with what he would later call, ‘no more than
bourgeois nationalist politics.”'* Politically isolated after his split from Eric Williams and
expulsion from the PNM, James attempted to transpose his organizational skills learnt on
the fringes of the Euro-American arena to a significant Trinidadian stage, with disastrous
results.

Removed from an America conducive to subterranean urban leftist activity, James,
along with several associates, launched the Workers’ and Farmers’ Party (WFP) in 1965
and as its editor, used the WFP newspaper, We The People, ‘to criticize the government
and build support for their populist venture’ (Worcester 1996: 170). The WFP stood in
the 1966 Trinidadian national elections on a platform of various nationalist and social
democratic reforms and was summarily routed by the PNM. The reasons for this electoral
humiliation are manifold, and arguably, James’s experience of factional infighting on the
American Trotskyist left led him blindly towards an impolitic battle with Williams that may
have been de rigueur within the small cells of the Fourth International but, given his
capacity for pragmatism in bad faith, was a grave strategic error of judgement on a vital
political stage. This recasts the redemptive possibilities of exile and emphasizes James’s
inability to make a cathartic return, his influence and qualifications to speak with authority
and accuracy on the politics of nationalism within the region having been eroded (Harney
1996).

Suggesting Beyond a Boundary as a testament to James’s return to the Caribbean,
Grant Farred recognizes its narrative as an “articulation of a diasporic intellectual’s efforts
to overcome a history of constant relocation, remove and alienation from his originary
community’ (1996b: 177), charting James’s ability to return and re-enter its politics as
converting Trinidad into, ‘a space that he can constantly rediscover and recreate’ (ibid:
179). However, noting the dangers of conflating politics and identity and, ‘playing down

the complexities of their interconnection’ (1997a: 320), Paul Gilroy suggests the

14. C.L.R. James, ‘Letters on Organization’ [18 December 1962], unpublished letter to
Martin Glaberman and the Correspondence Group, New York: The C.L.R. James Institute.
Document No. 3096, p.19
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intricacies involved in reading James’s life of migration as harvesting a neat reconciliation.
If we closely read Beyond a Boundary as bearing testament to James’s return to Trinidad,
it yields racial and cultural discontinuities in his politics, complimenting his catastrophic
involvement within the unwieldy hierarchy of the WIFLP, support for federalism as a
liberal, parliamentary body and creation of the WFP as a populist venture that had no
organic links to its constituency.

IMluminating the contingency in Gilroy’s recognition that “the idea of movement can
provide an alternative to the sedentary poetics of either soil or blood’ (ibid: 317), Beyond
a Boundary and James’s cricket writing of the same period reveal a series of crude
nationalist and biological signifiers arguably intended to authenticate his Trinidadian
credentials. Noting the genetic transference of genius from fast bowler George John to his
playwright son Errol, James (1994) replaces the materialist dialectic of The Black
Jacobins, firmly drawn from social and historical determinants, with blood as a
transhistorical transmitter of resistance and creativity. Furthermore, challenging his
consistent narrative of a creolized Caribbean particularity, and recasting the symbolism of
his campaign for Frank Worrell as the first black West Indian cricket captain, James’s
reading of Garfield Sobers’s promotion to the same captaincy is replete with signifiers of
authenticity firmly attached to ‘the nation’. “When Sobers was appointed captain of the
West Indies he was the first genuine native son to hold that position, born in the West
’Indies, educated in the West Indies, learning the foundations of his cricket there without
the benefit of secondary school, or British university’ (1986a: 226, emphasis added).
Worrell’s metropolitan sojourn, his Manchester University education, serves to
inauthenticate his ‘West Indian-ness,” while Sobers’s uncomplicated and continuous
affiliation to the soil of nation renders him a ‘genuine native son.” Rearticulating the
reconciliatory premise of what Rob Nixon (1992) refers to as the ‘double sense of
displacement” influencing West Indian writers leaving the region, James not only severely
misunderstood the specificity of its political terrain, but also, recanted an anti-essentialist
poetics refined in exile in order to ‘buy’ an attempted return. Considering James’s
strategic adoption of crude nationalist and genetic signifiers demonstrates the difficulties
in excavating his statements and intellectual legacies, let alone appropriating them for anti-

essentialist political projects. Ultimately James’s migration proved both a productive and
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sterile experience, with continual relocation ultimately rendering the vernacular rythmns
of specific societies inaccessible and, bearing an increasing ambiguity reflective of bad

faith, clouds the resonance of his work and its meaning(s).

