PHILOSOPHY
DOCUMENTATION
CENTER

Black Metamorphosis: A Prelude to Sylvia Wynter's Theory of the Human
Author(s): Derrick White
Source: The CLR James Journal, SPRING 2010, Vol. 16, No. 1 (SPRING 2010), pp. 127-148

Published by: Philosophy Documentation Center

Stable URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/26758878

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.

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at
https://about.jstor.org/terms

Philosophy Documentation Center is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend
access to The CLR James Journal

JSTOR

This content downloaded from
223.62.216.73 on Sun, 08 f on Thu, 01 Jan 1976 12:34:56 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms


https://www.jstor.org/stable/26758878

CRL James Journal Volume 16 Number 1 Fall 2010

Black Metamorphosis: A Prelude to Sylvia Wynter's Theory of the Human
Derrick White

“The Greatest Mind the Caribbean has ever produced,” wrote C. L. R. James in the
margins of a transcribed Sylvia Wynter lecture. James bestowed Wynter with a title that
could have easily been his. However, the fact that James’ comments on Wynter’s lec-
ture have only recently come to public attention reflects that Wynter’s life and intel-
lectual work have for too long been behind-the-scenes.! Fortunately, scholarly
appreciation of her essays and lectures has dramatically increased in the last decade.
Sylvia Wynter’s forty-plus years of intellectual production has been the subject of sev-
eral recent scholarly endeavors, namely, an in-depth 2000 interview by David Scott,
Paget Henry’s chapter in Caliban’s Reason, a special 2001 edition of the Journal of West
Indian Literature, a 2002 University of the West Indies conference, “After Man, To-
wards the Human” from which an edited book with the same title was published, and
another 2005 interview published in an internet journal.2 The growing appreciation
of Wynter’s intellectual work speaks to her profound theoretical scholarship from the
margins. These scholars have emphasized Wynter’s theoretical examinations of
Caribbean politics and culture, leading Paget Henry to declare her the “‘Divine One’
of Caribbean Letters.”?

Despite the growing scholarship on Wynter, little of the new research has explic-
itly examined her connections to Black Power era institutions and the effects of the pe-
riod on her thinking. Any analysis of her work must acknowledge, besides the
anti-colonial movement in the Caribbean, the effect the Black Freedom Struggle had
on her Theory of the Human. The dearth of scholarly attention is a curious omission,
considering Wynter’s early literary criticism often examined the import of the Amer-
ican Black Power Movement and its ideologies in the Caribbean.? In addition, Wyn-
ter’s essays have also continually extolled the significance of the Black Studies
Movement of the late sixties through the seventies. According to Demetrius Eudell and
Carolyn Allan’s assessment of Wynter’s scholarship, she saw Black Studies as “a re-en-
actment, if not completion, of the revolution of lay humanism.”

The lack of scholarly attention to Wynter’s experiences in the United States and the
effect of the Black Freedom Struggle on her thought were often the result of too few
sources, forcing scholars to rely primarily on her published essays that have often fo-
cused on Caribbean subjects. This essay explores the effect of Wynter’s move to the
United States on her theoretical perspective by examining her unpublished manu-
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script Black Metamorphosis: New Natives in a New World submitted for publication to
the Institute of the Black World (IBW). What emerges from the manuscript is a deeper
understanding of her theoretical shift away from Marxism to Wynter’s Theory of the
Human, which provides some clues to the influence of Wynter’s move to the United
States on her thinking.¢

Wynter’s relations with IBW constitute a brief, but key moment in her life. IBW
was an Atlanta-based think tank founded by historian Vincent Harding, literary critic
Stephen Henderson, and other faculty members in the six colleges that composed the
Atlanta University Center in 1969. Initially, IBW was a component of the Martin
Luther King, Jr. Memorial Center founded by Coretta Scott King after her husband’s
assassination. IBW and the King Center split in 1970 in a disagreement over ideol-
ogy, finances, and differing visions of King’s legacy. Under Harding’s leadership, IBW
developed an impressive roster of research associates and supporters that included po-
litical scientist William Strickland, historian and Ebony magazine editor Lerone Ben-
nett, Jr., and sociologist Joyce Ladner. Numerous Caribbean intellectuals were affiliated
with IBW. Marcus Garvey scholar and historian, Robert Hill was a long time research
associate, C. L. R. James lent support for lectures and summer seminars, and econo-
mists George Beckford and Norman Girvan produced essays and lectures for IBW.
Sylvia Wynter also was a part of the Caribbean connection at IBW. She submitted a
short essay and a longer book manuscript to IBW, both went unpublished because of
the IBW’s perpetual financial difficulties.

In 1971, Wynter and Vincent Harding met in Jamaica at a conference on Com-
monwealth Literature. They taped a series of radio broadcasts that discussed prob-
lems facing the Black diaspora. Moreover, Wynter and Robert Hill, who came to the
Institute in 1970, knew one another as both were teaching at the University of the
West Indies in the late 1960s and early 1970s. By 1979, Wynter served on the Board
of Directors for the Institute. Wynter’s association with IBW continued a lifetime of
intellectual-activism. Like much of her previous intellectual-activism, Wynter chose to
stay on the periphery of the organization.”

