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Empire seems to be back in fashion, but look closely and you will see
that it is a fashion led by idiots. We are ready for more intelligent uses
of our past.

—AYI KWEI ARMAH

AT THE HEIGHT OF ESCALATION in the Vietnam conflict, Juan Bosch, a
leading writer from the Dominican Republic and briefly its president, issued a
scathing critique of “pentagonism,” which is the term he used to identify over-
developed capitalism in the United States. Under “pentagonism,’ classic impe-
rialist methods are replaced by a new form of global domination that empha-
sizes internal colonization within the mother country, transforming what had
been the imperial center into what Bosch refers to as a “metropo-colony” (22).
Bosch’s prophetic view of neocolonialism is colored by his firsthand encounter
with U.S. troops, which recently had disembarked in his native land with vio-
lent consequences. This 1965 occupation was, however, only the most recent
incident in a wave of interventions stretching back a century and a half to the
inception of the Monroe Doctrine, which Bosch, like his countryman Pedro
Mir, viewed as having its roots in U.S. imperial designs on the Dominican
Republic. What may be most striking for readers of U.S. history is Bosch’s as-
sertion that “pentagonism does not exploit colonies: it exploits its own people”
(21). Likening North Americans to colonized subjects, Bosch argues: “The pen-
tagonized people are exploited as colonies were since they are the ones who
pay, through taxes, for the bombers that enrich their manufacturers; the moth-
er country thus turns its own people into its best colony; it is at once a mother
country and a colony, in an unforeseen symbiosis that requires a new word to
define it” (22). Perhaps even more noteworthy for students of African American
history and political economy, Bosch concludes his book Pentagonism by liken-
ing the Watts insurrection of 1965 to a colonial uprising and by linking Black
Power leadership to revolutionary nationalist cadres globally. “Black Power,’
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Bosch writes, “was organized—on the basis of a prolonged state of economic
and social injustice—as a force intended to weaken the United States’ power of
military aggression by attacking this power from the rear” (127).

This sort of analysis echoes widely in African American letters ranging
across the political spectrum from liberal academic to revolutionary national-
ist, and across a historical arc reaching from the present day back to the early-
nineteenth-century origins of black nationalist thought by David Walker and
others. A good example of African American social critique that parallels Bosch
can be found in George Jackson’s Blood in My Eye, a volume of essays and cor-
respondence composed only a few years after Bosch’s Pentagonism. Jackson,
the imprisoned Black Panther field marshal writing from solitary confinement
in San Quentin, offered a similar vision of U.S. society in this second and final
book completed days before he was assassinated on the prison yard in 1971. In
the essays “Fascism” and “Classes at War;” Jackson undertakes a long analysis
of political economy, history, and culture before designating the United States
as “the prototype of the international fascist counterrevolution” (134). Jackson’s
description of third-phase fascism—that is, “fascism in its final and secure
state,” managed by the Rand Corporation, the National Guard, and domestic
surveillance of private citizens (143, 174-176)—correlates closely with Bosch’s
diagnosis of pentagonism. The argument in Blood in My Eye that black revolu-
tion in the urban centers entails “a really productive assault on the outside en-
emy reactionary culture, not only on the production level, but in all significant
areas of property relations” (176), evokes the attack from the rear envisioned by
Bosch.

The first decade of the twenty-first century has been a time of renewed
imperial flexing by the U.S. government, increasing contestation by popular
movements across the hemisphere, and growing doubt that imperial politics
can remain viable as core economies stumble into recession and depression.
Against this backdrop, the analytic frameworks articulated by Bosch and
Jackson take on an intellectual urgency that even a few years ago would have
been hard to imagine. With the concentration on wide-scale domestic and
hemispheric militarization as a sequel to old-school colonization and empire,
Jackson and Bosch are attentive not only to large economic forces but also to
the racial, national, class, and other social vectors that help to shape our mili-
tarized political economy. As such, Jackson and Bosch both express a dissident
anti-imperial tradition that is of immediate interest to anyone studying the use
of cultural, political, and economic resources to oppose contemporary social
violence, whether that violence is codified as militarism, neocolonialism, “pen-
tagonism,” or some other term. This book stems in part, then, from the urgency
of remembering, recovering, and amplifying examples like Bosch, Jackson, and
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other sources of anti-imperial struggle in the Americas. Beginning with par-
allels in Caribbean and African American liberatory discourse at the turn of
the twentieth century, I trace the increasing convergence of these traditions in
cultural expressions by Arthur Schomburg, Zora Neale Hurston, Jayne Cortez,
and Jean-Bertrand Aristide. Individually and as a group, these iconic figures
suggest ongoing and intensifying efforts to forge a unified front that might help
ally masses of people across boundaries of nationality, language, gender, class,
and caste.

While this process of unification is far from accomplished in the early twen-
ty-first century, the cultural work of getting people ready to resist empire is
alive and well, resting on the firm foundation outlined in this study. African
American and Caribbean writers, artists, thinkers, and everyday people have
given the Americas and the world a model of decolonizing thought and action.
My hope is that this study helps readers to recall and renew this model in their
own diverse fields of endeavor.
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INTRODUCTION

People Get Ready

Recalling African American and Caribbean Solidarity

We used to practice off Curtis Mayfield and the Impressions, even tried
to look like ‘em—Yeah, the Impressions was bad.

—PETER TOSH

THE MUSIC OF SOLIDARITY

This study attempts to situate, historically and theoretically, a long tradition of
dialogue and collaboration between African American and Caribbean peoples
for the purposes of liberation. The basic premise is that within and against
the circuits of political, economic, and cultural domination that have struc-
tured hemispheric relations in the Americas since 1492, African American and
Caribbean solidarity represents a highly developed force for creating decolo-
nizing social change. This legacy is not free of contradictions and misunder-
standings on both sides, and the chapters that follow grapple with intellec-
tual elitism, sexism, color prejudice, imperialism, national chauvinism, and
other forms of mutual disdain that continue to limit African American and
Caribbean solidarity. More fundamental, though, is an ongoing, interwoven
struggle to triumph over these pernicious ways of thinking and acting, to move
from mutual disdain to the realization of mutually liberating social goals.

At its best, African American and Caribbean cultural dialogue is a music of
solidarity. In its choruses, this music articulates exemplary zones of relational
community in which understanding is, in Edouard Glissant’s conceptualiza-
tion, not a grasping appropriation (com-prendre in the original French) but
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rather a process of donner-avec, translated as “giving-on-and-with”” “Beloved
Community;” one of the cornerstones of Martin Luther King Jr’s social theory,
resonates in strikingly similar ways.> Such openly generous and sharing inter-
actions generate relational knowledge that helps produce freer social reality
and at the same time is one of freedom’s most satisfying products.

Although written documents are the main focus in this project, significant
attention is paid to sound recordings, videotaped performances, and interviews
broadcast on television. Accordingly, I want to begin with a concrete example of
relational community as it emerges through a musical exchange between Curtis
Mayfield and Bob Marley. I start here for several reasons. First of all, Mayfield’s
statement in the song “People Get Ready” and Marley’s reply in “One Love” are
discrete events separated in time by as much as a decade or as little as a few
months.? They can and should, however, be considered together as a single unit.
In this sense, the songs create an intertextual call-and-response dialogue that
embodies the music of solidarity and provides an initial model for the kind of
decolonizing cultural dynamic I want to trace throughout this study. The ver-
nacular and demotic qualities of “People Get Ready” and “One Love” constitute
important stylistic and existential models for intellectuals, literary artists, and
political leaders from each tradition. The mass audiences’ embrace of these
decolonizing musical messages represents an ideal standard for reception and
consumption toward which many African American and Caribbean writers as-
pire. Further, liberating inter-American dialogue in writing less often emerges
with the emphatic, unambiguous force evident in this musical exchange. For all
of these reasons, popular culture, understood broadly as people’s culture, stands
as a motivating, mobilizing force for both African American and Caribbean
writers in the twentieth century and beyond.* Because an urgent concern with
the relationship between writing and popular culture is a defining feature of
both traditions, it is important to begin with some sense of what the writers are
responding to in popular cultural activity. Marley in dialogue with Mayfield
does not exhaust the concept of decolonizing popular culture, but the one love
solidarity exhibited in their partnership is paradigmatic.

A second rationale for beginning outside or adjacent to written, text-bound
culture is that doing so reminds us that writing is part of a whole spectrum of
decolonizing cultural practices from which it draws and to which it makes its
particular contribution. Framing an extended analysis of written, electronic,
and multimedia culture in this way, with a popular culture-based dialogue
about liberation, grounds the study in forms of holistic interdisciplinary in-
quiry common to both African American studies and Caribbean studies.” No
single interdisciplinary project can lay claim to comprehensive totality, but
working against disciplinary enclosures announces a movement away from
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fragmentation and toward unification. This tendency to imagine social reality
as a multifaceted whole—as a totality—is, I suggest, a core decolonizing intel-
lectual habit, and is an impulse toward holism shared by African American
studies and Caribbean studies. Interdisciplinarity in this particular context
may also help reroute a literature-based cultural criticism in which African
American and Caribbean encounters emerge more antagonistically than in
popular culture, where collaboration and solidarity are more normative.

The kernel of this project stems from a personal listening experience. In
the fall of 1994, while house-sitting for one of my professors at the University
of Maryland, I turned on the stereo to listen to a compact disc version of The
Impressions Greatest Hits. Curtis Mayfield was the lead singer of the Impressions
and penned most of the group’s songs, including “People Get Ready,” a mid-
1960s soul hit that I had heard on the radio countless times before listening
to it on this particular occasion. Musically, “People Get Ready” is a medium-
to slow-paced song rooted in a tradition of gospel ballads. The instrumenta-
tion is very basic, with Mayfield playing a simple guitar riff that establishes the
song’s cyclical chord progression over a restrained rhythm accompaniment of
bass and drums. What tension there is in the music is created by intermittent
chordal padding from a string section in the background to emphasize certain
cadences; by melodic phrases played in the string section and punctuated by
chime notes on a triangle; by bursts of choral harmony from the other sing-
ers to underscore certain phrases; and by a key change halfway through the
song, in which the music modulates upward by a half-step. The smooth—even
placid—quality of Mayfield’s music, however, contrasts sharply with the lyric
content, which paints a prophetic story of deliverance for the oppressed-but-
righteous people referred to in the title. The singer proclaims, “there’s hope for
all among those loved the most,” while judgment and damnation are meted out
to their oppressors. A middle verse in “People Get Ready” is particularly strik-
ing for its apocalyptic imagery:

There ain’t no place for the hopeless sinner

Who would hurt all mankind, just to save his own.
Have pity on those whose chances grow thinner

For there’s no hidin’ place against the Kingdom’s Throne.

On reflection, what I like most about “People Get Ready;” and one of the rea-
sons I wanted to borrow it for the title of this study, is that it offers a powerful
synthesis of the secular and sacred cultural traditions developed by African
American people during centuries of enslavement and decades of ambigu-
ous second-class citizenship under Jim Crow. Like many other songs from its
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period, “People Get Ready” wields these expressive forms to reflect critically
on, and contribute emotional support to, the freedom struggles facing black
people in the United States, and it thus exemplifies the high standard of theo-
retical, technical, and political sophistication that has always characterized
black popular music in North America.®

At that particular moment, though, what struck me in listening to “People
Get Ready” was the mnemonic recognition that recently I had been listening
to this melody and lyric somewhere else, namely in the anthemic mid-1970s hit
“One Love,” written and recorded by Bob Marley and the Wailers. Even though
the liner notes on the Exodus album credit Mayfield as coauthor of “One Love,’
and though previously I had listened to the cut with Mayfield in mind, now the
process was flowing in reverse as I listened to “People Get Ready” with Marley
echoing in my head. A year earlier, I had taught a course on Caribbean litera-
ture and put together a unit on popular arts, including reggae. The time spent
listening to, researching, and analyzing reggae music had firmly implanted
most of Bob Marley’s songs in my inner ear. What I noticed, then, in listening
to “People Get Ready; was that the third verse (quoted above), predicting the
imminent demise of ruthless oppressors, is adopted nearly verbatim by Marley,
though in taking it up he disperses the words throughout the two separate
verses of “One Love™:

Let them all pass all their dirty remarks (One love)

There is one question Id really like to ask (One heart)

Is there a place for the hopeless sinners

Who would hurt all mankind just to save his own? (Believe it)

Let’s get together to fight this Holy Armagideon (One heart)
So when the man comes there will be no-no doom (One song)
Have pity on those, whose chances grow t'inner

There ain’t no hidin’ place from the Father of Creation.

