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Introduction

Critical Theory at the 
Crossroads: Rethinking Modernity, 

Humanity, and Critique

Benjamin P. Davis and Kris F. Sealey

Deeds and words are not as distinguishable as often we presume. History 

does not belong only to its narrators, professional or amateur. While some 

of us debate what history is or was, others take it into their own hands.

—Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past

Bringing together C. L. R James, Stuart Hall, and the Frankfurt School, Paget 
Henry notes that “all three . . . had in common strong impulses for creat-
ing a new Marxism, a New Left with ideas about the nature and content of 
socialism.”1 Yet to a considerable extent, Frankfurt School critical theory and 
Caribbean philosophy have missed each other like ships passing in the night. 
As David Held summarizes in regard to the Frankfurt School, by the 1960s, 
Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno had largely overlooked the political 
importance of rising social movements, including anti-colonial movements 
in the Caribbean and across the Americas.2 Conversely, in an interview with 
David Scott, Stuart Hall says in regard to “thinking about and reading people” 
who have “put ideas on the table that might help us get past this roadblock” 
of determinism in Marxism, “the obvious place to go is to the Hegelian 
Marxists, to Adorno and the Frankfurt School.”3 But, he continues, “I am 
never interested in that because of the Hegelian move.”4 It is in part to avoid 
what he understood as a problematic teleology in the Frankfurt School that 
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Hall and the Centre for Cultural Studies turned to French theory more than to 
its German counterpart.

The task of this volume is to offer a dialogue between and beyond the 
Frankfurt School and Caribbean philosophy. By doing so, we aim to shift 
what Hall would call the “problematic” of critical theory. “In serious, critical 
intellectual work,” he teaches, “there are no ‘absolute beginnings’ and few 
unbroken continuities.”5 Instead, what are most instructive are “the signifi-
cant breaks—where old lines of thought are disrupted, older constellations 
displaced, and elements, old and new, are regrouped around a different set 
of premises and themes.”6 In these breaks, disruptions, and displacements, 
there is room for transformative thinking. “Changes in a problematic,” Hall 
concludes, “do transform the nature of the questions asked, the forms in 
which they are proposed, and the manner in which they can be answered.”7 To 
pursue new inquiries, and thus to allow for new ways of answering ques-
tions regarding the form of critique and the mode of theory, we look to the 
Caribbean.

To think with the Caribbean is not to assume a “pure” peripheral or mar-
ginal site. In Hall’s terms, it does not imply an “absolute beginning” for new 
projects. But the position from which we think—subject position, institu-
tional position, location of our archive, and so on—conditions the premises 
and themes of our inquiry long before we start offering answers to our ques-
tions. Our wager here is that shifting the geography of reason, to borrow 
the tagline and long-standing commitment of the Caribbean Philosophical 
Association, will result in major contributions to thinking the present.

A reception to different modes and sites of critique can be understood as 
immanent in the Frankfurt School project itself. Writing within that tradition, 
Nikolas Kompridis argues that “a broader, more encompassing recognition 
of the plurality of voices in which reason speaks and might one day speak 
(in voices not now imaginable) has implications for philosophy’s own self-
understanding.”8 “Although conventional argument may be the most common 
medium of philosophical discourse,” Kompridis goes on, “it is not the only 
medium of philosophical insight. . . . In whatever voice reason speaks, it is 
very much in philosophy’s interest to listen, and, when necessary, to learn to 
speak differently.”9 In the Anglo-American academy, it remains rare to think 
of the Caribbean as a site of critical theory (much less of philosophy). The 
need for a broader recognition of voices within critical theory can be seen in 
both textual and institutional definitions of the term.
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TEXTUAL DEFINITIONS OF CRITICAL THEORY

Several important introductory texts on “Critical Theory” initially define the 
term expansively but provide a narrow set of its examples. The effect, by 
implication, is to severely limit what counts as worthwhile critical theory. 
For one, in Oxford University Press’s Very Short Introduction Critical 