3.3.3 Exile: Rethinking political engagement and the ‘diasporic intellectual’

The impulses towards relocation that pushes West Indian writers abroad, principally to
England as the colonial metropole that George Lamming points to in his monumental 7%e
Pleasures of Exile [1960], are invaluable in the excavation of a black intellectual history
that is conversant with an anti-essentialist politics. However, as stated above, drawing
from their precarious positioning within the West, the tendency of black intellectuals
towards simultaneously engaging questions of race, class, and capitalism, did not
necessarily prefigure the formation of a hospitable space on the left for these complex
identities and the development of a sympathetic and inclusive oppositional politics.
Consequently, I want to argue that ‘exile’ while harbouring certain productive proclivities,
yields fractious tensions. The resourceful paradoxes of ‘reversion/diversion’ and ‘double
consciousness’ are formations that are inhabited, not just contemplative laboratories for
theorizing.

As isolation, exile is simultaneously manifested in a variety of ways; spatially,
physically, and psychologically. The articulation of a fluid Black Atlantic belies the fact
that the specificity of meanings within the distinct borders of its national constituents with
differentiated social histories render each with distinct levels of accessibility. Prefiguring
Gilroy’s ‘Black Atlantic’, Lamming — reflecting James’s affinities — encounters the
possibilities of drawing historical parallels between America and the Caribbean that holds

the capacity to generate a political, social, and social alliance:

The West Indies are lucky to be where they are: next door to America, not the
America of the Mason Dixon line or the colonising policies in the guise of freedom
and self-defence, not the America that is afraid of the possibilities of its own
strength. It’s a different America that the West Indies can explore. It’s the America
that started in a womb of promise, the America that started as an alternative to the

old and privileged Prospero, too old and too privileged to pay attention to the
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needs of his own native Calibans. In the Caribbean we are no more than island
peaks; but our human content bears a striking parallel with that expectation upon
which America was launched in the result, if not the method, of its early settlement

(1986a: 152).

If Lamming’s ‘striking parallel’ between early settlement in the Caribbean and America
relies on the latter’s ‘womb of promise’, the analogy, and any political hopes that it carried
are, sadly, stillborn. Lamming’s literary dexterity, if not theoretical naivety, to compare
the formation of the Caribbean and America while disregarding the specific methods of
early American settlement offers an eerie parallel with James. The significant differences
within the Americas, let alone between the New World and the Old, proscribe the
possibilities for an accessible and habitable transatlantic residence.

Writing his autobiography in the 1970s, benefitting from the passage of time and
space within which to reflect, this mistaken political conflation of the Americas lurks
within James’s narrative. Speaking of his friendship with Richard Wright, James illustrates
how his own citizenship of the New World, and the critical insights of his experience of
inclusion and exclusion were ill-fitted to understand the specificity of American society.
James remembers Wright telling him that as a West Indian, he did not understand America

and the effects of the onomatopoeia of racism within its society on the black American

psyche:

Richard used to tell me, ‘Look here Nello, you are a West Indian, and you don’t
understand our American experience very well. An American black hears from the
moment that he is born that he is backward, that he’s inferior, that he is dirty, that

he is not the equal to the American whites.”"

Here, without the specific mechanism of colonialism informing racialized discourses, the
different early settlement of America and the Caribbean is transparent, with the American

pathological suspicions of race creating a society that James’s New World blackness was

15. C.L.R. James, ‘Autobiography’ [Richard Wright] Undated [1970s], unpublished
manuscript, New York: C.L.R. James Institute, Document No. 0808. p.1
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unable to access. The specificity of the American social condition is emphasized as James
then notes how his second wife Constance Webb — a white American woman — and
Wright would discuss how they, along with James and Ellen Wright, had been observed
and received socially as an interracial foursome. James remembers being on the fringes of
these conversations because he had not been alert to the events unfolding around them,
of how they were being perceived: ‘Maybe there would have been West Indians who
would have been alert to these things, but I had not been brought up to pay attention to
these matters.”*