The Wailers alter the rhythm of “People Get Ready;” replacing Mayfield’s gospel
ballad lilt with a prominent original bass line, skanking guitar, and much stron-
ger one-drop drumming. Marley also adds an original melody for the chorus,
and this choral phrase is introduced on the piano. While recasting the lyric and
embedding the instrumental arrangement in a reggae idiom, the verses of “One
Love” hang on to the melodic essence of Mayfield’s song as it is laid down in
“People Get Ready”

Situating this powerful intertext in a larger historical and theoretical frame-
work has been a challenging intellectual task. The past two decades have seen
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the emergence of black transnational studies as an important scholarly field
that, in U.S. academies, is located at the intersection of African American,
Caribbean, and African studies; poststructualism; and the critique of colonial
discourse. In the following chapter, I comment at greater length on the impor-
tance of genealogies and analytic paradigms offered by Carole Boyce Davies,
Brent Hayes Edwards, Ifeoma Nwankwo, Michelle Ann Stephens, and Michelle
Wright, among others. Such critical works productively illuminate not only
the Marley-Mayfield connection but also the cultural engagements of Arthur
Schomburg, Zora Neale Hurston, Jayne Cortez, Jean-Bertrand Aristide, Rev.
Jesse Jackson Sr., and Charlayne Hunter-Gault that make up the main objects
of study in People Get Ready. At the time I was beginning this work, however,
the existing scholarship that attempted to deal generally and theoretically with
African American and Caribbean encounters tended more often to focus on the
social sciences rather than on literary and cultural expression. On one side was
abody of anthropological scholarship descended from Melville Herskovits that
argued for cultural continuities within an African diasporic context.” Opposed
to this was a competing body of sociological research that traces a genealogical
line of descent from Herskovits’s interlocutor and antagonist E. Franklin Frazier.
A dismayingly large portion of this sociology-oriented scholarship serves up
an oft-repeated theory of psychological differences according to which African
Americans suffer from a minority culture complex while Caribbeans (usually
meaning black English-speaking West Indians), having grown up in societies
where people of color are a majority, are free of any alleged “minority psycho-
sis,” and feel themselves equal or superior to any white European or North
American influences.® This notion of psychological differences is aptly summed
up by John C. Walter, who writes: “One might say that the history of the West
Indies was characterized by a greater feeling of successes over the white man
during and after slavery, by an absence of segregation, and by the practice of in-
termarriage. The resulting attitude ruled out the massive feeling of uncertainty
that developed and remained among blacks in this country [the United States]
during and after the slave period” (20).

Against such a theoretical backdrop—full of conflicts, ambivalence, in-
consistencies, and aporias—to recollect the case of Bob Marley and Curtis
Mayfield trading work so freely, blatantly, and liberatingly was a breakthrough
moment. Epistemologically, this musical dialogue about liberation confirmed
a gut instinct (much in doubt after initial research) that African American
and Caribbean encounters do, indeed, constitute a relational community with
decolonizing cultural dynamics at the core. The Mayfield-Marley intertext sug-
gested, as well, the need to look “lower” rather than “higher” in the social pyra-
mid of art forms for a principle of coherent inter-American cultural resistance.
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The more I tried to work with this example, by historicizing and theorizing the
connections between Caribbean reggae and African American soul, the more I
felt confirmed in thinking that cultural contact across the hemisphere could be
liberating (and not just divisive, disruptive, and dominating as it often appears
to be in the social science literature mentioned above).

Historically, Bob Marley’s donner-avec response to North American soul
and rhythm-and-blues idioms flows most immediately out of his personal
experiences as a migrant worker in the United States during the mid-1960s,
when he was exposed directly to black popular music (White 36). Beyond
these individual experiences, though, he is also part of a whole generation of
post-World War II Jamaicans who, listening to rhythm-and-blues radio shows
broadcast out of New Orleans and Miami or partaking of sound system dances
in Jamaica, digested the music of Fats Domino, Sam Cooke, Aretha Franklin,
Al Green, and many other artists besides the Impressions.® This body of North
American work is quoted, lyrically and melodically, in Jamaican popular songs
from the late 1950s on.™

Along with such historical perspectives, we can consider the Mayfield-
Marley intertext theoretically as well, beginning with the comparative premise
that reggae and soul are both popular musical forms grounded in grassroots
religious movements that use prophetic, apocalyptic language drawn from bib-
lical sources to advance black liberation struggles. The social changes contem-
plated in reggae and soul and their articulation through a shared apocalyptic
rhetoric lead directly to questions of decolonization and how the music of one
love solidarity might be characterized more broadly as decolonizing culture.
Poet, critic, and digital media artist Kalamu ya Salaam has used the terminol-
ogy of colonizer and colonized in describing African American music, or Great
Black Music (GBM) as he puts it. GBM, he writes, “is a conscious choice to
create an alternative language of communication, a language which is expres-
sive and affirming of the colonized rather than the colonizer” (Salaam 355).
GBM’s status as a decolonizing force is evident in Salaam’s conclusion that “the
social and aesthetic significance of GBM is very precisely its warrior stance in
the face of the status quo and its healing force for the victims of colonization.
Ultimately, the best of our music helps us resist colonization and reconstruct
ourselves whole and healthy” (375). John Edgar Wideman makes a similar
point about African American music in the colonial and early republic eras. In
“Frame and Dialect: The Evolution of the Black Voice in American Literature,”
Wideman situates music as part of a larger field of oral culture including “work
songs, story telling, dancing, field hollers, religious music, proverbs, riddles,
the use of the talking drums and the perpetuation of drum effects after drum-
mers were forbidden” Whereas early African American literary production
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faced daunting barriers of the dialect tradition, racism in the publishing in-
dustry, and general hostility to nonstereotyped portrayals of black life, the oral
traditions “flourished” in ways that promoted African American survival and
“exerted demonstrable effects on the manner in which other Americans spoke
English” (Wideman 34)."

Caribbean literary critics have advanced analogous claims about the impact
of music and the comparatively advanced stage of oral tradition culture vis-a-
vis Caribbean literature, but nowhere is this argument made more pointedly
than in Natural Mysticism: Towards a New Reggae Aesthetic, by Kwame Dawes.
Caribbean artists seeking to develop modern national traditions in art, dance,
and music genres were, according Dawes, able to forge ahead independently
from the 1930s onward following examples of both indigenous folk expression
and “the use of non-Western elements in European modernism” (16). Writers,
in contrast, continued to follow Western literary models more closely until the
experiments of Kamau Brathwaite, Wilson Harris, and others began to define
a Caribbean literary aesthetic in the 1960s. It was the emergence of reggae in
the 1970s, though, that definitively transformed Caribbean writing by present-
ing “a working class culture [that] asserted itself in its own terms and through
a language and discourse that would in time shape the way the entire society
defined itself and its artistic sensibility” (18). Consequently, Dawes argues, “any
proper understanding of the writing that has emerged in the Caribbean, and
particularly in Jamaica, after the 1970s has been directly affected by the emer-
gence of reggae” (17).”

With the Marley-Mayfield intertext as an initial reference point, it is easy to
argue that what Salaam and Wideman say about African American music (that
it provides a mother tongue and a model of progressive cultural freedom strug-
gle) and what Dawes says about reggae and diverse Caribbean musics (that
they voice a distinctively postcolonial Caribbean aesthetic) is true as well as in
the decolonizing contact zone where Caribbean and African American cultures
meet in dialogue.” While these theoretical ideas are developed in greater detail
in the following chapter, what I want to do now is trace three examples of long-
standing African American solidarity with three different Caribbean nations—
Jamaica, Haiti, and Cuba—in order to solidify a historical basis for viewing one
love solidarity as part of a far-reaching and long-standing paradigm for cultural
interaction.

Jamaica

The roots of the linkage between Bob Marley and Curtis Mayfield go back
much farther in time and open up a field of cultural exchange that is much
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wider and deeper than the sympathetic vibrations between the words and
music of “People Get Ready” and “One Love” Marley and Mayfield share a
particular liberatory rhetoric in their own historical moment, but they are
also reaccentuating a pattern of evangelical contact between black people
in North America and Jamaica that stretches back to 1783 and the arrival of
George Liele in Kingston. Born in Virginia, Liele became known as the most
prominent black Baptist preacher in the mainland colonies of the lower South.
Throughout the 1770s, he built congregations in Georgia and South Carolina
before migrating to Jamaica and establishing the Windward Road Church on
a busy thoroughfare that connected Kingston to the eastern part of the island.
Using the class-leader system, in which talented lay converts were sent out as
missionaries to recruit a new congregation (Little 197), Liele and his followers
had, inside of a decade, established a nationwide network of churches vari-
ously referred to as “Black Baptist” (Little 199), “Native Baptist” (Chevannes
19), and “Ethiopian” (Chevannes 37). Liele’s success, both in North America
and the Caribbean, stemmed from his ability to extract a liberating message
from biblical sources and convey this message effectively to an audience com-
prised overwhelmingly of enslaved Africans. When he preached, Liele “spoke
in the vernacular and tailored his sermon to the specific emotional needs of
his listeners” (Little 190). David George, a boyhood friend of Liele’s who went
on to become a successful Baptist missionary in Sierra Leone, described Liele’s
style: “I heard brother George Liele preach. . .. His sermon was very suitable,
on ‘Come unto me all ye that labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest
[Matt. 11:28]) When it ended, I went to him and told him I was so; that I was
weary and heavy laden; and that the grace of God had given me rest. His whole
discourse seemed for me” (quoted in Little 190).

Liele continued to disseminate his liberatory evangelical style upon mov-
ing to the Caribbean. One of his Jamaican followers, William Knibb, frequently
took as his text Psalm 68, “Princes shall come out of Egypt; Ethiopia shall soon
stretch forth her wings” (Chevannes 37). Liele himself, preaching in Jamaica in
1794 shortly after the outbreak of the Haitian Revolution, was thrown into pris-
on on the charge of “uttering dangerous and seditious words.” He had delivered
a sermon based on Romans 10:1, “Brethren, my heart’s desire and prayer to God
for Israel is that they might be saved” Though he was acquitted at trial, Liele’s ac-
cusers were certain that he had invoked a text on the salvation of Israel in order
to foment slave revolt in Jamaica. Horace Campbell also makes the point that
Liele and other black Baptist preachers gained ground at this time because their
reading skills enabled them to report on abolition movements in England.*

From Liele, it is possible to trace a direct line of descent through the major
militant grassroots movements and leaders in Jamaican history for 150 years.
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These include Sam Sharpe and Paul Bogle, both Black Baptist preachers who
organized, respectively, the 1831-1832 Great Slave Rebellion, also known as “the
Baptist War” (Chevannes 20), and the 1865 Morant Bay Rebellion, which were,
without question, the two most serious popular uprisings in Jamaica in the nine-
teenth century. Black Baptist churches also provided a vehicle for Revivalism, a
religious reform movement that swept through Jamaica beginning in 1860 and
that resulted in Zionism and Pukumina, two popular offshoots from the Black
Baptists (Chevannes 21). Both movements continued the practices of baptism
and sermons exhorting listeners to remember Africa with pride and expect
an apocalyptic deliverance. An anonymous pamphlet posted on the Kingston
waterfront’s Lucea wharf is indicative of Revivalist expressions:

I heard a Voice speaking to me in the year 1864, saying, “Tell the Sons and
Daughters of Africa that a great deliverance will take place for them from
the hand of Opposition. . .. The calamity which I see coming upon the Land
will be so grievous, and so distressing, that many will desire to die! But great
will be the deliverance of the Sons and Daughters of Africa, if they humble
themselves in sackcloth and ashes like the children of Nineveh before the
Lord our God” A Son of Africa. (quoted in Chevannes 37)*

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, this tradition was main-
tained by Revivalist preachers such as Rev. Gordon and Alexander Bedward,
the latter of whom appeared at speaking engagements with Marcus Garvey ear-
ly in Garvey’s career and, for Garveyites, played the part of Aaron to Garvey’s
Black Moses. Following in Garvey’s wake, Rastafari articulates many of the
same tenets beginning in the 1930s, and at length we can reconnect with the
original point of departure, which is Bob Marley’s choice to borrow prophecy
deliverance lyrics from Curtis Mayfield’s song “People Get Ready”

This history of evangelical exchange is crucial for theorizing African
American and Caribbean popular culture as a field of decolonizing cultural
contact. In his excellent study of Rastafari, Barry Chevannes identifies the
rise of the Black Baptist churches in Jamaica with the spread of Ethiopianism.
According to George Shepperson’s classic definition (which Chevannes
quotes), Ethiopianism is based on the rhetorical practice of articulating
Ethiopian references in the Bible that had a liberating promise and that, when
contrasted with the indignities of plantation bondage, showed black people in
a dignified and humane light (249). The international scope of Ethiopianism
is impressive. Bengt Sundkler traces the late-nineteenth-century history of
the phenomenon in southern Africa, where Rev. Mangena Mokone, seek-
ing autonomy from white-dominated Wesleyan institutions, seceded to form

11
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the Ethiopian Church in 1893 (88). Chevannes refers to Ethiopianism as a
broad-based movement that had an impact in both North America and the
Caribbean, and Wilson J. Moses has written at length about the profound in-
fluence of Ethiopianism on nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century black na-
tionalist ideology in North America.*® Ethiopianism, then, provides a coherent
but flexible cultural logic manifested over time in both African American and
Caribbean liberation theologies. It offers another basis for theorizing conver-
gences between the two larger traditions as moments in an evolving decolo-
nizing cultural practice.”