Theory, Stephen Bronner’s “Introduction: What Is Critical Theory?” starts 
from Socrates. He writes that Socrates interrogated conventional wisdom and 
speculated “beyond the existing order.”10 For Bronner, “What became known 
as ‘critical theory’ was built upon this [Socratic] legacy.”11 On the next page, 
after noting that “critical theory has many sources,” he lists Kant, Hegel, and 
Marx as thinkers of freedom, history, and emancipation.12 He then turns to 
the Frankfurt School, calling his first chapter, quite simply, “The Frankfurt 
School.”13

For another, in his Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy entry “Critical 
Theory,” James Bohman acknowledges both a narrow and a broad sense 
of the term. The narrow sense, he says, “designates several generations of 
German philosophers and social theorists in the Western European Marxist 
tradition known as the Frankfurt School.”14 The broader sense includes the 
variety of theories developed “to explain and transform all the circumstances 
that enslave human beings.”15 In both senses, he goes on, “a critical theory 
provides the descriptive and normative bases for social inquiry aimed at 
decreasing domination and increasing freedom in all their forms.”16 So far 
so good. Bohman continues: “While Critical Theory is often thought of nar-
rowly as referring to the Frankfurt School that begins with Horkheimer and 
Adorno and stretches to Marcuse and Habermas, any philosophical approach 
with similar practical aims could be called a ‘critical theory,’ including femi-
nism, critical race theory, and some forms of post-colonial criticism.”17 Here 
the point of reference for what counts as a critical theory is the Frankfurt 
School—any approach with aims similar to it qualifies as critical theory. We 
would ask of this claim: given that feminist critiques as well as projects that 
could be called critical race theory and post-colonial criticism avant la lettre 

all predate the Frankfurt School, why make it the point of reference for adju-
dicating what counts as a critical theory?

In his compelling aforementioned 1980 Introduction to Critical 

Theory: Horkheimer to Habermas, David Held provides not an exception to 
the Frankfurt-centric trend Bronner and Bohman exemplify, but a book that 
owns up to its definition of the key term. Held begins: “The writings of what 
one may loosely refer to as a ‘school’ of Western Marxism—critical theory—
caught the imagination of students and intellectuals in the 1960s and early 
1970s.”18 Held’s strength is that he defines “critical theory” as the Frankfurt 
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School from the beginning of his commentary. From that definition, it makes 
sense to write a book with the subtitle “Horkheimer to Habermas.”

Our overarching critique is not that the Frankfurt School is not critical 
theory, nor is it that the Frankfurt School does not offer concepts or methods 
that contribute to understanding and challenging structures of domination. 
Rather, our point is that if authors define critical theory broadly—in terms of 
questioning received wisdom, challenging domination, or advancing projects 
of emancipation—then they should draw on the wide range of social move-
ments, popular cultural expressions, and theoretical texts that follow from 
their own broad definition. Angela Davis exemplifies a wider understanding 
of critical theory in elucidating the “critical social consciousness” found in 
the blues music of Billie Holiday, Ma Rainey, and Bessie Smith, as does 
Derek Walcott in writing about a refusal of the modern political form, the 
nation-state, in his poem “The Schooner Flight”—“I had no nation now but 
the imagination.”19 By contrast, when authors define critical theory broadly 
but elaborate the tradition primarily or exclusively through the Frankfurt 
School, they imply that the Frankfurt School is the most relevant mode of 
inquiry for the topic at hand or, worse, that it is the only critical game in town.

How we define critical theory textually matters because that definition 
shapes the institutions that have the time and space to inquire into structures 
of domination, learn from histories of emancipation, and outline blueprints 
for practice in the present. Hall stresses this point in regard to the foundations 
of cultural studies: giving a textual project an “institutional form,” he says, 
“is a crucial matter, for as Gramsci realized, no ideology or theory is worth 
its salt until it has found a party, that is to say, an organizational-institutional 
expression.”20 There are several examples of how the above, predominant 
definition of critical theory shapes critical theory’s contemporary institutional 
expression.