After Wynter’s original meeting with Harding in 1971, she agreed to write an essay,
Black Metamorphosis: New Natives in a New World for an IBW publication. Accord-
ing to Wynter, this essay
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Would explore the Minstrel Show as the first Native North Amer-
ican theatre — and why Amerika [sic] distorted it; why a process of
genuine creativity became a process of imitation and degenerated
into a power stereotype, a cultural weapon against its creators. I
shall relate the Minstrel Show to the nineteenth century folk the-
ater patterns of the Caribbean and Latin American trying to link
it to certain archetypal patterns of theater that we find for exam-
ple among the Yoruba, the Aztecs and the folk English; and the
way in which the blacks created a matrix to fuse disparate and yet
archetypically related patterns.8

The essay evolved into a nine-hundred-plus page manuscript, taking most of the
seventies to complete. The document provided the seeds of Wynter’s developing con-
ceptual framework. IBW’s probing and inquisitive search for new ideological per-
spectives supplied an intellectual space for her to modify her analytical theory. The
importance of this space must be understood in relation to her move beyond Marx-
ist analysis. The book manuscript, Black Metamorphosis was a prelude to her Theory
of the Human.?

A brief biography on Wynter provides a few clues to the influence of the civil rights
and Black Power movements on her intellectual development in understanding a
broader Black, instead of Caribbean, identity. Wynter has taught in the United States
since 1974. She was a professor at University of California - San Diego in the early sev-
enties, then moved to Stanford University were she chaired African and Afro-Ameri-
can Studies from 1977 —1979. Currently she is a Professor Emeritus at Stanford
University.!* As mentioned above, she was also affiliated with the IBW from 1971
until the organization folded in the early eighties. Despite being Jamaican and travel-
ing across Europe as a student and as a dancer, Wynter remembered that her experi-
ences in America altered her thoughts on racial identity. “[Cloming to the United
States, coming to UCSC [University of California — San Diego], I began to learn
something of the complexity of the society of the United States itself. Above all, I
began to experience the entirely different nature of what it is to be something called
‘black’ in this society, as distinct from in Jamaica, in the Caribbean . . . . [Tlhe fact
that the United States is itself based on the insistent negation of black identity, the ob-
sessive hypervaluation of being white. For being American in post-Civil War US is
being white, being above all, noz-black. The totality of this negation was something
new to me!”!! The theoretical insights gained from her diverse experiences contributed
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to Wynter's re-thinking of Marxism, which until the late seventies had been her the-
oretical foundation. This rethinking led her to examine weaknesses not only of Marx-
ism but of Nationalism and of Liberalism as well. The resulting intellectual journey
isolated her from old friends; so much so, she revealed to Vincent Harding that she
“lives as an internal exile.” In the intellectual space provided by IBW, Wynter reflected
on her profound and alienating experiences in the United States to produce her The-
ory of the Human.!?

Theory of the Human

To fully understand the significance of the United States’ Black Freedom Struggle
and the relationship with IBW on Wynter’s thought one must start at the end. Much
of Wynter’s recent theoretical work has revolved around her questioning the subjec-
tivity of what it means to be human in a society. The key to Wynter’s thinking on
Human identity formation is paradigmatic thinking. A philosopher of science,
Thomas Kuhn in Structure of Scientific Revolution (1962, 1996) argues that paradigms
establish the context of normal scientific thought and procedure. Paradigms, for Kuhn,
supply the limits of possible scientific outcomes because normal science only addresses
questions that could be potentially solved within the framework of the paradigm.
“[Olne of the things a scientific community acquires with a paradigm is a criterion for
choosing problems that, while the paradigm is taken for granted, can be assumed to
have solutions. To a great extent these are the only problems that the community will
admit as scientific or encourage its members to undertake.”'3 Moreover, Kuhn suggests
practitioners of scientific paradigms, avoid, evade, and occasionally adjust to maintain
normative status in the face of anomalies and crises. Practitioners and thinkers make
these adjustments in the hopes of saving the framework, not because the paradigm has
superior explanatory power. Practitioners reinforce normal scientific perspectives for
cultural reasons, as much as scientific ones. The crises and responses expose a paradigm
as an “epistemological theory.”'4 The paradigmatic, rather than empirical, under-
standing allowed Wynter to see the broader implications of her attention to Black cul-
ture and to move away from a Marxist analysis.

Wynter’s theory of the Human relies on Kuhn’s insight about paradigmatic think-
ing. The theory argues that all societies, especially a now globalized Western culture,
present a local conception of “man” as isomorphic with human species. Wynter’s the-
ory posits a transcultural mode of analysis that avoids the judgmental traps of under-
standing what it means to be human. The judgmental traps of local cultures cut in two
directions. One direction suggests that different cultures are by definition inferior.
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The other direction suggests that groups within a local culture that do not embody the
idealized Self, “man,” are inferior.!> Wynter’s use of the transcultural builds on the in-
sights of Mikhail Epstein who states, “Transculture means a space in, or among, cul-
tures, which is open to all of them. Culture frees us from nature; transculture frees us
from culture, any one culture.”'6 For Wynter, transcultural space is a frame of analy-
sis that allows scholars to observe the cultural identities which serve as the foundation
to any society in a non-judgmental or non-hierarchical manner. Wynter’s theory of the
Human argues that cultural analysis requires an examination of how identity is nar-
ratively created and reinforced by the intellectual class and the power structure of a so-
ciety. The method of looking at identity formation through a society’s narratives is, in
Wynter’s analysis, transcultural. Therefore, the Human is a transcultural space that is
not bound by science or superstition, it is a narratively created identity in which peo-
ple are socialized. Wynter writes, “[T]he phenomenon of culture rather than ‘nature’
or ‘history’ . . . provides the ground of all human existential reality or actuality.””