Haiti

Zora Neale Hurston’s decolonizing ethnography Tell My Horse, analyzed closely
in chapter 3, exemplifies another legacy of inter-American solidarity, namely
the discursive and political ties linking African Americans with Haiti. The
Haitian Revolution (1791-1804) immediately impressed African Americans,
and the memory of it was kept alive during the nineteenth century in speeches,
pamphlets, and visits to Haiti by black abolitionists such as Prince Saunders,
William Wells Brown, James T. Holly, and Frederick Douglass. Even before
word of the colonial uprising in Saint Domingue reached North America,
though, Haitians had established a North American presence during the
American Revolution by fighting as French soldiers in the battle of Savannah.
This military experience proved invaluable to the Haitians when their own war
of independence erupted a decade later and they faced and defeated Spanish,
British, and, finally, two separate French expeditionary forces. Haiti fired the
dreams of African Americans, particularly those with revolutionary leanings.
In Charleston, South Carolina, Denmark Vesey, leader of one of the most de-
tailed plans for antebellum revolt, was himself of Caribbean descent and lived
for a year in Saint Domingue before coming to Charleston in 1783." Forty years
later, Vesey’s co-conspirators firmly believed they would receive support from
Haitian as well as African sources for their efforts to overthrow white suprema-
cist rule in black majority South Carolina.

Throughout the mid-nineteenth century, Haiti was frequently viewed by
colonization societies as a place where free blacks from the United States might
emigrate. Actual emigration to Haiti reached a peak in the late 1850s under the
influence of James T. Holly, an Episcopal minister who moved to the island
with his family and took up permanent residence. Holly gallicized his first
name (later accounts refer to him as Jacques) and accepted a standing offer of
Haitian citizenship to any person of African descent. Holly survived well into
the twentieth century, and his letters to correspondents in North America offer
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a rare sympathetic perspective on society and politics in turn-of-the-century
Haiti.»

Contact between Haitians and African Americans increased dramatically
during the generation preceding Hurston and Langston Hughes. Frederick
Douglass, having worked hard to deliver the black vote to Republican Benjamin
Harrison in the presidential election of 1888, was appointed as high consul to
Haiti, where he served from 1889 to 1891. Douglass’s public talks from the time
recognize the dignity of Haitian people, who walk, he says, “as if conscious
of their freedom and independence” (132). His diplomatic dispatches, mean-
while, demand respect for Haiti from the international community and paint
scenes of bustling development in Port-au-Prince. In one description of the
Haitian capital, Douglass notes “the manifold projects for improving streets,
roads, and wharves, and . . . the increasing number of private dwellings in
process of erection both within and without the limits of Port-au-Prince. The
sound of the hammer and trowel is heard late and early. Soon an electric cable
from Port-au-Prince will connect the cable at Moéle St. Nicholas and thus bring
Port-au-Prince en rapport with the outside world” (133). Ultimately, Douglass
resigned his commission in 1891 over U.S. attempts to bully Haitians into leas-
ing Mole St. Nicholas as a naval base and coaling station. In his sensitivity
to and advocacy for Haitian interests, Douglass’s career is a unique chapter
in U.S. diplomatic history, and Haitians later acknowledged his support by
choosing Douglass as their representative at the 1893 Columbian Exposition
in Chicago (despite the fact that African Americans were excluded from the
proceedings).

During the 1930s, Hurston resided in Haiti as a Guggenheim scholar doing
fieldwork research on vodou; Jacob Lawrence inaugurated his famous series
format in painting with a set of forty-one captioned canvasses titled The Life
of Toussaint LOuverture; and Langston Hughes, who lived in Haiti during his
own travels through the Caribbean, wrote the moving protest essay “The White
Shadows in a Black Land” as well as “The People without Shoes,” the latter of
which was subsequently incorporated as a chapter in Hughes’s autobiography,
I Wonder as I Wander (26-29). Before that, James Weldon Johnson had spear-
headed a determined effort by black intellectuals in America to influence U.S.
policies during the American occupation of Haiti (Johnson, Along This Way 334
ff.). Beginning in 1920 (though planned as early as 1918), Johnson made several
trips to the island in his capacity as National Association for the Advancement
of Colored People (NAACP) field secretary and contributed scathing, Walter
Rodney-like reports to the Nation and the Crisis. In his 1920 series “Self-
Determining Haiti,” Johnson details the role of the National City Bank of New
York in pushing for the 1915 invasion, exposes the barbarous behavior of the
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occupation forces, asserts the vibrancy of both peasants and elites in Haiti,
and discusses the problems of underdevelopment and illiteracy. Interestingly,
Johnson calls for literacy training in Haitian Creole, which he says “must not
be thought of as a mere dialect” (Johnson, “Self-Determining Haiti” 214).” In
Tell My Horse, Hurston actually gives more credit to the NAACP for effecting
the departure of U.S. Marines in 1934 than self-styled national liberator Sténio
Vincent. This argument is supported by Brenda Plummer’s analysis of the role
of black newspapers and lobbyists in helping end the occupation and moderate
the level of brutality inflicted on Haitians by Marine forces drawn largely from
southern whites (Plummer, “Afro-American Response” 140).

This legacy of travel, reportage, and advocacy survives down to the most
recent episodes in Haitian-U.S. relations. These include the more sympathetic
coverage provided by African American journalists to Haitian president Jean-
Bertrand Aristide (I examine this trend more closely in chapter 5) and the lead-
ing role taken by Randall Robinson (then-director of TransAfrica) and Rep.
Maxine Waters in supporting Aristide’s claim to office; exposing efforts by the
U.S. government to destabilize the Aristide presidency with embargoes, propa-
ganda, and military force; and facilitating access to Aristide for Amy Goodman
of Democracy Now! and other reporters willing to cover Aristide outside the
paradigms dictated by the U.S. State Department. In literary expression, the
Haitian—-African American linkage is perhaps best summed up in Jayne Cortez’s
eloquent bicentennial tribute, “Haiti 2004,” published in her recent volume of
poetry, The Beautiful Book (42-45). Using powerfully dialogic call-and-response
techniques, Cortez evokes the Pan-African legacy of Haitian culture (“I say Fon
you say Yoruba”), heroic figures from the Haitian past (“I say Toussaint you say
Dessalines/I say Christophe you say pissed off”), the problem of internal divi-
sions in Haitian society (“I say lakou de peasant/You say palace elite”), and the
constant pressure of predatory neocolonial force (“We say cancel the debt/They
say blow up the green cards/sink all the boat people”). In addition to registering
Haiti in all its cultural and political complexity, Cortez makes clear that anyone
trying to take the measure of Haitian history is confronted by a field of polar-
ized and polarizing judgments within which one must struggle to find a point
of orientation and articulation. Grounded in the legacy of political figures like
Robinson, Waters, Johnson, and Douglass, and literary precursors like Hurston
and Hughes, Cortez delivers a moving portrait of Haiti and Haitians as divided
and suffering (“I say money be flying you say violence and poor people dying/I
say you say we say Haiti be drinking punishment punch”), but moving forward
from a revolutionary past into a troubled but sovereign future (“Haiti be want-
ing to be Haiti/Not Haiti bye bye not Haiti why why/But Haiti independent
revolutionary Haiti”).
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Cuba

A third example of historical solidarity is the long-standing record of mutual
support between Cubans and African Americans. Reciprocal African American
and Cuban linkages predate the 1898 U.S. intervention in the Spanish-American
War and occur within a wide geographic and institutional context that includes
African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church missions in Cuba; Afro-Cuban
migration to Ybor City in Tampa, Florida; Cuban baseball players participat-
ing in early Negro League competition (and conversely black U.S. baseball
teams traveling to Cuba); and diverse Cuban émigré journalism projects dating
from the mid-nineteenth century.?* The friendship between Arthur Schomburg
and José Marti, which was forged in a mixed African American and Antillean
Masonic temple in New York during the early 1890s, began in this period and
continued, even after Martf’s death in 1895, to have an impact as a shaping in-
fluence on Schomburg’s reportage on Cuba in African American journals up
through the 1930s. While I examine Schomburg’s contributions more closely
in chapter 2, it is worth noting here that his contact with Marti, and later with
Partido Independiente de Color leader Evaristo Estenoz, critic Gustavo Urrutia,
and poets Nicolds Guillén and Regino Pedroso, foreshadow subsequent literary
collaborations between Guillén and Langston Hughes, and the pivotal musical
partnership between trumpeter Dizzie Gillespie and percussionist Chano Pozo
that gave birth to Cubop and Afro-Latin jazz. During a period of Cuban his-
tory defined by intense pressure to Americanize island society, these relation-
ships went against the grain by allowing a wider, international audience to learn
about Afro-Cuban efforts to participate in Cuban national politics, and, later, by
forging egalitarian artistic models in which both Cuban and North American
poetry and music were sustained by a two-way cultural exchange, rather than
strangled through a one-way process of Cuban assimilation to U.S. hegemony.
If between the Spanish-American War and the rise to power of the revolu-
tionary July 26th Movement these alliances had an implicit liberatory logic, after
1959 the anti-imperial politics of Cuban-African American solidarity become
quite overt. Throughout the years when Fidel Castro and the rebels waged guer-
rilla warfare, Rep. Adam Clayton Powell Jr. was their most outspoken supporter
in the U.S. Congress. His speeches in hearings and on the House floor were pri-
marily responsible for convincing the Eisenhower administration to withdraw
military support from the Fulgencio Batista dictatorship (Gosse 275). Following
the collapse of the old regime, mainstream U.S. media were horrified when the
new Cuban government tried and executed the most ruthless of Batista’s op-
eratives for well-documented atrocities, including torture and murder; African
American journalists, in contrast, were euphoric in reporting Castro’s explicit
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claims ending racial discrimination, and they treated the summary execution of
Batista thugs as the sort of necessary housecleaning that should have happened
(but never did) in the United States following the Civil War.»

These strong expressions of African American support received an immedi-
ate Cuban response in word and deed. Castro’s appearance in news conferences
with Powell, his photo ops with black children in various U.S. cities, and his
legendary stay at Harlem’s Theresa Hotel in 1961 were geared to dramatize the
revolution’s identification with, and intention to highlight, African American
concerns. Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, Cuba provided asylum for mili-
tant black political figures such as Robert Williams, Huey Newton, and Assata
Shakur. The government provided Williams with funding, a studio, and tech-
nical support for the broadcast of Radio Free Dixie, an eclectic mix of jazz,
blues, editorials, and news that initially went out over the airwaves on a 50,000
watt signal reaching as far north as Canada.>* These gestures were matched cre-
atively by Cuban poets who addressed black freedom struggle in poems about
Emmett Till, the murder of Black Panther leaders, and more.>

The most intense expressions of African American solidarity arguably came
during the early years of the Cuban revolution. Robert Williams’s departure
for China in 1965 is a good historical marker signaling the kind of difficul-
ties that beset Cuban—African American relations as freedom struggles in both
countries suffered losses, assassinations, difficulties, setbacks, and frustra-
tions. Despite official decrees from the Cuban government eradicating racism,
African American observers have consistently reported lingering signs of racial
inequality in Cuba.*® Williams had complained of Cuba’s Foreign Ministry that
it “looks like Mississippi in here” (Tyson 292), and this critique is echoed in
repeated descriptions over the years of tourist hotels marked by a lockstep cor-
relation between increasingly lighter skin tone among employees and increas-
ing authority of any given employee in the hotel management hierarchy.

