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Abstract

The concern in this thesis is with the relationship between black music and black
radicalism. This relationship is addressed through three case studies which centre on the
co-emergence of the Black Consciousness movement and new forms of Black popular
music in the United States between 1955 and 1971. The contention is that the
relationship between the movement and the new popular music during this period is
indicative of a general exchange between black music and black radicalism and can be
analysed by paying attention to phonic substance. The relationship between these
practices and traditions is primarily sonic, and it is as phonic substance that the
blackness of black music and black radicalism emerges.

The theorisation of blackness and phonic materiality is informed by a set of ongoing
debates taking place within the field of Black studies. These debates address the
structural and political meanings of blackness in the West and as such form the
background to the research presented in the case studies on the Black Consciousness
movement and Black popular music.

Each of the case studies is made up of archival material ranging in format. The focus
is always on how this material contributes to an analysis of the sonic form and content
of the movement and the music. In this respect the archive is not a stable resource from
which information is extracted but is always under construction and informing the
arguments being made about the phonic materiality of black music and black

radicalism.
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Introduction

What is the relationship between black music and black radicalism? This question is
the means through which the research that follows is organised. In order to understand
how it organises the research it is necessary to unpack and analyse it in detail.
Conceptually the question is built on the premise that there is already a relationship
between black music and black radicalism. This thesis begins with that premise and asks
what it is that places them in a relationship. The place to begin might be that which
renders black music and black radicalism black. Is it the blackness of black music and
black radicalism which is at stake in this thesis? If so, what defines the category of
blackness? How has blackness been understood intellectually and how does this apply
to black music and black radicalism? Alternatively one could turn to radicalism as the
connection between these two practices. It could be that black music works in a way
which echoes the characteristics of what is more formally recognised as the Black
radical tradition. The question then becomes, what are the particular traits of black
radicalism and how is the music able to produce them? Finally there is the option of
reversing the previous scenario and arguing that it is black radicalism which works like
black music. Are there instances where the radicalism has ever been comparable to the
music? Has the Black radical tradition ever produced phonic substance which sounds
like black music?

The question - what is the relationship between black music and black radicalism? -
is the starting point of this thesis because it opens up the areas of enquiry outlined
above. Therefore the question allows for an analysis of the relationship between black
music and black radicalism in terms of its blackness, radicalism and sonic content.
Furthermore it allows us to ask what becomes of such categories when placed in close
proximity to each other. How can blackness be understood as a sonic manifestation of
resistance? How can an act of radicalism be audible and be listened to as black? What is
it about black music that makes it black? Is it the way it sounds? Does that sound also
make it radical? The contention in this thesis is that black music and black radicalism
interact in ways which not only complicate the differences between them as distinct
practices, but also unsettles the differences between blackness, radicalism and phonic
substance as categories. Blackness becomes a site of enactment for radicalism by way of
its production of phonic substance, yet at the same time, whether this phonic substance

emanates from within the music, the radicalism or some interstitial space between them,



it never settles down as determinedly black. Instead the production of blackness as sonic
resistance also becomes the means of its own radical breakdown. Blackness is always in
constant escape.

To address black music and black radicalism on these terms and in their entirety is far
too large a task to attempt here. It is necessary to develop a historical, geographical and
archival context out of which a general approach to the research question can be
extrapolated. The question of the relationship between black music and black radicalism
will be filtered through a period of mid Twentieth century history in the U.S.A. Between
1955 and 1971 the Black Consciousness movement emerged as a broad attempt to
restructure the modality of everyday life in the U.S. The movement encapsulated a
range of ideologies, organisations, figureheads and locations, but what held it together is
the evidence of Black people in America becoming radicalised on a mass scale. The
Black Consciousness movement has often been misinterpreted as reflective of a desire
for inclusion in mainstream American life. The stakes for the black radicalisms which
developed over this period moved beyond discourses of inclusion. When the insurgent
nature of the demands from the Black Consciousness movement came to be heard they
were dismissed as either excessively violent or exceptional but unattainable democratic
ideals.

At the same time as the movement came the emergence of Black popular music as a
prominent feature of American culture and commerce. This is not to say Black popular
music had not been part of the popular imagination until this point. Black music in
various forms of jazz and blues had been a cultural presence albeit a relatively
marginalised one. Beginning in the mid-to-late 1950s and continuing for a further
decade, new forms of Black popular music developed, initially under the heading of
r'n'b, but then more definitively as soul and funk. These forms of Black popular music
were unique for a number of reasons. Firstly they were musics which had a strong
commercial appeal and moved beyond the previous relatively minor status attached to
black music to dominate the U.S. pop charts. Secondly r'n'b, soul and funk, although
new and commercially viable, were also determinedly black musics. They represented
new forms of communally derived blackness, new ways of being black, whilst also
having cross-racial appeal. Thirdly and in a related point, these new musics seemed to
speak to the Black Consciousness movement. Whether in the lyrics or themes chosen by
those making and performing it, or something that was believed to be more generally

carried in its sonic content, the music became a broadcasting device for the Black



Consciousness movement.

The research into Black popular music and Black Consciousness in this thesis is
organised around the idea that between 1955 and 1971 they were tuned into the same
frequencies. Over this period the music and the movement were involved in an intense
but equally elusive mutual articulation. There were signals being sent between Black
popular music and the Black Consciousness movement which ranged from the direct to
the nebulous. It is by paying close attention to such transference during this period of
mid Twentieth century Black history that the wider research question on black music
and black radicalism will be addressed. The movement and the music were connected
by way of the forms of blackness each represented, radicalism each embodied, and their
respective production of phonic substance. In short the concern in this thesis is with the
interplay between the blackness, the radicalism and the phonic materiality of Black
popular music and the Black Consciousness movement between 1955 and 1971.

It is important to stress that when discussing the relationship between the movement
and the music a comprehensive coverage of this period is not the intended aim. Instead
the bulk of the research will be divided into three case studies, each focusing on
materials that were produced by particular inflections of Black Consciousness or Black
popular music and associated with specific events within those histories. The aim is to
build these studies around potential convergences between the chosen materials and
events. Part one will begin with James Brown. From 1964 his music was considered a
direct recording of a new militant blackness. “Say it Loud (I'm black and I'm proud)”
was thought of as an exemplary record in this respect because its lyrical demands for
unity and consciousness led to the song becoming an Black Consciousness anthem. It is
strange that other James Brown records of the same period, such as “I got the feeling”,
“Cold Sweat” and “Super Bad”, sound more like black radical music. They feature little
of the overt lyrics of “Say it Loud”, yet these records seem to get closer to the political
feeling of black militancy. Black Cultural Nationalists listening to James Brown records
certainly seemed to think his music was attuned to something they wanted to generalise.
Take Amiri Baraka: he wanted to use Brown's sound as the basis for his political and
poetic practice of nation building. When listening to James Brown, Baraka argued it was
possible to hear a place where Black people lived. What was going on in Brown's music
for Baraka to hear such possibilities? How was this sound able to transfer into Baraka's
political and poetic performances of black nationhood?

Part two centres on “A Change is Gonna Come”, a song which also sounded like a



generalisation of a black political project. In this case Sam Cooke's posthumous 1964
release spoke to the Civil Rights movement. To some extent the song gained this status
because it contained the rhetoric popularised by the movement, but “A Change” was
always about more than that. Cooke found a way of recording in the song the sonic
complication of spiritual agency and political will which was central to the Civil Rights
project. In this respect Cooke resembled Martin Luther King. The speeches King gave
as the public figurehead of Civil Rights protest were built on that same complication.
They were shaped by the performance of spirit which was central to worship in the
Black church. Yet King's speeches were also always directed at socio-political goals.
How did King and Cooke respectively acquire the ability to transmit authentic spiritual
feelings to large audiences? How was the voice a central instrument in this process? In
the context of Civil Rights, how did the performance of spiritually authentic sounds
affect a politics organised around wilful black demands for agency?

The final part turns to Detroit, the city which was home to the Motown recording
company. During the 1960s the Sound of Young America was at the cutting edge of new
black musical possibilities. These new possibilities were marked not just in the form the
music took, but in the entirety of the Motown product. Motown was making a new
black musical product which was sleek, appealing and sold to the American
mainstream. Underneath the surface sheen though there was evidence of excessive black
labouring because work at Motown was driven by the automated production line model.
The production line was central to another black group manufacturing sleek new
products in Detroit, the League of Revolutionary Black Workers. Formed in the city's
automobile factories, the League sought to expose the exploitation of black labour on
the production lines. The new cars which rolled out of Detroit and powered the U.S.
economy were built upon black sweat and blood. The League's central tactic was to self-
organise and to make themselves heard above and as machinery. The incongruities
which effected Motown and the League raise critical questions. What does black labour
sound like? What does black labour resisting sound like? What is the sonic difference
between the two?

These three studies make up the response to the question of the relationship between
black music and black radicalism. On an immediate level they raise questions of pre-
eminence. Were the political and social concerns of the Black Consciousness movement
creating an environment in which new forms of Black popular music could be

produced? Or did the music generate new sensibilities which became the foundation for



the movement? The deeper concerns though lie with the conditions of possibility for the
relationship between black music and black radicalism. What made the music and the
movement black? Were they black because of those who participated in their
production, or was it because of the way they were made? The same applies to their
radicalism, was it a result of the participants and the content they produced or the forms
the movement and the music took? How did phonic substance play a part in this? How
could the sound of a musical or political recording be considered black and radical?

Given the primacy of the Black radical tradition and black music, it is important to
make it clear that this is a Black studies thesis. It is largely through this area of
scholarship that categories of blackness and radicalism will be addressed. Black studies,
as a field of thought with the question of blackness at its centre, is at work across all of
the research presented in this thesis. It informs, at a structural level, the organisation of
all three case studies outlined above. The details of the engagement with Black studies
and the categories of blackness and radicalism will follow in the next chapter but to
outline briefly, this thesis is speaking to a recent reinvigoration of Black studies within
the U.S. academy. The new turn in this field has been instigated by debates over the
meanings and values of blackness. To situate this thesis within what seems like a minor
debate taking place within a relative sub-discipline of Cultural studies and Critical
theory is a strategic move. Part of what motivates the research in this thesis is the
contention that Black studies is anything but minor or subsidiary. The category of
blackness, particularly as it informs the Black radical tradition, is involved in an
immanent critique of Western civilisation. What is meant by this statement is that
blackness informs what has come to be known as proper thought, the legitimate subject,
the social, the aesthetic, the economic — all central features of modernity. But blackness
exists in an unstable relation to all of these features because it also always disrupts
them. It is this notion of immanent critique which informs the engagement with black
radicalism and black music as practices producing but also destabilising notions of
blackness, radicalism and music.

