 

"Racial Shaking, Modernist Networks and Circum-Atlantic Frictions in the Correspondence of Claude McKay and Nancy Cunard".
 

In 1932 from the pages of The Jamaica Gleaner Nancy Cunard criticized the taboo of miscegenation and urged black and white together to endorse the final phase of Abolitionism. In the same article she claimed the necessity for black people to discard the history written by white colonial statistics. She herself was in America for that purpose: to collect contributions for the Negro anthology. Especially for the European section of the anthology the French Surrealist René Crevel wrote “La Négresse des bordels”, translated into English by Samuel Beckett. The essay, cut by British censorship but covertly included in the volume, dealt with the sexual exoticism of imperialism and with the comparable oppression of (black and white) women, workers and colonized peoples. Just a few years before, in an essay written during his triumphal tour of Soviet Union, Claude McKay had described the obsession for black sexuality among whites as a neurotic fascination fostered by plantation aristocracy to divide black slaves and white labor. He had then established a parallel between the liberation of white women from the ‘chivalric ideal’ and the development of class consciousness in American workers. In 1931 Cunard herself, in her defense for the Scottboro boys (the nine African American boys unjustly accused of raping two white women while traveling on a freight train), openly deplored the ideal of purity for white women, exposing the ways it corresponded to the sexual exploitation of black women and the constant oppression of black workers. But in championing blackness and denouncing the puritanism and the rationalism of Western capitalist society, Cunard risked to re-inscribe blackness (and herself) in the old racist script that equated “others” with the biological and the instinctual. The problem for her was how to build alliances without erasing difference. Not surprisingly, colonial discourse managed to isolate groups and flatten distinctions all in one go: while Cunard’s anthology was banned in Trinidad and elsewhere in the Caribbean for its Communist bias, Lord Olivier, Jamaica’s former Governor, criticized the book suggesting that “she must [...] discipline her sometimes rather characteristically negroid methods of controversy”.  

 

Claude McKay and Nancy Cunard were working to shake given notions of “race” and the woman’s place, of national identity, of purity, morality and aesthetics. Working on perilous edges and on multiple fronts they did not escape ambivalence. Both could invoke the idea of a fundamental racial identity to be preserved and then make it superfluous claiming that race was a fiction and the real affiliation was in revolution against capitalism and imperialism. Between 1931 and 1933 the English poet and journalist, based in Paris to edit an anthology of African and African diasporic cultures, and the Jamaican writer, settled in Morocco, corresponded with each other and exchanged ideas on how to build a socio-political counter-culture against the oppressive forces of imperialism and racial fascism. Claude McKay was considered a central figure of the Harlem Renaissance, despite leaving New York well before “Harlem was in vogue”; Nancy Cunard had rejected family and fortune to champion the black cause in all corners of the Black Atlantic. The connection was unexpected: a link between North, South and West (i.e.: the Western metropolis, the ‘dark continent’ and the fragmented territory of the Caribbean colonies), between a black man from the margins of the Empire and a white woman disowned by the Empire, between two writers whose queer sexualities and radical politics shocked people. Cunard and McKay, through their journalism, poetry and fiction, questioned the authority of the European and North American social and political establishment to decide what “race”, “sexuality”, “civilization” or “culture” were. 

Commentators remember their collaboration as a failure on account of the disagreement that bitterly ended it. In my paper I would like to focus on their association and creative friction as an instance of networking: it contributed to the formation of a transnational counter-culture fostered by the interplay of avant-gardism, political radicalism, and sexual emancipation that bent sexes and sexualities focusing on the issue of race. 

 

I prefer exploring the ambiguity of frictions and relations among cultural agents and the undecidibility of texts rather than proposing a definitive cartography. I assume that, though starting from a passive repertory, the agent of cultural transfer activates a process of transformations that varies according to the reception of his\her work and his\her positioning in groups, collectivities and society. A positioning that is never one-sided, never univocally decided by single identitarian constituents.

 

 