There are four key components to Wynter’s theory of the Human. First, she argues
that all societies develop a conception of what it means to be human - the idealized
Self - that is locally specific. Wynter relies on cultural anthropologists such as Clifford
Geertz and Asmoran Legessee whose fieldwork demonstrated indigenous societies’
value systems. She also relies on historical scholarship of Africa, medieval Europe, and
indigenous societies in the New World to further demonstrate the localized nature of
an idealized Self. “[W]hat is normally imperative to each culture-as-a-living system is
that it know its reality adaptively, i.e., in ways that can best orient the collective be-
haviors of its subjects, together with its mode of subjectivity (the I) and of conspeci-
ficity (the We).”18 Wynter insists that cultures be understood as local manifestations,
thereby undermining the normative perspective of a now globalized Western culture

and its idealized Self.

Second, Wynter's recent scholarship has consistently explored and exposed how a
particular society’s intellectual class narratively instituted the idealized identity of self.
According to Wynter, intellectuals, whether they are the clergy, the shamans, the sooth-
sayers, the scientists, or the academics, create and re-create narratives of symbolic life
and death that outline the local culturally specific notions of what it means to be
human. These narratives are paradigms of value and authority that associate positive
and negative traits to particular behaviors, beliefs, and ultimately groups who best ex-

emplify them.
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Most intellectuals reaffirm the paradigms that justify cultural and political hege-
mony and shape behavior, which is the third component. For populations living
within a local cultural conception, its goal is to embody and become the idealized
Self. This is the cultural definition of success. For populations outside a local cultural
conception, it will be judged based on its cultural approximation to the normative
culture. Wynter argues that behavior is not shaped by biology, nature, or free will, in-
stead actions occur within the paradigm of an idealized Self. Wynter labels this process
sociogeny, after Frantz Fanon’s insights.!?

The final component of the Wynter’s Theory of the Human is the source and location
of change. As Thomas Kuhn noted, paradigms often avoid a crisis and any anomalies. De-
spite a preference for evasion, paradigm shifts eventually occur because intellectuals in-
sist that a new paradigm best explains and accounts for anomalies. Wynter applies this
concept to cultural systems. She contends that it is the liminal categories, the non ideal-
ized Self, which institute and promote a cultural transformation of what it means to be
human. “The liminal categories . . . experience a structural contradiction between their
lived experience and the grammar of representations which generate the mode of reality
by prescribing the parameters of collective behaviors that dynamically bring that ‘reality’
into being. The liminal frame of reference can provide . . . the ‘outer view,” from which
perspective of the grammars of regularities of boundary and structure maintaining dis-
courses are perceivable . . . .”2 Change from one paradigm to another paradigm will
emerge from the liminal position. However, for any change to become truly revolution-
ary it must take a paradigmatic view of what it means to be human. The analysis should
look at how these discourses are maintained and how it shapes behavior. Wynter’s tran-
scultural view constitutes a new vision for the study of the Humanities, one that erases
the “barrier between the natural sciences and the humanities, as the condition of making
our ‘narratively constructed worlds and their orders of feeling and belief” subject to ‘sci-
entific description in a new way.“2! For Wynter, the impetus for a transcultural theory will
have to emerge from Black Studies and other “New Studies” (ethnic and gender) because
intellectuals who represent these ideas exemplify the liminal perspective. Wynter sees the
importance of Black Studies as challenging the ontology of Man in the contemporary
order as analogous to the confrontation made by lay humanist. The transformative po-
tential ascribed to Black Studies is central to Wynter’s theory of the Human.

Wynter’s recent essays outline a comprehensive and robust theory of the Human.
However, her analysis was not always as confident. Like many Caribbean scholars of
her generation, Wynter was a Marxist, because the analytical frame confidently ex-
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plained colonial exploitation in the Caribbean and proposed an alternative, revolu-
tionary, model of change. Wynter’s early interests could be located in the under-
standing Black cultural production, religious and secular, and connecting this
production to proletariat consciousness. Black Metamorphosis is a key document be-
cause it is a blueprint for Wynter’s ever evolving thinking on culture and ideology. In
Black Metamorphosis, Wynter starts with a project of reconciliation between Black cul-
ture and Marxist analysis and ends with the seeds of her theory of the Human.??

Black Metamorpheosis

The monograph Wynter submitted to IBW reflected her evolving epistemological
mutation. The massive volume could be divided into two sections. The first part of
the manuscript appears to have been written while Wynter was a professor at Univer-
sity of the West Indies. In this section, she slightly amends the Marxist premise that
the infrastructure or economic production determines the superstructure, the level of
culture, ideas, and laws. She asserts that the alienation and devaluation of Black hu-
manity “take place on the super structural level and it is also this super structural level
that maintains in being the relations of production which, defining him [the Black]
as lesser man, ideologically justify his super exploitation both as labor power and con-
sumer.”?? Her focus is how Blacks became devalued units of labor. Specifically the
question: how does society marginalize Black or native culture through its value-laden
ideas? Her reevaluation of Marxist superstructure stems from attempts to reconcile
Marxism with Black cultural production and resistance in the New World. The first
section of the manuscript echoes themes in her early published essays where Wynter
is wrestling with limits of Marxist theory in analyzing culture.? In the second part of
the manuscript, which appears to be written after her move the United States in 1974,
Whynter abandons the attempt to reconcile Marxism and the Black cultural experi-
ence. Seeking an approach beyond the paradigmatic limitations of Marxism, she uses
Black Metamorphosis to lay the foundation for her Theory of the Human.