INSTITUTIONAL DEFINITIONS OF CRITICAL THEORY

“What is critical theory?” the Director of the Critical Theory program 
at the University of California, Irvine, begins his online “Director’s 
Message.”21 After citing the Greek etymology of both critical and theory, 
he lists a range “from Kant’s critical projects in epistemology, ethics, and 
aesthetics to the founding of the Institute for Social Research in Weimar 
Germany, the impact of French post-structuralism on North American literary 
criticism, and UCI’s own, complex institutional history.”22

Four hundred miles north, the Program in Critical Theory at the University 
of California, Berkeley, explains that “‘Critical Theory’ is often associated 
with the Frankfurt School,” which “constructed modes of social theory 
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distinct from established forms of philosophy.”23 “But key modern concepts 
of critique had already emerged in various forms in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries in the work of Immanuel Kant, G. W. F. Hegel, Karl 
Marx and others,” the Program’s homepage continues, “and critique has 
assumed historically distinct modalities across the twentieth and twenty-first 
centuries.”24

On the other US coast, at the Columbia Center for Contemporary Critical 
Thought, Bernard Harcourt, on the Center’s “About” page, contends that 
“the task of contemporary critical thought is to question and challenge the 
authority of established truths and falsehoods, to challenge their empiri-
cal foundations, and to engage in forms of practice that test the limits of 
knowledge.”25 While Harcourt’s own theory and practice is remarkably plu-
ralistic and includes a truly global range of conversations, he adds here that 
“contemporary critical thought” includes “critical theory, post-structuralism, 
critical race theory, critical legal studies, post-colonial studies, critical femi-
nist theory, queer theory, and other strands of contemporary thought.”26 He 
then outlines a few traditions informing contemporary critical thought, start-
ing from Kant and Hegel, citing Marx and the Frankfurt School, and adding 
a paragraph on Nietzsche and Freud to note traditions that extend to Michel 
Foucault and Gilles Deleuze.

These three institutional definitions suggest that in general, as Gurminder 
Bhambra has recently observed, the movement of institutional critical 
theory in North America “circulates around specific figures of European 
Enlightenment and its critique and does not venture outside that frame.”27

CREOLIZING CRITICAL THEORY

This book lives within the series “Creolizing the Canon.” Yet Frankfurt 
School critical theory is not and has never been canonical, even if the German 
idealism that informs it is. It makes the most sense to understand the above 
programs and sites of critical theory as political achievements—as made up 
of faculty and student members stretching their days to create lively programs 
amid prestigious but nevertheless neoliberal institutional contexts. Neither 
Berkeley nor Irvine nor Columbia has a Department of Critical Theory. To 
a considerable extent, then, Frankfurt School critical theory itself remains 
marginal. So often these sites, contested and fragmented as they are, provide a 
real oasis for critical inquiry and radical praxis on otherwise capitalist and lib-
eral campuses. Acknowledging this institutional history, Creolizing Critical 

Theory starts from an intramural, intra-Left debate about which theories, 
histories, and practices are most helpful for understanding the past, thinking 
the present, and constructing a more liberatory future. We think of this book 
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as continuing long-standing debates on the Left regarding the role of theory 
in relation to practices of solidarity and emancipation.

Here an interlocutor might raise several questions: Why does it matter that 
the archive of critical theory better align with its broad definition? Are not 
the freedom-oriented projects of Kant, Adorno, and Foucault important to 
struggles in the present? Indeed, might the aforementioned books and pro-
grams look to a largely Continental line of critical theory because it has the 
most to offer praxis in the present? To begin to respond to these questions, 
it is helpful to consider, for example, two additional questions important to 
critical theory: How should justice-oriented actors conceptualize freedom? 
And what is the mode of thought and writing that most consequentially exem-
plifies critical thought?

