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Handling Black Political Struggles in The Black Jacobins and Black Shack Alley: 

Passion and Freedom in the Caribbean
The world of The Black Jacobins and Black Shack Alley both provokes and stimulates the ideal of the French Revolution and the Caribbean; of slaves and mulattos; of betrayal and deportation; and of social economic development and intense suffering between diplomacy and mass insurrection with characters in their society. In The Black Jacobins, C.R.L. James writes a historical literature and account on the Haitian Revolution, the African revolution, and the reality of the working-class in the absence of a revolutionary activity. He describes how the cause of the Haitian independence occurred when the French assembly abolished slavery in the French colonies, and that the declination of the French Revolution had deprived Haiti to protect itself against capitalism. Moreover, James depicts François-Dominique Toussaint L’Ouverture, a former slave and a revolutionary spearhead, as a failed man who is unable to trust and communicate to the working class or the masses in Santo Domingo. Unlike The Black Jacobins, Joseph Zobel in Black Shack Alley writes about a young boy Jose Hassam experiences and struggles in a fictive and racially divided world between the French and Martinique. He describes in the first person narrative how Hassam gives up his own cultural identity as a cane plantation to pursue a more meaningful life with the white ruling class through schooling and education in France. In addition, the author depicts how success in the colonial Martinique can only be obtained if Hassam alienates himself from the creoles of his society and assimilates himself to a more acceptable society with the whites and the French. Nevertheless, James and Zobel use images of passion and freedom to represent the contrast between L’Ouverture struggles to trust and communicate to the masses in The Black Jacobins and Hassam struggles to alienate himself away from the colonial Martinique world to a more successful society with the French in Black Shack Alley, ultimately suggesting that both L’Ouverture and Hassam experience struggles in similar ways, but that the author perceive the effects differently, or that the outcomes are different in their colonized world for success and fame in the Caribbean.


So the question arises: how do The Black Jacobins and Black Shack Alley struggles in the Caribbean resemble and differ from Toussaint’s and Jose’s life for success and fame? In The Black Jacobins, James uses the protagonist L’Ouverture, a master of the art of war and skillful negotiator as a model of the black political struggles in the Caribbean. Born into slavery in Santo Domingo, L’Ouverture is an example of an African man because he desired to become a warrior like his father. Although born to be small, L’Ouverture refuses to be defeated by his physical disadvantage. As the eldest boy in the house, James considers L’Ouverture to be aloof, a solitary boy, and a quick learner. Moreover, the author describes L’Ouverture as a man of secrets because he normally conceals his personal identity and personality to himself as well as his talent to read and write French as a whole. His godfather, Pierre Baptiste, is a highly intellectual man who acquired most of his knowledge at the service of the Jesuit fathers (Parkinson 42). In addition, L’Ouverture is a gifted slave who lives most of his early life reading, playing with horses, and studying simple medicine techniques for survivor to become an elite warrior like Baptiste. Although L’Ouverture became a successful warrior figure leading African to victory over the Europeans by abolishing slavery, James describes him as a tragic and awful hero in The Black Jacobins by using accurate history and historical literature as idealistic entities to describe L’Ouverture struggles and failures to gain trust to the masses in the Caribbean.


One, for instance, is when James compares the dialectical relationship between Santo Domingo masses and the leadership of L’Ouverture in The Black Jacobins. He explains his struggles when James writes: 

It was in method, and not in principle, that Toussaint failed. The race question is subsidiary to the class question in politics, and to think of imperialism in terms of race is disastrous. But to neglect the racial factor as merely incidental is an error only less grave than to make it fundamental. There were Jacobin workmen in Paris who would have fought for the blacks against Bonaparte’s troops. But the international movement was not then what it is today, and there were none in San Domingo (James 283).

In the passage above, we see that James depicts L’Ouverture as a failure, and later describes how the struggles of the European revolutionism require the success of the anti-colonial oppression in order for L’Ouverture to have trust and communicate to the masses in The Black Jacobins. The author sees this lack of trust as L’Ouverture main flaws and struggles in his life. He explains:

He[L’Ouverture] ignored the black labourers, bewildered them at the very moment that he needed them most, and to bewilder the masses is to strike the deadliest of all blows at the revolution (James 287).

In other words, James criticizes L’Ouverture for his lack of effort to gain trust and confidence with the working class people. His inability to have trust and communicate to the masses made him what James calls as the authentic “Black Jacobin.” 

Along with his struggles to gain trust and confidence to the masses in The Black Jacobins, James uses several Marxist theories in his anti-colonial novel to demonstrate how his analysis in social change led to the idea of the ‘Third World’. He aims to show how West Indian slavery did not disappear by humanitarian gestures but by the collective mobilization of slaves, particularly those in revolutionary Haiti (Worcester 35). James questions, “But when did property ever listen to reason except when cowed by violence?” (James 70). Moreover, he emphasizes that “those black Haitian labourers” have “given us an example to study” (James 375). The author writes:

Despite the temporary reaction of Fascism, the prevailing standards of human liberty and equality are infinitely more advanced and more profound than those current in 1789. Judged relatively by those standards, the millions of blacks in Africa and the few of them who are educated are as much pariahs in that vast prison as the blacks and Mulattoes of Santo Domingo….Imperialism vaunts its exploitation of the wealth of Africa for the benefit of civilization. In reality, from the very nature of its system of production for profit it strangles the real wealth of the continent – the creative capacity of the African people. The African faces a long and difficult road and he will need guidance. But he will tread it fast because he will walk upright (James 375-377).