Black studies though is not the sole area of scholarship deployed in this thesis. Rather
it acts as a structure for moves into other disciplines. The use of a range of theoretical
frameworks is informed by the questions which emerge from the case studies. Although
each of the case studies addresses blackness, radicalism and their phonic materiality,
they do so in ways which introduce a series of other concerns. For example the work on

James Brown and Amiri Baraka in part one draws on issues of autobiographical writing,
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violence and embodiment, avant-garde literary practice, poetic performance, militant
territorial formations and masculinity. The Martin Luther King and Sam Cooke study
moves into areas such as political will and agency, religious testimony, spiritual
possession, and embodiment. Finally militant publishing and film making, the
physicality and alienation of labour, and natality inform the analysis of the League and
Motown. Although Black studies constitute the central theoretical horizon, the range of
topics arising out of the research necessitates the use of other areas of scholarship.
Alongside Black studies and its related concerns the case studies also put Postcolonial
studies, Subaltern studies, Deconstruction, Poststructuralism, Marxist and Gramscian
thought, Literary theory, Performance studies, Feminist theory and Queer theory to use.
This array of scholarship is necessary for a number of reasons. As an immanent critique
of Western civilisation, Black studies operates in relation to all of the fields outlined
above. It shares concerns with many of them, despite their divergent histories. Part of
the work of this thesis involves making those shared concerns apparent by juxtaposing
these areas of scholarship with the work of Black studies. In this respect the resonances
between them will come to the fore by way of a diversionary tactic. What will occur
often with the case studies is a step across — using the questions raised by the specific
materials and their relationship to Black studies — into say Subaltern studies or Queer
theory, in order to open up different modalities of thought about blackness, radicalism
and sound.

What the resonances opened up by the seemingly unorthodox juxtapositions of
different theoretical horizons also points to are the methodological aspects of this thesis.
The stated aim is to study the phonic materiality of the Black Consciousness movement
and Black popular music as necessary to their blackness and radicalism. The use of
various theoretical fields forms part of a general process of assembling systems for
listening to this phonic materiality. Placing phonic substance at the heart of this thesis
leads to questions about what is being studied and how. This subject will be addressed
more fully in the next chapter, but it is worthwhile outlining the approach now. The
study of phonic substance as generative of the blackness and radicalism of Black
Consciousness and Black popular music centres on the status of the archive. The archive
in this thesis is made up of sound recordings ranging in format and material about or
related to those recordings. The common practice would be to treat the sound recordings
as the primary research objects, but the emphasis on phonic substance requires a

different approach. Part of the methodological argument being made in this thesis is that
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phonic substance is not restricted to the recorded material. Instead it is generated by
both the recordings and the discourse about them. As a result the archive in this thesis is
an unstable feature and one which is produced as it is written about.

This approach to the methodological status of the archive is inseparable from the
research question. The relationship between black music and black radicalism as one
organised by their phonic materiality requires a nuanced approach to the notion of a
research object. This approach is necessary because it maintains an openness to the
blackness and radicalism of these two practices. What will become apparent is that the
complexity required to give an account of a set of sounds as black and radical is
intimately connected to the theorisation of blackness as the reproduction of a break.
This will be named later as the paraontological nature of blackness as phonic substance.
The task I have set myself in this thesis, by way of a specific historical juncture, is to
listen closely to the nature of the relationship between black music and black

radicalism.
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Frameworks: conceptual, contextual, methodological

Having established the terms of the research question, it is important to place those
terms in more detailed context before moving into the case studies. The notion of
studying the relationship between black music and black radicalism is not unique to this
thesis. The terms at work in the research question — blackness, radicalism and their
phonic materiality — have informed black intellectual thought in the West to the extent
that black music has often been used as an interlocutor during such discussions. One of
the aims in this chapter is to situate the terms of this thesis more determinedly within
the aforementioned debates taking place in Black studies. These debates address the
political ontology of blackness in the West and at a crucial moment turn towards the
phonic substance of black music. Another task in this chapter is to map out the historical
setting of the case studies. This will involve outlining the historiographies of the Black
Consciousness movement and Black popular music in mid Twentieth century America.
Finally the methodological issues raised in the Introduction will also be addressed in
this chapter. It is important to think at length about the status of the material to be
studied in this thesis. In particular the questions raised by the attempt to theorise
blackness and radicalism through the phonic materiality of an archive need to be

accounted for.

Cedric Robinson and the Black radical tradition

The social, psychic, economic and political meanings of blackness have formed the
basis of black intellectual thought in the West. Debates about the value of blackness as a
racial category have been shaped by a range of thinkers since emancipation who have
tended to study the history of racial enslavement, and the reproduction of its effects
upon the free Black populations in the U.S. and beyond. The persistent legacy of racial
enslavement has been organised under the heading “black”. Under the conditions of
modernity blackness has become a category which is deemed to be without value. The
questions Black thinkers have been addressing since emancipation concern the
development of a collective black political project. These thinkers have been asking
whether it is possible to develop a collective project using blackness as a starting point.
What they have tended to suggest is that if such a project were to come about, it would

have a fundamental effect on the organisation of life within Western modernity. The
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question of blackness, for post-emancipation Black thinkers, has always been about the
development of a black radical project. They have proffered theories of blackness as a
way of defining what might become a general black radical project. Examining the
relationship between blackness and black radicalism in black intellectual thought will
offer a way of thinking about black music as part of a radical program in this chapter.

The theorisation of blackness as a radical program arguably found its earliest
synthesis in W.E.B Du Bois. In The Souls of Black Folk (1903/1994) Du Bois presents
an ontological case for Black social life. It is in this text that he delivered his
pronouncements on the colour line and the metaphor of the veil as primary factors in
Black life. His Black Reconstruction (1935/1992) put forward a theory of history which
argued labour under capitalism could not be understood unless slavery and black labour
were considered integral to the system. What I am not aiming to do in this chapter is
give an overview of black radical thought from Du Bois onwards. Instead Souls and
Reconstruction point to the way Du Bois' thought has shaped black intellectual thought,
especially in the U.S. These two works set the parameters for black thought by
establishing two major lines of enquiry. One centred on blackness as ontological
existence, whereas the second focused on blackness as a political and economic
question. What I want to do in this chapter is to follow the these debates within Black
studies as it has operated in the U.S. academy since the 1960s. The project of Black
studies in the American university has tended to take on questions of blackness from Du
Bois. Much of this work has resulted in a variety of contesting theories about black
radical politics.

The influence of Black Reconstruction upon Black studies has also seen an attempt
to coherently think race and class (it is arguable that C.L.R James has an equal claim to
influencing this line of black intellectual thought. See; James 1938/1963). Scholars such
as Cornel West (2002) Charles Mills (2003) and Manning Marable (1999) have used
varying combinations of pragmatism, Black theology and social contract theory to align
the apparent discontinuities between blackness and Marxism. The other prominent
intellectual strand within Black studies has been an ontological and psychic examination
of blackness. This line of thought has grown out of Souls but also encompasses the work
of Frantz Fanon and slave narratives popularised by Frederick Douglass, Olaudah
Equinao, Harriet Jacobs and others. Theorists taking up the question of blackness from
this perspective tend to enter into engagement with enlightenment philosophy and its

legacies (Gordon, 1997; Smith, 1998; Yancy, 1998).
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Despite the range of approaches to blackness and black radicalism available within the
field of Black studies, the focus in this chapter shall be on one thinker and text in
particular. Cedric Robinson’s Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical
Tradition was published in 1983. Putting forward a unique theory of black diasporic
history and resistance, I would suggest that Robinson’s text has been underappreciated
for a number of years. More recently though there has been a turn towards Black
Marxism and the questions it raises within Black studies. A new edition was published
in 2000 with a major foreword by Robin D.G Kelley, and Brent Hayes Edwards edited a
special issue of Social Text dedicated to Robinson’s book (2001). The resurgence of
interest in Black Marxism lays the groundwork for a set of debates currently taking
place within the field of Black studies about the status of blackness and the possibilities
of a common black radical project. (Other examples of a return to Robinson's work
include: Meyerson, 2000; Thomas, 2005; Morse, 2009).

The title of Robinson's text is somewhat misleading because Black Marxism is a
critique of Marxist thought from the perspective of what he calls the Black radical
tradition in the West. Marxism and black radicalism are, according to Robinson, largely
“incommensurable” (2000, 1). He acknowledges they are both projects which seek
revolutionary change and that Marxism and black radicalism “represent a significant
and immanent mode of social resolution” (Robinson, 2000, 1). Despite the similarities
they are incommensurable because “each is a particular and critically different
realization of a history” (Robinson, 2000, 1). Robinson does not stop at
incommensurability, he argues that one project (black radicalism) has been subsumed in
favour of another (Marxism), within the Western intellectual tradition. Black radicalism
has been misinterpreted because it has tended to be understood through the lens of
Marxist revolutionary thought.

Robinson identifies the problem as a strain of universalism which dominates Marxist
thought. It is largely forgotten that “Marxism is a Western construction” and despite
Marx's mode of critique, his ideas were built upon readings of enlightenment thinkers
(Robinson, 2000, 2). Marx was also responding to a set of historical circumstances that
were unique to Europe. Despite its European origins, Marxism has largely been
interpreted as a project which offers universal revolutionary change and is considered to
be “identical with world historical development” (Robinson, 2000, 2). Robinson is
critical of this universalism as it fails to account for the presence of “racial capitalism”

in Europe (2000, 308). “Racial capitalism” refers to the “immense expenditures of
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psychic and intellectual energies in the West” used to create the negro (Robinson, 2000,
4). According to Robinson the creation of the negro set the conditions for the mass
enslavement of Africans and in turn led to slaves being conceived as black labouring
objects. Robinson argues slaves were never considered subjects, they could only
function in the New World if thought of as objects. These processes required significant
amounts of energy because it was necessary to mask the fact the Atlantic Slave trade
had inserted Black captives into the heart of capitalism. The West was reliant upon
black labour power and Robinson argues “racial capitalism” is something Marxist
thought has failed to adequately theorise. There is an absence of discussion about how
blackness operates at the heart of Western systems of exploitation. Thus, for Robinson
there are insufficiencies in the Marxist view of social relations and theory of revolution.
As Brent Hayes Edwards makes clear, Robinson is not dismissive of Marxist thought.
His task is to illustrate how black radicalism is not “subordinate to or comprehensible
through Marxism” (Edwards, 2001, 4). Marxism in many ways created the “necessary
conditions for the emergence of black radicalism” in the West (Edwards, 2001, 4). The
attendance in Marxist thought to structural exploitation, collective organisation and
revolutionary change, goes some way to understanding black radicalism, yet “they are
not alone sufficient to explain it” (Edwards, 2001, 4). Black radicalism develops from a
set of conditions which allow it to move beyond the scope of Marxism even on those
occasions when it emerges through it.