In regard to freedom, we can think of two ways of learning about the con-
cept with vastly different implications. Both methods look to the eighteenth 
century. Both fall within Bronner’s and Bohman’s definitions of critical the-
ory—to challenge received wisdom and to advocate liberation in opposition 
to structures of domination. The first is to study Kant’s three critiques, which 
culminated in the publication of the third critique in 1790. The second is to 
study the history of Jamaica’s Maroon Wars in the 1700s, which culminated 
with the Second Maroon War in 1795. Depending on whether the starting 
point is Kantian or maroon freedom, we would establish very different con-
ceptual histories with very different understandings of knowledge, progress, 
justice, and the forms of social life required to realize them.

In regard to writing critique, a first example is to study Adorno’s Minima 

Moralia, written between 1944 and 1947. If we wanted to follow the style of 
this book, we would write in difficult-to-understand aphorisms, because we 
would acknowledge, with Adorno, that for most people in capitalist societies 
“only the word coined by commerce . . . touches them as familiar.”28 How 
we understand critique changes if we follow Marcuse’s example in One 

Dimensional Man, where, as his student Ronald Aronson puts it, “To many 
of us who were becoming the New Left, Marcuse reflected and explained our 
own feeling of suffocation, our alienation from an increasingly totalitarian 
universe.”29 To perform critique in the style of Marcuse, we would carefully 
and poignantly explain alienation to our readers, advocating opposition to 
comfortable lives and promoting different modes of discourse and action. 
Here we might also study Claudia Jones’s essays from the same period as 
Adorno’s Minima Moralia, such as “On the Right to Self-Determination for 
the Negro People in the Black Belt” (1946) and “An End to the Neglect of the 
Problems of Negro Women” (1949). If we wanted to follow the style of these 
essays, we would write widely understandable political journalism in order to 
bring attention to legible struggles for peace and civil rights.

Book Introduction - All Rights Reserved



 Introduction xvii

Our point is that whether we look to Kant or maroons to understand auton-
omy, Adorno, Marcuse, or Jones to understand critique, the problematics 
and methods we would be thinking through differ greatly. These differences 
only expand if we look to oral practices in addition to written productions of 
knowledge. How we live out critique, in turn, also looks very different. It is 
not that one is universally better than the other; all interventions, as Frankfurt 
School and Caribbean theorists alike teach us, need to account for context as 
well as practical aims.

***

Our moment demands considering alternative sites of critical theory. In the 
wake of international uprisings in 2020—which included a global health 
crisis that rocked to its core liberal capitalism’s conceptions of intra-human 
and human-nonhuman connectivities, resource allocation, and well-being 
broadly construed—critical theory and praxis faces a moment of dias-
pora, which Hall defines as “the moment when the politics of class, race 
and gender came together, but in a new, unstable, unstoppable, explosive 
articulation.”30 Contemporary social movements such as Black Lives Matter 
and activism at Standing Rock, Tiffany Lethabo King writes, “confront the 
genocidal violence of the state and White supremacy in ways that require 
new and old forms of speech.”31 In this context, critical theory needs to 
do much better than vaguely acknowledging—in the terms of Berkeley’s 
program—“historically distinct modalities.” It is against this backdrop 
that Bhambra, echoing Edward Said’s critique of the Frankfurt School in 
Culture and Imperialism,32 asks “what it would mean to decolonize a tradi-
tion of thought—Frankfurt School critical theory—that has never explicitly 
acknowledged colonialism or colonial histories” and therefore “has not pre-
viously engaged substantively with the histories of colonialism and enslave-
ment.”33 To analyze and inform our present, critical theory needs to recognize 
and learn from different sites of philosophical articulation from which modes 
of social theory distinct from established forms of philosophy have emerged 
since well before the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.