As Norval Edwards points out, Wynter’s early essays “posits a meta-theory of
Caribbean history and culture.”? Wynter’s theory at this point presses against the lim-
its of Marxist theory. In the post-World War II period, Caribbean Marxism was a
dominant philosophy among West Indian radical students, intellectuals, and activists.
Paget Henry outlines the genealogy of Caribbean Marxism, noting that in the col-
lapse of Marcus Garvey’s movement in the 1920s three Trinidadian intellectuals -
George Padmore, C. L. R. James, and Eric Williams - shaped the emerging philoso-
phy. By the 1950s, the failure of pro-capitalist development in the West Indies led to
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stringent critiques of capitalism and politicians calling for socialist governments. De-
spite emerging from the ashes of Garvey’s Pan-African movement, Henry also main-
tains that Caribbean Marxism often retained a strong emphasis on Pan-African
culture. These intellectual and political movements shaped Wynter’s perspectives. She
was educated in Europe in the late 1940s at the University of London where she stud-
ied Modern Languages — Spanish Literature with an English minor. She was involved
with the anti-colonial struggles in Europe. Wynter joined the Boscoe Holder dance
troupe, which fostered Caribbean identity across Europe. Returning to London in
1957-58, she became a playwright and novelist, writing The Hills of Hebron (1962).
Hills explored complex interactions between traditional religiously based cultural sys-
tems and a secular Marxism. Wynter uses the novel to problematize both Black Na-
tionalism and Marxism by having her characters question the narratives of a
decolonized nation. Literary scholar Shirley Toland-Dix describes the novel as “ex-
perimental, complex, and paradoxical, both epic narrative of the nation and critique
of the extant vision of the nation.”2

Wynter’s fictional philosophical clash mirrored her experiences with the conflicts
between Black Nationalism and Marxism in the Caribbean. In 1961, Wynter went
to British Guyana to help Cheddi Jagan, a leading anti-colonial leader, communist,
and founder of the People’s Political Party (PPP). In the English-speaking South
American country, she wrote radio scripts designed to explain the economic budget
to common people. Guyana burdened by racial and class tensions between Blacks
and Indians, eventually exploded into chaotic mass demonstrations where the Blacks
blamed Indians for displacing them in the economic order. The Black masses called
for change and Forbes Burnham’s People’s National Congress (PNC) manipulated
this demand with a form of anti-communist Black Nationalism devised to put him
in political office without changing the economic conditions of working class
Guyanese and to garner covert Cold War support from the United States and Great
Britain.?” Wynter was in a small house on the outskirts of Georgetown, Guyana’s cap-
ital, writing the radio scripts, when the disaffected Black masses, who had already
burnt sections of the capital city, marched towards the house that was a known lo-
cation for Jagan’s supporters. Timely intervention by British troops thwarted a dis-
astrous situation; however, for Wynter, the profound contradictions of the moment
forced her to reassess her intellectual perspective. She recalled that until that mo-
ment, “like most of my generation, I was a Marxist because Marxism gave you a key
which said look, you can understand the reality of which you're a part. A lot of my
rethinking came out of that experience. It was not a matter of negating the Marxian
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paradigm but of realizing that it was one aspect of something that was larger.” She
attempted to explain to Jagan that the division between Blacks and Indians in Guyana
was profound. She recalled,

I tried to speak to Cheddi [Jagan]. I said that whilst I'd love to con-
tinue working there [in Guyana] it seemed to me that the greatest
emphasis was to see if we could build a common history, place the
emphasis on creating a sense of a shared community, of solidarity,
because it did not exist. But Cheddi at that time was a very ortho-
dox Marxist, and to even suggest that the superstructure was not
automatically determined by the mode of production but was con-
structed, so that you can reconstruct it, that would have been
heresy for him, genuinely.8

Her intellectual shift from orthodox Marxism marginalized her to large segments of
the Caribbean intellectual community. As Wynter declared in a 1985 interview, “For
a good many years I had tried to cling, sometimes tenuously, to the Marxist tradition.
But then my own experience kept contradicting the theory. And while liberalism can
be self-correcting, Marxism cannot. You take or leave it all in one piece. I had to leave
it.”? The relationship with IBW provided an outlet for her developing intellectual po-
sition on how to overcome the limits of Marxism she experienced in Guyana.®

The first half of Black Metamorphosis takes a long historical view of Black cultural
resistance in the New World because Wynter explores how these cultural manifesta-
tions countered the belief in Black cultural inferiority. She sees Black cultural resist-
ance in relation to the economic structure. She situates Black cultural resistance by
contextualizing how eighteenth and nineteenth century European intellectuals,
through a combination of religious, scientific, and political ideology, constructed
Africans and American Indians as culturally inferior to Europeans. She demonstrates
how once European intellectuals “proved” Black (and Native) cultural inferiority, eco-
nomic exploitation of Black labor on the encomiendas and plantations of the New
World easily and logically followed. Wynter writes in Black Metamorphosis, “the sys-
temic devaluation of the black as human went hand and hand with the systemic ex-
ploitations of his labor power.”3!