Robinson's notion of incommensurablity arises from this impasse. He wants to
examine black radicalism as the “theoretical articulation” of opposition from the Black
diaspora in the West, but black opposition in the West also works against the logics of
Marxism (Robinson, 2000, 5). Thus Robinson wants to offer a theory of black
radicalism without referring to models of insurrection developed through Marxism.
Black radicalism represents the “negation” of capitalist society, unlike Marxism though,
it was not an outcome of it (Robinson, 2000, 73). Rather black radicalism was forged
through the responses of those brought to the New World as possessions and who were
able to develop practices of opposition to Western capital. What Robinson is implying
here is that such black radical practices tend to slip through the critical lens of Marxism,
despite enacting the very revolutionary project Marxist thought desires.

The case Robinson makes for black radicalism centres on questions of form: “the
forms that Black resistance assumed were incomprehensible.....the Black opposition to

domination has continued to acquire new forms” (2000, 309, 5). Robinson is telling us
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that the incomprehensibility of black radicalism grows out of its incommensurability
with Marxism. Black radicalism allowed for the development of forms of insurgency
which bypassed Marxist analysis. At best these forms were believed to have “passed
beyond the threshold of sanity” (Robinson, 2000, 309). To understand black resistance
in the West, Robinson argues it should not be solely assessed on its outcomes. Instead
for him, it is vital to grasp the terms on which black radicalism operates and the forms it
takes up.

Robinson gives his account of the core features of black radicalism in a short chapter
entitled “The Nature of the Black Radical Tradition”. It comes at a significant juncture
in Black Marxism between Robinson's detailed history of black resistance in the New
World, pre and post emancipation, and his critical biographies of three Black
intellectuals who emerged at the turn of the Twentieth century (W.E.B. Du Bois,
Richard Wright and C.L.R. James). In this essay he steps away from his archive and
theorises the “status of the black movement” which was created by the combination of
“capitalist slavery and imperialism” (Robinson, 2000, 167). Robinson sets out his most
definitive account of the Black radical tradition by posing questions of black resistance
in the West. These questions are wide ranging, exhaustive and significant because
Robinson uses them to detail the changing and incomprehensible forms black radicalism

takes:

What events have been most consistently present in its phenomenology? Which
social processes has it persistently reiterated? From which social processes is it
demonstrably, that is historically, alienated? How does it relate to the political
order? Which ideographic constructs and semantic codes has it most often
exhibited? Where have its metaphysical boundaries been most certainly fixed?
What are its epistemological systems? (Robinson, 2000, 167)

Robinson undertakes a detailed line of questioning. It is through these questions that he
theorises the nature of the Black radical tradition. For Robinson the role of these
questions is to locate the patterns which help identify black radicalism. These patterns
cut across a range of criteria. Robinson begins with phenomenology and asks if black
radicalism is a phenomena then how is it constituted as such? To comprehend it
phenomenologically, Robinson suggests it is necessary to understand the forms of
sociality at stake in acts of black radicalism. He implies these forms of sociality might
not be recognisable as social or even political. They are not immediately recognisable

because Black diasporans have operated in the shadows of the normatively social and
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political. What is produced by black radicalism are forms of symbolic communication
which are never fully recognised as culture, but shape black radicalism as a mode of
being. The final question hints that it is through all of these practices that black
radicalism is reproduced as knowledge. For Robinson it is clear that black radicalism
does function phenomenologically, metaphysically and epistemologically. To grasp its
nature though, it is necessary to understand how black radicalism works within and
strains against these structures of thought. Robinson makes the case for black radicalism
as an immanent critique of Western civilisation.

The questions act as a starting point for Robinson to theorise the nature of the
tradition. An examination of the historical archives points to a general “absence of mass
violence” amongst Black diasporans (Robinson, 2000, 168). He argues during
encounters between Black populations and their oppressors, “Blacks have seldom
employed the level of violence that they (the Westerners) understood the situation
required” (Robinson, 2000, 168). Robinson does not deny the presence of violence in
the Black radical tradition, instead he points to a very different concept of violence and
its relationship to radical action. Violence is not used in the service of “material
conquest, moral vengeance or political dominance” (Edwards, 2001, 4). For Robinson
“it was most often turned inward: the active against the passive....the community against
its material aspect” (2000, 168). Robinson is making a critical point about the role of
violence in black resistance here. The inward turn suggests violence was not directed
towards an external object of oppression, or at least not totally. Violence “was not
understood as part of an attack on a system, or an engagement with an abstraction of
oppressive structures or relations”, rather it involved “the renunciation of actual being
for historical being; the preservation of the ontological totality granted by a
metaphysical system that had never allowed for property in either the physical,
philosophical, temporal, legal, social or psychic senses. For them defeat or victory was
an internal affair” (Robinson, 2000, 168). It is Robinson's focus on the internalised
aspects of black radicalism which demands close attention.

Robinson's language of inward turns and preservation is significant and the way he
ties it into a notion of “ontological totality” even more so (2000, 168).- He suggests
black radicalism is a practice concerned as much with its interior status as external
outcomes. The turn inward points to a relationship between black radicalism and this
ontological totality. The “historical struggles for liberation” cannot be separated from

“the continuing development of a collective consciousness....motivated by the shared
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sense of obligation to preserve the collective being, the ontological totality” (Robinson,
2000, 171). When Robinson makes the claim that black radicalism was
incommensurable with Marxism (and thus incomprehensible to it), it is because as a
tradition black radicalism was as much concerned with its internal constitution as
external outcomes. To assess black radicalism solely by the outcome of the events
which constitute its history would be beside the point. What is required is a
simultaneous concern with the preservation of internal philosophical, epistemological,
and ideological meanings. Black radicalism appears to work in the service of something
internal to it. The focus of the tradition is the preservation and development of the
ontological totality Robinson speaks of. This ontological totality is blackness and the
question of blackness was inseparable from the forms that black radicalism took. Black
diasporic insurgency in the West was always also about preserving a collective interior
life, a life which operated under the heading blackness. Black radicalism was also
always about preserving the ability to continually ask the question of what that interior
life meant, of what blackness meant and how it related to the external oppression
affecting black life. As Robinson states, the focus in the Black radical tradition was on
“the structures of the mind” as much as material progress (2000, 169).

Black Marxism is centred on the relationship between black radicalism (the political
project) and blackness (the ontological totality). This relationship has been conducted
within and against both Western capital and Marxism by the Black diaspora. Black
radicalism has strained against the oppressive structures of everyday life under capital.
It has also strained against the forms of resistance legitimised by Marxist thought. All
this straining has been conducted in the service of something which strains against black

radicalism, its blackness.

Afro-pessimism, blackness and black radicalism

The terms Robinson set up in his 1983 book have come to animate a new discussion
within the field of Black studies. Over the previous five years or so a debate has
developed over the category of blackness and its relationship to a general black political
project. The debate has encompassed a group of Black studies scholars who identify
themselves as Afro-pessimists and a mode of thought which has been termed Black
optimism. Whether consciously or not, the terms of this debate seem to respond to

Robinson's phenomenological, epistemological, and metaphysical concern with
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blackness and black radicalism. Both Afro-pessimism and Black optimism are attentive
to the status of blackness. They each offer differing accounts of how the task of
addressing what Robinson calls an ontological totality can be used as part of a radical
program.

Afro-pessimism is a new articulation within Black studies and its leading proponents,
Frank Wilderson and Jared Sexton work against the notion of blackness as plenitude.
This discourse of plenitude has, for them, become common place within Black studies.
Not only is it common place but its normalisation has not achieved any substantial
political change for African-Americans. Instead Wilderson and Sexton argue blackness
operates as a site of structural antagonism. Their pessimism stems from taking seriously
the concept of blackness as ontological death. Wilderson and Sexton have developed the
concept of Afro-pessimism over a series of books, articles and interviews. For the
purposes of this chapter I shall focus on Wilderson's Red, White and Black (2010) and
Sexton's Social Text piece, “People-of-Color-Blindness: Notes on the After-Life of
Slavery” (2010a). (Also see Wilderson, 2003 & 2008; Sexton, 2003a, 2003b, 2010b &
forthcoming).

In Red, White and Black Wilderson begins with what he refers to as the unspeakable.
The black relationship to modernity, according to Wilderson, is built upon a set of
claims that are unspeakable and “impossible to imagine” because there is neither the
language nor the desire to articulate these claims (2010, 3). Even when a collective of
Black people attempt to speak, they are so dispossessed their claims are deemed
unhinged. Wilderson refers to this situation as the political and ethical
“(non)ontological” status of blackness (2010, 55). He sees blackness in the West as a
mode of total and antagonistic dispossession.

The non-ontology of blackness is the outcome of “the structure of the Slave’s
domination” (Wilderson, 2010, 9). For Wilderson, it means Black populations in the
U.S. exist in the realm of ethical and political impossibility. What Wilderson means by
impossibility is “if a Black is the very antithesis of a Human subject, as imagined by
Marxism and Psychoanalysis, then his or her paradigmatic exile is not simply a function
of repressive practices on the part of institutions” (2010, 9). In “People-of-Colour-
Blindness” Sexton takes up a similar position with regards to blackness and
impossibility. He also views slavery as a structure which created blackness and which
now Black people cannot escape from. Slavery, Sexton argues, is an exceptional status

whereby Black populations in the U.S suffer. Slavery has rendered blackness
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exceptional because it involved the annulment of natal ties: “The nativity of the slave is
not inscribed elsewhere in some other (even subordinated) jurisdiction, but rather
nowhere at all. The nativity of the slave is foreclosed, undermining from within the
potential for citizenship, but also opening the possibility of a truly nonoriginal origin”
(Sexton, 2010a, 46). The non-ontology of blackness in Sexton's view destroys the
possibility of thinking of slaves and their descendants as human. What this leads to is
the impossibility of thinking anything blacks say or do collectively as having any

coherency:

what qualifies the condition of the slave is a suffering which not only wrecks the
coordinates of any humanism, but also, for the same reason, precludes the
generation of a proper political demand directed at a definable object or objective.
(Sexton, 2010a, 46-47)

It is clear from both theorists that blackness is not only an impossibility; it is an
exceptional impossibility. They interpret blackness as an exception specific to Black
people in the U.S and the West in general. Wilderson renders blackness exceptional by
positioning it outside the human. Blackness even exists outside the political. He argues
self-avowed progressive or radical projects are incapable of reordering this situation. In
fact progressivism and radicalism often reproduce the status of blackness because civil
society cannot “even contemplate the possibility of an emancipatory project for the
Black position” (Wilderson, 2010, 11). For Sexton the exceptional fact of blackness
becomes apparent when set against other racially subordinate positions. He is critical of
attempts to use blackness as part of an analogical model of thinking racial oppression.
Sexton argues blackness stands in distinction to a more general condition of non-

blackness:

The latter group is better termed all nonblacks (or, less economically, the
unequally arranged category of nonblackness), because it is racial blackness as a
necessary condition for enslavement that matters most.