Part of what “Black performative and theoretical critiques” have long 
accomplished, King argues, is to “throw European and continental critical 
theories . . . into crisis.”34 Following critical interventions by scholars such 
as Sylvia Wynter and Alexander Weheliye, King notes that the stakes of this 
“throwing into crisis” come down to the question of possibilities for the 
category of the Human. In large part, European critical theories align them-
selves with established forms of philosophy that utilize modes of humanist 
thinking that are predicated upon Black and Native death. This predication 
is what Sylvia Wynter describes as modernity’s reduction of the “human” to 
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the genre “Man.” The aim of this volume is to explicitly turn toward histori-
cal contexts and located practices that cannot afford to keep this reduction 
unproblematized. In other words, in centering Caribbean thought as critical 
theory, we aim to demonstrate the critical interventions from modes of think-
ing for which Black and Native death is not a side issue, but rather what is 
most urgent for critically reimagining the category of the human.35

In addition to this “throwing into crisis” of the human, Black critiques 
also offer a new understanding of modernity. In September of 1980, when 
he accepted the Adorno Prize in Frankfurt, Jürgen Habermas argued in 
favor of an ongoing Enlightenment project.36 Following Adorno’s example, 
Habermas locates modernity “around 1850 . . . through the eyes of Baudelaire 
and avant-garde art.”37 “What was considered modern,” on this account, 
was defined by “the moment of novelty, the New, which will itself be sur-
passed and devalued in turn by the innovations of the next style.”38 One of 
Habermas’s worries was that poststructuralist (or postmodern) critiques of 
reason would inadvertently support conservative forces, which did not need 
more reasons to be suspicious of claims to truth. Critiques of modernity, he 
worried, ultimately both advanced an un-thinking conservativism and con-
tributed to “the abuse of intellectuals.”39 He writes, “I fear that antimodernist 
ideas, coupled with an element of premodernism, are gaining ground in the 
circles of the greens and other alternative groups.”40

True to Habermas’s worry, decolonial theory couples a critique of moder-
nity with an attention to so-called pre-modern cultures. For instance, Aníbal 
Quijano defines modernity not in terms of the new, but as constitutively tied 
to coloniality (hence “modernity/coloniality”).41 On this account, modernity 
begins not around 1850 but in 1492, what Nelson Maldonado-Torres, in 
dialogue with Quijano, describes as “the year in which the conquest and 
colonization of the Americas began and the moment to which one can trace 
the emergence of a firm imperial Europe conceiving of itself as the center of 
the whole world and the telos of civilization.”42 Responding to Quijano and 
Maldonado-Torres, King more recently challenges “tendencies . . . toward 
1492 and the shores of the ‘Americas’ as the accepted inaugural time-space 
of the modern mode and era of conquest.”43 “For a number of Black studies 
scholars,” she goes on, “the 1440s mark the commencement of the Portuguese 
slave trade, as well as European voyages poised for the conquest of territory 
on the coast of West Africa.”44

To some extent King’s redefinition of modernity, locating its beginning 
around 1441, echoes Paul Gilroy’s thinking of “the Black Atlantic as a 
counterculture of modernity.”45 Both King and Gilroy could be situated in 
C. L. R. James’s definition of Black Studies, namely “the intervention of a 
neglected area of studies that are essential to the understanding of ancient 
and modern society.”46 And both work to conceptualize modernity (and 
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its countercultures) through readings of Édouard Glissant, who argued in 
Caribbean Discourse that modernity “is a vexed question.”47 “Is not every 
era ‘modern’ in relation to the preceding one?” Glissant asks. “It seems,” 
he continues, “that at least one of the components of ‘our’ modernity is the 
spread of the awareness we have of it. The awareness of our awareness (the 
double, the second degree) is our source of strength and our torment.”48 On 
first glance, these lines might seem to resonate with Habermas’s definition 
of modernity in terms of novelty. But unlike Habermas, Glissant recognizes 
and foregrounds colonization as essential to modernity. Literature that faces 
up to how modern/colonial forces destroy ways of life, he says, “must include 
all at once struggle, aggressiveness, belonging, lucidity, distrust of self, 
absolute love, contours of landscape, emptiness of the cities, victories, and 
confrontations.”49 It is all of this together that Glissant attempts to theorize 
through what he calls “our irruption into modernity.”50 With an attention to 
how modernity plays out on the ground, Glissant’s conception of modernity, 
we contend, is more nuanced than Habermas’s not only because it includes 
coloniality as constitutive of modern life and death, but also because Glissant 
understands modernity not from a surveying position, the view of the lecturer, 
but from daily experience, the view of the poet—from which he theorizes 
“the question of lived modernity.”51 It is from modernity as it is lived that 
Glissant considers the urgencies of race, political economy, and thereby peri-
odization that Habermas misses, even if Glissant himself does not emphasize, 
for instance, angles of gender and sexuality.