At the same time, there is an equally consistent history of African American
involvement in programs set up to link Cuba to North American citizens,
despite official U.S. government interference. This includes black journalists
participating in press junkets organized by Operation Truth in the late 1950s
and early 1960s, Joe Louis leading a 1960 delegation designed to spur tour-
ism, James Baldwin and others joining in the unevenly accomplished work of
the Fair Play for Cuba Committee, Johnetta Cole playing a leading role in the
much more consistent and successful Venceremos Brigades, Jayne Cortez trav-
eling with the artists’ groups organized by Ana Mendieta in the early-to-mid-
1980s, and Ntozake Shange’s participation in El Primer Encuentro de Teatristas
Latino-Americanos y del Caribe sponsored by Casa de Las Americas in 1981.”
This continuous history is summed up eloquently in Farah Jasmine Griffin’s
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recent essay “Para Las Chicas Cubanas,” written after a May 2001 excursion
of writers and artists organized by Charles H. Rowell, editor of the journal
Callaloo. Griffin embeds the trip within the history of postrevolution African
American travel to and consciousness of Cuba, and places her own reflections
in a line of descent from insurgent precursor essays and testimony by Baraka
and especially Toni Cade Bambara. Opening with the declaration of being
“deeply, desperately in love with Cuba” (74), Griffin moves back and forth be-
tween troubling observations about Cuban sex workers (typically young black
women with older white men), the tension between official pronouncements
that racism is over within Cuba and unofficial conversations at night along
the Malecon that complicate the official story, and disciplined self-reminders
prompted by the realization that Bambara’s fiction “insists that I measure the
success of social movements in the United States, in Cuba, and elsewhere by
the status of black and brown girls” (77). Griffin models both the beloved com-
munity imagined by King (“deeply, desperately in love with Cuba”) and the
donner-avec relational knowledge Glissant calls for in Poetics of the Relation. In
one of its culminating meditations, the essay articulates the mutually illuminat-
ing and potentially liberating political and critical insights made possible by the
long history of Cuban-African American exchange:

We descendants of slaves in the United States and Cuba have much to teach
each other about our respective nations and our own struggles with indig-
enous, particular brands of white supremacy. As a start, there is the history
of the Cuban nation itself, starting with its fight for independence against
Spain. . . . Cuban national identity sought to transcend race. Imagine how
differently our own history would have unfolded if at any point our founding
fathers had done the same. That they did not meant hundreds of years of ra-
cialized exploitation and domination, which helped to make it very difficult
for progressive class-based organizing across racial boundaries. It also meant
that those persons deemed Black or Negro were able to construct an identity
of resistance; an identity that ultimately was not something to be ashamed
of, embarrassed about or for that matter “transcended” While our struggle
here has been to become “American,” it has also been to make “America”
recognize that it is not “white” (80)

CONVERGENCES: AN OUTLINE FOR COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS

The foregoing microhistories make clear that contacts between African
American and Caribbean people may be viewed in at least two distinct ways.
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Chapter 1 lays out the theoretical framework and methodology for each of
these comparative approaches to studying decolonization in the Americas. On
the one hand, each culture has a distinct historical trajectory running paral-
lel to the other. Examining these parallel path trajectories, we can trace the
process by which specific tools are forged in the quest to achieve decolonizing
goals such as reclaiming personal and collective history, mediating social divi-
sions to enable greater unity and mobilization, and achieving greater control
over resources, public policies, cultural institutions, or simply self-expression.
Simultaneously, on the other hand, African American and Caribbean cul-
tures regularly intersect to generate points of convergence. Drawing on Jean
Casimir’s notion of the “counter-plantation” and Mary Louise Pratt’s writing
about contact zones, I theorize African American and Caribbean encounters as
a decolonizing contact zone out of which emerge artifacts, styles, and decolo-
nizing effects felt in each individual tradition as well as collectively. Analysis
of parallels is valid and worthwhile, and is explored in chapter 1 through a
comparison—and contrast—of José Marti and W. E. B. DuBois. A full consid-
eration of such parallels, though, falls outside the scope of this study; instead,
the primary focus here is on convergences that illuminate the cultural work of
African American and Caribbean solidarity.

Each subsequent chapter in People Get Ready concentrates on individual
figures—Arthur Schomburg, Zora Neale Hurston, Jayne Cortez, Jean-Bertrand
Aristide, Jesse Jackson Sr., and Charlayne Hunter-Gault—whose lives and
works embody the Caribbean-African American encounter. At the same time,
I continue to develop the decolonizing thematics announced in chapter 1 since,
at the center of these careers, there is a continuation of attempts to reevaluate
popular culture as liberatory and galvanizing, recast the role of native intel-
lectuals within the struggle for cultural decolonization, and transform cultural
institutions ranging from libraries and academic disciplines to jazz poetry per-
formance and mass media broadcast news. Chapter 2 examines the work of
Arthur Alfonso Schomburg, the preeminent black bibliophile of his generation
and founder of one of the world’s major black cultural archives, the Schomburg
Center for Research in Black Culture. Through a close reading of Schomburg’s
speeches at the American Negro Academy and the Negro Society for Historical
Research, his articles in Crisis and Opportunity, and unpublished research
sketches, a picture emerges of Schomburg as an intellectual who mediates the
aporias encountered when trying to compare the legacies of DuBois and Marti.
Puerto Rican by birth and an enthusiastic traveler to Spain, Cuba, and other
destinations, not only does Schomburg consistently draw on his transnational
experiences to produce a global interpretation of African American culture, but
his emphasis on the library as an instrument of popular education marks him
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as a staunch populist among elite members of the so-called Talented Tenth.
Read in light of John Brown Child’s theory of African people’s culture and José
Luis Gonzalez’s concept of plebianismo, Schomburg emerges as a significant
point of contact between Spanish Caribbean and African American cultures;
his work offers an early Pan-African reading of Latin American and Caribbean
history, while on a more general level he advances thinking about popular cul-
ture in the Americas.

In chapter 3, we see how in Zora Neale Hurston’s Tell My Horse: Voodoo and
Life in Haiti and Jamaica (1938), ethnographic narrative becomes “possessed”
by the Haitian Iwa Papa Guedé. A neocolonial cultural form is made to speak
in a language of indigenous protest against the legacy of U.S. imperialism and
local caste, class, and gender oppression. Like Schomburg’s populist librarian-
ship and lay historiography, Hurston’s displacement of ethnographic author-
ity and her validation of folk cultural agency point up the egalitarian logic of
African American and Caribbean contact, and the potential of such contact
to reorient existing disciplines and practices toward decolonizing cultural
goals.

In chapters 4 and 5, I turn from writers who aim at reforming traditional in-
stitutions such as libraries and anthropological practice to consider intellectu-
als who are also intent on creating new, autonomous cultural forms. Chapter 4
develops the thesis that Jayne Cortez, in her jazz poems dedicated to numerous
Caribbean writers and artists, is explicitly responding to and extending the most
important black literary movements in the hemisphere, including Negritude
in the Francophone Caribbean, Negrismo in Cuba, and the Caribbean Artists
Movement. Like writers from these movements who are the subjects of her
praise song poems, Cortez contributes to the political project of decolonization,
and does so not merely through protest content but also by employing of a full
range of techniques aimed at de-alienating the performer from the audience,
the audience from personal and collective self, and all subject peoples from
the levers of historical agency. With a focus on self-owned publishing, record-
ing, and distribution vehicles, this chapter connects the symbolic expression of
contact (viewed here in terms of cross-cultural “saturation,” to borrow a con-
cept term from critic Stephen Henderson) with material aspects of the contact
zones that link Cortez to Trinidadian and black British publisher John La Rose,
Cuban poet Nicolas Guillén, and French Guyanese poet Léon Gontran Damas,
among others. Cortez’s antimacho writing also provides a crucial historical link
in the study because, like Hurston in an earlier generation and Jean-Bertrand
Aristide in a more recent moment, she articulates a liberating African diaspo-
ran creativity while revising it in ways that bring women into the center of
historical change.
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Chapter 5 considers Aristide, Haiti’s popular democracy movement, and the
role of African American solidarity in the recent history of Haitian democracy.
Internationally, Aristide and the Lavalas movement have been the subject of
wildly conflicting characterizations in the mass media. In contrast to main-
stream corporate media accounts, a more balanced view of Haitian popular
democracy emerges from transcripts of televised interviews from the 1990s
between Aristide and Charlayne Hunter-Gault and Jesse Jackson Sr., as well
as an appearance by Aristide on an America Online chat group moderated
by Hunter-Gault in July 1995. Noting the more sympathetic (but by no means
uncritical) approach to Haitian issues on the part of Jackson and Hunter-Gault,
I argue that the history of Caribbean-African American dialogue enables both
interviewer and interviewee to break through de rigueur imperial assump-
tions and project a discourse on Haitian popular democracy closer to what
Haitians would find familiar (whatever their political stance). More generally,
the Aristide interviews sum up the argument in this study by suggesting from
yet another angle that one love solidarity offers a framework for rethinking
regional and hemispheric identities at a time of continuing crisis in imagining
community in the Americas.

The epilogue reprises the argument for using comparative methods to bridge
the disciplines of African American and Caribbean studies and for basing
pedagogy and curriculum on popular culture examples in the classroom. I ex-
plore a classroom anecdote concerning a Jamaican student’s reaction to reading
Frederick Douglass, and I consider student responses to the continued vibrancy
of the Caribbean-African American linkage in the music of Wyclef Jean, who
self-consciously follows in the tradition of Curtis Mayfield and Bob Marley. In
the recent film Dave Chappelle’s Block Party (2005), there is a striking difference
between Wyclef’s call-and-response performance of his song “President;” with
the marching band from Ohio’s historically black Central State University, and
the twenty-first-century Caribbean uplift speech he delivers monologically to
the band members. Wyclef’s speech, which is quoted in full in the epilogue,
points up the continuing gap between elite leaders and everyday people, the
tension between Caribbean and African American models for analyzing and
effecting social change, and the limits of popular culture to function as a ve-
hicle for liberatory cultural activity. Finding and transforming those limits calls
for a comparative approach capable of illuminating complex issues of symbolic
and political representation surrounding U.S.-Caribbean relations. As an ap-
pendix, People Get Ready includes a unique interview with poet Jayne Cortez
in which she discusses her interaction with the Caribbean artists hailed in the
poems that are the focus of chapter 4.
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Taken as a whole, the various pieces of this study suggest that the future de-
velopment of “our America” as a liberating, “counter-plantation” alternative to
a hemisphere dominated by U.S. imperialism depends on increasing the kind
of recognition of popular culture and social movements pioneered by African
American and Caribbean writers and critics.
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CHAPTER 1

Theorizing African American and
Caribbean Contact

Comparative Approaches to Cultural Decolonization in the Americas

This system which we call the counter-plantation is a specific social
organization encompassing a variety of techniques invented by the
workers (enslaved, freedmen and indentured labourers) to oppose the
owners and their metropolitan countries. If no direct reference to this
organization is found in the official documents, it is precisely because
the plantation system did not envisage or conceive of the reproduction
in situ of the labour force.
—JEAN CASIMIR

From the moment when African people began to be dispersed across the
Americas by the Atlantic slave trade, artists, writers, and everyday people of
African descent have created linkages that would allow them to communicate
and collaborate from diverse global locations. Yet critical efforts to excavate,
theorize, and interpret legacies of black internationalism have—as Brent Hayes
Edwards has noted about the Harlem Renaissance—been limited to the work
of “a handful of scholars” (2-3). For students of literary and cultural produc-
tion, up to the mid-1990s much of the available theory on African American
and Caribbean interaction was, as noted above, sociological in focus and em-
phasized differences. The pattern of existing scholarly treatments of African
American and Caribbean literature has been to avoid comparative approaches,’
treat comparative methods tentatively and with hesitation,* or focus more on
individual careers,’ leaving out longer historical trends and theoretical analysis.
Hazel Carby, Laura Chrisman, Paul Gilroy, and Stuart Hall are among the most
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productive contemporary theorists of African diasporan cultural exchange;
without minimizing their specific concerns, and even in some cases their dis-
putes, as a group these critics focus more on U.S.-U.K,, Caribbean-U.K., and
U.S.-Africa linkages as routes/roots of exchange, giving relatively less attention
to the African American—Caribbean nexus per se.*

To be sure, the past two decades have seen the emergence of new critical
frameworks in trans-American literary relations, literature of the Americas,
and comparative black nationalisms, but the most important developments
bearing on the present study have come from the emerging scholarly field of
black transnational cultural studies.’ Beginning with Carol Boyce Davies’s 1994
volume Black Women, Writing and Identity: Migrations of the Subject, books
by Brent Hayes Edwards, Ifeoma Nwankwo, Michelle Stephens, and Michelle
Wright have significantly amplified the scholarship of forerunners such as
Robert Stepto, Michel Fabre, and Melvin Dixon (all of whom are mentioned by
name in Edwards’s The Practice of Diaspora) as well as Martha Cobb, Richard
Jackson, J. B. Kubayanda, Edward Mullen, and Miriam DeCosta-Willis, among
others. Black transnational cultural studies have expanded awareness of the
historical scope, material contexts, methodologies, and terminologies relevant
to African diasporan subjectivity, and the present study is intended to comple-
ment this vibrant discursive field in several ways.