Freedom from the rule of slave law requires that one be considered nonblack,
whether that nonblack racial designation be 'white', or 'Indian’ or, in the rare case,
'Oriental' — this despite the fact that each of those groups has at one point or
another laboured under conditions similar to or contiguous with enslaved African-
derived groups. (Sexton, 2010a, 36)

Wilderson suggests the non-ontology of blackness, its complete exclusion, is necessary
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to sustain modernity: “The imaginary of the state and civil society is parasitic on the
Middle Passage. Put another way, No slave, no world” (2010, 11). Wilderson argues the
Atlantic slave trade instituted a set of conditions — built upon “gratuitous violence and
void of kinship structure” — which turned the African into a black slave, “a being
outside of relationality” (2010, 11). For him this non-being became the means of
renewing the human, who in turn became the basis for civil society. Slavery
“cathedralized” blackness as non-ontology for the purposes of modernity (Wilderson,
2010, 18).

The roots of Wilderson and Sexton's account of blackness lie in the work of Orlando
Patterson and Ronald Judy. They take seriously Patterson’s reading of slavery as social
death. Part of their project is an attempt to recuperate Patterson's 1982 book Slavery and
Social Death: a comparative study. For Afro-pessimists, the negative critical reception
it received at the time of its publication meant it has been undervalued within Black
studies. They combine Patterson's thesis with Ronald Judy’s reading of the blackness of
blacks as “nonrecuperable negativity” in the work of Kant (Judy cited in Wilderson,
2010, 41). What this results in is the foundation of Afro-pessimistic thought: blackness
as social death. Wilderson finds various ways of thinking blackness as non-ontological
and therefore as death. In Red, White and Black he turns to Marx’s account of primitive
accumulation (slave labour) and capital to do this. Marx cited the difference between
primitive accumulation (slave labour) and the worker (proletariat) as the workers ability
to gain something symbolic in exchange for labour power (a wage). Marx suggested this
gave the worker some degree of agency. The existence of the slave, in contrast, was
predicated on being mastered. Thus the slave has a more vexed relationship to agency
than the worker. Wilderson looks to complicate Marx’s account of primitive
accumulation. Rather than the difference between the worker and slave existing only in
the workers agency, Wilderson recasts this wage earning capacity as a power. Through
this power to turn labour into a symbolic wage, the possibility opened up for a worker to
purchase a slave. According to Wilderson, all that prevented Marx from seeing this
possibility was social convention. A worker did not possess the social or cultural capital
to own slaves. As a wage labourer though the possibility of purchasing slaves was in
place. According to Wilderson this places the slave outside of Marx’s key revolutionary
figure, the worker. Furthermore, the very idea of the worker as revolutionary is built
upon the idea of the slave having no access to symbolic exchange. Wilderson uses this

as evidence that Marx’s concept of revolutionary action does not apply to slaves or their
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ancestors.

It is this juncture in Marx which allows Wilderson to pursue the thesis of blackness as
social death. If the blackness of blacks “refers to an individual who is by definition
always already void of relationality” then this opens up slavery as a form of social death
(Wilderson, 2010, 18). Wilderson reads the link between slavery and blackness as
“fungibility....the condition of being owned or traded” (2010, 14). Blackness as a mode
linked to property exists as a “void” without “analog in the suffering dynamics of the
ontologically alive” (Wilderson, 2010, 38). Wilderson acknowledges in some instances
blackness may involve “feigning ontological capacity” but this feigning is an avoidance
of the fact that “Blackness is incapacity in its most pure and unadulterated form” (2010,
38). For Wilderson blackness is that thing against which the ontologically alive create
themselves.

Wilderson and Sexton's diagnosis is bleak. They appear to offer no way out of the
void which is blackness. It only seems to exist as something which buttresses the
human. There is though some room for manoeuvre. They find space for a politics of
sorts by way of the non-ontology and non-relationality of blackness. Wilderson believes
it is possible to “theorise the impossibility of Black ontology” (2010, 36). A theorisation
of blackness can only occur without resort to analogies. Analogies exist on the level of
social oppression and they allow oppression to be measured against other social factors.
Sexton concurs with Wilderson on this point. He argues that the failures of racial
politics in the West have been a result of the rush to analogise. The rush to analogy
renders the exceptional status of blackness redundant and limits the possibilities

contained within it:

We might, finally, name this refusal people-of-colour-blindness, a form of colour
blindness inherent to the concept of 'people of colour' to the precise extent that it
misunderstands the specificity of anti-blackness and presumes or insists upon the
monolithic character of victimisation under white supremacy — thinking (the
afterlife of slavery) as a form of exploitation of colonisation or a species of racial
oppression among others. (Sexton, 2010a, 48)

Sexton believes by undoing “people of colour” politics and seriously thinking the non-
ontology of the black, that a truly radical politics can get underway. For him blackness
does not represent the totality of racial oppression but it is the “(repressed) truth of the
political and economic system” (Sexton, 2010a, 48). Wilderson finds his way to a

similar position by arguing blackness is a form of “structural suffering” (2010, 36). The
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task of theorising the impossibility of black ontology begins structurally with freedom.
Wilderson places emphasis on structual elements of blackness in opposition to the
comparative model. He believes freedom structures the anti-foundational relationship
between the human and the black. From the perspective of the human, freedom is a
contingent experience. Freedom is always a freedom from (i.e., comparative). It is a
freedom from an oppressive structure which can be measured. In order to understand
one's freedom it must be compared to a case of relative unfreedom. Wilderson believes
freedom in this sense only operates as experience, it is not ontological. A freedom which

is black does not operate this way, instead it needs to be ontological:

Black freedom would be hyperbolic — though no less true — and ultimately
untenable: freedom from the world, freedom from Humanity, freedom from
everyone (including one’s black self). (Wilderson, 2010, 23)
Wilderson argues if such a gratuitous freedom were to be activated it would render the
human an impossible category. By that he means in a world of true black freedom the
ontologically human would have to be annulled: “one would have to lose one’s Human
co-ordinates and become Black. Which is to say one would have to die” (Wilderson,
2010, p23).

In comparison with Robinson’s theorisation of the Black radical tradition, the
positions Wilderson and Sexton take are stark. Phenomenology, social processes,
semantic codes and metaphysics are barely possible in their schema. It seems for Afro-
pessimists the only black relation to political or philosophical form is anti-relational.
Despite their claims of complete non-relationality, they do offer a possibility of freedom
through a rethinking of racial politics. In Wilderson's case freedom is operative only
through a structural act of antagonistic cleansing violence. It involves sublating the
destructive bind between the human and the black. Wilderson and Sexton's discussion of
blackness seems to operate only in relation to white supremacy or other racial
categories. Blackness comes into being only against the violence of whiteness but exists
as a structural absence from it. Afro-pessimism does not correlate with Robinson’s
account of violence and blackness. In Robinson's version of the Black radical tradition
violence is most often turned inward. The primary concern is with the interior status of
blackness, rather than the destruction of an external oppressive force. Blackness is
preserved and developed as part of strategic concern. This has some relation to an

external system of oppression but is not reliant upon it. For Robinson, the notion that
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blackness is death or is non-ontological would indicate a severe limitation in the

theoretical frameworks being used.

Black optimism, blackness and black radicalism

It is self-evident that Black optimism is a counter-point to the concept of Afro-
pessimism. Black optimism as a strand within Black studies can be attributed to Fred
Moten and has been formulated in response to the work of Wilderson and Sexton. Black
optimism is not restricted to Moten though, the work of Nahum Chandler and Hortense
Spillers can also be placed under the heading of Black optimism. Moten is in
conversation with these theorists in order to think blackness as part of a common
political project. He is working on a theory of blackness as a condition for radical
possibility. In thinking this project he marks his genealogical debt to Cedric Robinson.
For Moten black radicalism as a political project is in a symbiotic relationship with
blackness as an ontological category. Like Robinson in Black Marxism, he keeps the
pathways between radicalism and ontology open. Moten echoes Robinson in the view
that the events which became the phenomenological manifestation of black radicalism
were always twinned with an internal contestation over the forms and meanings of
blackness. In this chapter the examination of what Moten calls Black optimism will
centre on his 2003 book In the Break: the aesthetics of the black radical tradition and
two later essays, “Black Op” (2008a) and “The Case of Blackness” (2008b). There are
two issues which become apparent in this material, firstly, Moten's contestation with the
Afro-pessimistic concept of blackness as social death. Secondly, the fact that blackness
is anything but social death becomes evident by way of a phonic materiality at work in
the Black radical tradition. Blackness for Moten is the enactment of resistance as the
affirmation of social life. Black resistance is the affirmation of social life in constant
escape and this constant escape is at work in the sound of black music. I am not turning
to Moten's account of Black optimism solely because of his closeness to Robinson's
work. The significance of Moten's inclusion in this thesis is due to the attention he gives
to phonic materiality. For him the relationship between black radicalism and blackness
as ontology is at its most productive when realised sonically. The way Moten organises
his work on blackness and radicalism as a consideration of phonic substance means that
his is an important contribution to the conceptual concerns of this thesis. Moten's

account of phonic materiality speaks to the question of the relationship between black
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music and black radicalism.

“The history of blackness is testament to the fact that objects can and do resist”
(Moten, 2003, 1). The first line of Moten’s study of black radicalism as performance, In
The Break, is a neat crystallisation of his thought. He opens the book by offering a
definition of blackness which is organised by the object. Blackness is not related to the
object in its static form, it is not that which makes the object inanimate. Instead Moten
1s implying in this opening line that blackness is evidence of the object's capabilities.
The object is capable of resistance and it does resist. Blackness is the means by which
the object produces that resistance. The blackness of black radicalism emerges for
Moten when an object — which is supposed to be the zero end of capacity - begins to
resist. What is significant about Moten's formulation is that the object has begun to
trouble the understanding of what it is possible for it to do. He has unsettled an
understanding of the object by stating it is possible for it to do. By doing so the black
object has put into question the values of resistance. Already, it is possible to see the
influence of Robinson on Moten's work.

The three categories, “blackness”, “object” and “resistance” are fundamental to
Moten’s work. He connects them through two major historical projects. One, the
enlightenment pursuit of proper, rational thought and its companion, the proper, rational
subject and two, the Atlantic Slave trade, which saw the conversion of captured people
into property. Blackness, for Moten, is the category which shapes the relationship
between the enlightenment and slavery. Blackness was deemed to be thing the slave had
which rendered it an object to be possessed, and conversely allowed the enlightenment
subject to claim subject status against it. Moten believes the relationship between
enlightenment and enslavement which blackness occupies is organised by way of a
rupture. The rupture or break is “where blackness marks simultaneously both the
performance of the object and the performance of humanity” (Moten, 2003, 2). This
break is used to secure the position of the human. The legitimate subject is defined as
coherent against the rupture. Simultaneously, it is this rupture which becomes blackness.
For Moten it is the break which becomes crucial because the break is where blackness
exists and it is the break which blackness reproduces.

