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was part of an independent nation by 1800 and was unconstrained 
by the political and ideological interference of a metropolis. Its 
defense of slavery and its anti-abolitionism was a national affair 
and the Civil War and the defeat of the South created a nostalgic 
sense of loss and the need for cultural justification. In the end Des-
sens is correct to refer to this as a “myth” because the vast majority 
of southern slave owners and southern slaves did not live in the 
great patriarchal plantations of legends, but the creation of this 
defensive ideology was not unrelated to the structures of society. 
We might wonder if Barbados, Jamaica, or Haiti had significant 
white majorities after abolition like the U.S. South whether they 
too might have developed a mythology. 

Stuart B. Schwartz
Department of History
Yale University
stuart.schwartz@yale.edu

 

Catherine A. John. 2003. Clear Word and Third Sight: Folk 
Groundings and Diasporic Consciousness in African Caribbean 
Writing. Durham: Duke University Press. 248 pp. ISBN: 
0822332221 (Paperback).

“A classical people demand a classical art”
    –Tony Cade Bambara

For Catherine A. John, this quotation stands as the center-
piece of discussion and reflection for her book, Clear Word 

and Third Sight. In this insightful work, John presents her vision 
of the import and necessity of re-reading and re-interpreting the 
various threads of African diasporic consciousness via the exami-
nation of the key ideas and literature that have shaped our time.

Throughout, John works through her subject matter in a 
smoothly coherent voice. She intricately weaves the fundamental 
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Négritude tenets espoused long ago by the celebrated intellectu-
als Senghor, Dumas and Césaire by means of a detailed analysis 
of a number of notable Caribbean authors. Audre Lorde, Kamau 
Brathwaite, Simone Schwartz-Bart, Erna Brodber, Jamaica Kin-
caid, Paule Marshall, Earl Lovelace, Merle Hodge and others 
are rigorously yet pensively compared and combined to facilitate 
John’s explanation and justification of her title. The fundamental 
link between these writers and their works, John asserts, is their 
ability to effectively intertwine the notion of internal knowledge/
knowing/consciousness with the “Western idealized format” of 
the written word to (re)produce “progressive, precolonial and 
preenslavement ways of knowing [that] become as important as 
postcolonial and postenslavement systems of knowledge, if not 
more so” (p. 12). This is precisely her working definition of the 
concepts of clear word and third sight: an understanding and sub-
sequent articulation of the world that reflects African systems of 
thought/ways of knowing in a (post)modern, printed medium. In 
this way, ideas/ideals classified as “African retentions” by classic 
anthropology become de-legitimized and subordinated to John’s 
four major elements of African cultural background: 1) The no-
tion of “power” as something experienced as internal rather than 
external; 2) The “word” and the rhythm of how the word is spoken 
as something endowed with power to affect the spirit and influ-
ence spiritual transformation; 3) Art as produced by “the folk” or 
the “everyday people,” while having definite aesthetic appeal, is 
frequently practical or functional. Hence songs and tales, although 
entertaining, often have a moral that is meant to guide or inspire; 
4) A sense of time as cyclical rather than linear. The focus is on 
the effects of events of the individual’s identity, rather than on a 
presumption of progress related to the abstract passage of time 
(p. 18). According to John, these four basic characteristics or 
qualities often define both short and long works of prose written 
by Afro-Caribbean writers, and therefore represent a summary of 
her implied definition of clear word and third sight. 

But from whence does the actual terminology stem? In 
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fact, the terminology is not John’s; rather, she borrows it from 
T’Shaka’s Return to the African Mother Principle, which she quotes: 
“The clear-word is the highest word revealed to initiates who have 
spent years mastering the three lower degrees of knowledge—a 
process that requires the cleansing of thought, words, and actions 
so that our words and insight will reflect the eternal wisdom of 
the soul like a clear word free of blemishes” (p. 15). This under-
standing and explanation of clear-word comes from the Dogon 
(an ethnic people living in Mali) and are in turn appropriated by 
John as a kind of foundation upon which Afro-diasporic expres-
sion has been built and strengthened over years of theorizing and 
fiction-writing.