The problematics of exile that chart the difficultly in finding a social space where
one can pursue the unattainable ideal of being-as-one-is are not only apparent in the
negation of a readily transmutable black Atlantic American hiatus for James, but also in
an inhospitable Europe. Referring to Wright’s Parisian exile, James challenges the
evocative images of cosmopolitan black American expatriates to France summoned
through the imagery of jazz and literature. James found it regretful that Wright left
America after leaving the Communist Party, noting that Wright: ‘was not able to live
outside of the United States. He wasn’t himself elsewhere. The only man who was able
to be himself anywhere was Paul Robeson, who lived in England for a number of years
and never seemed to me to be in any way disturbed’."” James recognizes that he cannot
explain this in Wright but notes it as strange that ‘Richard Wright, a black man, was
unable to live in Europe and be himself when the Europeans accepted him completely’.'®
Therefore, the Richard Wright that we witness in Pagan Spain and Black Power, an
American abroad who, placing Spain and Ghana within an American template,
misunderstands their specific social conventions is not only included and excluded from
America, but Europe and Africa also. Wright may have been accepted in Europe but while

he complained to James that in America ‘if someone like myself does something

16. ibid., p.4

17. CL.R. James, ‘Autobiography’ [Untitled], Undated [1970s], unpublished manuscript,
New York: C.L.R. James Institute. Document No. 0807, p.2

18. ibid.



108

exceptional, then we are told you are an exceptional person, “You are not like them’,”*

the France that he was restless in was the same France simultaneously engaged in bitter
colonial struggles in Africa. ’

The linguistic and political conundrum evident in the promotion of an anti-
essentialism that generates counter-hegemonical discourses predicated on an absolutist
ethics, emphasizes the recognized disjuncture between certain strands of contemporary
cultural and postcolonial theory, and the formation of an oppositional leftist politics
(Brennan 1997; San Juan 1998).%° The tendency of bad faith as expressed through James’s
exile exposed him to a politically inert pragmatism capable of recognizing the political
while evading the concerted construction of a politics. Stuart Hall’s (1995) recognition
that while histories, people and situations change, a cultural undercurrent remains upon
which we can fashion a grounded sense of belonging and identity, evokes the real politik
of having a solid terrain underfoot to work from. Considering the dilemmas of the
conundrum outlined above, Hall demonstrates the formation of grounded identities as not
necessarily antagonistic to an oppositional political project, and that the reification of
identity and community is inescapable anyway as they are always selective issues of
representation, memory, and silencing.

While Grace Lee Boggs (1998) rather crudely argues that James embittered his
exile in straying too far from his roots, her anecdote of James collapsing in a hotel lobby
in Ghana in the 1970s and no one knowing who to contact is a chastening reminder of the
cracks in the everyday, human life of the intellectual. I am not proposing the centrality of
a fixed space as paramount to intellectual production, but rather, in the interests of forging
political alliances, the uncovering of a social space wherein a political community can be
formed. James’s exile at home, both in childhood and as an adult, allied with the
defensiveness and resistance that he met within metropolitan Marxist intelligensias, make

it difficult to nominate a space premised on its physical properties that would not require

19. C.LR. James, ‘Autobiography’ [Richard Wright] Undated [1970s], unpublished
manuscript, New York: C.L.R. James Institute. Document No. 0808, p.2

20. For example, I am thinking of the construction of anti-essentialism as informing anti-
racist strategies where racism and racial equality occupy polar opposites of an absolutist ethics.
Adopting a political stance against for example, the far right, is an essentialized position that we
Justify ethically.
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bad faith in order to be negotiated and inhabited. After his expulsion from America and
inauspicious homecoming, James was arguably unable to rediscover a similar community
of committed leftist activists and intellectuals (Glaberman 1994; Lee Boggs 1998).
Acknowledging the need for supportive community as a means to release the creative
capacities of humanity from their capitalist degradation, James cursorily entered the realm

of psychoanalysis to state that:

A human spirit which finds itself cramped in a situation where it can find no outlet
for its energies and yet is unable to find any objective reason for a dissatisfaction
of which it is often not conscious, builds up in itself an image which is the direct

opposite of what it hates (1978b: 114).