In sum, Glissant proves King’s point that Black critique has long thrown 
European critique into crisis, meaning here that Glissant’s writing back to 
Paris in his Gallimard-published Le discours antillais demonstrates the need 
for critical theorists to rethink their articulations in order to understand better 
the period they are trying to define.52 

***

A call to rethink modernity requires a new understanding of the nation-
state, of the human, and of critique itself. Thinking with Glissant, Wynter, and 
Hall, Rinaldo Walcott has recently observed that “the nation-state as an entity 
itself has continually failed African and Black people is almost never the 

story we hear.”53 And Wynter herself argues that in the logic of “paradigms 
elaborated in the very terms of the descriptive statement of the human,” “the 
non-Western, non-white peoples can only, at best, be assimilated as honorary 
humans . . . and, at the worst, must (as in the case of Nas’s ‘black and 1atino 
faces’) forcibly be proscribed from human status by means of the rapidly 
expanding U.S. prison-industrial system.”54 Finally, Glissant’s work implies 
that the realities of coloniality require more than critique that brings about a 
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crisis, because the situation in the Americas is different from a crisis. “Crisis 
is to Europe what catastrophe is for the Caribbean,” Maldonado-Torres 
emphasizes; “a crisis is a moment when decision is needed, while in a disas-
ter it is as if a decision has already been taken and the outcome revealed.”55 
With Maldonado-Torres, this volume aims to raise questions about responsive 
modes of thinking and being beyond critique.

We call our method of further aligning the archive of critical theory with 
its definition—here with reference to Caribbean sources, concepts, and 
insights—“creolization.” Used in this way, as a methodological frame, “cre-
olization” references the modalities and world-making practices that uniquely 
mark the Caribbean context. The conceptual tools coming out of creolization 
as a method (tools that, as this volume will show, belong to the archive of crit-
ical theory) are grounded in this Caribbean context and its attendant histories. 
These histories are ones of contact among the multiple cultural orientations 
and lifeways that position this geographical region of the Caribbean as the 
“crossroads of modernity.”56 These historical encounters curated an archipe-
lagic contact zone of the power, domination, and resistance produced in/by 
Indigenous genocide, conquest of Indigenous lands, the trans-Atlantic trade 
in stolen Africans, as well as the transportation of various modes of inden-
tured servants (themselves barely economically free) from China, India and 
the Middle East. In sum, and as Mimi Sheller reminds us, an accounting of 
political resistance, political agency, and practices of freedom arising out of 
the creolizing lifeways of the Caribbean ought to keep at its center the asym-
metries of power in which the contact and cultural crossing of a Caribbean 
geography rest.57