Using her background in medieval and Renaissance Spanish culture and her knowl-
edge of the Caribbean, Wynter examines Juan Gines de Sepulveda, the sixteenth-cen-
tury theologian, who argued in his debate with Bartholomew de las Casas, that Indians
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were “natural slaves” and, therefore, justifiably enslavable. She also investigates the writ-
ings of Edward Long, the eighteenth-century Jamaican planter/historian who argued
that Blacks were culturally infetior and enslavable. Despite a two-century difference
between Sepulveda and Long’s writings, Wynter concludes that the significance of the
European discourse was a binary opposition between Native (Indian and Black) and
White.32Wynter notes, “[T]he perception of the Indian, black, native as inherently in-
ferior plays a central role in the concrete determination of the value of ‘inferior’ men,
and of their ‘inferior’ labor power.” Wynter insists that Europe’s economic domina-
tion was based on a mode of cultural domination. Therefore, she believes that Black cul-
tural resistance predominated over an organized working class resistance, because
cultural marginalization was the justification of economic exploitation. The African
diaspora wanted to regain their humanity, of which labor was just one component.

Wynter subsequently uses the next several chapters to analyze formulations of Black
cultural resistance, such as Jonkunnu, the ring shout, and syncretic Black Christian-
ity.34 She asserts that Blacks” “cultural response to the dehumanizing alienation of
the capitalist plantation system . . . was to reroot himself, making use of the old cul-
tural patterns which had undergone a true sea-change [the Middle Passage], in order
to create the new vocabulary of the new existence.”35 Here Wynter counters the cen-
tral premises of Liberalism and Marxism. Liberalism contained the almost-universal
scholarly belief that Blacks had no culture and African traditions were lost during the
Middle Passage. Her research on African traditions in Jamaica, which uses Melville
Herskovits and Jean Price-Mars’ scholarship on African cultural retentions, provides
an alternative perspective to the dominant Liberal interpretation popularized by Gun-
nar Myrdal's An American Dilemma (1942) and The Moynihan Report (1963) that
New World Blacks lost of their African culture during slavery, forcing them to un-
successfully mimic White culture.¢ Next, she argues against the orthodox Marxist
premise that religion and cultural expression was the “opium of the people,” which led
to false consciousness, or a consciousness that was not rooted in the economic struc-
tures of society. Wynter argues against Marxism’s privileging of proletarian con-
sciousness. Instead of false consciousness, Wynter views the cultural resistance in the
Caribbean and the United States, as an alternative consciousness resistant against the
“economic orthodoxy” of the plantation.?

Wynter insists that European intellectual discourses on Black inferiority together
with Blacks’ retention of African traditions and culture created a situation where the
oppression and resistance reinforced notions of Black inferiority and ultimately de-
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valued Black labor.3® Wynter, at this point, has contributed a major revision to or-
thodox Marxism. In this reformulated Marxist theory, Wynter still ascribes con-
sciousness to economic production. However, she sees the privileging of economic
production, as the reason Marxist theory could not conceptualize Black cultural re-
sistance. From Wynter’s perspective, the dominant notions of cultural value estab-
lished by European and American scholarship and intellectuals formed the
superstructure and thus determining economic value. This premise functioned as an
inverse of the Marxist axiom — one’s position in relation to capital determined con-
sciousness. She asserted later that alienation and Black devaluation “take place on the
superstructual level and it is also this superstructural level that maintains in being the
relations of production which, defining him [the Black] as lesser man, ideologically jus-
tify his super exploitation both as labor power and consumer.” Despite the challenge
to the traditional Marxist interpretation, she uncomfortably held to its explanatory
power because she was operating within the horizons of the Marxist paradigm. The
anomalies her analysis of culture produced were at some level resolved, because the par-
adigm had predetermined the problem. In this case, the problem that she was trying
to solve was the source of labor exploitation.?

The second half of the manuscript overhauls Marxism and presents an early ex-
ample of Wynter’s Theory of the Human. The transition between the first and second
manuscript sections puts Wynter in the vein of the Black Radical Tradition. Political
theorist, Cedric J. Robinson’s Black Marxism points out, Marxism served as a “stag-
ing area” for many Black intellectuals’ development toward the Black Radical Tradi-
tion. Diasporic intellectuals’ racial (and gender) experiences exposed the theoretical
and ideological weaknesses of Marxism. Wynter’s experiences in the Caribbean and the
United States caused her move toward the radical tradition that Robinson identifies.
This tradition incorporates precepts of Marxism, but sought to exceed it. The Black
radical tradition, although starting with a critique of capitalism emanating from Marx-
ism recognizes that production was the not the organizing principle of society, rather
race and racial ideology are the mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion. Here Robin-
son’s insights need be quoted at length:

The Black radical tradition that they [Black intellectuals] were to
rediscover from a Black historical experience nearly grounded
under the intellectual weight and authority of the official Euro-
pean version of the past, was to be the very foundation upon which
they stood. From this vantage point they could survey the theoret-
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ical, ideological, and political instrumentation with which Western
radicalism approached the problem of revolutionary social change.
The Black radical tradition cast doubt on the extent to which cap-
italism penetrated and re-formed social life and on its ability to cre-
ate entirely new categories of human experience stripped bare of the
historical consciousness embedded in culture. . . . [T]he Black rad-
ical tradition forced them to reevaluate the nature and historical
roles of ideology and consciousness. . . . [T]he Black radical tradi-
tion had defined the terms of . . . destruction [for colonialism and
neo-colonialism]: the continuing development of a collective con-
sciousness informed by the historical struggles for liberation and
motivated by a shared sense of obligation to preserve the collective
being, the ontological totality.%

For Robinson, Black radicalism was based not in Western analysis, Liberalism or
Marxism. Black radicalism emerged from a “collective consciousness” and the “onto-
logical totality.” Black radicalism was an assertion of Black humanity with destruction
of the culture that preserved notions of Black inhumanity. Wynter's analysis arrives at
similar conclusions. Wynter demonstrates a move toward the Black Radical Tradition
in a single manuscript. In the second half of her document, she revises her earlier po-
sition and arrives at an intellectual position beyond Liberalism, Nationalism, and
Marxism — the Theory of the Human.

Sylvia Wynter alters her argument after considering the effects of the Black Free-
dom Struggle. In a moment of rare intellectual honesty, Wynter realizes that her ar-
gument at the beginning of the monograph, despite its attempts to reinterpret the
importance of Black culture, still reinforces a Marxist framework that marginalizes
Blacks and their cultural production. She writes,

I'would like at this point to contradict an earlier formulation. At the beginning of
the monograph, I defined the Sambo stereotype as the mechanism by which more
surplus value could be extracted from the relatively devalued labor. . . . I would tend
now, however, to see [the] Sambo stereotype as a mechanism which is far more cen-
tral to capitalism’s functioning as 2 mode of domination. That is, I would see its func-
tion in extracting surplus value as secondary to its function of permitting a mode of
domination to be generalized at all levels of the system. . . . I had accepted the Marx-
ian division between the infrastructure - the economic posited as base, and the super
structure defined as a separate level of culture. . . . T had therefore accepted the theory
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that the economic tended to determine the ‘superstructure.” This theoretical position
carried on the marginalization of the cultural by the economic which is perhaps cap-
italism’s central strategy of domination. Marxism too continues this marginalization
of the cultural by the economic because of the implication of what I shall call the fac-
tory model of exploitation.4!

Wynter’s new position recognizes that Marxist theory could not account for the
distinctive and non-reducible realities of the Black experience even in areas where the
parallels between the proletariat and Black community were clear. In moving beyond
the economic prescriptions of both Liberal capitalism and Marxism, Wynter posits
the cultural realm or the symbolic structures, and its creation of a structural law of
value, as the location for analysis. By focusing on culture, Wynter lays the groundwork
for her current Theory of the Human .4

Whynter describes economic exploitation as just the present form of devaluation,
and it was the cultural narratives central problem. Western culture implements, ac-
cording to Wynter, a Single Cultural Norm that organized society. She argued, “The
imposition of the great Single Norm of being and of Culture has been the Central
strategy of the bourgeois ruling consciousness.” Moreover, the Single Norm’s precepts
socialize entire societies according to identities of Self (norm) and Other (non-norm).
Wynter also argues that it was the Black/White identities, rather than class identities,
that are the “central inscriptions and divisions” that generate all other hierarchies
within the present episteme. Black skin, in her analysis, serves as the zero reference
point in the Western social system, because the cultural representation of Blacks func-
tion as the ultimate non-norm. The modes of socialization instituted by the dominant
intellectual classes of the eighteenth and nineteenth century established and reinforced
this hierarchy. The importance of Black culture is that it challenged this hierarchy and
often proposes an alternative, more democratic social system.

After turning Marxism on its head, she contends Black America needs a liberatory
theory developed from the Black experience. This theory would “incorporate some lib-
eral and Marxist insights, negate others and go beyond them both.” Wynter suggests,
“It is only out of the theoretical insights gained from the perspective of the black ex-
perience that a theory of revolutionary transformation adequate to deal with the com-
plexity of the American experience can emerge.”* The sixties led Wynter to this
conclusion. She believes the 1960s were a “revolt against the inscription of the code
of exploitation” or the cultural narratives of race. For Wynter, the decade was the “first
opening towards a social transformation centered about the representation of Amer-
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ican, as distinct of the White American — national identity.”# Black Nationalism of the
1960s and 1970s symbolized the challenge to American identity. Wynter, who to this
point is critical of Liberalism and Marxism, also examines the strengths and intellec-
tual inertia of Black Nationalism.

She sees Black Nationalism as a “powerful internal critique” of the ruling con-
sciousness. However, this evaluation simply inverts the Single norm, as it is “tempted
in its turn to posit itself ... as the place of the New Norm, as the New Single Univer-
sal.”#6 The inability of Nationalist and Marxist movements to move beyond the Sin-
gle Norm, led to Wynter’s concern with, “the new piles of wreckage.”” As Nationalist
and Marxist based movements challenged Liberalism, they often created new hierar-
chies that led to new atrocities under the guise of neo-colonialism. Moreover, in her
estimation, the inability to move beyond inverting the single norm was the “incom-
plete victory” of the 1960s. Although Black Nationalism and Marxism criticized the
liberal social hierarchy, at the same time these ideologies reconstituted the very notion
of a single normative idea, thus replicating the process of hierarchical inferiority. In
essence, Wynter suggests that Nationalism and Marxism invert yet do not transcend
the social order.