This suggests the primacy of carefully constructing an inclusive community wherein
political strategies are to be practiced. HoWever, there is a delicate balance to be
maintained here in advocating an inclusivity that dislocates the systematic bad faith where
‘the intellectual grasps his thought as being at once Ais and other. He thinks in the idea
rather than the idea being in his thought” (Sartre 1963: 136, emphasis in original). While
the task of inserting James into the history of Marxism in the West (Bogues 1997), and
the recovery and reconsideration of his intellectual legacies is fraught with the
complexities of exile, the recent engagement of his concern with happiness as a political
issue (Bogues 1997; Brennan 1997) makes the tensions and anguish within his life history
all the more prescient. The excavation of James’s intellectual development is crucial as
critical intellectual biography, historical lessons for political engagement and as a point of
entry into his social theory and political praxis. Developing the theme of individual
happiness and being oneself within the wider society, chapter 4 explores James’s attempt
to seamlessly connect individual and communal needs and desires through a re-theorized

Marxist spontaneity.
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Chapter 4
Mapping Spontaneity: Articulating Race, Class,

and the Organic Revolution

As long as several men in assembly regard themselves as a single body, they have
only a single will which is concerned with their common preservation and general
well-being.... Peace, unity and equality are the enemies of political subtleties. Men
who are upright and simple are difficult to deceive because of their simplicity; lures
and ingenious pretexts fails to impose upon them, and they are not even subtle
enough to be dupes. When, amongst the happiest people in the world, bands of
peasants are seen regulating affairs of state under an oak, and always acting wisely,
can we help scorning the methods of other nations, which make themselves

illustrious and wretched with so much art and mystery.
Rousseau, The Social Contract

The cultural association which the Socialists should promote must have class aims
and limits. It must be a proletarian institution seeking definite goals. The
proletariat, at a certain moment of its development and history, recognizes that the
complexity of its life lacks a necessary organ and it creates it, with its strength,
with its good will, for its own ends.

Antonio Gramsci, ‘For a Cultural Association’

The task is to abolish organization. The task today is to call for, to teach, to
illustrate, to develop spontaneity — the free creative activity of the proletariat.
C.L.R. James, Notes on Dialectics

The psychic, physical, and political tensions of exile that shaped James’s personal and
intellectual development are also evident in the development of his social theory and
political praxis. His struggles to articulate race, class, and imperialism from within the left
lead to a set of conflictual strategic positions. These pragmatic positions, his oscillation
between class reductionism and a discursive race/class analysis, cloud the attempt to
survey his entire corpus and discern key strands of his social thought. I want to engage
the complex task of deconstructing these differential positions, drawing out the
contradictory tensions that his precarious position of inclusion and exclusion within the
West and the left present in his Marxist theorization.

The development of James’s social theory can be loosely understood within three
moments. First, his initial Trotskyism stressing the internationalism and centrality of class

struggles. Second, his theorization of ‘state capitalism’ and the pervasive barbarism of
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modern society. Third, his adoption of an anti-vanguardist position that notes the tendency
of the party organ to undermine ‘mass’ struggles. However, while James’s social thought
can be seen to develop within these three phases there is no distinct separation between
each stage, there is no linear progression from a class to a race/class analysis, and it is
possible to note traceable links between different moments. For example, the creative
radical self-activity of the masses that James (1980b) notes as protecting the San Domingo
revolution in contrast with the fallibilities of the leadership re-emerges in his (1980a)
refutation of the vanguard party and embracement of workers’ spontaneous self-activity.
Therefore, this chapter examines James’s leftism as a creolized Marxism. I understand this
as creolization not only in the sense of including racialized discourses within class analysis,
but also in the sense of process, where his ideas emerge at specific points through
negotiation and a catachrestic struggle. Thus, illustrating the creolized development of
James’s ‘Marxism” and the inconsistencies of his mature political theory, I hope to show
how the perilous “pleasures of exile’ lead to political dilemmas that are not only personal,
but a part of his refinement of Marxism.