As we offer creolization as the methodology for this volume’s critical inter-
vention into the discourse of critical theory, we are attentive to Sheller’s warn-
ing: that creolization needs to be understood as a descriptor of “a conflictual 
process of re-homing or re-grounding, rather than simply a playful uprooting 
or re-mixing of dislocated cultures.”58 Avoiding this more “playful” account-
ing of creolization puts its historical context of power, domination, and resis-
tance at the center of our engagement with creolization, as well as our attempt 
to deploy creolization as a method. Indeed, by invoking creolization as a 
method, we mean not only to read across contexts but, more importantly, to 
start from the violent histories that created those contexts, in their differences 
and connections. Thus, we consider the venture of creolizing critical theory 
one in which a turn is made to the critical thinking and inventive engagement 
that emerges out of an uneven power terrain such as the Caribbean. Ours is a 
turn toward—for the purpose of marking as critical theory and practice—the 
ways in which an uneven power terrain moves critique beyond sedimented 
notions of political sovereignty, selfhood and subjectivity, community, and 
relationship to place.59 It is a turn that, in foregrounding the Caribbean and 
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its shaping histories, enables philosophical thinking in general, and critical 
theory in particular, to theorize more robustly the constitution of meaning in 
the modern/colonial context.60

CHAPTER OUTLINE

This volume is broken down into four sections. In the first section, 
“Caribbean and Continental Dialogues,” authors bring together critical 
theories from Frankfurt School theorists and Caribbean philosophers. Romy 
Opperman examines the influence of T. W. Adorno and Walter Benjamin on 
Sylvia Wynter’s early work, and Jeta Mulaj reads Benjamin’s understand-
ing of modernity as “the eternity of hell” in order to call into question what 
is “new” in theories of creolization. In the second section, “Questions of 
Emancipation,” Miguel Gualdrón Ramírez places in conversation Latin 
American and Caribbean histories of manumission, and Derefe Chevannes 
turns to George Padmore to consider how both labor and emancipation are 
racialized. In the third section, “Creolization and Intersectionality,” Ashley 
Bohrer, thinking alongside Indigenous and Black philosophers to challenge 
the liberatory promise of creolization, and Gabriella Beckles-Raymond, 
offering an example of what Bohrer calls “creolization from below,” pres-
ent Blackness as an intersectional political commitment. In the fourth 
and final section, “Paths for the Present,” Eli Portella looks back to the 
1966 Tricontinental Conference in Havana with a view toward contemporary 
anti-colonial Marxism, and Rafael Vizcaíno stages a dialogue between Stuart 
Hall and Black Lives Matter in order to better understand today’s politics of 
protest. Finally, the anthropologist and dancer Deborah Thomas provides a 
moving afterword that highlights the contributions of this volume as a whole. 
More than one chapter engages Walter Benjamin, Stuart Hall, or Sylvia 
Wynter, and in this way the volume contributes to a retelling of the history 
of critical theory, as well as to outlining the relationship between creolization 
and intellectual and political history. 

Overall, Creolizing Critical Theory follows the general impulse of the 
Frankfurt School, what Adorno, taking up Friedrich Nietzsche’s phrase, calls 
a refusal of “complicity with the world”—a refusal that remains a pressing 
ethical call amid a deeply unjust colonial and capitalist world.61 The volume 
also underscores the historical experiences of people (Black, Indigenous, sub-
altern, and others) who have always had to think critically, expansively, and 
imaginatively about what constitutes freedom, humanity, and sovereignty. 
Critical theory that does not engage with these forms of thinking limits 
itself. It would make sense to theorize and criticize modernity absent con-
cepts, forms of life, and perspectives grounded in the Caribbean only if we 
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misunderstand what modernity is in the first place. To argue that modernity 
is best understood as modernity/coloniality is not an abstract claim, as it can 
sound. It is a historical claim. “People like me who came to England in the 
1950s have been there for centuries,” Hall writes.62 “I am the sugar at the bot-
tom of the English cup of tea. I am the sweet tooth, the sugar plantations that 
rotted generations of English children’s teeth. There are thousands of others 
beside me that are, you know, the cup of tea itself. . . . There is no English his-
tory without that other history.”63 Likewise there is no critical theory without 
that other critical theory, the critical theory that has been there for centuries.
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