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David Scott “An Obscure Miracle of Connection”

David Scott’s essay entitled “An Obscure Miracle of Connection” begins with the excerpted prose of Kamau Brathwaite, and is so entitled referencing the words of Brathwaite as he describes the annual visit of the seasonal dust clouds and winds from Africa to the Caribbean islands, which consequently become the islands’ drought, dryness, and “tropical winter” (106). This season and it winds are what bore slaves from Africa to the Caribbean during the colonial period, and Brathwaite’s reference to them connotes a sense of belonging to, as well as the connection between, the two lands, which he refers to as an “obscure miracle” in the title of his essay. 

“This Other Land”

For Scott, Brathwaite’s prose images a community in which slavery is an ever-present challenge to rise to met and triumph over, and Africa is a symbol of contrastive identity, where the root of that identity is denied, that is, Africa is where Caribbean winds and people originate, but there is a difference and a distinction between the subjects and their origin/original, and thus a new and hybridized creation on “moral, historical, aesthetic and political” stratums.


Scott criticizes the analytic processes through which Brathwaite seeks to evidence this communal image within his cultural-critical work. Brathwaite advocates that the connection between Africa and the Caribbean is permanently fixed and is concerned with the awareness and understanding of that connection within and through current culture. He does not believe that through the contemporary anthropological scholarship of the African Diaspora it has been proven that distinctively African practices were erased by the trauma of the Middle Passage during the transportation of slaves from Africa to the Caribbean, nor has the culture of those slaves been destroyed, thus resulting in its absence within successive Caribbean culture. Rather African culture survived and adapted with the New World, inasmuch as Caribbean culture, though not purely African in nature, is the adaptation of African traditions. 


Scott however disagrees with Brathwaite’s claim as an anthropological claim as “the anthropology of the African Diaspora has been largely verificationist in its epistemology” (107), that is has been largely proof-based in its theory of knowledge, especially with regards to its methods of validation concerning, both implicitly and explicitly, such a question as “whether or not or to what extent Caribbean culture is authentically African” (108). Scott’s suggestion is that anthropology in general ought to concern itself with

describing the tradition of cognitive-ideological discourse and social-institutional practice in which “Africa” and “Slavery” participate as animating, constitutive figures; the situated network of power and knowledge in which these figures are mobilized and deployed; and the sorts of moral identities they serve to fashion. (108)

He purports that critical anthropology of the African Diaspora has to be formed from close observations of the “history of its own categories”, the extent to which the ‘observability’ of its own categories can be take for granted, and the description, rather than the evincing, of the communal image within Brathwaite’s prose (108). Scott’s point is that the conflicting points of view seeking simultaneously to confirm and disconfirm the Caribbean’s connection with Africa share and depend on a “single epistemic-ideological problem-space”, defined by the racist liberal-rationalist and the emancipatory cultural-nationalist construction of Africa.  

Brathwaite’s intellectual undertaking explains the cultural-politics of identity and difference, and his investigations within are the normative imagining of a moral-political vision of black diasporic community. He is concerned with melding history to a concept of “tradition”, of what generates, provides and affects the sources and the forces of our historical and expressive imaginary. The critical chore for those who think and write “in the wake of” Brathwaite’s work is to sojourn through and rewrite his thought in relation to the distinctive demand of our present, rather, organizing his work as the simultaneous continuation of an “ongoing argument about black criticism and tradition, and reformulation of the demand of the present in relation to which that argument is organized and undertaken” (110).

“A Sufficient Sweetness of Maturity”


In the works of Caribbean writers, Brathwaite finds two kinds of response to the condition of their “awareness of the “cultural poverty” out of which [they] write . . .” (112).On the one hand this awareness of cultural poverty imposes an “impassioned hopelessness” in the writing of some Caribbean novelists, while on the other hand other novelists claim “heritage” as the source of their creative writing and are “in possession of a fact, a feeling, that aligns [them] with folk, with peasant traditions” (113). These conflicting responses urge Brathwaite to question, “Can the Caribbean produce writers “with talent and insight to use folk material creatively” with “a sufficient sweetness of maturity to establish a tradition”? (113). For Brathwaite it is a matter of community, of “those sustaining sources and resources that are the context in which the virtues of . . . talent are defined” (113). According to him, folk writers need “the whole living support of an indigenous tradition”; individual talent is not enough (113). 