The first section of this chapter links James’s early fiction figuring ‘the folk’ as
political subjects to his introduction to Marxist theory and praxis. Drawing freely on the
work of Hegel, Marx and Engels, James ‘creolizes’ Marxism, turning leftist discussions
of ‘race’ from a black ‘problem,’ to an issue of the paterﬁalism and resistance of the white
left that must engage its own complicity in racist discourses. Section two outlines James’s
involvement in the JFT, and their significant concept of ‘state capitalism.” Through the
theory of state capitalism, the JFT uncover the totalitarian bureaucratic tendencies of a
pervasive modernist barbarism connecting capitalism and Stalinism. Analogous to this
barbarous discourse, the ill-directed Trotskyist Fourth International is host to a series of
Leninist vanguard parties that stifle the creative free activity of the proletariat.

Section three outlines James’s theorization of spontaneous proletarian self-activity
as a post-vanguard mode of revolutionary politics. I develop critiques of James’s
dialectical vision of a radical ‘end of history’ building on Bogues’s (1997) arguments to
elucidate some of the incoherences that emerge from James’s circumvention of
conceptions of ideology and hegemony. James’s suggested organic proletarian radicalism

not only fails to theorize the struggle for civil society, but is dependent on reductive
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categories of the ‘masses’ and integrated classes that yield a disjointed praxis. While this
theory and praxis is predicated on a creolized social foundation, James’s social theory

faces problems attempting to translate the black Jacobins to modern industrially-advanced

society.

4.1 ‘Assimilation and rejection, loan and critique’: Towards a Creolized Marxist
Politics
As James assumes and refines the mantle of classical Marxism, reflecting his precarious
positioning of simultaneous inclusion and exclusion, his creolized theorization of race is
anxiously articulated with decentred class discourses. The significance of James’s
contribution to Marxism is often recognized as his theorization of the revolutionary
capacity of the ‘masses’ (Nielsen 1997, San Juan 1998), and in certain cases this doctrine
is understood as developed in America during his work with the JFT (Buhle 1988;
Worcester 1996; Brennan 1997; Lee Boggs 1998). Furthermore, his largest contribution
to Marxism is often seen as the theory of ‘state capitalism’ that he developed as a member
of the JFT during his ‘American moment’ (Cleaver 1979, Calinicos 1990, Anderson
1995). Although disturbing the Eurocentric orientation of Marxism (Anderson 1976),
these perspectives on James’s significance transfer the focal point across the Atlantic,
bypassing the Caribbean in a manner reflective of much ‘black Atlantic’ discourse.’
Anthony Bogues (1997) confronts this long overdue task, begun cursorily by Cedric
Robinson (1983), placing James within a tradition of black radicalism in dialogue with
Marxism in the West.* Drawing on this project, I want to extend the positioning of James

within Marxism in the West to reconfigurate ‘the West” that forms and informs his

Marxism.

1. The debates outlining the tensions between black West Indians and black Americans in
early twentieth century American radicalism have placed James’s position on the historical
formation of the Caribbean and his notion of New World black radicalism in a peculiar light
(Cudjoe 1992; James 1998). Selwyn Cudjoe points to a Jamesian form of Caribbean exceptionalism,
while Winston James notes that the contributions of black Caribbean activists to (black) American
radicalism has been overlooked.