Moten’s focus is on the break as it structures enlightenment thought and blackness.
Unlike Wilderson and Sexton he does not think blackness as the total non-ontological
outside. The blackness of black performance involves reproducing the break. It’s a

reproduction of rupture which reveals blackness is inside as well as outside the human.
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Blackness is “a strain that pressurises the assumption of the equivalence of personhood
and subjectivity”, it is an immanent critique of both categories (Moten, 2003, 1). The
“broken” relationality at work here is key to understanding the case for blackness Moten
presents (2003, 6). Blackness goes to work in this broken relation. For those who have
been deemed to be black and have claimed the category it constitutes an organisation of
communal life around a break, but because it lives in this broken relation, what
blackness reproduces is forms of life, communality, culture, performance, politics and
thought which do not always register. Each affirmation of blackness produces a
complication of the divide between the object and the human, between the proper and
the improper, between those who are perceived to be ontologically alive and dead.
Moten argues that these processes begin at the moment the object begins to resist. The
black object's resistance is productive of “the aesthetic, political, sexual and racial force
— of the ensemble of objects that we might call black performances, black history,
blackness” (Moten, 2003, 7). Moten's account of the break is not only centred on
blackness as an ontological category, but also encompasses black history and black
performance. The theorisation of history, aesthetics and politics along side ontology, is a
key component of the work being undertaken in this thesis. Moten provides a
conceptual framework, a language even, for thinking about the relationship between
black music and black radicalism in terms of their phonic materiality.

Moten’s account of blackness and black radicalism diverges from Wilderson and
Sexton. The difference lies in their respective uses of relationality. The Afro-pessimists
think blackness as a site without relation; it is a void with no reference to the human,
which for them means whiteness. Despite making the claim that blackness is without
analog, there is still in place a structural relationship to white supremacy within the
work of Wilderson and Sexton. In fact white supremacy, in Afro-pessimism, is the
structural basis for blackness. The only way blackness can move out of this non-
ontological “dead” state is to annul the human, to break that relation, to rupture
whiteness. Wilderson proposes a freedom which comes by way of an almost Fanonian
act of violence. Moten, in contrast, moves towards a blackness which enacts “the non-
exclusionary improvisation of the human” (1999, 234). Black radicalism for him is
always a question that works in relation to blackness; it is both interiorised and
exteriorised. Black radicalism involves constantly asking questions of what blackness
means and this questioning is also always a questioning of the human. Blackness is

relational to the human, but it is relational in that it both ties and breaks the relation to
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the human. The category of the human and blackness exist in ruptured symbiosis.
Moten argues it is just that this broken connection has proved difficult to theorise.

The limitations of Afro-pessimism have been discussed by Moten in a recent series of
articles. Although he rarely names Wilderson, Sexton or other Afro-pessimists in these
pieces, it is clear that his theorisation of Black social life moves in opposition to the
notion of blackness as social death. It is in these articles that the influence of Nahum
Chandler upon Moten's account of blackness becomes apparent.'

Moten takes issue with the Afro-pessimistic reading of blackness as a site of complete
disorder. His problem with Wilderson and Sexton's account of blackness is not only that
they view it as a site of dereliction and disorder, but their model of blackness renders it
exceptional. According to Moten Afro-pessimism views blackness as the sole property
of Black people. Their account of the non-ontology of blackness, in Moten's view, is
tied resolutely to Black people. Thus Wilderson and Sexton see social death as a mode
of organisation for and only for Black people. Moten critiques the concept of social
death in two articles, “Black op” and “The Case of Blackness”. He formulates Black
optimism in both of these pieces whilst addressing Black Studies and Fanon
respectively. Moten does not simply affirm Black social life as a counter to social death,
he also maps out why social death is a highly restrictive view of blackness. It is this
restrictiveness which, he feels, points to the flaws of Afro-pessimism as a generalisable
radical program.

The exchange between Wilderson, Sexton, Moten and Chandler is being staged here
because it is a fundamental to the research question shaping this thesis. As much as
Cedric Robinson informs the enquiry into the relationship between black music and
black radicalism, the debate over the pessimism or optimism of blackness is also a
significant factor. This is not to say that the case studies in this thesis represent an
attempt to come out in favour of one tendency over another. Instead the research into
black music and black radicalism is animated by a tension at the centre of the exchange
between these black studies theorists. I believe by paying attention to phonic materiality,
it is possible to tap into this tension over the category of blackness and contribute to
these debates.

Moten builds his case for black optimism around Nahum Chandler's concept of the

paraontological. In Chandler's work on Du Bois he arrives at the paraontolgical as a way

' This section on Moten's criticism of Afro-pessimism is also taken from a paper and workshop held at

Goldsmiths College (Black Skin, White Marx, 4®-5™ June 2010).
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of thinking about what Du Bois called the problem of the colour line as also always a
site of possibility (Chandler, 2011, 7). Moten pays attention to the “para” in
paraontological and uses it as a way to think about blackness. For him Afro-pessimism
is limited as a concept of blackness, because it reduces the concept to an exceptional
group of people. Moten argues that there is a paraontolgical difference between the

concept of blackness and the people who constitute Black life:

Black studies' inordinate feeling for divisions and collections requires every last
bit of texture, as an opening gambit held in reserve — the 'paraontological
distinction' between blackness and the people (which is to say, more generally, the
things) that are called black. (Moten, 2008a, 1744)

The distinction between blackness as a concept and the things that are called black
“remains largely unthought” and it is in this space where Moten produces his own

thinking (2008a, 1745). For him it is a misinterpretation of the lived experience of
Black people which produces the concept of blackness as social death. What that

misinterpretation reveals is a pathological desire to think blackness as social death:

The lived experience of blacks is, among other things, a constant demand for
ontology of disorder, an ontology of dehiscience, a para-ontology whose
comportment will have been (toward) the ontic. (Moten, 2008b, 187)

Instead blackness is paraonotolgical because the lived experience constantly escapes the
designation of blackness as social death. Moten, working with and against a
pathological urge in Fanon, claims that Black social life is fugitive. He names that

fugitive movement as constant escape:

Perhaps the thing, the black, is tantamount to another, fugitive sublimity
altogether. Some/thing escapes in or through the object's vestibule: the object
vibrates against its frame like a resonator, and troubled air gets out. (Moten,
2008b, 182)

Blackness, for Moten, is not the social death which Wilderson and Sexton take from
the work of Orlando Patterson (1982). Instead it is a disruptive ghosting of the
ontological. Paraontology is that which is blackness and that which allows blackness to
resist the ontological. For Chandler the positions of absolute negativity which are taken
up in Afro-pessimism are inadequate. Blackness in his view is a problem for thought

and a possibility for it. Chandler reads blackness as “the general possibility of the

29



otherwise” (Chandler, 2008, 351). This means blackness is not an identity but neither is
it an anti-identity. Blackness is always other than both, a “vortex” built on “rhythmic
turns” (Chandler, 2008, 347).

Moten develops the paraontology of blackness by thinking about dispossession.
Dispossession involves a renunciation of being which is key to the escape mechanisms
of paraontology. Within Afro-pessimism a dispossessive ontology is the sole property of
the people that the theorists within this strand of Black studies choose to name black.
Moten asks how it is possible to claim dispossession as a position which is only for
black people. It is the very conflation of dispossession with blackness and then Black
people in Afro-pessimism that actually allows blackness to escape, to steal away. It is
through the claims of thinkers like Wilderson and Sexton that blackness operates in its
paraontological mode. The problem is that Afro-pessimism fails to attune itself to the

paraontology at work in its own mode of thought. It cannot attune itself to Black social

life:

Black studies concern with what it is to own one's dispossession, to mine what it
held in having been dispossessed, makes it more possible to embrace the
underprivilege of being sentenced to the gift of constant escape. (Moten, 2008a,
1745)
The notion of constant escape is vital to Moten's account of Black social life as Black
optimism. For him the political possibilities of blackness are not the sole property of
Black people. In this respect he believes Sexton and Wilderson are missing something
in their view that blackness is impossible, unspeakable and exclusively black. Moten is
clear that blackness is a set of effects which were aggressively pursued via the
enlightenment, the slave trade and discourses of race, to establish a group of people we
have come to refer to as Black. Blackness has disproportionately affected Black people
and has inflicted violence upon them on a massive scale, but Moten is also clear in

stating it is not limited to them, blackness is not the property of Black people:

What Fanon's pathontological refusal of blackness leaves unclaimed is an
irremediable homelessness common to the colonised, the enslaved, and the
enclosed. This is to say that what is named in the name of blackness is an
undercommon disorder that has always been there, that is retroactively located
there, that is embraced by the ones who stay there while living somewhere
else....stolen life disorders positive value just as surely as it is not equivalent to
social death or absolute dereliction. (Moten, 2008b, 187)
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The under-commonness Moten puts forward works against Sexton's model of black
exclusivity. Afro-pessimism works on the basis that blackness has a home, and that
home is non-ontological death. For Moten it is not only wrong, but irresponsible to
make such claims. Blackness operates in the difference between having and owning.
That is the paraontological distinction. Blackness is something people we call black

have but do not own (Moten, 2010):

the parontological force that is transmitted in the long chain of life and death
performances that are the concern of black studies is horribly misunderstood if it
is understood as exclusive. Everyone whom blackness claims, which is to say,
everyone can claim blackness. (Moten, 2008a, 1746)

Black optimism moves along these lines; it is heard in the resistance of the black object.
Black optimism is the practice of a generalisable project because it involves the

simultaneous enactment of and escape from the concept of blackness:

black optimism is bound up with what it is to claim blackness and the
appositional, run away, phonooptic black operations — expressive of an autopoetic
organisation in which flight and inhabitation modify each other — that have been
thrust upon it. (Moten, 2008a, 1745)

In Moten's view the extent to which it is possible to say blackness is anything, it is a
critique of possession, a critique of the idea of property and a critique of regulation.
Importantly Moten argues the same paraontological effects apply to black radicalism.
Black radicalism is not only “the performance of the general critique of the proper”, it is
also “the normative striving against the grain of the very radicalism from which the
desire for norms is derived” (Moten, 2008b, 177). Black radicalism is a paraontolgoical
practice of blackness because it is not limited to a radical critique of the proper. Black
radicalism is also a striving against the very forms of the radicalism it enacts and is in
constant escape of itself. It is Cedric Robinson who makes it clear that black radicalism
is under an internalised pressure over the question of blackness as much as it is a
response to external oppression.

The features which make up Moten's Black optimism all come together in the
attention he gives to the phonic materiality of black radicalism. For him black
radicalism's paraontological strain against itself is operative as sound. The phonic is the

means through which blackness moves with greatest intensity. Having spent time
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outlining how Moten understands the category of blackness, it is now necessary to
address the specific ways in which phonic materiality is productive and reflective of this
paratontological strain. As stated above, Moten's account of blackness and/as phonic
substance informs the focal point of enquiry for this thesis: the relationship between
black music and black radicalism.