In terms of historical scope, Nwankwo has traced the operation of black
transnational dynamics in the nineteenth century, while Edwards and Stephens
focus on the first half of the twentieth century, and Davies and Wright con-
centrate on more recent decades. The longer timeline that appears when these
scholars are viewed a group is crucial for this project, because my approach,
while it emphasizes twentieth-century cultural history from DuBois and Marti
through to Aristide, Jackson, and Hunter-Gault, includes earlier examples of
African American and Caribbean encounters (cited above in the microgene-
alogies of Jamaica, Haiti, and Cuba) and the twenty-first-century dialogues
captured in Dave Chappelle’s Block Party. The assumption in People Get Ready
is that the project of anti-imperial, liberatory cultural struggle encapsulated
by Marley and Mayfield precedes and postdates the enunciatory moment of
the Black Power decade. Although the results of this longer struggle are neces-
sarily incomplete and uneven, nevertheless the theory and practice of African
American and Caribbean solidarity extend across time and space as a black
transnational project whose coherence and continuity reveal an entity “united
not by territory but by its own history making” (Stephens 83).

A second aspect of black transnationalist scholarship that is vitally im-
portant for this study is the expansive range of material contexts identified
by Edwards, Nwankwo, and others as relevant to the production of African
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diasporan culture. Edwards has written suggestively that “diaspora”as a cultural
historical process “makes possible the analysis of the institutional formations of
black internationalism that attends to their constitutive differences” (11). In The
Practice of Diaspora, Edwards focuses on the “periodical print cultures of black
internationalism” (18) as key institutional formations within which diasporan
articulations by Jane Nardal and Paulette Nardal, Claude McKay, Eric Walrond,
George Padmore, and others take shape. To the list of institutional formations
surveyed in black transnationalist scholarship we can add Nwankwo’s treat-
ment of nineteenth-century genre conventions and the pervasive influence of
negrophobic reactions to the Haitian revolution in art, politics, and econom-
ics; Stephens’s analysis of Garveyite dress codes and Black Star Line corporate
culture; Wright's comparative account of black urban community formation in
Berlin, London, and Paris; and Davies’s interjected “migration horror stories”
in the introduction to Black Women, Writing and Identity. All of these analytic
frames link literature to material culture and highlight structural forces that
determine population flows among various locations that subsequently become
meaningful sites for the inscription of African diasporan subjectivity. A criti-
cal focus on periodical print cultures is crucial for reading the work of Arthur
Schomburg, who wrote extensively in black periodicals such as Opportunity
and the Crisis, and the emphasis on material contexts generally opens the door
to analyzing diasporan articulations in other institutional settings that include
librarianship (Schomburg), ethnography (Hurston), jazz poetry performance
(Cortez), testimonial writing (Aristide), and broadcast journalism (Aristide,
Jackson, and Hunter-Gault).

Expanding the historical scope and material contexts for studying Caribbean
and African American cultural history is important for the present study, but
the principal contribution of contemporary black transnationalist scholarship
has been to bring theories of African diasporan history and cultural identity
into dialogue with feminism and poststructuralism as these are practiced in
the U.S. academy. This is a methodological approach I view with some am-
bivalence. On the one hand, we can point to a salutary tendency on the part of
black transnationalist scholars to present African diasporan cultural history as
something that precedes and has an autonomous line of development relative to
postmodern, poststructural, and even canonical postcolonial critiques. Wright
puts this case most succinctly in Becoming Black when she notes that “while
prominent postcolonial scholars such as Gayatri Spivak and Homi Bhabha
have offered numerous possibilities for a postcolonial subject, their derivations
ignore all but those of South Asian diasporic descent, often ‘reinventing the
wheel’ by bypassing those African diasporic works of theoretical significance
in favor of dialoguing with their colleagues in poststructuralism” (26). Further,
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black transnationalism challenges the exclusion of women and sexual minori-
ties from revolutionary nationalist ideologies and projects. Wright’s extend-
ed analysis of black nationalist formulations by DuBois, Césaire, Fanon, and
Baraka (111-135) and Davies’s questioning of male supremacy in attempts by
Fanon, Garvey, C. L. R. James, and others to define black nationalist homelands
(49-51) clarify the gendered critique of decolonization evident in the work of
numerous Caribbean women writers as well as texts considered in the present
study, including Hurston’s Caribbean ethnography and Aristide’s testimonial
writing.

On another level, black transnationalism’s dialogic engagement with post-
structuralism leads practitioners to treat African diasporan cultural identities
as subjectivities, which is to say as constructions produced by social, linguistic,
epistemological, and psychological labor rather than as essences given simply
by nature. Davies’s elaboration of terms such as “black,” “African-American,”
and “Caribbean” is extremely illuminating (8-13), as is Wright’s use of the phil-
osophical distinction between “Others from within” and “Others from without”
to distinguish between, respectively, African American and Caribbean subjec-
tivity (7-8). As a group, though, the same theorists express profound skepti-
cism about the positivity or validity of African diasporan cultural formations.
Edwards writes of “unevenness in the African diaspora” (13); Davies describes
black women’s subjectivity as “a migratory subjectivity existing in multiple lo-
cations” (4) that produces “convergence (at least of race and gender) and hence
the challenging of specific identity” (8); and Wright traces approvingly the cri-
tique of Western metaphysics found in African diasporan counterdiscourses,
while derogating any positive formulations of Africanity as “ethnographic
information” (26). In the black transnationalist scholarship being considered
here, poststructuralism’s skeptical force receives more emphasis than construc-
tive efforts that, like Marley’s and Mayfield’s music, “could be fertile ground for
the construction of empathy—ties that would promote recognition of common
commitments and serve as a base for solidarity and coalition” (hooks 27). When
they evince a strong thread of negativity with the potential to reverse, displace,
dissolve, or otherwise deconstruct any positive formulations of diasporan iden-
tity, black transnationalist theories should, in my view, be regarded hesitantly,
in light of bell hooks’s cautionary reminder about postmodern critiques of the
subject that “surface at a historical moment when many subjugated people feel
themselves coming to voice for the first time” (28).

To the extent that the present study presumes that all the concepts, cultural
traditions, public and private institutions, and diverse projects through which
Caribbean and African American experiences—both separately and convergent-
ly—have been realized are, by nature, constructed, discursive, and historically
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contingent, my work embraces black transnationalism’s incorporation of po-
structuralist paradigms. It is, after all, impossible to think and write as if post-
structuralist social critique had not left a mark on U.S. academic disciplines
during the past three decades (though given the emphasis of postructuralist
methods and vocabularies on difference, ambiguity, aporias, undecidability,
and so on, it is paradoxical to confront poststructuralism’s implacability, as if
poststructuralism is the one contemporary discourse that may never be placed
under erasure). If writing about structures of feeling or institutional forma-
tions entails writing passages that sound structuralist, positivist, or otherwise
pre-postmodern, I hope readers continue to bear in mind my own conviction
that such structures and formations associated with Caribbean and African
American contact are profoundly historical and as such unfinished and open-
ended.

My primary concern, however, is neither to advance nor reject the dialogue
between African diasporan theories and poststructuralism, but rather to of-
fer a different and complementary way of reading a specific piece of diaspo-
ran cultural history, which is the long-standing encounter between Caribbean
and African American people. Davies has argued for conceptualizing the vari-
ous locations within African diasporan space as “intersecting circles” (55), and
the main task of the present study, from a theoretical perspective, is to develop
concepts, terms, and methods appropriate to examining the intersection of two
such circles. Where Davies argues that diasporic convergences lead to the chal-
lenging of specific identities, my argument is that convergence also generates
specific identities, structures, and interventions. When the intersecting circles of
African American and Caribbean culture are viewed over time, we can discern
a larger, collaborative decolonizing project to which all of the writers and artists
considered below make their contribution. To theorize the possibility of this
project emerging in a hemisphere grounded in the plantation and its imperial-
ist sequels, I draw upon Jean Casimir’s notion of a “counter-plantation” as an
alternative logic for organizing hemispheric space. Additionally, Mary Louise
Pratt has theorized the space of imperial culture as a “contact zone,” and the
points at which Caribbean and African American cultures overlap—where the
circles intersect—can usefully be characterized as a decolonizing contact zone.

In order to pose comparative readings of Caribbean and African American
freedom struggle in ways that recognize both the distinct cultural “circles” and
the areas where they “intersect,” I find it useful to distinguish between two dif-
ferent comparative approaches. Examining decolonizing cultural production
in each separate tradition can be pursued as a comparative project if we con-
sider that interventions by people such as DuBois and Marti evolve on parallel
paths relative to each other. Parallel path analysis, as we shall see, reveals both
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similarities and contrasts, leading in the end to unresolvable aporias and in-
commensurable formulations concerning the status of black collectivities and
their role in social transformation. A more fruitful comparative approach when
considering the long history of African American and Caribbean contact is to
concentrate on convergences, or points at which the circles intersect and two
separate traditions engage dialogically. In the following chapter, for example,
the tension between African American and Hispanic Caribbean views on race
and decolonization that limit a harmonious interarticulation of DuBois and
Marti are largely mediated in the life and work of Arthur Schomburg. Before
developing this line of argument, though, I want to clarify the scope of cer-
tain key terms (particularly “decolonizing” and “decolonization”) and elaborate
more fully the concepts of racialization, counter-plantation, and decolonizing
contact zone.

DECOLONIZATION

The terms “decolonization” and “decolonizing” have general and specific mean-
ings in this study that are determined by the frame of reference, which is the
intersection of African American and Caribbean history. Most generally, de-
colonization refers to efforts to transform the economic, political, and cultural
apparatus of colonial societies established across the American hemisphere in
the wake of Columbus’s voyage in 1492 and subsequently in Asia and Africa.
Jirgen Osterhammel defines colonialism as “a form of European world rule”
(119) and characterizes it as “a relationship of domination between an indig-
enous (or forcibly imported) majority and a minority of foreign invaders. The
fundamental decisions affecting the lives of the colonized people are made and
implemented by the colonial rulers in pursuit of interests that are often defined
in a distant metropolis. Rejecting cultural compromises with the colonized
population, the colonizers are convinced of their own superiority and of their
ordained mandate to rule” (16-17).

Decolonization entails the transformation of this system, moving from
external manipulation to various forms and degrees of self-determination.
Beginning with the revolt of North American British colonies, Osterhammel
identifies three stages of decolonization, including the national liberation of
most European possessions in the Americas (1776-1825), the conversion of re-
maining British colonies to Commonwealth “dominions” (1839-1945), and the
tull-scale liberation of African and Asian colonial societies after World War II
(1945-1980) (37). During this last phase, self-determination was formalized as a
fundamental legal right in Chapter XI of the United Nations (UN) Charter and
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subsequent resolutions and reports dating from 1960, 1985, and 2000. Though
the most recent UN report lists numerous territories that are still administered
externally, decolonization as a nominal political process has largely been ac-
complished.

