
Caribbean Political Dilemmas in North America and in the United Kingdom
Author(s): Keith S. Henry
Reviewed work(s):
Source: Journal of Black Studies, Vol. 7, No. 4, Facing North America: Caribbean Political and
Cultural Definitions (Jun., 1977), pp. 373-386
Published by: Sage Publications, Inc.
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/2783944 .
Accessed: 04/01/2012 16:01

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at .
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of
content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms
of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

Sage Publications, Inc. is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend access to Journal of Black
Studies.

http://www.jstor.org

http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=sage
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2783944?origin=JSTOR-pdf
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


CARIBBEAN POLITICAL 
DILEMMAS IN NORTH AMERICA 
AND IN THE UNITED KINGDOM 

KEITH S. HENRY 
Department of Black Studies 

State University of New York, Buffalo 

The six articles of this issue of the Journal of Black Studies, 
by Harrigan and Varlack, Brown, Lacovia, Jadotte, and this 
writer, are devoted to the ongoing effort of West Indians to 
come to terms, where they must, with North America's polit- 
cal and cultural definitions. They map, in restricted degree, 
the attempts of Black peoples of the Caribbean to carve out 
achievement and spiritual meaning in the shadow, and in the 
heart, of the North American colossus. As many passages 
in these writings show, it is by no means simply a tale of sterile 
resistance, as if North America, Black and White, had nothing 
to teach. Three papers debate almost exclusively the immediate 
engagement with North America in North America. Others 
deal differently with more delicate tasks within the archi- 
pelago, of preserving Caribbean integrities without a full 
surrender either to local provincialism or to other coherences 
within the hemisphere. 

This collection of papers is hardly an exhaustive treat- 
ment of its theme; only a lengthy book could do justice to 
it. The issue is confined, in effect, to treatments of politics 
and literature. But it is certainly not only within creative 
literature that Caribbean cultural statements are being made, 
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and, even within our recital of political redefinitions, there are 
regrettable gaps. For instance, an account of the West Indian 
experience in English-speaking Canada in the past half- 
century would be illuminating, and no mere carbon-copy 
of that south of the border. And of art and culture, for instance, 
one is stimulated by Geoffrey Holder's work in The Wiz 
to regret that we include no account of the reception in North 
America of West Indian theatre, dance, and perhaps music 
(which is less necessary). There is a conviction that Holder's 
Wiz represents an acclimatization on the New York stage 
of Trinidad pre-Lenten Carnival. For over a century that 
island's Carnival has been, among other things, a gaudy public 
rite and a gigantic opera of unprecedented grandness, color, 
technical ingenuity, and exuberance. And yet other discussions 
of culture and politics, regrettably missing but futile to enu- 
merate, come to mind. 

This article qualifies as an introduction in only a brief 
and perfunctory sense. The articles in the collection announce 
themselves rather handily. Instead, it is much more an epi- 
logue, confronting independently a particular problem. It 
takes up the comparison that is provoked by the valuable and 
unique article on Haitians in Quebec-unique at least in the 
conditions of linguistic isolation that Black studies labor 
under. In effect, we superimpose, for what it will yield, an 
outline of the wider experience of the anglophone Caribbean 
diaspora on the tale of Blacks in Quebec, a group veiled by 
language from consistent contact with the rest of the Black 
world. 

In the Harrigan-Varlack treatment of the U.S. Virgin 
Islands, it seemed best to assume limited reader acquaintance 
with their political and social history; the authors have pro- 
vided an informative account of these islands, of their pre- 
American as well as American colonial experience. 

The authors' account indicates that the encounter with 
North America was, initially at least, a trifle stark and even 
brutal. It also reveals something of the quality of assent, 
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and reasons for it, that ordinary Afro-West Indians frequently 
accorded American influence or jurisdiction. We are afforded 
also unusual views of Black America in the Afro-Caribbean. 
The Black Virgin Islander's hauteur regarding Commonwealth 
West Indians, "rude, wild, fierce, uneducated people . . . 
inferior to the American," adjacent to complaints about the 
superiority complexes and segregationist impulses of the 
White Continentals, fixes the American Virgin Islands neatly 
in the middle of the cultural transactions linking the United 
States and the Black West Indies. 