The evidence of the power and weakness of the social critiques of Marxism and
Nationalism was the identity politics of the 1970s. Wynter recognized that a variety
of “minority” groups articulated challenges to the liberal social order. However, these
challengers each conceived of themselves as normative. “The central insight of all these
(workers, farmers, Black, women, etc.) movements,” according to Wynter is “that cap-
italism functions as a mode of domination in which the experience both of domina-
tor and dominated is generalized; in which the large majority of people are both
exploiter and the victims.”# The dual experiences, as exploiter and victim, point to-
ward the hierarchical nature of domination, meaning that some populations endured
more than others. Wynter argues that this hierarchy was the central reason for the dif-
ficulty these disparate movements had in unifying during the 1970s and how the Black
lower classes remain the most wretched social group in the Western social order. Wyn-
ter’s theory of culture, the analysis of the intellectually and narratively created struc-
tural law of value identified the often-invisible hierarchy at play in the framework of
equality.

In the 1960s and 1970s African Americans, women, Chicanos, Native Americans
and other marginalized groups contested the American social order, often separately.
These marginalized groups competed for limited governmental resources, thereby lim-
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iting cooperation. Despite the disparate challenges, most protests groups in the sev-
enties had a common role model - the civil rights movement. The movement, espe-
cially before 1965, applied the discourse of equality, demanding that the United States
live up to its democratic and equality creeds. So as other populations vied for their
piece of the American pie, they too replicated the call for equality. Wynter analyzes
these challenges to the social order in the second half of the manuscript, arguing the
lack of unity occurred in the various social movements of the 1970s because the pop-
ulations were too focused on equality, rather than on the “transformation of cultural
values of the social order.” For Wynter, the movements accepted the fiction of equiv-
alence, because the movements did not focus on cultural analysis.

Wynter, continuing the second half of the manuscript, maintains thata cultural
Norm relied on the presence of a Non-norm, or Conceptual Other, (she would later
state this as the difference between “man” and Human.) This connection by its very
nature depended upon inequality. Therefore, the ability for the normative position to
socialize the public, through the control of ideas, created and maintained the rela-
tionship between Self and Other — Norm and Non-Norm. For Wynter, the founda-
tional character of this relation is more important than the empirical categories
themselves. “It is not that the variable of white is more important than the variable of
male, but rather that White/Black oppositions is the symbolic structuring division
which then exists as the condition of possibility of all other in the American reality.”50
Moreover, similar Self/Other opposition functions in hierarchical fashion from the
most privileged Norm to most deviant, which allows most people to be both “ex-
ploiters and victims.” The fiction of equivalence in the post-1960s obscured this slid-
ing hierarchy or ranking rule, according to Wynter. The struggle for equivalence was
(and is) a central component of the modern project of socialization. Wynter avers, “It
is clear that the concept of equality itself constitutes the cement of a social order which
depends on the production of inequality which alone can ‘think’ and actualize the op-
posed term of equality.”s! Moreover, the production of inequality based on the slid-
ing hierarchical scale of norm and deviant was central to the coherence of the
egalitarian ideology embedded in the American culture. Despite the language of egal-
itarianism that permeated the protest movements of the 1960s and 1970s, it was the
lack of equivalence that produced the struggle for integration, equal pay, and equal
rights by Blacks, workers, and women. She argues that true equivalence is impossible
without creating a new cultural paradigm from which identity is generalized. Wynter
will later postulate the Theory of the Human as a basis for paradigmatic change.>
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The civil rights movement challenged the Black/White racial paradigm, but rather
than creating a new cultural system, Wynter describes how intellectuals adjusted the
racial order to keep significant portions of the racial hierarchy or paradigm. The Black
Freedom Struggle’s destruction of Jim Crow, seemingly, guaranteed equality and elim-
inated the political ideology that had established White Anglo Saxon Protestant
(WASP) males as the social and cultural norm. Wynter explains that the decline of
WASP identity as the Norm was replaced by an immigrant paradigm that recreated
the racial hierarchy, now with immigrant Whites constituted as Norm in a reorgan-
ized Whiteness.53

This new liberal archetype continued the fiction of equality during the 1970s. More
important, a host of scholars legitimated this model with research that contained and
controlled the implications of the civil rights revolution in the 1960s and 1970s. This
scholarship compared Blacks unfavorably to other “minorities,” thereby reestablishing
the sliding racial hierarchy. For example, Nathan Glazer and Daniel Patrick Moyni-
han, although only discussing New York City, declared that the melting pot did not
occur. They argued, “Ethnic identity is an element in all equations.”s* Glazer would
later assert that scholars and intellectuals who invoked the uniqueness of the Black
experience (an implicit jab at Black Power advocates) took a “pessimistic view of Amer-
ican society.” Alternatively, Glazer deemed “the ways in which the relatively success-
ful integration of white ethnic groups is being duplicated for nonwhite groups” was
the optimistic view. According to Glazer, scholars and activists who promoted the
uniqueness of the Black experience may divide the country, “to the disadvantage of all
groups.”> In making the experiences of European immigrants analogous with African
and American Indian descendant populations, Glazer, Moynihan, and others nor-
malized the experiences of White immigrants as those of all Americans. This argu-
ment subtly begins to shift American identity from a White Anglo-Saxon Protestant
norm towards an “immigrant” model that homogenizes “minority issues” and erases
the history of European immigrants as both victims to WASP identity and victimiz-
ers towards Blacks. Sylvia Wynter identified this shift and its intellectual flaws, de-
scribing it as a Counterreformation of Liberalism that limited Black aspirations.