Political status, however, is only one aspect of a colonial dynamic that en-
compasses economic and cultural life as well. In fact, political decolonization,
whether expressed through flag and anthem independence, incorporation into
metropolitan citizenship, or some other arrangement, typically represents lim-
ited freedom at best, since economic self-determination is still an unrealized
goal for most formerly colonized people. Osterhammel echoes many critics of
postindependence global economy when he argues that “as soon as political
freedom for economic action was attained, each of the post-colonial govern-
ments therefore found itself caught between nationalist self-isolation and hum-
ble acceptance of peripheral market opportunities, often by intercession of mul-
tinational concerns and international economic organizations. Decolonization
gave the ex-colonies freedom of action, but seldom the opportunity to exploit
it to full advantage” (117). Amilcar Cabral claims that the demise of direct co-
lonial domination actually intensifies the economic aspects of imperialism
in many cases. Theorizing broadly on the basis of his experiences in Guinea
Bissau and the Cape Verde Islands, Cabral uses the terms “neocolonialism” and
“neocolonial situation” to refer to postindependence societies in which native
elites are in thrall to imperialist powers and the fundamental economic reality
of colonialism, namely outside control of national productive forces, remains
intact.”

Just as a colonial society produces economic wealth—tobacco, coftee, sugar,
spices, cotton, indigo—for the enrichment of people located elsewhere, and
elaborates various political instruments to impose a rule of law from afar, colo-
nization employs distinctive cultural practices to stabilize and reproduce it-
self. As with the struggle to transform these political and economic structures,
achieving freedom from the cultural effects of empire remains an unfinished
quest. Zora Neale Hurston, though she is not often recognized for her tren-
chant critiques of imperialism, reminds readers, in a passage expunged by edi-
tors from her 1942 autobiography, Dust Tracks on Road, that empire presumes
a culturally reinforced mindset based on “the principle of human bondage”
(Folklore 790). Drawing on the core themes of African American experience,
Hurston frames the cultural logic of empire as an enduring mental habit formed
during plantation slavery. Hurston writes, “Already it has been agreed that the
name of slavery is very bad. No civilized nation will use such a term any more.
Neither will they keep the business around home. Life will be on a loftier level
by operating at a distance and calling it acquiring sources of raw materials, and

28



Comparative Approaches to Cultural Decolonization

keeping the market open. . .. The idea of human slavery is so deeply ground
in that the pink-toes can’t get it out of their system. It has just been decided to
move the slave quarters farther away from the house” (ibid. 791,793). In Culture
and Imperialism, Edward Said also refers to the mental habits associated with
imperialism and colonialism—what he terms “the imagination of empire.” For
Said, empire is not only politics and economics but also an ideological for-
mation grounded in the vocabulary of subjugation, dependency, expansion,
and authority. Ruling countries evince in their citizens a broad commitment to
“the notion that distant territories and their people should be subjugated” and
public governmental discourse depends “upon the idea of having an empire”
Moreover, though he largely excludes U.S. and African American culture from
the discussion, Said shares with Hurston a recognition that cultural patterns
from past phases of empire continue to reverberate (Said 9-12).* In a manner
that both critics would likely find dismaying, the cultural and ideological trap-
pings of empire, rather than fading away over time, have instead undergone
an intellectual revival in recent years following the most recent wave of U.S.
government interventions in Afghanistan, Iraq, Haiti, and elsewhere.” More
than ever, it seems appropriate to adopt Cabral’s terminology—neocolonialism
and neocolonial situation—when referring to cultural matters in formerly colo-
nized zones.

While it is proper, then, to regard the culture of empire as an enduring (and
recently resurgent) pattern, this still says little, if anything, about the culture of
decolonization. What, in a general sense, are the cultural tasks of decoloniza-
tion? Here Cabral offers another indispensable formulation. The larger goal
of decolonization is national liberation, which Cabral characterizes as “the
phenomenon in which a socio-economic whole rejects the denial of historical
process. In other words, the national liberation of a people is the regaining of
the historical personality of that people, it is their return to history through the
destruction of the imperialist domination to which they were subjected” (130).
The cultural aspects of national liberation, already suggested by the evocative
references to regaining personality and returning to history, become clearer if
we think of decolonization as a project concretized in social institutions and in-
dividual expressions that reorient worldviews, identities, and values previously
geared to support the interests of metropolitan ruling classes. Such reorienting
often means reevaluating and revindicating local realities ignored or devalued
by metropolitan power, as well as reimagining and reconstructing regional and
global alliances in ways that oppose, resist, and otherwise present challenges to
the interests of empire.

Another facet of cultural decolonization is the work of mediating so-
cial divisions imposed by colonialism and intensified under neocolonialism.
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Particularly acute in neocolonial situations is the internal division separating
native elites and popular masses, what Cabral terms the “dilemma of the petty
bourgeoisie” (136). While resolving this split is a comprehensive challenge that
involves all sectors in a given society, much of the specifically cultural work
of decolonization centers on schools and schooling, because it is there that
the split between native intellectuals and masses is introduced and reinforced.
Accordingly, a large part of the creative, theoretical, and practical energy of the
Caribbean and African American freedom struggle has focused on schools and
schooling, with the hope of transforming native intellectuals from the status
(envisioned in the nineteenth century by Thomas Macaulay) of colonial pup-
peteers who are themselves operated by remote control from a metropolitan
center.”® Colonial and neocolonial societies are divided as well—and perhaps
most fundamentally—by gender hierarchies, and initial efforts at decoloniza-
tion too often do not imply liberation for women, especially when anti- and
countercolonial resistance is expressed through a strong rhetoric of tradition
(Katrak 168)." Whether directed at leveling divisive barriers of gender, class,
caste, language, or nationality, cultural interventions become most decoloniz-
ing when they enable social unification and enhance broad-based democratic
empowerment.

The general features of decolonization outlined above emerge in particular
ways when the focus is narrowed to a specific analysis of African American and
Caribbean solidarity. Caribbean society, the original laboratory for modern
colonization, has also produced a vast archive of popular movements, popular
cultural forms, imaginative writing, and critical theory devoted to the primary
tasks of cultural decolonization—mental reorientation way from metropolitan
priorities, mediation of internal social divisions, and transformation of cultural
institutions to support the first two goals. Items such as the Saramaka Peace
Treaty of 1762; the Haitian constitution of 1804; antislavery writing by Mary
Prince and Juan Francisco Manzano; nationalist journalism, political theory,
and poetry by José Marti; sociohistorical analyses by C. L. R. James, Fernando
Ortiz, and Elsa Goveia; and creative writing by Jean Rhys and Jamaica Kincaid,
Aimé Césaire and Maryse Condé, Nicolas Guillén, and Nancy Morejon provide
liberatory models known and studied not just in the Caribbean but around the
world.

While examples from Caribbean cultural history have typically been prom-
inent in attempts to theorize and enact decolonizing social change, African
American culture has less often been viewed as rising from or offering insights
about decolonization. In this study, though, I assume that African American
culture is a decolonizing tradition for the following reasons.
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The “Nation within a Nation” Concept

The idea that African Americans comprise a distinct nation within a nation
emerged in the eighteenth century with the birth of black freemasonry under
the leadership of Boston’s Prince Hall, petitions for emancipation submitted to
state legislatures, mutual aid groups such as the Free African Society formed
in 1787 by Philadelphians Richard Allen and Absalom Jones, and the founding
of Bethel Church by Allen in 1794.” Nationalist concepts gained greater
articulation and popular currency in the nineteenth century through the work
of black abolitionists Martin Delany, Henry Highland Garnet, and others, as
well as the convention movement begun by Allen in 1831 and carried forward
up through the early 1860s. Midcentury emigrationists, too, advanced the
rhetoric of black nationalism, though with a different geo-political orientation
than abolitionists focused on domestic activism."

With the failure of Reconstruction and the retrenchment of U.S.-style apart-
heid under Jim Crow; the turn of the twentieth century saw a renewal of nation-
alist thinking and activism that continued for five decades. This is true at elite
levels, symbolized by groups such as the American Negro Academy and the
National Negro Business League, and at the popular level among organizations
including the Universal Negro Improvement Association, the Brotherhood of
Sleeping Car Porters, and grassroots-based historical societies like the Negro
Society for Historical Research and the Association for the Study of Negro
Life and History.” In 1922 the Soviet Comintern adopted the view of African
American people as a “national minority;” and this thesis circulated among left
social theorists in one form or another for the next several decades.’ Even after
it receded as an orthodox theoretical line, left analysis of black history had a
shaping influence on the more recent “internal colony” concept developed by
radical historians, political economists, and cultural critics following in the
wake of the Black Power and Black Arts movements.”

Despite the diverse meanings that have attached to it over the decades
and centuries, not to mention the withering critiques that have been leveled
against it, the nation-within-a-nation idea is important as an evolving theo-
retical strand that allows us to pose the black freedom struggle in the United
States explicitly as a question of national liberation. Doing so points the way to
comparative analysis with Caribbean models of decolonization, and it suggests
the relevance of articulating African American cultural history with colonial
discourse theory, and with decolonizing movements globally.
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The United States as a Colonial Society

Even if the nation-within-a-nation idea is discounted, the fate of U.S. society—
and African Americans’ place in it—is arguably a colonial problem. The in-
ability to meet basic material needs, generalize political freedom, and integrate
all citizens into public life is a contradiction rooted in the country’s origins as
a string of rapacious settler colonies. When we recall the colonial origins of
U.S. national history, its subsequent record of conflicts and crises becomes
comprehensible as a protracted neocolonial trauma. Solving these internal
problems is a matter of finishing the work of decolonization begun but not
completed centuries ago. When black freedom struggle defines the cutting
edge of progressive social change nationally, it is right, as Nikhil Singh has
done, to characterize African American culture as a force for “decolonizing
America” (174-211).

African Americans in the World System

Viewed internationally as a force in the global political economy, the role of
U.S. ruling elites consistently has been to impose and maintain neocolonial
relationships wherever possible. Against this backdrop, any efforts to inhibit,
challenge, undo, or reverse what Samir Amin has termed “U.S. hegemonism”
(74-91) are efforts that rightly should be labeled decolonizing. Using these
criteria, African American culture, in its moderate as well as its more radi-
cal manifestations, is readily situated as decolonizing, and we can point to nu-
merous examples of African American involvement in and leadership of an-
ticolonial struggles over many generations. A major ambiguity about African
American culture, dealt with throughout this study, is that black writers from
the United States not only resist U.S. hegemonism, they also can and do support
it in numerous ways. Such developments as Penny Von Eschen analyzes in Race
against Empire, her account of midcentury black internationalism—namely, a
retreat from militant anticolonialism in the late 1940s, and a return in the later
1950s to a cultural Pan-Africanism stripped of its radical anticolonial politics
(3, 6, 167-189)—remind us that society is open-ended, dialectical, and subject
to shifts and turns. Depending on conjunctions of political, economic, and
personal factors in a given moment, African American people can, like other
Americans, act in imperialist ways as Colin Powell and Condoleeza Rice have
lately made clear. What I argue in this study, though, is that neocolonial words
and deeds coming from African Americans are temporary deviations and that,
in African American cultural history, decolonizing tendencies are more funda-
mental and normative.
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Colonial Discourse Theory in African American Studies

A final rationale for reading African American culture through the lens of de-
colonization is the precedent set by critics who, especially from 1960 onward,
have taken up specific terms from colonial discourse theory to describe African
American social realities. Cynthia Young, in analyzing the impact of third
world anticolonial movements on the emerging Black Power movement in the
early 1960s, traces how LeRoi Jones (Amiri Baraka), Harold Cruse, and others,
after gaining firsthand exposure to the Cuban revolution, began conceptual-
izing their own cultural revolution as a struggle for decolonization (18-19).
Subsequently and consistently, discussions of black intellectual formation have
borrowed analytic language from studies of colonization and decolonization.
Locating black intellectuals in a privileged class, which he compares to African
elites, Manning Marable argues in How Capitalism Underdeveloped Black
America that “although the race/class dialectic of the United States cannot be
accurately described as neocolonial, it is undeniable that the process that gave
birth to a Black elite here is virtually identical to that of modern Africa” (135).
Cornell West and bell hooks, in Breaking Bread: Insurgent Black Intellectual
Life, continually raise issues of imperialism and empire in their dialogues, and
though West does not explicitly invoke colonial paradigms in “The Dilemma of
the Black Intellectual” (reprinted in Breaking Bread), hooks’s response to West’s
essay reframes the issue of black female intellectual development around the
related tasks of “decolonizing the mind” and “vigilant interrogation of sexist
biases and practices” (160-161). Frantz Fanon is perhaps the theorist of de-
colonization invoked most often in discussions of African American culture,
and his concept of the native intellectual has circulated repeatedly in recent
decades. Writing about the genesis of the Black Arts Movement, for instance,
Amiri Baraka invokes Fanon to describe himself and his peers on the brink of
declaring for cultural nationalism (Reader 496-497, 499-500). This thread is
echoed and extended by Joy James in Transcending the Talented Tenth: Black
Leaders and American Intellectuals. James’s argument is framed by an opening
anecdote describing the author’s search for a copy of Fanon’s The Wretched of
the Earth, and a concluding reflection that charts a course for black intellectual
engagement modeled explicitly on Fanon’s developmental model of the native
intellectual (187-189).