Brown's fluent essay delineates imaginatively the subtle 
Caribbean social and intellectual context that the West Indian 
artist must regard. It is a context rich enough to nurture 
artistic vision and creative possibility to accommodate 
spiritual meaning well beyond the limited geographic bound- 
aries of the region. But the special West Indian path to a 
New World sensibility will lie in a prior and sensitive fidelity 
to the full panorama of local experience. Brown's work is 
subtle enough to allow only the attentive reader access to 
much of what he investigates. The wide embrace of Derek 
Walcott's theme of exile, for example, repays careful attention. 

Lacovia's valuable service is to impose a pattern of explana- 
tion on the questions of West Indian migrant responses in 
North America. He replaces the untidy package of isolated 
or partial insights with a suggestive integrating philosophic 
schema which it would be foolhardy to try to reproduce or 
synopsize here. As a valuable by-product, we also get not 
only some consideration of a portion of West Indian creative 
literature still too often bypassed in West Indian criticism, but 
an acquaintance with it, moreover, as a coherent body of work. 

This writer examines the development, within three 
demarcated areas, of a Black political tradition in New York. 
West Indian participation, initiating or adaptive, within those 
areas is also an explicit object of analysis in the work. In the 
third, however, dealing with the growth of a sense of political 
community among Blacks in New York, an undue emphasis on 
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birthplace seemed to violate the spirit of the very endeavors 
being described. Hence, the place of the immigrants in this 
last area remains both incompletely chronicled (for the 
account is both selective and sharply abbreviated) and 
relatively unstressed. 

Jadotte's perspective on the Haitian migration is a searching 
one. He argues that the Quebec migration to Canada is not 
to be understood simply as an accident of Haitian politics 
or the product of a liberalized Canadian immigration policy, 
but as the further unfolding of a global capitalist system 
that internationalizes both capital and labor. The migration 
binds two societies "in which the capitalist form of production 
has taken root and has been developed in two distinct but 
nonetheless linked directions." 

Jadotte's paper represents insights on Canadian immigra- 
tion history and the evolution of immigration policy and also 
on the difficulties and social determinants of recent Haitian 
economic and political history. By way of analysis and explica- 
tion, we get valuable examinations of the make-up of the 
Haitian migration and of the quality of migrant social activity 
and politics in the host society of Quebec, and also of the 
political dynamics within Haiti since 1946 that have greatly 
influenced them. 

Jadotte's account invites a limited comparison with the 
emigrant political experience of the English-speaking West 
Indians in North America. A comparative view may enable 
us to place issues in a richer context where it does not permit 
sharper scrutiny or the emergence of new insights. In truth, 
the word "comparison" overtakes the nature of the under- 
taking: it is more a superimposition of broader anglophone 
Caribbean experience in the North Atlantic upon Haitian 
experience in Quebec. The undertaking is not meant to argue 
any claims of correct strategy or priority, nor to be a revision 
of either among Haitians in Quebec. As this writer argues 
elsewhere, the objective difficulty of recognizing, at any 
particular time, a correct comprehensive strategy for racial 
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advance is usually overwhelming. The vista of Black political 
effort in three different environments in the North Atlantic 
appears to recommend, first and foremost, a pragmatic 
readiness to discern opportunity and to revise strategy and 
tactics as times and seasons change. To discuss the most 
obvious choice raised in the work by Jadotte, futility or 
opportunity may, at different times, reward exclusive atten- 
tion, among migrants, equally to politics back in the Carribean 
or politics in the adopted country. Further, the omnibus 
term "politics in the adopted country" conceals the vast 
difference in potential for the Carribbean of, say, careers in 
the United States culminating in a Democratic vice-presidency 
or in high office in the Communist Party. 