2. Drawing on Perry Anderson’s (1976) differentiation between Western Marxism and the
tradition of Trotskyist Marxism in the West, [ refer to ‘Marxism in the West’ as opposed to
‘Western Marxism.” However, Michael Denning (1997) notably refers to James as a ‘“Western
Marxist.”
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4.1.1 Literary realism and ‘the folk’ as political subjects
In his discursive Marxism that articulated class with race, imperialism and popular culture,
James can be seen as part of the bridge between the ‘Old’ and “New’ left (Nielsen 1997).
This transitional moment is typified in the post-marxist movement away from the
metatheorizations of social subjects as class subjects (Barrett 1991). James’s social theory
seeks to establish grounds for a generalized socialist revolution, generalized in the sense
of conceptualizing a proletariat broader than white, European, industrial workers. In his
early ‘yard-fiction,” James prepares the ground for this task, clearing a space wherein
black New World subjects, acutely conversant in the barbarous fallacies of capitalist
modernism, are inserted into the discursive social field drawn on by Marxist praxis.
Hazel V. Carby notes that during the inter-war years black American and colonial
intellectuals perceived a responsibility to call for social change that became understood,
‘as an issue of representation — how to represent the ‘people,” the ‘folk,” or the ‘masses’
and how to imagine the relationship between the intellectual and the people, or the leader
and the masses” (1998: 113). Referring to his work from within the Beacon group,
Bogues notes ‘an early sign of a problematic which would dominate James’s historical
writings: the role of personality and the issues of agency and social structure’ (1997: 22)
which can be read alongside James’s, ‘deep commitment to literature as an instrument of
social reform’ (Carby 1990: 99). Therefore, while a classical education in the Western
mould left James conversant with the “classics,” when he turned to fiction and became
involved in the Beacon literary group, the anti-colonial fervour of the region was reflected
in his narrative concerns. Reinhard W. Sander points out that under the joint editorship
of James and Alfred Mendes, the Beacon was not solely a vehicle for prose fiction writing

oriented towards mimicing the classical Western tradition

But also participated actively in local, West Indian and world politics. In its
editorials it denounced the crown Colony form of government, reported and
commented on the proposals for a West Indian Federation, followed India’s
struggle for independence and praised the Russian experiment in socialism. In
outlook it was anti-capitalist and anti-ecclesiastical, bohemian and iconoclastic

(1995: 41).
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Sander’s insight fleshes out James’s comment that his negotiation of the tense
interrelationship of race, class, and caste through the pfism of cricket informed his
intellectual development. The tumultuous historical moment of the inter-war years in the
West Indies informed and radicalized James not just as a unique individual, but as part of
a longer tradition of Trinidadian radicalism (James 1980d; Cudjoe 1992, 1997, Alleyne
1998).

Within the frame of this largely unrecognized Trinidadian radical tradition, James’s
early fiction (1931a, 1931b, 1971, 1980e, 1992d, 1992¢) has been seen as attempting to
speak for the subaltern, rewriting distorted Eurocentric histories in the process (Nair
1996). Therefore, featuring the creative vitality of the subaltern — ‘the folk” — is not
merely a cerebral device, but a politicized empiricist methodology — ‘literary realism’
(Nielsen 1997) — initiated during watching cricket in his childhood (Murray 1996), and
developed further during the 1920s. Furthermore, the tangent(s) at which James’s concern
with ‘the folk’ and the personality within society enter his politics have been extensively
debated (Bogues 1997; Carby 1998; Meeks 1996, Nielsen 1997; Wilson-Tagoe 1998).
Reading James’s entire corpus as literature and not theory — nor, one might add, Marxist
historiography and praxis — Aldon Lynn Nielsen (1997) uncovers James’s use of literary
and narrative devices in relating the individual to society. Alternatively, Bogues (1997)
suggests a ‘break’ between James’s literary and political writing where he carried the
preoccupation with ‘personality’ from the former to the latter. Conversely, other
commentators construct a continuum, or demonstrate links between James’s literature and
politics (Carby 1990; Hamilton 1992; Hill 1986; Huggins 1990; Pyne-Timothy 1995). This
connection suggests that James’s concern with the people of the barrack yards
demonstrates an, ‘embryonic dialectical reasoning’ recognizing the ‘attributes of
spontaneity” (Huggins 1990: 76) that they possess. Resultantly, considering the political
impotence of the educated colonial middle-classes, the prospect of radical social change
lies in the possibilities of an alliance that harnesses, ‘the educational and/or organizational
skills of the middle classes and the defiance and creative energy of the working classes’
(ibid).