In individual chapters that follow, I refer to other instances where analysts
of African American culture apply terms and concepts usually associated with
colonial discourse. For instance, John Brown Childs uses Cabral’s theory of
people’s culture to interpret Arthur Schomburg’s historiography, and Jayne
Cortez situates her own work as a jazz poet and intellectual/organizer as part
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of worldwide struggles over communication technologies oriented toward “the
breaking of the chains of colonialism and the continuing struggle for full in-
dependence” (“Opening Address” 422). The point I want to emphasize here is
that, without minimizing the range of different ways that critics situate African
American culture as decolonizing (even with a single topic, black intellectual
formation, we see a variety of approaches), it is clear that there are numerous
precursors for the sort of critical mediation attempted in this study.

DIVERGENT RACIALIZATION

In the foregoing comments on decolonization, African American and
Caribbean cultures have appeared as distinct entities, and rightly so. Theodore
Allen, in The Invention of the White Race, has one of the clearest discussions
anywhere analyzing the difference between plantation social structures in the
Caribbean islands versus continental North American colonies (which later
became states). According to Allen, the fundamental dynamic across the board
was a need to suppress the insurgent energy of laboring classes through effec-
tive forms of social control. In particular, ruling elites needed to search for and
create out of the existing population a buffer class between themselves and the
growing mass of black laborers. In the Caribbean, lighter-skinned people of
color were recruited into the buffer class and accorded marginally greater social
autonomy in exchange for exerting control over the darker masses. In conti-
nental North America, beginning in the 1680s European workers came to fill
this buffer role, resulting in the exclusion of all people with any darker pigmen-
tation from social authority regardless of skin tone. Racial protocols developed
divergently, first as a by-product of the contest for social control and eventually
taking on a semiautonomous ideological life. With some exceptions in both
regions (such as the temporary inclusion of mulattoes in the social buffer class
in Georgia), the basic racial pattern was a tripartite white-black-mulatto model
in the Caribbean contrasted with a rabid binary distinction between white and
black in North America (Allen 10-16).1®

Building on Allen’s foundation, we can see that a long list of historical
considerations—material as well as discursive—supports the idea of sepa-
rate spheres and caution against any effort to conflate Caribbean and African
American social realities. The contours of African American history are shaped
by factors including demographic minority status for people of African descent,
continental geography, a single national experience combining several regions,
white supremacy founded on a rigidly demarcated binary opposition between
the socially constructed categories of black and white, and the predominance
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of binaristic racial structures over other socially constructed divisions such as
language, national origin, religion, class, and ethnicity, even when, as in recent
years, social theorists argue for a more nuanced pentagonal structure of racial-
ization.” For each one of these factors, Caribbean history offers a contrasting
version: demographic majority or near-majority status for people of African
descent; insular geography; a single regional experience combining several na-
tions; white supremacy based on comparatively fluid demarcations between
black, white, and mixed categories; and, finally, the comparatively stronger
influence of other socially constructed divisions including language, national
origin, class, and ethnicity and comparatively less influence (though by no
means an absence) of racial structures. Such differences, though, are not the
only point of departure for thinking about the structuring and transformation
of hemispheric space. Colonization and decolonization both produce unifying
dynamics along with the sort of differentiations mentioned above.

THE COUNTER-PLANTATION: A DECOLONIZING CONTACT ZONE

Modern colonial societies were designed to exploit a range of resources for the
benefit of corporations and national governments located in various western
European countries. While particular social formations arose to move mate-
rial wealth such as precious metals (in the Southern Hemisphere) and animal
furs (in the North) from America to Europe (Weatherford 1-38), this study is
most concerned with the fallout from plantation societies that began in the
Caribbean and that were based on “an agrosocial system of slavery developed
in its harshest form” (Lewis 2). Plantation societies spread outward from the
Caribbean where climate and soil permitted, stretching finally from Maryland
to Brazil in a socioeconomic zone referred to by Immanuel Wallerstein as “the
extended Caribbean” (103). The phrase “extended Caribbean” is redefined
as a cultural zone by Peter Hulme in Colonial Encounters (3-5), and I retain
this layer of meaning in order to posit a material starting point for African
American and Caribbean cultural dialogue. This helps to understand the op-
pressive dynamics of colonialism and imperialism as a Pan-American process
encompassing both Caribbean and African American historical experiences,
but how can we move from a focus on vectors of oppression and emphasize
instead vectors of liberation that define the work of cultural decolonization?
Where might we find some material grounding for the type of liberatory cul-
tural work exemplified in the Marley-Mayfield exchange? Rather than thinking
of “People Get Ready/One Love” as an isolated example, how might we situate
African American and Caribbean contact as a coherent cultural practice?
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Another indispensable critical tool in broadening the base of inquiry, and
formulating a general principle of inter-American decolonizing culture, is Jean
Casimir’s concept of the counter-plantation. In describing Caribbean social for-
mations, Casimir uses the term to refer to the “social area outside the dominant
system” (Caribbean 63).° Where the plantation, as empire’s leviathan, spews its
negations of humanity across the centuries, the counter-plantation contains
both negation and productive creativity. Casimir writes:

The influence of the peasantry was neither comprehended nor admitted by
the established powers and their intellectual elites. Its behaviour was framed
and protected by denigrated institutions which in turn it endeavors to shield.
Specific norms governed the establishment and the organization of families,
land ownership and access to property, the administration of the domestic
economy and peasant mutual aid, the development of rural communities
(free villages), religion and language. A system of life flourished without the
peasants concerning themselves unduly about the patronage of the metropo-
lis and its lieutenants.

This system which we call the counter-plantation is a specific social or-
ganization encompassing a variety of techniques invented by the workers
(enslaved, freedmen and indentured labourers) to oppose the owners and
their metropolitan countries. If no direct reference to this organization is
found in the official documents, it is precisely because the plantation system
did not envisage or conceive of the reproduction in situ of the labour force.
(Caribbean 79)

Although Casimir poses the counter-plantation as a process of social develop-
ment specific to the Caribbean, his definition of the Caribbean as “Plantation
America” recalls Hulme and Wallerstein, and is flexible enough to support a
corollary argument: just as plantation society is a more extensive phenom-
enon whose social structures and effects reach beyond the Caribbean archi-
pelago, so does the counter-plantation extend past the islands and coastal
areas usually regarded as regional geographic boundaries. The orientation of
Casimir’s project is quite compatible with the sort of bottom-up recovery of
black historical agency outlined in African American studies by Zora Neale
Hurston, W. E. B. DuBois, George P. Rawick, Lawrence Levine, Peter Wood,
John Gwaltney, Gladys-Marie Fry, Carol Stack, Jacqueline Jones, Robin D. G.
Kelley, Michael A. Gomez, and others.

Such an expanded definition of the counter-plantation allows us to view
the intertextual dialogue between Marley and Mayfield as both a contempo-
rary event and as an expression preceded and prepared for by centuries of
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collaboration at the popular cultural level. The apocalyptic evangelical rheto-
ric shared by the composers fits readily within a general framework of resis-
tance to the social forces of imperialism. My assumption in this study is that
counter-plantation dynamics operate extensively across the hemisphere and
demarcate spaces and times in which liberating cultural, political, and eco-
nomic activities challenge the imperialist structures of the plantation and its
sequels of export agriculture, export processing zones, and de-industrializa-
tion in metropolitan centers. Most important, the counter-plantation offers
a starting point for thinking about moments of convergence when African
American and Caribbean people meet and combine their energies to pro-
duce liberating results. As a whole, this study seeks to expand the counter-
plantation concept in order to illuminate such convergences and claim them
as a coherent, continuous decolonizing project.

As the microgenealogies of African American contact with Jamaica, Haiti,
and Cuba presented in the introduction make clear, the conjuncture of person-
al experience, historical momentum, and solidarity rhetoric that culminates in
Griffin’s essay “Para Las Chicas Cubanas” or Cortez’s poem “Haiti 2004” is part
of a pattern shaped over centuries by evolving counter-plantation dynamics.
Just as the dominant social order of the plantation has changed and mutated—
without disappearing altogether—so has the counter-plantation developed new
manifestations while preserving its basic characteristics of dialogue, collabora-
tion, and relational community in the service of mutual aid. These characteris-
tics undergird African American and Caribbean encounters, structuring them
as the sort of space described by Mary Louise Pratt as a “contact zone.” In Pratt’s
conception, the phrase “contact zone” indicates “the space of colonial encoun-
ters, the space in which peoples geographically and historically separated come
into contact with each other and establish ongoing relations, usually involving
conditions of coercion, radical inequality, and intractable conflict” (6). For the
most part, Pratt analyzes contact between colonizer and colonized, focusing
on the extent to which relations and identities forged through contact are co-
determined (rather than the result of one-way diffusions of dominant metro-
politan culture). Contact zones, as Pratt theorizes them, feature “copresences,
interaction, interlocking understandings and practices, often within radically
asymmetrical relations of power” (7, emphasis added).

African American and Caribbean solidarity, though, proceeds from and
gives rise to a special type of contact zone that is decolonizing. By defining the
field of inquiry for this study as a decolonizing contact zone, my intention is to
adapt Pratt’s concept to reflect the fact that colonial and neocolonial encoun-
ters also feature contact between diverse colonized people struggling toward
greater self-determination. One key premise of decolonizing contact zones, as
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I am imagining them here, is that they strive to replace the radical asymmetries
of colonial society with radically egalitarian power relations. In addition, this
particular contact zone is an African diasporan public sphere. The human ac-
tors and cultural products that make up such public spheres, according to Paul
Gilroy, articulate a “critique of the commodity form to which black human-
ity was reduced during the slave period” (There Aint No Black 198). While no
single example works as an exhaustive paradigm for, or perfect realization of,
Caribbean and African American solidarity, the accretion of examples, gather-
ing in time and space, indicates a historical pattern in which freedom struggles
converge in the interest of mutual recognition and support.

DUBOIS AND MARTI: PARALLEL PATHS

At this point, we can refer to two distinct ways of posing the relation between
Caribbean and African American cultural history, one grounded in an aware-
ness of differentiations (which can be analyzed as parallelisms) and the other
in convergences. While the bulk of this study concentrates on convergences, I
want to underscore the importance of convergent analysis by considering for a
moment how reading cultural decolonization through the lens of parallelisms
generates both striking resonances and frustrating aporias. Against a differ-
ential backdrop, any comparative argument for parallel paths of cultural de-
velopment in the Caribbean and African America depends, for the most part,
on metacritical efforts to justify the analogy likening black freedom struggle
in the United States to nationalist struggles in the Caribbean that are more
commonly viewed as decolonizing. A potential point of articulation, one that
shows both the possibilities and the limits of parallel path analysis, can be
found in the work of W. E. B. DuBois and José Marti, whom I consider here as
their generation’s two primary critics of imperialism in the Americas.
Among intellectuals closest to him historically, Marti is preceded as a
theorist of Latin American cultural autonomy by Argentinian politician and
romantic novelist Domingo Faustino Sarmiento, and followed by Uruguyan
modernist critic and philosopher José Enrique Rodé as well as Peruvian
Marxist journalist José Carlos Maridtegui. While Mariategui seems closest
to Martf’s vision of a southern cone consolidated around indigenous cultural
forms, Sarmiento and Rod¢ both reveal a lingering colonized mentality in their
emphasis on European “civilization” as a bulwark against, respectively, gaucho
and Yankee “barbarism.”** Elsewhere in the Caribbean, Haitian politician and
anthropologist Joseph-Anténor Firmin and Trinidadian educator and critic
John Jacob Thomas articulate nationalist cultural theories in a Caribbean and

38



Comparative Approaches to Cultural Decolonization

Pan-African context. Though both are anti-imperialist in their outlook, Firmin
and Thomas remain less oriented toward the Americas in a wider, hemispheric
sense, and in this regard they mirror DuBois. On the North American scene,
meanwhile, DuBois stands nearly alone as an anti-imperialist prophet of de-
colonization in Africa and the Americas, beginning with his doctoral thesis,
“The Suppression of the African Slave Trade, 1638-18707%