In the passage above, we see that James questions the African independence. Moreover, James compares the African struggle and the revolutionary violence they face in the future. Nonetheless, the author believes that L’Ouverture violent skills in negotiation, mediation, and compromise helped deprive an independent Haiti as Jacobinism in the revolutionary France. 

In contrast to Toussaint struggles in The Black Jacobins, Jose struggles in Black Shack Alley differs in that he struggles to alienate himself away from the colonial Martinique world and assimilate himself to a successful world with the Whites and the French. In the beginning of the novel, Hassam struggles to understand why his world is racially divided between the Martinique and the French. Moreover, he struggles to find his true sense of identity and purpose until his grandmother, Ma Tine decided not to allow Hassam become a slave or a labor for the sugar cane plantation. Amantine, who is living a life in poverty, instills Hassam to become a hard working and ambitious boy in order for him to succeed in the colonial environment of Martinique in the 1920s. Ma Tine accomplishes this by sending Hassam to schooling: “You’re going to school to get some education in your head and learn to sign your name” (Zobel 50). By sending him to school, Hassam begins to recognize why he is different than any other child. Hassam states: “I had just been through a day of new faces, new things and new feelings which had left me very excited and to my love for Black Shack Alley and everything in it was added the love of what was for me a new world” (Zobel 63). With the help of Ma Tine, Hassam learns quickly that the only way he could succeed in life is to stay true to his identity and compete with the white French counterparts through the educational system. As a result, Hassam passes a qualifying exam to enter high school and receive a one fourth scholarship to study in France.
Despite his remarkable accomplishments in Black Shack Alley to alienate himself away from the colonial Martinique world, Jose also struggles to remain in school with the French because his mother Delia still needs to pay nearly eighty-eight francs per term to supplement the scholarship for schooling. Coming from a poor family, Hassam would struggle to survive in France with limited food and water several times in order for him to stay in school. Moreover, Hassam would hide away his emotions from peers and teachers that he is deeply poor and hungry. But after his remarkable progress in school, Hassam receives a full tuition scholarship the following year for his success in schooling. In the end, Hassam learns that the educational system in France is lacking the significance of black history which as a result led him to write a black history novel to explain to the white culture the reality of black people who desire to be free from colonialism. Zobel concludes:
All the past of the black race, confronted with its present, was thus revealed to me as a challenge thrown out by history to this race, and such an observation made me throb with that vibrant pride that made people organize armed resistance...It is to those who are blind and those who block their ears that I must shout it (Zobel 171; 182).
The two authors, James and Zobel, use images of passion and freedom in The Black Jacobins and Black Shack Alley to allow L’Ouverture and Hassam to become successful in the world of the Caribbean. In The Black Jacobins, James use images of passion and freedom to describe L’Ouverture success and fame as a warrior. Moreover, the author depicts him as a man who has the passion to become an elite warrior like his godfather and the desire to invade Santo Domingo to bring freedom to the slaves and abolish slavery as a whole. Like L’Ouverture desire for passion and freedom in The Black Jacobins, Hassam also has the desire for passion and freedom in Black Shack Alley. Zobel describes Hassam as a boy who has the passion to learn and succeed in school after a baccalaureate degree in France. Moreover, the author depicts him as a boy who desires freedom in his life when he escapes from the harsh reality as a sugar cane plantation labor to pursue an education degree with the French. 

Along with the images of passion and freedom, the two authors would describe Toussaint and Jose experience as models for black political struggles in similar ways, but that the author would perceive the effects differently, or that the outcomes are different in their colonized world for success and fame in the Caribbean. In The Black Jacobins, L’Ouverture struggles to trust and communicate to the masses with his inner thoughts in Santo Domingo while in Black Shack Alley, Hassam struggles to alienate himself away from the colonial Martinique world to a more successful society with the French. The difference between the two is that L’Ouverture is unable to overcome his struggles with the working class people while Hassam, on the other hand, is able to overcome his struggles in the Caribbean by profiting from the educational system in France with the help of Ma Tine. Although they both experienced different lives in the Caribbean, L’Ouverture and Hassam did experience similar lives. One, for instance, is that L’Ouverture and Hassam are born as black slaves. As a slave, they never hated white men, they never disliked the French, and they never showed any sense of racism at all in their society. Moreover, the two believe that all men are equal in the sight of God, and that every black people deserve better opportunities than being a slave or a labor for the white French. In other words, L’Ouverture and Hassam experience black political struggles in similar ways, but that the author would perceive the effects differently, or that the outcomes are different in their colonized world for success and fame in the Caribbean.


In closing, James and Zobel use images of passion and freedom to describe Toussaint and Jose black political struggles in The Black Jacobins and Black Shack Alley. In The Black Jacobins, L’Ouverture struggles to gain trust and confidence with the masses in Santo Domingo while in Black Shack Alley, Hassam struggles to alienate himself away from the colonial Martinique world and assimilate himself to a successful world with the Whites and the French. Both novels portray two black characters with different worldviews and experiences in the Caribbean. Moreover, the two author paints the overall big picture the struggles black people must face in order for them to acquire passion and freedom in the world of the Caribbean. Nevertheless, James and Zobel use images of passion and freedom to represent the contrast between L’Ouverture struggles to trust and communicate to the masses in The Black Jacobins and Hassam struggles to alienate himself away from the colonial Martinique world to a more successful society with the French in Black Shack Alley, ultimately suggesting that both L’Ouverture and Hassam experience struggles in similar ways, but that the author perceive the effects differently, or that the outcomes are different in their colonized world for success and fame in the Caribbean.
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