Commenting on the creative impulse for writing his novel Minty Alley, James

recalls living in a similar household to the protagonist Haynes during his late twenties: ‘the
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people fascinated me, and I wrote about them from the point of view of an educated
youthful member of the black middle class. The political implications I was not aware of.
They seemed to be interesting people, and what was going on was very dramatic’ (Munro
& Sander 1972: 33). With the creative vitality of the proletarian subjects capturing
James’s interest and generating his literature, the notion that James recycled the oral
tradition into fiction, privileging the construction of narrative forms such as ‘magic
realism’ (Nielsen 1997), is a difficult argument to sustain. The Western cultural tenet of
‘logocentrism’ (Hall 1992d) and its predominantly bourgeois literary concern with
cerebral form over, or before content, casts a depoliticized shadow over the radical
potential of imagining the creativity of the ‘folk.” Locating the creative energy of the
working class within literature, James (1992, 1978b) emphasizes the representation of the
great writer, for example Shakespeare and Melville, as one who is able to express the
tensions within the transformative process betweén historical epochs.

The positioning of West Indian ‘folk’ as the vast repository of this ‘creative
energy’ also points to James’s fundamental reconstitution of the social terrain where
colonial and class struggles would be fought out. Largely understood as part of his major
contribution to twentieth century Marxist theory, James’s ‘culturalism’ has been generally
understood as developed within the American arena (Grimshaw 1992; Grimshaw & Hart
1993; Worcester 1995, 1996; Brennan 1997). However, much of James’s early fiction
(1931b, 1980e, 1992d, 1992¢) features people struggling against penury, developing ways
to negotiate their way through the drudgery of their lives. Therefore, the question of
‘happiness’ seen as pivotal to James’s “culturalist’ Marxism from the late 1940s (Bogues
1997; Brennan 1997) is not merely a response synchronous with the post-war concerns
of Western Marxism (Brennan 1997), but a theme revisiting or continuing on from his
early fiction.

The ‘innovative’ register of American Civilization, outlining a society disillusioned
with the degradation of a restrictive modernity and embracing the regenerative escapism
of popular culture, borrows freely from the creative, (dis)ingenious attempts of people to
escape poverty in James’s early fiction. The creative tactics of James’s fictive characters
ranges from the parents’ dilemma over ‘selling’ their son to Hollywood as a child actor

(1931b), Turner’s attempted deceit to end his financial problems (1980e), Anita Perez
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calling for the spiritual intervention of La Divina Pastora (1992d), and Celestine’s
conjuring of spiritual protection for Mamitz against the incantations of Irene (1992e).
Each of these tales — although tinged with a sentimentality issuing moralistic undertones
— display the routes to (temporary) financial security that are dependent on imaginative
as well as materialist structures. Therefore, in exercising their self-activity in opposition
to the bourgeois middle class adherence to uplift through education and thrift, the
proletariat come to represent a counter-narrative to the ‘native’ intelligentsia constrained
by colonial hegemony and devoid of political power.

As an early expression of his discontinuous challenge to hegemonic Western
epistemology, James (1992¢) depicts a religious creolization that merges a devout
Christianity with creole ‘rites and ceremonies.” This represents the co-existence of
creolized Trinidadian folk-belief systems with the capitalist relations of production
introduced by colonialism through, significantly, both rural and urban subjects. As shown
in The Black Jacobins, the conjuring trick of slavery (and later in colonial society), was
the fact of so many being oppressed and ruled by so few. The faceless functionaries of
Crown colony government, enjoying their position at the expense of the black middle class
of which James was a member, placed some living flesh on the skeleton of structural
dominance. Therefore, James’s concern with individual genius alongside the radical
creativity of ‘the folk’ demonstrated that ‘man’ for ‘man,” as Learie Constantine
constantly reminded him, ‘they are no better than we.” This articulation of the leader, the
intellectual, the organization, and the ‘mass’ or ‘the folk’ apart from being a question of
literary method, also informed James’s adoption of Marxist political theory and

historiography.

