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Machete Interview with Cornel West

First Installment

The Flickering Light of Performative Paideia...
in the Night of the American Empire

Gabriel Rockhill: An overview of your work to
date gives less a sense of sharp turns or breaks
than an impression of intellectual intensification. I
mean by this that the majority of your fundamental
concerns have been present from your very first
publications: prophetic pragmatism, radical
historicism, genealogy, the critique of nihilism,
black cultural democracy, race matters, and
social critique. In looking back over your work
to date, do you have the same impression? How
would you explain your intellectual itinerary from
your current perspective? How do you see your
research projects evolving in the immediate future?

Cornel West: [ think you're right about
intensification, and I think that when you actually
look at what I have done over twenty-five years
now, since 1982, it certainly began with a deep
sense of existential scars, ontological wounds and
psychic bruises of white supremacy. At the core of
my work is the issue of what it means to be human
and living in a situation where you encounter
the absurd as an American in America because
you're dealing with these scars, bruises and
wounds and yet determined to respond, to resist,
to critique, to make some sense out of it. That's
why Kierkegaard has always meant so very much
to me, because here is somebody who's wrestling
with the absurd in the sense of his own thorn in his
flesh. Of course, I had a different thorn than he did,
but we're both human. I grew up in a segregated
America, segregated California, and tried to come
to terms with what it means to be human, but my
initial encounter was with this white supremacy
bombardment. Now from there, of course I would
go on to engage in a much larger critical analysis of
American empire, capitalist modes of production,
patriarchal modes of domination, homophobic
modes of degradation, but it was that encounter
with white supremacy that sat at the centre. And
then there was also the deep prophetic Christian
foundation for me, which has always been the
launching pad for my conversations with Marxism,
pragmatism, various forms of radical historicism,
even radical forms of radical humanism (I would
consider people like Erich Auerbach and Edward
Said humanists from whom I've learned much,
though neither one would be in any way Marxist).

GR: Given this existential source of your
engagement, why was it important for you to
articulate your struggle in a philosophic trajectory?

CW: Well I just felt that one has to be in conversation
with the most sophisticated voices, the most
refined viewpoints, and as I matriculated through
college I was deeply, deeply affected by Nietzsche,
Schopenhauer, Hegel, Marx, Lukacs, and Simmel.
These writers and thinkers constituted not just a
challenge to my own sense of wrestling with the
absurd in the form of trying to make sense of the
white supremacist bombardment coming at me,
but they also reflected on paideia, which I take
very seriously, this deep sense of cultivating a
self and a maturation of the soul, and an attempt
to somehow generate an energy, an agency, an
effort, some kind of resistance before one dies.

GR: How does the intertwining of this existential
dimension and the philosophic dimension relate
to your own discursive strategies and your ability
to adeptly navigate between publications that are
primarilyfortheeruditeaudienceoftheintelligentsia
andlessscholarlywritingsthattouchthelargerpublic?

CW:Ithink that for me the deepest existential source
of coming to terms with the white supremacist
bombardment was music. And I think, in some
ways, that this is true for black America as a whole,
from spirituals and blues through jazz, rhythm
and blues, and even up to hip hop. From the very
beginning, I always conceived of myself as aspiring
to be a bluesman in a world of ideas and a jazzman
in the life of the mind. And what is distinctive about
using blues and jazz as a kind of model or source of
intellectual inspiration is to be flexible and fluid and
improvisational, multi-dimensional, finding one’s
own voice but deploying that voice in a variety of
different contexts, a variety of different discursive
strategies, a variety of different modes of rhetorical
persuasion as well as logical argumentation in order
to make some kind of impact on the world. In that
regard, you can imagine, I had to almost reverse the
disciplinary divisions of knowledge in the academy.
I always had to go up against more academic forms
of presentation, even of producing knowledge in
a certain sense, and of course as a bluesman or
a jazzman it meant that I wanted to be a public
preacher of paideia and I had to go where the public
was. For there's an academic public I take very
seriously as a professor at Princeton and teacher
to students and so forth. There’s a cultural public
through television and radio, such as with my dear

brother Tavis Smiley’s show, every week now for 5
years we go from Leopardi’s poetry to the hip hop
music of Chuck D. There is an artistic public that
I relate to, and of course there’s a religious public
which is not simply Christian. There’'s an organized
working class public; I spend time with trade union
movements and their various centers. Each one of
these publics is a crucial site for the articulation
of a kind of deep democratic vision that I have.
But in the end, it has much to do with the blues
orientation and the jazz sensibility where you're not
static, you're not stationary, you're always dynamic
and open to speaking in and enacting one’s own
paideia in the light of these different contexts.

To be continued in the next issue of Machete

- Excerpted from the interview “A Prisoner of
Hope in the Night of the American Empire” in the
forthcoming Politics of Culture and the Spirit of Critique
edited by Gabriel Rockhilland Alfredo Gomez-Muller.
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