With the caveat above observed where applicable and, 
it should be stressed, in the spirit and intellectual frame- 
work of Jadotte's piece, we may allow ourselves reflection 
on one of the more important subjects raised in that work: 
that is, the conditions, for West Indian migrants, of engaging 
in Radical or agitational politics in the host North Atlantic 
countries. It would be interesting to debate, for instance, 
whether the rigor of the Duvalier regime helps to explain 
the sometime more revolutionary, certainly more vocal, 
character of the student and intellecdtual stratum of the West 
Indian migrant body in the city of Montreal. The West Indians 
were only marginally longer established in significant num- 
bers, subject to the same immigration policy as the Haitians. 
There appears to be no Haitian parallel to the ferment pre- 
ceding and issuing in the Sir George Williams University 
incident of 1969 (Forsythe, 1971). The probable personal 
consequences of being returned to Haiti, as the Sir George 
Williams students mostly were to the Caribbean, and to the 
more dreadful regime of Duvalier are undoubtedly part of 
the answer. And a New York Haitian introduces a further 
dimension: "we are afraid that something we say here might 
be reported back to the government in Haiti and get our 
relatives in trouble" (Anderson, 1975: 50). 
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It may well be that, in isolation or in addition, the franco- 
phone heritage sufficiently and effectively curtains off the 
potential Haitian activist from the stimulus of insurrectionary 
Afro-American protest and rhetoric. The political quiescence 
of the large' and long-established (McKay, 1968: 135), if 
only relatively lately swollen, Haitian community in New York 
suggests that it is relevant. In Anderson's report on "The 
Haitians of New York" we learn that " 'the silent minority' 
is a term that even they use to describe themselves" (Anderson, 
1975: 50) and hear from a Haitian that "Haitians have no 
organization through which to defend their rights or assert 
their presence in New York" (Anderson, 1975: 74). 

However, the significance of other circumstances should 
not be minimized. It is true that anglophone West Indians 
in New York became politically active long before their com- 
munity approached that of today's Haitians in numbers or 
maturity. By 1930, when the West Indian-dominated Garvey 
Movement in New York was already in advanced decline, 
the total foreign-born Black population in the five boroughs of 
New York (including non-West Indians) was only 54,754 
(Reid, 1969: 248). Even the tiny West African community, 
admittedly much more a community of university students, 
supported a number of widely known political activists 
along the Eastern Seaboard, including Azikiwe, Nwafor 
Orizu, Mbonu Ojike, and Ozuomba Mbadiwe.2 But both the 
West Indians and West Africans had a cause of great emotional 
force-inoperative among Haitian exiles since the 1930s and 
even then in less explicit form-formal subjection in their 
own land. The greater illiteracy of the Haitians in New York 
is also of undoubted relevance. 

To pursue the comparison, the obvious point must be made 
that the periods of greatest West Indian militancy, the end of 
World War I and the thirties, were unusually socially pro- 
vocative years. Moreover, much of that of the thirties, and 
even the sixties in minor respects, was sustained by the 
Garveyite and other Radical inheritances of political rhetoric 
especially, or vestigial organization. The Italian invasion 
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of Ethiopia, for instance, aroused great anger as an almost 
inspired challenge and insult to Garveyite formulas. The other 
equally incendiary issue, the employment policies of White 
Harlem merchants, was simply the controversial face of 
Garvey's policy of cooperative self-sufficiency.3 Incidentally, 
quite apart from the matter of Haitian access to Garveyite 
language, it should be said that Garveyite rhetoric tended to 
bypass the important, if secondary, claims of Haiti as a 
spiritual homeland in favor of Africa. 

Finally, two other factors tend to separate the West Indian 
and Haitian experiences in New York. One is that English as a 
first language commonly permitted a combination of personal 
experiences favorable to the emergence of Radical leadership. 
A number of young men were able to combine in their careers 
birth and schooling in the Caribbean-that is, allowing 
personal knowledge of the deprivations common in that region 
as well as live links with ordinary West Indians in New York 
and the great, frequently radicalizing, liberations of student 
life. The term "student life" incidentally comprehends the 
ubiquitous forums and Radical organizations outside uni- 
versity campuses. For example, the People's Educational 
Forum, which thrived in the teens and survived into the 
thirties, was almost a nursery among Blacks for the Socialist 
Party.4 Trinidadian Francis Corbie effectively launched his 
Radical career as a student at City College of New York 
(Pittsburgh Courier, 1924), and George Padmore at Fisk 
(Hooker, 1967: 5-6). 