Moten makes his strongest case for the phonic materiality of black radicalism through
a reading of Marx in /n the Break. He returns to the subject of the opening line of the
book when reading Marx: that fact of the object's resistance. He equates the object with
what Marx calls the commodity and Moten sets his theory of blackness against Marx's
discussion of the fetishism of the commodity. The theory of blackness he puts forward
is constructed through Frederick Douglass' slave narrative and Marx's discussion of the
commodity in relation to value in his Capital Vol 1. The crux of Marx's argument on the
commodity is that it possesses no inherent value. The value a commodity or object is
believed to possess is merely a magical “chemical substance” imagined by man (Moten,
2003, 8). Marx set out to prove his thesis by imagining a scenario where the commodity
could lay claim to its inherent value. This imaginary scenario is one in which the
commodity is capable of speech. It is a case of the commodity declaring “I have value”.
What is critical is not what the commodity says but that it is saying. Speech, for Marx,
is a sign of inherent value; it is that which man has and the commodity does not. Moten
notes that what Marx is doing here is imagining the speech of the commodity in order to
dismiss it. The idea a commodity could speak is absurd for Marx and he seeks to show
its absurdity by imagining the object speaking. Marx's view is that a commodity does
not have any value other than that which man ascribes to it, to think its has inherent
value, that it can speak, is ludicrous.

Moten is interested in Marx's imagining of the idea of the object's speech. Even
though Marx does so in order to annul the very prospect of its realisation, Moten seeks
to use the opening created by this theoretical (im)possibility. Into this opening he inserts
“the historical reality of commodities who spoke — of labourers who were commodities,
before, as it were, the abstraction of labour power from their bodies and who continue to
pass on this material heritage across the divide that separates slavery and 'freedom'’
(Moten, 2003, 6). What Moten is referring to here is blackness, the history of objects
which resist. He looks to disrupt Marx by invoking this history reality. He does so by
turning to Frederick Douglass' 1845 Narrative and the account he gives of his Aunt

Hester's beating at the hands of her slave master. In contrast to Marx, Douglass' account
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is a real instance of the commodity's speech and Moten argues Douglass' recording of
his Aunt Hester “cuts Marx™ (2003, 14). Aunt Hester's beating is much more than a
recording of the commodity's speech, Moten refers to it as a recording of “the shrieking
commodity” (2003, 14). This shriek anticipates Marx's imaginary scene and it refuses
his attempt to dismiss the idea of the commodity's speech as impossible. This is the case
because Aunt Hester's screams produce “appositional” twin impulses (Moten, 2003,
21). In one sense the beating becomes the violent enforcement of her object status. Her
screams are evidence of the fact that she is property and this evidence is organised
through her blackness. At the same time, the beating produces the screams which
function as a refusal of the object status the master is attempting to enforce. Her screams
are a means of disrupting her fungibility which once again moves through her
blackness. Her blackness becomes the site of production for the “(phono-photo-
porno)graphic disruption the shriek carries out” (Moten, 2003, 14).

Moten sets up Aunt Hester's beating as a primal scene for Douglass. In his own
words, Douglass came to realise what enslavement truly meant after witnessing the
beating. Moten argues Douglass' account carries greater significance. In its disrupting of
Marx, it is also an archetypal primal scene of blackness. Black radical performance is
involved in the reproduction of this type of event. The “phonography of the very
screams....open the way into the knowledge of slavery and the knowledge of freedom”
(Moten, 2003, 21). The reproduction of blackness as the reproduction of a break occurs
by way of the sounds the object makes. This “irruption of phonic substance” is the
freedom drive that maintains Moten's account of blackness in the break (2003, 14).
Blackness comes into play by way of “the commodity who's speech sounds embodies
the critique of value, of private property, of the sign. Such embodiment is also bound to
the (critique of) reading and writing, oft conceived by clowns and intellectuals as the
natural attribute of whoever would hope to be known as human” (Moten, 2003, 12). The
sonic content of this process is crucial because it is the means by which the black object
begins to resist. Thus as Moten argues, this phonic materiality is “painfully and hiddenly
disclosed always and everywhere in the tracks of black performance and black discourse
on black performance” (Moten, 2003, 18).

It is worth noting that Moten also ascribes a porno-graphic disruption to Aunt
Hester's shriek. His identification of this scene as sexual points to further elements at
work in Moten's theorisation of blackness. The phonic materiality Moten emphasises

moves along a ruptured line dividing the subject and the object. When the object resists,
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blackness as phonic substance emerges from the rupture and is reproductive of it. What
Moten also does, by way of Aunt Hester's commodity shriek, is embed sexual difference
into the phonic materiality of blackness. The breakdown of the divide separating the
object and the subject also involves a complication of sexual difference. The object's
ability to speak produces a black improvisation of the human which is necessarily
libidinal. Pornographic disruption becomes a central feature of In the Break and allows
Moten to introduce Black feminist thought and Black queer theory into his theorisation
of blackness as phonic substance. These same areas of scholarship are also prominent
within this thesis. As the case studies proceed issues such as gender difference, sexual
difference, masculinity, heteronormativity and natality, will become part of the
discussion about blackness, radicalism and their phonic materiality. This will require a
theoretical commitment to the work of scholars within fields such as Black feminism
and Black queer theory as indivisible to the task of conceptualising the relationship
between black music and black radicalism. As will become apparent later in this
chapter, questions of sexual and gender difference are not only part of a general
discussion about blackness and radicalism. They also had an inflection specific to the

Black Consciousness movement.

Blackness, phonic materiality and methodology

Returning to Moten, he argues it is in performances of blackness that the phonic
modality of black radicalism is at work. The disruptive phonic substance which lives in
the break is the basis for black performance. It is Moten's argument that blackness as
phonic substance is the condition of possibility for blackness as political and
performative practice which informs his inclusion in this thesis. His importance
becomes even more apparent when he puts together the following formulation: “black
radicalism is (like) black music” (Moten, 2003, 24). By examining this formulation
closely, I can detail how Moten's account of phonic materiality feeds into my research
aims, because he too seems to have identified a relationship between the two categories
at the centre of the thesis. In particular, I can outline how the use of phonic materiality
in this thesis is discursive and intellectual, rather than a disciplinary and technical
undertaking.

With the statement “black radicalism is (like) black music”, Moten appears to be

reducing black radicalism to black music. On closer examination though the
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formulation is about anything but reduction. Rather than a reduction of black radicalism
and black music, there is a destabilisation of the categories. He is holding something
open in and as the space between black music and black radicalism. The formulation
hinges on Moten's use of the bracketed “like”. If the brackets are removed, one is left
with “black radicalism is like black music”. This is an undemanding statement and
effectively states there is a likeness between the two. The relationship could even be
thought of as metaphorical. Black radicalism and black music may be /ike one another,
but they are also distinct practices. Alternatively the brackets could be sealed
completely to erase the “like” and Moten's formulation becomes: “black radicalism is
black music”. Bracketing off the “like” makes the formulation more definitive. It
becomes a declaration about the interchangeability of both practices. When listening to
black music one is also listening to black radicalism. When practising black radicalism,
black music is also being produced.

It is these two possibilities Moten's formulation holds open: black radicalism is like
black music, and black radicalism is black music. By holding both versions of the
formulation open, he never allows the two categories to settle. The refusal to let them
settle means that the relationship between black music and black radicalism is
paraontological. The relationship between them remains paraontological because it is
defined by phonic materiality. It is phonic substance which keeps these categories in
productive symbiosis. Moten's account of blackness as phonic materiality is important
to this thesis for that very reason. Using his formulation as a reference point, the
question of the relationship between black music and black radicalism does not
necessarily need to arrive at definitive answers. Instead the research question animates a
critical enquiry into the category of blackness. The research question activates an
enquiry into the ways blackness is produced (whether materially or psychically), which
encompasses both the political and the performative. What Moten's concern with phonic
materiality and blackness allows for is the possibility of keeping the mode of enquiry
open. In the case studies which follow this chapter, the question of the relationship
between black music and black radicalism is never settled. This is because reaching a
settlement is not the issue. Instead I am interested in how, during the historical moment
of Black consciousness and Black popular music in mid Twentieth century America,
blackness was produced from within, and across, the music and the radicalism. My
intention is to study James Brown and Amiri Baraka, Martin Luther King and Sam

Cooke, The League of Black Revolutionary Workers and Motown, in order to track how
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the blackness they produced pressurised the categories of black music and black
radicalism, and how that blackness insistently came to pressurise itself.

The proposal I have just set out is organised around the stakes of naming phonic
materiality as the methodological focal point of this thesis. The emphasis being placed
on the sonic is not motivated by disciplinary aims. It is not a technical exercise
(although the technical aspects of assembling an archive made up of phonic substance
will be addressed later in this chapter). Instead the use of phonic materiality in this
thesis is discursive. The study of phonic substance is the primary means of analysing the
intellectual and conceptual questions about the blackness of black radicalism and black
music. Phonic materiality allows for an exploration of the ontological,
phenomenological and epistemological operations of blackness set out by Cedric
Robinson. Moten took these operations on from Robinson and, by way of phonic
materiality, made the case for blackness as a constant animation of the political and the
performative. Putting phonic materiality to use in this thesis involves paying close
attention to the activity of sounds and thinking about how something sounds black and
radical; whether the formal qualities of the sound have any relationship to its blackness
or radicalism, or whether its qualities are defined by sonic content; and speculating on
what this tells us about the broader black radical tradition and the category of blackness.

The reason for emphasising the discursive aspects of phonic materiality ahead of its
technicalities, is doe to my commitment to Black studies. I am committed to studying
the category of blackness, the history of the black radical tradition, and I am committed
to taking black performance seriously as a manifestation of both the category and the
tradition. I believe that focussing on phonic materiality as it triangulates each of these

features, is the most productive way of fulfilling those commitments.

Blackness, black radicalism and black music

Moten's work on blackness and/as phonic materiality is a prominent feature of this
thesis. It shapes the conceptual and intellectual content of the research questions. But
Moten is not the only theorist contributing to the enquiry into black music and black
radicalism. There are other significant accounts of black music, which also emphasise
the relationship between its material form and its insurgent content as part of a general
black radical practice.

The subject of black music has often been used to stage discussions about the politics
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and meanings of blackness. Some of the first major studies of black music in the United
States were historical. Amiri Baraka’s 1963 Blues People established the model for how
these studies worked. Baraka used black music as a form through which the African
captive’s transformation into Black in the U.S. could be understood. Lawrence
Levine’s Black Culture and Black Consciousness (1978) and Sam A Floyd Jr’s The
Power of Black Music (1996) follow similar paths. Levine traces the history of an black
oral tradition which helped slaves survive captivity and generated a post-emancipation
culture. Floyd takes an approach whereby black music in the U.S has always carried an
African memory as well as the memory of separation. Influenced by the work of Henry
Louis Gates and poststructuralist thought, Houston A. Baker developed the theory of the
blues matrix in his Blues, Ideology and Afro-American Literature: a vernacular theory
(1987).