DuBois is probably most well known for his statement “the problem of the
Twentieth Century is the problem of the color line” (Souls 3). DuBois applies
this thesis not only to domestic affairs in the United States but globally as well,
leading him to denounce imperialism as a form of white supremacy. “The pres-
ent hegemony of the white races,” DuBois writes, “means the right of white
men of any kind to club blacks into submission, to make them surrender their
wealth and the use of their women, and to submit to the dictation of white men
without murmur, for the sake of being swept off the fairest portions of the earth
or held there in perpetual serfdom or guardianship” (DuBois Speaks 1:205-206).
Martf’s work, meanwhile, has long been recognized as a watershed for anti-im-
perialist thought in modern Latin America. As a response to late-nineteenth-
century U.S. expansionism, which he refers to as “attempts at domination by
a nation reared in the hope of ruling the continent” (Inside the Monster 367),
Marti calls repeatedly for the consolidation of the Southern Hemisphere from
the Rio Bravo to the Magellan Straits under the sign of “Nuestra América”
“Hometowns that are still strangers to one another;” he writes, “must hurry to
become acquainted, like men who are about to do battle together. ... The trees
must form ranks to block the seven-league giant! It is the hour of reckoning
and of marching in unison, and we must move in lines as compact as the veins
of silver in the Andes” (José Marti 288-289).2

In theorizing resistance, DuBois and Marti echo each other in numerous
ways, particularly by recovering the culture of working people of color as a
shaping force in American history; by invoking romantic ideologies to define
the popular; by posing hybrid cultural identity as the foundation and har-
binger of a new, more liberated social reality; and by expressing faith in the
transformative power of culture, both for the oppressed and the oppressor. For
DuBois, African American people constitute a central, determining presence
in U.S. history. “Your country?” he writes in The Souls of Black Folk. “How
came it yours? Before the Pilgrims landed we were here. . . . Actively we have
woven ourselves with the very warp and woof of this nation” (214-215). In
Martf’s emancipatory vision, Latin America “must save herself through her
Indians”; corrupt governments are overthrown by “the natural man, strong
and indignant,” who “has not been governed in accordance with the obvious
needs of the country”; “workmen” constitute the core group through which
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“the new men of America” are defined; and the body that allegorically encom-
passes the transformed society is a cuerpo pinto, painted or colored, in Esther
Allen’s translation, “a motley of Indian and criollo” (José Marti 289, 290, 291,
294).”

While Marti and DuBois both look forward to the future by putting working
people of color at the cutting edge of social change in the Americas, they also
face backward, in terms of intellectual history, by drawing heavily on romantic
ideologies to construct their notions of the popular. Most prominent, perhaps,
is the tendency seen in both writers’ work to equate popular culture—and the
working people of color who produce it—with nature. Thus, in his chapter on
the sorrow songs in The Souls of Black Folk, DuBois says of the songs’ compos-
ers, “Like all primitive folk, the slave stood near to Nature’s heart” (210). Marti’s
reference to “the natural man” in “Our America” is part of a leitmotif that runs
throughout the essay, emphasizing “the abundance that Nature, for the good
of all, has bestowed on the country;” and celebrating “the natural people,” who,
“driven by instinct, blind with triumph, overwhelmed their gilded rulers” (José
Marti 290, 293).2

Tracing all the levels at which romanticism shapes DuBois and Marti is a
topic that properly requires more exposition than the present occasion allows,
but it is possible to make several additional schematic points. The idea of the
noble savage, a key romantic trope that both DuBois and Marti put into cir-
culation, may at first seem dubious since, with hindsight, we can see that it
replaces negative stereotypes of blacks, Amerindians, and peasants with a more
positive—but still stereotypical —perception. As it comes down from Rousseau’s
The Social Contract, though, the noble savage concept is actually derived from
Rousseau’s reading of political principles in the Iroquois Confederacy, a polity
that Rousseau viewed as a presenting a more desirable model for organizing
human society.” As the basis of a new, more egalitarian social contract, and
one that is, moreover, rooted in indigenous American culture, the romantic
primitivism in Marti and DuBois has a utopian significance that deserves to
be recognized as politically progressive, or at the very least interpreted more
sympathetically when placed in full historical context.

Two other aspects of romanticism, the tendency to pose ideal types and to
value folk culture as the source of national myths or legends, are also at work
in DuBois and Marti. Benedict Anderson, in Imagined Communities, has writ-
ten provocatively about how these tendencies come together as enabling fac-
tors in the production of nationalist consciousness first in nineteenth-century
Europe and then as a cultural export through the circuits of empire. When folk
culture is idealized as a representational model for the social, it provides a pri-
mary means for transcending or sublimating divisive conflicts in the present
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moment; in so doing, it helps create the possibility for socially divided groups
to experience “deep horizontal comradeship” (Anderson 7). I am not arguing
here that Marti and DuBois simply reproduce nineteenth-century European
nationalist ideologies (though the terminology of nation does appear in both
writers’ work), but I do think that they are drawing on romantic nationalist
discourses to imaginatively consolidate their own communities. The impact
of romanticism in twentieth-century African American and Caribbean writ-
ing does not end with DuBois and Marti, but rather is felt for many years to
come. In chapter 3,1 consider how Zora Neale Hurston wrestles with construc-
tions of Caribbean peasants—the so-called folk—as primitive, and in chapter
5 I examine Jean-Bertrand Aristide’s engagement with revolutionary formulas
grounded in romance narrative.

Another important way in which Marti and DuBois resemble each other—
and here we see them once again looking forward historically—is in their as-
sertion of hybrid cultural identity. Though probably thought of less often in this
connection than Marti (whose coinage of the phrase “nuestra mestiza América”
is one of the departure points for theories of mestizaje), DuBois’s discussion of
“double consciousness” affords a logical place to construct a comparative read-
ing with Marti and the mestizaje tradition in Latin American and Caribbean
critical theory.”® In describing double consciousness, DuBois offers a psycho-
logical reading of African American cultural identity: “One ever feels his two-
ness,—an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled striv-
ings” (Souls 5). DuBois’s vision arguably extends to the entire U.S. body politic,
which he also constructs as hybrid. This hybrid notion comes into play when
he positions African Americans at the center of national history—“woven . ..
with the very warp and woof of this nation”—but it also is present in a political
analysis like the one we find in “The Conservation of Races,” DuBois’s first ad-
dress to the American Negro Academy. Together with DuBois’s separatist argu-
ment that “Americans of Negro descent, as a body,” must “maintain their race
identity,” is a statement arguing for the peaceful coexistence of races within the
larger national community. “We believe,” he states, “that, unless modern civi-
lization is a failure, it is entirely feasible and practicable for two races in such
essential political, economic, and religious harmony as the white and colored
people of America, to develop side by side in peace and mutual happiness, the
peculiar contribution which each has to make to the culture of their common
country” (Du Bois Speaks 1:84).

Marti, in elaborating the notion of mestiza/o cultural identity, imagines a
social model that would incorporate all the cultural strands present in Latin
America, including European, indigenous, African, and Creole mixtures.
“What a vision we were,” Marti writes,
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the chest of an athlete, the hands of a dandy, and the forehead of a child. We
were a whole fancy dress ball, in English trousers, Parisian waistcoat, North
American overcoat, and a Spanish bullfighter’s hat. The Indian circled about
us, mute, and went off to the mountaintop to christen his children. The black,
pursued from afar, alone and unknown, sang his heart’s music in the night,
between the waves and the wild beasts. The campesinos, the men of the land,
the creators, rose up in blind indignation against the disdainful city, their
own creation. We wore epaulets and judge’s robes in countries that came into
the world wearing rope sandals and Indian headbands. (José Marti 293)*

Marti also captures the idea of mestiza/o society as a composite of the various
cultural groups in the following image: “Our feet upon a rosary, our heads
white, and our bodies a motley of Indian and criollo we boldly entered the
community of nations” (ibid. 291).*

The final commonality I want to point to in the work of DuBois and Marti
is their shared belief in the efficacy of cultural struggle. In The Souls of Black
Folk and throughout his career, DuBois continually returns to the theme of
civilization, and the idea that “the Negro people, as a race, have a contribu-
tion to make to civilization and humanity, which no other race can make” (Du
Bois Speaks 1:84). Marti, too, believes that cultural work by writers and teachers
will cement bonds of understanding within “Our America,” and may ultimately
turn the tide against North American aggression. “Neither;” he writes, “should
we seek to conceal the obvious facts of the problem, which can, for the peace
of the centuries, be resolved by timely study and the urgent, wordless union of
the continental soul” (José Marti 296).> Both writers emphasize cultural cures,
forms of creativity and pedagogy that will improve both the oppressed and
oppressor. “The European university must yield to the American university;’
claims Marti (ibid. 290),* while DuBois devotes several chapters of The Souls of
Black Folk, including an entire short story, “Of the Coming of John,” to the issue
of education, which he refers to as “the central problem of training men for life”
(1). Such an emphasis on culture and learning necessarily places intellectuals in
a pivotal, even a hierarchically superior position, and neither Marti nor DuBois
fully resolves the contradiction of intellectual elitism. DuBois’s sociological
pronouncements give some hint of his anxieties regarding the black masses.
In “The Conservation of Races,” he writes: “We are diseased, we are develop-
ing criminal tendencies, and an alarmingly large percentage of our men and
women are sexually impure” (Du Bois Speaks 1:83). Marti, for his part, writes
rather disdainfully of the Latin American masses and their need—their desire,
actually—to be governed from above: “The uneducated masses are lazy and
timid about matters of the intellect and want to be well-governed” (José Marti
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291).% Marti warns, too, of the “vengeful and sordid masses” [masas vengativas
y sordidas] (ibid. 295; Politica de Nuestra América 43) in North America as one
of the reasons why the United States poses such a threat to the hemisphere.
DuBois’s concept of the Talented Tenth, an elite cadre of black intellectuals
charged with completing the tasks of racial uplift, finds a strong echo in Martf’s
vision of historical change in which “the present generation is bearing industri-
ous America along the road sanctioned by our sublime forefathers” (José Marti
296).34

Even as Marti and DuBois characterize social change in terms of a hierar-
chical relationship between intellectuals and masses, they also set the stage for
transforming this relationship by associating themselves and their liberatory
vision with the cultural activity of working people of color. Thus, for DuBois,
the primary expression of black cultural identity, of black soul, is the body of
sorrow songs produced by slaves. “By fateful chance,” he writes, “the Negro
folk-song—the rhythmic cry of the slave—stands to-day not simply as the sole
American music, but as the most beautiful expression of human experience
born this side of the seas. It has been neglected, it has been, and is, half de-
spised, and above all it has been persistently mistaken and misunderstood; but
notwithstanding, it still remains as the singular spiritual heritage of the nation
and the greatest gift of the Negro people” (Souls 205). Marti, in the final pas-
sage of “Our America,” unites all of Latin America with imagery grounded
in indigenous cultural references: “For the unanimous hymn is already ring-
ing forth, and the present generation is bearing industrious America along the
road sanctioned by our sublime forefathers. From the Rio Bravo to the Straits
of Magellan, the Great Cemi, seated on a condor’s back, has scattered the seeds
of the new America across the romantic nations of the continent and the suffer-
ing islands of the sea!” (José Marti 296).” “For the unanimous hymn is already
ringing forth” poses a unifying musical voice as the cultural dominant. The
Spanish phrase “himno unanime” is a generic signifier that does not indicate
any specific type of music, but the musical reference is filled out later in the
sentence when Marti invokes the image of el céndor, an Andean bird related to
the vulture that appears on the coins of several South American countries. This
reference to the condor immediately links the passage to the popular song “El
Condor Pasa,” perhaps the single most well known Andean folk melody. The ef-
fect is to code Martf’s “unanimous hymn” as southern hemispheric and popular
in origin. Like DuBois on the sorrow songs, Marti here asserts popular song
as the source and the sign of future resistance culture. In the final image of the
sentence, meanwhile, the image of the Great Cemi moving through the south-
ern skies over both Latin American and the Caribbean (“the suffering islands of
the sea”) unifies these regions as a cultural-geographic bloc, while Martf’s use of
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indigenous signifiers cements the anti-imperialist tenor of his discourse. Cemi
is a Taino agricultural deity “often represented in the form of a tricornered clay
object” (Jose Marti 437, n.9), while the condor on which he travels is Qechua
in origin and offers a perfect symbolic counterpoint to the American eagle.
Cemi’s action in this image is ambiguous: Esther Allen’s admirable translation
renders the key verb as “scattered,” but the Great Cemi could also be 