Second, in the last forty years, beginning with the hunger 
riots of the thirties in the islands, New York West Indian 
organizations have also been given the comforting feeling of 
relevance by the pleas for advice and aid of emergent political 
movements in the islands. Quite the most influential among 
organizations recruited from Harlem activists of the day 
have been the Jamaica Progressive League and the West 
Indies National Emergency Committee (French, 1940). The 
former was founded in 1936 and is very active even today; the 
latter, created in 1940 to avert the imposition of an American 
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protectorate on the colonial Caribbean, enjoyed a much briefer 
life and influence. The open protest politics which were the 
objects of assistance from such organizations have rarely been 
allowed to exist in Haiti. 

It may be, on the other hand, without supposing any other 
possible recourse but quiescence, that Jadotte would also be 
less cheerful-if he were privy to the political experience 
of West Indian emigres in the English-speaking world of 
England, the United States, or Canada outside Quebec-about 
the alternative he appears to espouse: that is, abandoning the 
"fantasized apprehension of political struggle" in the home- 
land to plunge, in the terms of his vision, into the reality of 
class struggle in Quebec. 

In England, the careers of Dr. Harold Moody, Learie 
Constantine, C.L.R. James, Dr. David Pitt, and Stuart 
Hall, everyone achieving visibility and recognition, all leave 
the observer with a feeling of their irrelevance to the con- 
trolling forces determining the status in British society either 
of Blacks or of the working classes generally. 

The first, Jamaican Dr. Moody, president of the League 
of Colored Peoples (LCP), founded in London in 1931, was 
undoubtedly quite the least caring about a role "in the class 
struggle." As the name of his organization's journal, The 
Keys, suggests, Kwedyir Aggrey was his model. But he was 
not less dedicated to the healthy sociopolitical integration 
of Blacks into British life and to securing "the rights of black 
people living in Britain" (Scobie, 1972: 147) than the others. 
The LCP had a sufficiency of elite contacts, Black intellectual 
talent, drive and devotion in its ranks, and an "uncom- 
promising" concern for the interests and rights of ordinary 
Blacks.5 It is very clear, however, that such group relief 
and social opportunities that Blacks were granted were almost 
entirely the result of the exigencies of war and not the work 
of this valiant organization. It is noteworthy, too, that the 
LCP conducted its work in a day when Marxist thought was 
most widely accommodated among both the British intel- 
lectual and social elite as well as the working class. The pro- 
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found ambiguity and temporariness of the relief are expressed 
in a brief passage in Scobie's (1972: 186) work: "In the British 
armed forces, West Indians and other colonials were getting 
chances denied them in peacetime. On October 19, 1939, just 
one month after war was declared, the Colonial Office issued 
this statement: 'British subjects from the colonies and British 
protected persons in this country, including those who are 
not of European descent, are now eligible for emergency 
commissions in His Majesty's Forces'." 

The other careers can be more summarily dismissed. Both 
Trinidadian C.L.R. James and Jamaican Stuart Hall, from the 
thirties and fifties, respectively, established themselves 
rather positively "in the class struggle" as left-wing intel- 
lectuals, the former as a recognized Trotskyite, the latter with 
the New Left Review. Yet their weight within the movement, 
their undoubted talents and wide sensibilities notwithstanding, 
is not readily apparent. This is, in addition, forbearing to 
raise the question of whether any weight, no matter how great, 
within bodies so marginal to the real engines of power in 
British society is especially meaningful in terms of any 
immediate Black goals. Even on the Left, trade unions of 
mostly pragmatic membership and leadership are the domi- 
nant force. In fact, it is not particularly difficult to suggest 
analogously, even to demonstrate, that great prominence of 
Blacks in local New York Republican, Socialist, or Com- 
munist politics in the 1920s and 1930s implied firstly a general 
assumption that those politics were futile. 