Much of this work in Black studies had attended to folklore practices, lyrics and
textual analysis as a way to think about how black music informed blackness. It wasn’t
until Paul Gilroy entered the debate that there was a consistent focus on the sonic
content of the music. Gilroy addressed the relationship between Black diasporas in the
West, their cultural activities, and their responses to the conditions of modernity. In
doing so he prioritised the sonic specificity of black diasporic music. For him the
music's sonic content is the site of contestation over the meanings of black diasporic
culture. It is through black music that black cultures have disrupted the clean
efficiencies of modernity. The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness is
Gilroy's most extensive account of all these issues. The book laid the groundwork for
his discussion of the relationship between the music of black diasporans and their status
in the West. It is arguable The Black Atlantic also set a new agenda within the field of
cultural studies for analysis of black cultures and black music. Gilroy's concept of the
black Atlantic complements Moten's reading of the paraontology of blackness. There is
correlation between Moten's notion of the break which is blackness in constant escape

13

and Gilroy's “slave sublime” which will be addressed later in this section (Gilroy,
1993a, 37).

Gilroy begins with the status of black as a colour and value in the West. For him
black is antagonistic because it produces the binarism of black and white and in turn this
establishes the manichean discourse of race. Black diasporas in the West have occupied

this antagonism because they have been framed as the source of racial difference by the

enlightenment project. Against the blackness of Blacks, Gilroy argues that
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enlightenment thinkers constructed modern notions of the proper nation state and
legitimate forms of racial belonging. This “antagonistic relationship” has been “marked
out by the symbolism of colours which adds to the conspicuous cultural power of their
central Manichean dynamic” (Gilroy, 1993a, 1).

For Gilroy Black diasporans have not been inactive agents whilst these processes
took place. Pointing to the work of numerous Black intellectuals, he argues Black
disaporans have always “understood this connection” (Gilroy, 1993a, 2). Not only have
they understood it, they have also always sought to break away from the connection.
Black diasporic culture has consistently moved in “pursuit of freedom, citizenship and
social and political autonomy” (Gilroy, 1993a, 2). Much like Cedric Robinson, Gilroy is
not interested in the goals of such pursuits, instead what he gives priority to is the
process of seeking freedom itself. This freedom drive was always productive of
something: “the stereophonic, bilingual, or bifocal cultural forms originated by, but no
longer the exclusive property of blacks dispersed within the structures of feeling,
producing, communicating and remembering” (Gilroy, 1993a, 3). Such structures
inform “the rhizomorphic, fractual structure of the transcultural, international
formation” that Gilroy calls the black Atlantic (1993a, 4).

The black Atlantic acts as disruption of form, as well as a method of collective
organisation. In terms of disruption, Gilroy argues black Atlanticism resists those racial
boundaries which come about through thinking blackness as antagonism: “The
specificity of the modern political and cultural formation I want to call the black
Atlantic can be defined, on one level, through this desire to transcend.....the constraints
of ethnicity and national particularity” (Gilroy, 1993a, 19). Gilroy also points to “the
forms of resistance and accommodation intrinsic to modern Black political culture”
(1993a, 29). Black Atlanticism does not only seek to rupture the systems of domination
at work in enlightenment thought, it is also a practice of building counter structures. For
Gilroy, there is a constant attempt to break away from the systematic idea of blackness
only as antagonism and start another collective project which leads to “the restless,
recombinant, qualities of the black Atlantic's affirmative political cultures” (1993a, 31).

The political and conceptual restlessness Gilroy describes is also directed at internal
concepts of Black diasporic culture. Black Atlanticism elides both homogeneity and
virulent strains of anti-essentalism. The dangers of seeking out “the highly prized but
doggedly evasive essence of black artistic and political sensibility” are obvious for

Gilroy (1993a, 31). His critique of anti-essentialism is more nuanced. Black anti-
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essentialism he argues is “a pluralistic position which affirms blackness as an open
signifier and seeks to celebrate complex representations of a black particularity that is
internally divided” (Gilroy, 1993a, 32). Such pluralism is dangerous according to Gilroy
because it overdetermines race as a social construct, this leads to an ignorance about the
way in which race can be used to have powerful material effects.

What is at stake in Gilroy's account of black Atlanticism is a process of rupture which
holds black diasporic culture together. The key to understanding how this is possible is
Gilroy's account of the slave sublime. Gilroy's is a unique reading of the relationship
between enslavement and black diasporic cultures because he views slavery as “a living
intellectual resource” (1993a, 39). It is the generative source for the political and
aesthetic project which is the black Atlantic.

Gilroy sets up the slave sublime as a contrast to the more common reading of slavery
and black diasporic culture. He argues that slavery has often had been understood as a
“site of black vicitimage” (Gilroy, 1993a, 189). In this model, narratives of black
tradition have been sought out to counter the victim narrative that point to homogeneous
accounts of “a black civilisation anterior to modernity” which survived slavery (Gilroy,
1993a, 190). The danger with this narrative is slavery becomes “a cluster of negative
associations that are best left behind” (Gilroy, 1993a, 189). Gilroy argues this leads to a
collective inability to remain attentive to continued injustice and violence.

Gilroy points to several black Atlantic thinkers and artists who have used slavery as a
basis for their practices. These figures undermine the attempt to locate a heroic black
past prior to enslavement. What they have pointed to is that the Atlantic Slave trade was
the means of enforcing blackness, in turn blackness became the rupture against which
modernity was built. The intellectual, aesthetic and political practices of black
Atlanticism point to the “shared sense that the modern world was fragmented along axes
constituted by racial conflict and could accommodate non-synchronous, heterocultural
modes of social life in close proximity” (Gilroy, 1993a, 197). The “catastrophic rupture
of the middle passage” became the impossible centre around which black counter-
modernities were produced and contested (Gilroy, 1993a, 197). For Gilroy, using
enslavement as an irruptive source does not mean black Atlanticism is limited to
performances about it, rather, slavery becomes a foundational experience which shapes

the form and intellectual challenge of black diasporic thought and performance:

That they assume this form is all the more striking because the new genre seems
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to express a cultural decision not to transmit details of the ordeal of slavery openly

in story and song. Yet these narratives of love and loss systematically transcend

other forms of yearning and mourning associated with histories of dispersal and

exile and the remembrance of unspeakable terror. (Gilroy, 1993a, 201)

The slave sublime works as an irruptive engine for black Atlantic practices: “a
catastrophe which prohibits the existence of their art at the same time as demanding its
continuance” (Gilroy, 1993a, 218). Gilroy refers to this as “the aporetic status of post-
emancipation black art” (1993a, 218).

His account of the slave sublime shares much with Fred Moten and the break which
is and (re)produces blackness. For Moten the radicalism of black performances are
organised through the break. Black performances are an attempt to build culture on
ruptured ground. They move along the tension between what Gilroy calls their
prohibition (as black) and their necessity (as life). Again, much like Moten, he situates
black diasporic music at the forefront of the slave sublime because the music is the most
potent site of production of black Atlanticism as an insurgent break.

The co-existence of black Atlanticism as a counter-culture of modernity and “black
musical expression” is self-evident for Gilroy (1993a, 36). Black music is neither tied to
“the expression of an essential, unchanging sovereign self or as the effluent from a
constituted subjectivity that engages contingently from the endless play of racial
signification” (Gilroy, 1993a, 36). It elides the “oppositions between essentialists and
pseudo-pluralists” (Gilroy, 1993a, 36). Black music is able to move within this space
because of the sonic forms it takes. The belief that black cultural forms can be divided
into essentialist and anti-essentialist camps is, for Gilroy, the result of an emphasis on
textuality alone. The focus on written language in Black studies and Cultural studies has
led to these stagnated positions. Black music “provides a model of performance which
can supplement and partially displace concern with textuality” (Gilroy, 1993a, 39). The
music, as a formal consideration, is not reducible to text.

In the case of black music, sonic form and content are tied to “the unspeakable terrors
of the slave experience” (Gilroy, 1993a, 73). To restate, Gilroy is not to saying black
music is only about enslavement, instead he is arguing that the middle passage operates
as a foundational rupture which has shaped the form as well as content of black music.
It is this rupture which places music at the heart of black Atlanticism as a project of
counter modernity. As Gilroy states “though they were unspeakable, there terrors were

not inexpressible” (1993a, 73).
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To grasp black diasporic music's expressive qualities “requires a different register of
analytic concepts” (Gilroy, 1993a, 78). For Gilroy different analytic concepts are
required because there is a connectedness in the music between its function as a site of
aesthetic experimentation and its moral imperatives. The connection between the form
and content of black music is tied to the issue of textuality, which have been intertwined
since “the enforced separation of slaves from literacy” (Gilroy, 1993a, 36). Listening to
black music, Gilroy argues, involves “making sense of musical performances in which
identity is fleetingly experienced in the most intensive ways and sometimes socially
reproduced by means of neglected modes of signifying practices” (1993a, 78). Formally
black music has engaged in “black struggles by communicating information, organising
consciousness and testing out or deploying the forms of subjectivity which are required
by political agency” (Gilroy, 1993a, 36). It is, for Gilroy, a testing ground for the forms
black political struggle needs to take. These formal concerns feed into the moral content
of black diasporic music. Gilroy is interested in “the ethical value of the music and its
status as an ethnic sign” but the two are not easily conflated (1993a, 36). The music is
not insurgent simply because it is deemed black, neither though can the two things be
entirely divorced from one another. By way of Toni Morrison, the question becomes: is
black music radical because it is made by black people? Or is it radical and black
because of the way in which it is made? (Gilroy, 1993b, 181). Moten and Chandler
would refer to this as the paraontological status of black music.

Within Black studies and Cultural studies there has been a recent return to black
music. This work can be broadly divided into two categories. One strand has seen the
attempt to renew the previous work on black music in light of recent cultural trends
(Ramsey, 2004; Phinney, 2005). The other is a more critical attempt to rethink the
category of black music itself. Ronald Radano’s Lying Up A Nation (2003) can be
placed in the latter strand. He takes the view that the category of black music has been
over theorised and as a result it has not been adequately historicised. Couching his
argument within the United States, Radano believes both the historical discursivity of
race and the sonic content of music have not been accounted for in discussions about
black music. The category has been theorised in a way which reinforces a set of
assumed racial binaries. This “lie” covers up the truth of the inter-racial make up of
black music and of the U.S. as a whole. Radano wants to tell another story, “one that
affirms the importance of cultural distinctions to the making of black identities while

also recognising the efficacy of commitments to singular notions of meaning and form”
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(2003, xiii). This means not limiting black music to the “ideologies of race....but also to
a flexibility in articulating a broad range of meaning....seen this way black music’s
dynamism and heterogeneity become not limitations but sources of potency” (Radano,
2003, xiii). Radano is looking to complicate the relationship between black music and
“the myth of a consistent and stable socio-racial position of 'blackness"” (2003, 3). He
argues the blackness of black music, both internally and externally, has been used as
part of numerous “strategies of containment” which has disallowed black music's ability
to address “the contingencies of social and cultural change” (Radano, 2003, 3).