In his essay “Roots” Brathwaite writes, individual talent can do little more than describe the society from which it emerges, reflecting it, and using and being used by its tradition (113). It is the resultant references that provide a “background of intelligibility, and the working sources of aesthetic excellence and moral purpose that is missing from Afro-West Indian writing” (114). For Brathwaite, tradition as defined in T. S. Eliot’s essay “Tradition and the Individual Talent” is an active process, dependent on social will and active, ongoing labour (115). Tradition is about the past’s connection with the present, which calls upon it, and is made to operate in and upon it, as well as an anticipated future (115). Creative, imaginative talent is possible from the grounds and sources of the compelling presence of the past provided by tradition.


In Brathwaite’s essay “Jazz and the West Indies” (1967) he outlines a tentative prototype for addressing an alternative historical sense: “the archetype of New World protest music” - jazz (116). He wants to hear the sounds of jazz, of the folk imagination within the West Indian novel - its words, rhythm and improvisation . . . that West Indian literature be a proper contextual expression, both European and African at the same time (116). Brathwaite seeks an alternative to the “European cultural tradition, which has been imposed upon us, operating among us, and which we have to a greater or lesser extent accepted and absorbed (116). 


Brathwaite criticizes the “King/James” version of criticism of Caribbean literary traditions in “Caribbean Critics”, a 1969 review of The Islands in Between, asking that “the mind left open for the discussion of the possibility that the Caribbean, despite operating on the European system, and because of ‘the peculiar circumstances’ of its history, contains a culture at once distinguishable from Europe, as well as Africa, though exclusive of neither. 


Brathwaite’s problem space exists between the racist, Eurocentric, ideological object of what the Afro-Caribbean supposedly is, where there is no difference between the Afro-Caribbean and the authoritarian idiom of Europe through which he or she is given voice and self-image, the voice of Afro-Caribbeans, given audition through their writers’ ability to gain that “sweetness of maturity” that would enable them to speak from and to a community of identity and difference, and the cultural-nationalist demand of criticism to mobilize the counter anthropological evidence necessary to refute the dominant Eurocentric cultural-historical archive, all through the construction of a counter-genealogy or a counter-tradition (117). 


Scott proposes to refuse Eurocentrism, invalidating the question of whether Europe or Africa altogether, to see the question as fundamentally, conceptually incoherent and thus meriting no response and to dispense with the fixation of “finding in ourselves the authoritative proof of an alternative authentic origin (117-118). He considers the altering of the demand of black Diaspora criticism, and of the formation of the post-colonial state so that meeting the claim against Europe would “no longer carry the same political-ideological urgency, the same strategic value, the same stakes of identity and difference as they did in the formative years of political independence” or at all (118). The increasing normalization of the place of Africa in the leading views and values of Creole politics of the post-colonial state of the Caribbean alters the force of an anthropologically authorized black Diaspora criticism, the practice of which must now require the formulation of a notion of black Diaspora tradition that relies on neither rationalist historiography nor cultural nationalism.

Refiguring Black Diaspora Criticism

In this section of Scott’s discussion, he begins with an analysis of Paul Gilroy’s The Black Atlantic as “one of the most instructive attempts to break with rationalist historiography and cultural nationalism” [118] which has dominated the construction of black diaspora criticism.  He outlines Gilroy’s project as an effort to dispense with a fundamental recourse to essentialism of the “unchanging, sovereign racial self” [119] or to what he (Gilroy) terms the “banal relativism” [119] of postmodernism.  Gilroy, according to Scott, attempts this break through with an alternative ‘formulation of the concept of a tradition’.  Specifically, Gilroy resorts to an examination of “a black Atlantic concept of black musical cultures” through which one is able to “identify the mobile plurality of shared constituent elements or formal features across a range of practices.” [121].  

Scott’s critique of Gilroy’s conceptual framework is that it maintains implicitly “an unproblematized identification/representation apparatus”[121].  In other words, instead of an emphasis on an essential content to a black diaspora identity, Gilroy claims that there is an essential formal structure to the practices of this identity.  Consequently, as Scott points out, even though there is “an altogether admirable attempt to dispense with the supposed privilege of an authenticity understood as homogeneity, authenticity still lingers in the idea of a cultural tradition understood as an identifiable and representable ensemble of essential – if now heterogeneous – elements.” [122].  