The careers of Dr. David Pitt of Grenada and Learie 
Constantine of Trinidad, both earlier associated with the 
League of Colored Peoples, inspire the same reflections. 
Like James and Hall, Pitt was a man of left-wing tradition, 
interested in Black issues primarily through the prism of 
Socialism, a member of the LCP's executive committee but 
also a Labor Party parliamentary candidate and a London 
County councillor. As one observer put it in 1967, "he was 
a West Indian, and yet he did not seem to be [immediately] 
concerned with the West Indian community" (quoted in Rose 
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et al., 1969: 508). Pitt was the first chairman of the multiracial 
Campaign Against Racial Discrimination, established in 1964, 
an organization generating no obvious success despite the wide 
notice attending its early days. 

As for Constantine, his elevation to the peerage just 
before his death in 1971 -apparently crowning a noble career 
as cricketer, author, and triumphant plaintiff in a famous 
race-discrimination case-had no evident social meaning out- 
side the context of the British Government's quest for symbols, 
rather than substance, to slow the growing tide of open racism 
in the United Kingdom. 

Limits to the utility of left-wing commitment have also 
been felt in anglophone Canada. Within the acknowledged 
working-class party, the National Democratic Party (NDP), 
the promise for Black advance has hitherto been greater than 
perhaps at any time in the British Labor Movement. Rosemary 
Brown, a Jamican-Canadian of ability, displays a great vote- 
getting quality at the polls despite her color and open Socialist 
confession, and recently she came close to capturing the leader- 
ship of the national party. Also, the most prominent figure 
in recent years in the country's labor movement and financial 
support of the NDP, Dennis McDermott, Vice-President of 
the United Automobile Workers, has had a long personal 
history, dating from before it became fashionable, of active 
and sympathetic involvement in race discrimination causes.6 
Yet full commitment to "the class struggle," if support of the 
NDP is so represented, is not universally persuasive to 
Afro-Canada for the most pragmatic of reasons. The NDP's 
recent electoral performance has been so disappointing, its 
prospects-in a time unusually favorable in the view of some- 
so meager arguably, the popular planks in its platform so 
assimilable by other parties, that "NDP supporters are 
beginning to question the future and relevance of their 
party" (Maclean's, 1976: 46). 

In Quebec itself, it is true that the Quebec Provincial 
elections of November 1976 have produced the interesting 
result of a Haitian-born member, Jean Alfred, the first Black 
in the Province's Assembly, among the victorious nationalist 
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Parti Quebecois (PQ). The PQ is viewed by uneasy conserva- 
tives as left-wing. The evidence in support of this view is 
indistinct, however. In any case, the implications for the 
"politics of class struggle," in the rest of Canada where most 
Black and White Canadians live, of the PQ's success, be it 
radical or not, are not all obviously favorable. 

Finally, if the PQ is indeed radical, then the views of Alfred 
himself, if not simple-mindedly accommodationist in a manner 
that even Booker T. Washington would have avoided, remind 
one mainly of the difficulty of determining the place of race 
relations reform in radical theory and priorities. Alfred says, 
for example, "'dirty nigger. . . is no better or worse than ... 
dirty Italian' "; "apart from exceptional cases there is no 
[racism] in Quebec"; "when [children] ask 'why is that man 
black?' I reply to them that they forgot me in the oven" 
(Contrast, 1976). 