Radano's approach outlines how the music is shaped discursively. He argues it has
been too easily identified with specific sonic traits: “soulful, thythmically affecting,
based on collective engagements of call and response, and expressive of multiple levels
of feeling and desire” (Radano, 2003, 5). He argues these features stand in place of the
blackness of black music. For Radano there is little historical or empirical basis for such
categorisations. The music, in the U.S. at least, referred to as black, only began to be
recorded in any significant way around the turn of the Twentieth century. Prior to that
there is no substantial record of what the music of Black Americans sounded like.
Added to this, Radano believes Black Americans were scattered too widely across the
country, and subject to too many socio-cultural variations to develop a singular musical
style. Despite the common experience of enslavement and “the legacies of oppression
and segregation that undoubtedly contributed to black music's distinctiveness [these
factors] are not enough to sustain arguments of an unyielding black essence any more
than parallel claims of totalities of European heritage or frontier independence defend
white ones” (Radano, 2003, 5).

For Radano there is a problematic essentialism associated with the category of black
music. Having set out his position, he moves closer to the concepts put forward by
Gilroy and Moten. Radano is very clear about not falling into the traps of anti-
essentialism Gilroy outlined and he argues it is critical to “reinforce the role of black
music as a marker of blackness” (Radano, 2003, xiiii). Radano takes this to mean that
black music places the category of blackness under pressure. Thus, the blackness of
black music also involves an interrogation of its own basis as black: “black music
emerges as part of a broader ideological configuration and system of relations that
repeatedly reinvented the substance, indeed the very ontology of black music as such”
(Radano, 2003, 13).

Radano exemplifies his argument by pointing to types of black performance Moten
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would recognise. The defining sonic quality of black music is the point at which those
sonic qualities begin to undo the blackness of the black. He cites the slaves use of the

voice as such a moment:

voice represented the most sonically conspicuous possession of a body otherwise
possessed. The vocal utterance provided slaves with an expressive tool, an audible
social force that served to construct group networks and structures of meaning.
(Radano, 2003, 14)

Radano takes a similar line to Moten, in that he thinks it is the slave's (as object) ability
to use voice that is the foundation for black music. When the captive produces its own
sound it begins to disrupt the blackness that has been used to render it an object. At the
same time, the object's ability to speak is realised through the same blackness, it is
reclaimed through that sound. For Radano the object's sonic resistance achieves two
things; it undermines the apparent difference between itself and the human, and claims a

broken sonic ground as the place where the blackness of black music resides:

sonic materiality — the miracle of sound arising from the formerly material-less,
possessed bodies of African-American slaves — informs the epistemological
contours of modernity. Black music epitomises a formulation of sound into text
and back again as a social articulation of utterance I am calling in this study
resonance. (Radano, 2003, 23)

That which Radano names as resonance works along similar lines to Gilroy's reading of
black music and the slave sublime. The music is an outcome of the status of Black
diasporans within modernity. Its sonic materiality offers methods of countering the
violent racial singularity of modernity by pursuing other structures of feeling and modes

of organisation:

black music therefore projects a....unity momentarily and fleetingly, only to return
us to a cursed modernity and its antagonisms....The miracle [black music]
projects....is the presence out of the loss that slavery represents, fulfilling in sound
a victory against the enduring scepticism and doubt of a presumably superior
whiteness. (Radano, 2003, 23)
By way of Gilroy it becomes clear Radano's critique of the blackness of black music is
not built upon pluralism. He does not deny “the racial experience residing in the power
of black music” (Radano, 2003, 40). Yet this racial experience ““is not a directory of

racial essence but a sounding articulation of the 'slave sublime” (Radano, 2003, 40).
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The blackness of black music, he argues, lives in its phonic materiality.

Historiographies of the Black Consciousness movement

So far the research question has been addressed in theoretical terms, which have been
set by a series of debates taking place within the field of Black studies. It is important
though to also write theory in historical terms. In this respect questions about the
blackness of black radicalism and black music in this thesis are couched within what
Cedric Robinson named as the black radical tradition. The research questions are also
informed by the way Moten takes on Robinson's notion of a black radical tradition and
thinks it as sonic practice. Geographically the events from within the tradition to be
studied in this thesis occurred in the U.S. Temporally they cover the years between 1955
and 1971. This manifestation of the Black radical tradition, occurring within the U.S.,
has been given many names: the Black Consciousness movement, the Black freedom
struggle, the Black freedom movement, the Civil Rights movement, the Black Power
movement, the Black revolutionary struggle. For the purposes of consistency this
specific manifestation of the Black radical tradition will be referred to as the Black
Consciousness movement. The choice of name is only one part of the task. The other is
to ask what it is the movement did in the U.S. over this period and how it is understood
historically. The methods of historicisation used to describe the movement have shaped
the way it has been understood as an event.

The Black Consciousness movement in the United States from 1955 to 1971. The
combination of event, location and period creates a list of associations. They point to
names, dates, and organisations which are so numerous they threaten to become
limitless: Rosa Parks; Martin Luther King; Montgomery; SCLC; Atlanta; Little Rock
High School, 1957; SNCC; Medgar Evers; Robert Williams; James Baldwin; the March
on Washington, 1963; Civil Rights Act, 1964 ; Voting Rights Act, 1965; Fannie Lou
Hamer and the Mississippi Democratic Freedom Party; Malcolm X and the Nation of
Islam; Watts Riots, 1965 ; Black Nationalism; Leroi Jones/Amiri Baraka; and the Black
Arts Movement; Ron Karenga; Stokley Carmichael; Black Power; Huey Newton;
Bobby Seale; Eldridge Cleaver; the California State Capitol Building, Sacramento 1967,
the Black Panther Party for Self Defence; Fred Hampton; Angela Davis; the Umbra
Poets; Detroit rebellion, 1967;Newark rebellion, 1967; the Audubon Ballroom, Harlem
1965; Lorraine Motel, Memphis 1968.
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All of these names, events and organisations can be placed under the heading of the
Black Consciousness movement in the U.S. between 1955 and 1971 and many more
could be added to it. There are three reasons for producing this cursory list as a way to
discuss the Black Consciousness movement. Firstly the run of names, events and
organisations emphasise the driving force that the movement constituted. If the
movement was about anything, it was about a black desire for freedom through self-
organisation. The movement was “never limited to [simply] securing the rights of black
people” (Singh, 2004, 2). Instead “Black struggles for justice, dignity and self-respect
had always been about achieving a broader transformation of the United States into an
equitable society.” (Singh, 2004, 2). The struggle was not about achieving a place
within American society as it stood. It was a massive attempt to restructure the systems
of exploitation and oppression at work in the country which had had the most negative
impact upon Black Americans. Thus the Black Consciousness movement “had a habit of
exceeding the sanctioned boundaries and brokered compromises of the established
political order” (Singh, 2004, 4). It is with this sense of a major transformative project
in mind that the Black Consciousness movement is being invoked as a manifestation of
the Black radical tradition.

Secondly, the list represents the multifarious aspects of the Black Consciousness
movement. Although the list could have gone on for much longer, it contains contesting
names, events and organisations. Despite some of the ideological disparities they all
operate under the heading of the Black Consciousness movement. The indication being
there was never only one model for the movement. It was never a singular project; yet it
constitutes a coherent aspect of the Black radical tradition.

Finally, the list has been arranged in a deliberate way. It represents a crude attempt to
replicate the narratives applied to the Black Consciousness movement. The story of the
movement is often told through the transition from Civil Rights to Black Power. The
story of this transition often becomes one about the differences between non-violent
protest and armed militancy. It is also about a move from the rural South to the urban
North. The common narrativisation of the movement has been presented in the form of
a list in order to problematise it. The Black Consciousness movement in the U.S. was
never as simple as a shift from the Southern based non-violence of Civil Rights to the
urban militantism of Black Power. As part of the Black radical tradition, its transitions
were always much more complex.

Recently there have been attempts to address these historiographical issues. The
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source of contention for historians of the Black Consciousness movement is the
apparent differences between Civil Rights and Black Power. Robin D.G. Kelley argues
“the story of the shift from civil rights to 'Black Power' has been told so many times, in
books, documentary films, on African-American history courses all across the United
States, that it has become a kind of common sense” (Kelley, 2003, 60). For Nikhil Pal

Singh the move from Civil Rights to Black Power is misinterpreted to the extent that:

At this point a series of sudden, coincidental shifts are said to have occurred: from
Civil Rights to Black Power; south to north; nonviolent to violent; tolerant to
divisive; integrationist to black nationalist; patriotic to anti-American, all
conspiring to fracture the movement, undermine political support and create a
widespread public backlash against what were now seen as excessive black
demands. (Singh, 2004, 5)

Peniel E. Joseph views such a narrative as an attempt to apportion blame for the

apparent failures of the movement:

Such a description creates a situation in which the BPM [Black Power movement]
can be conveniently blamed for the demise of the Civil Rights Movement, rather
than being viewed as an alternative to the ineffectiveness of Civil Right demands
in critical areas of American life. (Joseph, 2006, 3)

The attempt to frame Civil Rights as “good” and Black Power as “bad” has an effect
on how the entire movement has been historicised. This narrative has become prevalent
in terms of thinking the Black Consciousness movement as part of the Black radical
tradition. The abbreviated periodisation “fails to recognise the historical depth and
heterogeneity of black struggles against racism, narrowing the political scope of black
agency and reinforcing a formal legalistic view of black equality” (Singh, 2004, 5-6).
The fault with this framing of the Black Consciousness movement is also an issue for
Adolph Reed Jr. He argues the movement has been poorly historicised because it has
only been understood in terms of its outcomes. The problem Reed has with this is it
leads to a structural reductionism “once Civil Rights and Black Power activism are
reduced to their outcomes, what remains of their genesis is only an objectified tale of
the linear unfolding of their present arrangements” (Reed, 1986, 5). This “structuralist
and empiricist” method of reading the movement suppresses “the moments of
opposition constituted in them both as utopian vision and programmatic radicalism. No
matter how fleeting or marginal the oppositional tendencies in black activism were, they

existed as discrete options among a number of embedded possibilities in contention to
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steer the movement's articulation” (Reed, 1986, 5). The case Reed is making is for a
much more nuanced reading of the Black Consciousness movement. He eschews the
apparent inevitability of the transition from non violence to militant self defence and
instead argues the movement was always in a flux. The question over what form
activism should take was constantly posed and at the same time there was a perpetual
desire for black unity.

Singh, Kelley and Joseph offer historiographical frameworks which address Reed's
concerns. For them the problems of this “neat typology” which “obscures more than it
reveals” are periodical and geographical (Kelley,