4.1.2 Creolizing Marxism

Recognizing W E.B. Du Bois’s Black Reconstruction as significantly articulating race and
class in the American General Strike in 1862, correcting the Eurocentric view that the first
general strike had taken place in Europe in 1905,> James demonstrates the importance of

understanding the decentered articulation of race and class as a means to reclaim history

3. Unpublished transcript of a Presentation by C.L.R. James at Tougaloo College, Jackson,
Mississippi, 9 May 1972. New York: C.L.R. James Institute, Document No. 2400.
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for its organic protagonists. Similarly, Robert A. Hill suggests that in the 1932-1938
period, James left ‘the world of Thackeray and nineteenth-century intellectual concerns
[moving] into the world of international socialist revolution’ (1986: 61).
(Re)contextualizing James’s pre-England anti-colonial work, Hill credibly speculates that
‘James was writing as a Marxist even before he engaged consciously in the articulation
of Marxism as a scientific method’ (ibid: 64). While Hill’s disruption of chronology and
the transmission of a unified consciousness across different historical moments
transgresses the gospel of specificity, I would argue that he performs an important
political act in organically situating the creation and ownership of James’s work and, by
extension, black socialist struggles. However, James’s placement of black subjects within
a Marxist history is continually negotiated with the demands of maintaining a position on
the left. Taking 7he Black Jacobins as a classic example of James’s early Marxist
historiography, I want to begin to demonstrate the syntheses, breaks and (dis)continuities
between James and the traditions of German idealism and Marxism that in turn is reflective
of the creative tensions of a position of simultaneous inclusion and exclusion from the
West.

As Du Bois’s Black Reconstruction places the black slaves at the forefront of the
struggle for a democratic America, The Black Jacobins, demonstrates not only the first
successful slave revolt leading to the first independent black state within the modern West,
but a successful moment within the development of international socialism. There is an
important — albeit incomplete — theoretical and empirical-political creolization of
German idealism and Marxism at work here that can be read genealogically from Marx
and Engels. Stressing the materiality of human life as developed and determined through
social organization and economic production, Marx and Engels’s The German Ideology
[1846] launched a critique of bourgeois nineteenth century philosophy and history
influenced by the young Hegel. Marx and Engels asserted the need for philosophy and
history to recognize the empirical connection between social and political structures and
production in order to counter the abstraction of ruling ideas as separated from the ruling
class. This addressed the bourgeoisification and hyper-abstraction of philosophy that
removed it from its concrete social determinants and, as such, Marx and Engels sought

to redirect the generative flows between concrete and abstract. Instead of abstract
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theorizing that was in turn applied to the concrete, they demonstrated the emergence of
abstractions from concrete social circumstances. Therefore, the empirical informed and
constituted the theoretical, allowing for ‘applied” — instead of what was later called
‘high’— theory. |

As a remarkable work of Marxist historiography, 7he Black Jacobins draws
directly on Marx’s Lighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte [1885], suggesting that the
imperatives of historical materialism inform the ability of the black Jacobins to create their
own historical destiny (Carby 1998). However, it is notable that James’s delineation of the
San Domingo Revolution liberally paraphrases Marxist theory and praxis, containing little
direct reference. In constructing a narrative of the revolution, James reiterates 7he
German Ideology, establishing the empirical foundations of struggle as a basis for
theorizing. This referencing without acknowledgment can be read as an important moment
in the creolization of Marxism, retaining the autonomy and integrity of Caribbean
revolutionary social movements. James is clearly influenced by, and draws on Marx and
Engels’ suggestion that ruling classes with material interests and power are fractured by
a division similar to the division of labour. This fracture is evident in the disparity between
those who (have the time to) think and those immersed in material activity to maintain
their class privilege.

Throughout his narrative of the San Domingo Revolution, James discusses the
cleavages within the ruling class, the schism between the colonial authorities and the
plantocracy that demonstrates the contradictory foundations of capitalism. The
personalities on view within the narrative — Toussaint, Sonthonax, Hedouville, Rigaud
etc. — are developed strictly in terms of their positioning vis a vis the economic, social,
racial, and cultural relations of slavery. Therefore, James maintains the intimacy of his
novelistic narrative while echoing The German Ideology. Marx and Engels state that it is
crucial to connect ruling ideas to ruling individuals and the relations of the given modes
of production so that the materiality of oppression and power is not distorted in an
absolutist Hegelian abstraction as ‘the notion” or ‘the idea.” Making these connections
allows James to demonstrate the internal disputes within and between the imperial powers,
the petit bourgeoisie, the planters, the mulattoes, and the slaves as class antagonisms.

Therefore, aligned to race and caste, the internal struggles in San Domingo are ‘illusory