In New York, in fact, conditions even appeared to dictate, 
for a number of years, the reversal of the sequence facing 
Haitian activists in Quebec. Some West Indian-Americans 
reversed the prescription to abandon "political struggle" 
in the homeland and adapt to the "class struggle" in the 
host society. The three leading figures of the West Indies 
National Emergency Committee of 1940-Richard Moore, 
Wilfred Domingo, and Hope Stevens-were men completing 
their return, most distinctively in the cases of Moore and 
Domingo, to Caribbean concerns after nearly two decades 
in the service of organized international Socialism. Moore 
had achieved notice enough in the Communist Party to be its 
New York State candidate for Attorney-General in 1930. The 
Socialist candidate for an Assembly seat in that same election 
season, incidentally, was Ethelred Brown, another stalwart in 
West Indian affairs by the end of the 1930s (New York Amster- 
dam News [NYAN], 1930). And Domingo's Socialist opinions 
and promise in that party were notable enough to persuade 
the New York State Lusk Committee on Seditious Activities to 
reproduce in full one of his documents of over twenty pages 
(Lusk Report, 1920). These men slowly abandoned their com- 
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mitments to Socialism in its different forms as it sullied 
itself repeatedly with compromises-even capitulations, with 
racism even within the organizations, with erratic party 
lines on the Black question, and, equally seriously, as it 
became tainted with the odor of futility. 

Many occurrences are still a little shocking. In 1938, for 
instance, one of the Black Reverend Theophilus Alcantara's 
rivals for an American Labor Party Assembly District nomina- 
tion in Brooklyn was Fred Morrit (NYAN, 1938), the favorite 
of the local Brooklyn White vigilante organization. We cite 
one other, an allegation: a letter to the press in 1948 cited 
the American Labor Party as the only one in the 7th Assembly 
District of the Bronx with segregated clubhouses (NYAN, 
1948). The list of affronts could be considerably lengthened. 
It should be said that Socialism was not the only interna- 
tional movement from which, by the end of the thirties, West 
Indian political organizations in New York were receiving 
refugees. Very many were ex-members and high officials of 
Marcus Garvey's UNIA, whose vision, although on the whole 
harmonious, had been considerably broader. Notable among 
them were James O'Meally and Dr. Charles Petioni. 

Needless to say, the above does not represent the best of 
American Socialist attitudes to racism in America. Also, the 
racism encountered in left-wing movements paled before that 
in Tammany. It does induce caution however, reminding one 
that a society's ills may easily infect, both morally and 
practically, its reforming circles. The final irony, in fact, 
lies in a claim by some Black New Yorkers that even the 
cause of liberal reform, a special assault on Tammany's 
place in New York politics in the 1950s, received some stimulus 
from Black Hulan Jack's arrival in the Manhattan Borough 
Presidency with its rich patronage.7 

As it happens, some few Haitian-Americans of the twenties 
and thirties did heed the call in New York to abandon the 
futilities of Haitian politics and plunge into Radical effort in 
New York. (The American occupation of Haiti of the years 
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1915-1934 undoubtedly helped to persuade those who elected 
this course.) But the work of these Haitian Radicals has 
left no legacy, it seems, and little trace. We have noticed 
Anderson's (1975) reference to the "silent minority," and 
in his long article there is no recall, by him or by the Haitians 
he quotes, of the fact recorded in 1939 that New York's franco- 
phone Black workers "are distinctly leftist in economic 
philosophy" and that "as early as 1925, two of the most 
radical members of the fur workers' union in New York were 
two French-speaking Negroes from Haiti" (Reid et al., 1969: 
96). Their experience undoubtedly parallels that of the 
English-speaking West Indians whose labors were so barren. 

NOTES 

1. One-quarter of a million in New York according to an informed estimate, not 
the highest (Anderson, 1975: 58). 

2. Referred to, for example, in Coleman (1965: 243). 
3. The politics of Harlem in the 1930's are discussed in McKay (1968) and in Reid 

(1969). 
4. Several of the leading intellectual luminaries of Black left-wing politics in the 

second, third, and fourth decades of the century never attended University-e.g., 
Hubert Harrison, Richard Moore, Wilfred Domningo. Domingo became known 
particularly for intellectual rigor, and Moore (a PEF member) for his distinguished 
speeches. As Rogers (1972: 438) put it, "Harrison first entered a university as a 
lecturer." 

5. "Uncompromising" even in the case of Dr. Moody himself (Scobie, 1972: 150) 
who came to be regarded as the symbol of the hat-in-hand approach. 

6. Interview. The source of this information was Bromley Armstrong, a Jamaican- 
Canadian publisher and a community leader of three decades' standing. 

7. Interview. 
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