John’s contention with the transition from African through 
Western to Afro-diasporic conscious writing is the somewhat 
frequent depiction of alienation as an individual rather than a 
communal/collective issue. This move, she feels, foregrounds 
bourgeois middle-class identity (revealing the postcolonial citi-
zen to be an outsider seeking acceptance within the dominant 
culture) rather than the community seeking a healing rebalance 
of internal and external power to revitalize the collective identity. 
She accuses Kincaid’s Lucy, Lovelace’s Joebell and America and 
much of Lorde’s early prose of committing this cultural crime. 
One of the reasons for this, John emphasizes, is the tendency of 
formal education to encourage its postcolonial students to seek 
and enforce self-affirmation in that context; an issue evidenced 
from Lorde’s Zami to Hodge’s Crick Crack Monkey: “Remember 
you going (to school) to learn book do’ let them put no blasted shit 
in yu head” (Hodge in John, 169). The method to overcome this 
Western-educated-tendency is to surrender oneself to other ways 
of knowing and learning, to recognize the implicit and explicit 
value of non-literary mediums of message such as song, dance, and 
celebration. Speaking of Avey Johnson’s character in Marshall’s 
Praisesong for the Widow, John writes: “Song is here revealed as 
the site or place in which one can switch registers…when sung 
during hard times they can function to inspire the switch from 
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rational to spirit consciousness (190, emphasis mine). This switch is 
precisely what John would call the “evolution” of Lorde’s writing 
over time or the spiritual growth experienced by Avey Johnson in 
the novel: a movement to embrace as well as artistically transmit 
and utilize clear word and third sight, a move from Western ways of 
knowing (individuality) to manifest African diasporic conscious-
ness (collectivity).

John’s perception of clear word and third sight as vital life-
forces anointing popular Caribbean works of fiction is lucid and 
revealing of her own “third sight.” Her openness to non-literary 
sources to help illustrate and substantiate her arguments is greatly 
appreciated by the reader, and this tendency demonstrates the 
very type of diasporic consciousness described by Négritude and 
its proponents both in theory and in practice. From KRS One to 
Bob Marley to Damian “Jr. Gong” Marley to T-Mo of Goodie 
Mob, John successfully transcends boundaries of time and musi-
cal genres to articulate her philosophy to a wide-ranging audience 
of readers and is able to tie together seemingly disparate threads 
of African diasporic vehicles of expression to demonstrate their 
underlying similarities of format and intent. The notable absence 
of Afro-Hispanic literature in her analysis is the most stringent 
criticism to be leveled at John’s book; hopefully, her work serves 
to encourage future scholarship to expand her conceptualizations 
to incorporate the vital but generally neglected area of non-An-
glophone, non-Francophone Caribbean writers and theorists. This 
contribution would be greatly enhanced by the inclusion of said 
artists—John’s work seems incomplete without this.

However, this criticism should not undercut the importance 
of her work either. One of the most significant contributions of 
the book is John’s insertion of women into the development and 
enunciation of Négritude via the works of Zora Neale Hurston, 
detailing with dedication and insight how Hurston actually pre-
ceded and anticipated Senghor’s famed assessment of African 
art (i.e. the fluidity and functionality of “art forms characterized 
by the element of communal participation”) (46). In this new 
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analysis of the interpretation and documentation of the meanings 
and significance of African art in its various forms, John gestures 
towards her conviction that art and life must be reflections of each 
other for creativity to prove fruitful and culturally advantageous: 
“A classical people demand a classical art.”  By recuperating and 
rejuvenating concepts such as Négritude in the context of African 
and Afro-diasporic art forms, John proves resonance of Bambara’s 
simple statement again and again. “The literary attempt to de-
colonize the self necessarily means recourse to folk narrative and 
a Creole voice….attempting to textually represent orality is the big-
gest allegiance to the “tribe” that a writer can have” (62, emphasis 
mine). John’s contribution to literary studies and postcolonial 
studies is her very utterance and substantiation of the clear word 
as an imperative “tool of unity and weapon against oppression” 
for the African diasporic community, both in its life and its art. 
For if one imitates the other, her reminder indeed rings true: “A 
classical people demand a classical art.” Clear Word and Third 
Sight are the ways and the means to unlock the mysteries of the 
people and their spiritual relationship to their art.

Gena Chang-Campbell
Social and Political Thought
York University, Canada
gena_cc@yorku.ca

Herbert Pérez Concepción, Olga Portuondo Zúñiga, 
Rafael Duharte Jiménez, Luis González Pérez y Mario 
González Arencibia. 2004. Pensar el Caribe: Cinco ensayos 
de interpretación de la región caribeña. Santiago de Cuba: 
Editorial Oriente. 278 pp. ISBN: 959-11-0437-5.

Para empezar, debo decir que no es posible apreciar este 
libro sin reconocer la magnífica y profesional presenta-

ción por la Editorial Oriente. Los distintos capítulos del mismo 
están muy bien organizados y editados y el esfuerzo de equilibrar 
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