Wynter contends that Glazer, Moynihan, and others’ research reduced the Black
struggle to the “minority code,” equating Blacks with women, Asians, Chicanos, et.
al. She notes that when Blacks failed to embody this new “ethnic norm,” they became
the definitive deviant population, a status once held by all Blacks but in the 1970s and
beyond increasingly carried by the Black lower classes. Under the rubric of the immi-
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grant model, Wynter identifies policies like affirmative action that justified replacing
Blacks with middle class white women and other immigrant minorities, “in good con-
science.” In addition, the Black lower class’ social, economic, and political problems
were outside the realm of discussion as intellectuals declared this population as patho-
logical. The minority paradigm and its language of equivalency also functioned to
conceal structural racism.56 Wynter suggests that this concealment is deliberate, as the
minority codes institutes a new Norm of “ethnic success,” which is “then used as the
norm against which the inherent failure of the deviant Black is measured.” However,
liberalism’s reliance on the immigrant model, with a discourse of ethnicity, allowed par-
tial Black incorporation. The model was essential in allowing the marginal incorpo-
ration of the Black middle class, which siphoned off the most articulate spokespersons
for the race. Wynter asserts that “ethnicity ... is a strategy which socially incorporates
a new stratum at the same time as it legitimates the social marginalization of the ma-
jority on the basis of their lack of skills and/or intellectual genetic endowment.”” This
incorporation left the Black lower classes voiceless in the political sphere, what one
scholar calls the “dirty little secret” of Black politics.5® As a result, the Black lower
classes, like generations before them, turned to cultural resistance, this time it was
hip-hop whose origins begin in the late 1970s.5 To control lower class populations,
Blacks and others, Wynter asserts the logical conclusion for the state was the prison
system, anticipating the prison industrial complex that entrapped millions of Blacks
and Browns in the United States in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.
Moreover, the immigrant paradigm’s logic, serves as the principle behind claims of re-
verse discrimination (increasingly brought forth by other minorities against programs
aimed at Blacks), yet the immigrant paradigm failed to comprehend the systemic na-
ture of Black exploitation.®

A study of the monograph Black Metamonphosis, presents a revision to Paget Henry’s
argument that Wynter’s work postulates that epistemic transformation trumps eco-
nomic transformation. Rather than epistemic change trumping financial change, the
manuscript suggested economic transformation depended on epistemic change. Black
Metamorphosis proposes a subtle but importance difference, because Henry seems to
intimate that Wynter was less concerned with transforming the economy. The man-
uscript demonstrates a profound concern with economic improvement, but a realiza-
tion that it begins with the concept of being Human. Wynter foresaw that the
weaknesses and the results of social movements of the 1960s and 1970s were only
partially clear in the 1970s. She identified that the weakness of the civil rights move-
ment was its reliance on equality and integration because those concepts were “based
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on attempts to make the non-norms — equal to norms. Which is impossible since it
is inequality that defines them.”s!

Although a reconstituted racial liberalism as the immigrant code occupies a majority
of Wynter’s attention in the text, she still analyzes Nationalism and Marxism that were
resonant in the 1970s. These were advocates of Black Power and Marxism who sought
to institute new social orders. The leading oppositional movement to Liberalism -
Black Power - occurred primarily through the ideology of nationalism. Black Cultural
Nationalism organized people based on a direct attack on the dominant discourse of
Black inferiority. Wynter explains that the weakness of cultural nationalism is that it
inversed the symbolic order, it identified the WASP cultural perspective that pervaded
both segregation and civil rights, but it inverted the norm — creating an Afro-Man as
Norm-~ rather than deconstructing the cultural code. Moreover, cultural nationalism
functions successfully within the developing minority code. Finally, Marxism sub-
sumes the Black experience under a proletariat code, and echoing cultural national-
ism, creating Working —Man as norm. She identifies, using Paget Henry’s term, the
“discursive authoritarianism” of the social movements involving both Nationalism
and Marxism.®

Conclusion

Wynter's monograph Black Metamorphosis: New Natives in a New World argues that,
“the originality of the social movements of the 60s lay precisely in the surfacing of the
submerged latent popular model of pluralism that exists within American reality — a
mode of pluralism that carries with it the imperative of social and political decentral-
ization and of direct group participation in their ‘own’ socialization.”®* The manu-
script reveals Wynter’s shift from reformed Marxist to a focus on cultural narratives
that justify and explain inequality. The unpublished manuscript served as a prelude for
Wynter’s Theory of the Human. The document suggests that her move to the United
States exposed her to the extreme negation of Blackness. From this liminal perspec-
tive, Wynter could “see” limits of her previous thinking about culture and outline a
framework for transcultural thinking. This shift and Black Metamorphosis marks the
fulcrum between Wynter's early essays and her later Theory of the Human. As Wyn-
ter wrote, “There can be no revolutionary praxis without revolutionary counter-rep-
resentation.”®
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