As a result, Scott seeks to “reformulate the concept of a tradition” that will break with the conceptual and ideological desire for an “authorizing apparatus” established within the domain of a “rationalist-colonialist historiography” [117].

Tradition As An Embodied Argument

Scott begins his reformulation of the concept of a tradition by citing his agreement with critics such as Talal Asad, Michael Walzer and Alasdair MacIntyre “who think that it is possible to formulate a concept of criticism that is neither universalist nor nativist, a criticism that depends upon neither a transcendental outside nor a transcendental inside.” [123].  With this critical perspective, tradition is apprehended as “a socially embodied and historically extended argument” [124].  In other words, tradition is a “discursive concept” [124].  What this means is that is a neither a neutral nor a fixed category – it is a formation produced by a set of relations or group of rules.  This discursive concept facilitates a “relation among past, community and identity” that “presupposes “common possession”” [124].  ‘Common possession’ operates in opposition to “uniformity or plain consensus” because “it depends upon a play of conflict and contention.  It is a space of dispute as much as consensus, of discord as much as accord.” [124].

With this in mind, Scott proposes the notion that the black diaspora tradition and community are: 

discursively constituted principally (though not exhaustively) in and through 

the mobilization of a common possession, namely, the historically constituted 

figures of “Africa” and “Slavery,” and their deployment in the ideological 

production of effects of identity\difference, of community.  Understood in this 

sense of a discursive tradition, the black diaspora constitutes an always 

situated argument over our relation to Africa and to plantation slavery, over the 

sense or senses in which we are “African” and the children of slaves, over the 

virtues and goods and excellencies or duties, obligations, and rights that are to 

follow from this, and over the embodied practices – of self-fashioning, familial organization, musical production and appreciation, sartorial representation, 

social and political affiliation and disaffiliation, etc. – that serve to enable or 

disable their sustenance and regeneration. [124-125]

The realization of a “discursive and contingently constructed” community is not, however, contingent upon or linked to the postmodern view of subjectivity by which the individual is an “unencumbered self” that gets to choose their identification-representation from a “range of available options” [125].  Even though there is no essential ‘blackness,’ there is a means by which an individual may be defined as a subject of the black diaspora community: “One is not simply black by choice; one’s identity is always in part constituted – sometimes against one’s will – within a structure of recognition, identification and subjectification….the black diaspora subject is a subject whose “historical fate” has been to be produced as “black” in and through raced social relations, ideological apparatuses, and political regimes” [125].

Furthermore, the ‘translocality’ of the black diaspora tradition (an observation at the heart of Gilroy’s The Black Atlantic) unseats the gesture toward essentialism that occurs with the “normalization of certain forms of community as the privileged unit of affiliation or identification” [125].   Scott refers to Michael Walzer’s distinction between “minimal” and “maximal” meaning of moral terms as well as their “thick” and “thin” accounts as a means of explaining the translocal feature of the black diaspora:


On this view, the minimal condition of participation in the moral community 

of a black diaspora discourse or tradition is the mobilization of the common 

possession of the figures of Africa and slavery as markers or assertions of identity\difference.  In this way, insofar as these figures are in play, there is 

the potential for recognition and solidarity on the part of the black diasporic 

subject.  At the same time there are maximal meanings and a thick account 

of Africa and slavery that necessarily turn on the concrete local histories that 

determine the idiomatic modalities and ideological stakes through which these 

figures are articulated and elaborated. [126]

In effect, David Scott’s focus in this section is to present the notion of a black diaspora tradition as “a multifaceted ensemble of texts, practices (social, political, and aesthetic), movements and institutions through which the figures of Africa and slavery are mobilized and ideologically inscribed to produce subject – (and subjectifying) effects of identity\difference - …in all its continuities and discontinuities” [126].  

Scott promotes, ultimately, with this chapter efforts to have black diaspora criticism seek authoritative grounds from “within the tradition of discourse and argument out of which its own questions and preoccupations…emerge in the first place,” a project which he initiates with his attempt to “disarticulate Brathwaite’s vision from the anthropological epistemology through which he seeks to guarantee it” and to reposition this vision in relation to a “discursive tradition for an Afro-Caribbean identity” [127].
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