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Black Books
by Christian Hagsbjerg

Carol Polsgrove. Ending British rule in Africa: Writers in a common eaus
Manchester University Presz009 xviii + 186 pp.; ISBN 978 0 7190 7767 8.

The points of view which we seek to present in a hostiléenkorld have to
be put forward at psychological moments, so when onegeam publisher
receptive to the idea of presenting our manuscripts, osechaut all other
matters aside and seize the opportunity.

So wrote the black radical Trinidadian intellectual Georgénmi®ae from his
base in London to his fellow Pan-Africanist W.E.B. Du Bdise great black
American historian of the American Civil War, in 1946. Padmeras a towering
figure of the twentieth-century black Atlantic, a man wsdaledication to the cause of
Pan-Africanism and training in the Communist Internationadlenhim a grandmaster
in exploiting moments of psychological weakness in the ‘official mind’ of British
imperial powerbrokers Padmore’s life and writing are at the heart of Carol
Polsgrove’s welcome new work, Ending British Rule in Africj a study of the literary
world of Pan-Africanists in late imperial Britain.

The Pan-Africanist movement that arose in Britaintha 1930s may have
been tiny, but it played its part in the birth of the neacklnation of Ghana in 1957
and the wider process of decolonisation in Afdcalsing a wide range of archival
sources,including Padmore’s surviving correspondence and various police records
Polsgroveretells the story of this movement with great scholadyve. Padmore is
centre stage: a figure of real importance in the dealmkefall of the British Empire,
thanks to his mentoring of a younger generation of @ltinial activists from Africa,
above all the future leader of Ghana, Kwame Nkrumah.u#ddim is an impressive
supporting casthis boyhood friend and compatriot, the revolutionary MargkR
James; the Kenyan nationalist Jomo Kenyatta; the Séfriban novelist Peter
Abrahams; the black American novelist Richard WrighAtongside these, Polsgrove
draws miniature portraits of a host of lesser-known figuireduding several white
Englishwomen such as Padmore’s partner Dorothy Pizer.

Susan Pennybacker, in her recent discussion of Padménein Scottsboro
to Munich (also reviewed in this issue of HWSuggests thahis ‘passion for
journalism, which engaged the very largest “white” establishment diplomatic and
economic issues of his day, separated him from others vgbocalled themselves
Pan-Afiicanists’.* Polsgrove makes a quite different argument. As thetisubfiher
work suggests, for her, the little group of Pan-Africanistisniperial Britain that came
together in organisations such as the International Afri8arvice Bureau and built
the fifth Pan-African Congress in Manchester in 1945 west &ind foremost a
community of ‘writers in a common cause’. She tracks in detail the publishing
history of many of the books written by these men, aladtviie many works written
(or co-written with various collaborators) over a twewear period by Padmore,
ranging from How Britain Rules Africa (1936) to Pan-Africanism or Commuhism
The Coming Struggle for Africa (1956). That Padmore had the dripeottuce so
many often highly originalritings on top of his other commitments was remarkable,



and Polsgrove is undoubtedly right to stress how for these activists ‘writing was itself
a political act’; ‘politics served their writing as well as the other way round’ (p. 168).

No less remarkable was the fact that such forthrightqoes of colonial
power, more often than not subject to draconian statgocgmp in colonial Africa
and the Caribbeammanaged to find publishers in the ‘dark heart’ of the British
Empire itself. Polsgrove writes very illuminatingly aibdhe personal and political
relationships between the Pan-Africanists and individualsBrpublishers that made
this possible. The latter obviously had to keep one eydemarket for such works
in Britain — a market that the Pan-Africanists themselves were cormliideexist. In
1936 C L R James reviewed one book in characteristicallynggpic terms:

Africa Answers Back, by Prince Nyabongo (Routledge, 7s. ®inself an
African educated at Yale and Oxford, describes the nativeofifan East
African tribe. The book, authoritative and written lwdisarming simplicity,
is a powerful satire on the imperialist claim that it ‘civilises’ Africa. It was an
enormous success in America, and will be here*also.

In fact the years 1936 to 1938 were something of a golden agkafv
Africanist radicals aiming to get published in Britain, despi fact that their anti-
Stalinist sympathies put thebeyond the publishing phenomenon of the Left Book
Club. Critical to their success were their connectiaitb the Independent Labour
Party, through whom they had managed to acquire one synipatigital publisher,
Fredric Warburg, of Secker & WarburgOver just three years, as Polsgrove notes,
Warburg published six Pan-Africanistorks: ‘Padmore’s How Britain Rules Africa
and Africa and World Peacéames’s World Revolution The Black Jacobins, ard
History of Negro Revoltand Kenyatta’s Facing Mount Kenya- and James had
translated a seventh, Boris Souvarine’s Stalin’ (p. 42). However, as war clouds
gathered in late 1938, even Warburg, despite having just proudly published James’s
Black Jacobins, his classic Marxist history of the HaitiandReéion, seems to have
drawn back from the Pan-Africanists, perhaps sensing arriBeitish nationalism.
When James’s former student and compatriot Eric Williams presented Warburg with
the manuscript of his 1938 Oxford University doctoral thesis‘Tie Economic
Aspect of the Abolition of the West Indian Slave Trade and Slavery’, he was given
short shrift.

‘Mr. Williams, are you trying to tell me that the slave trade and slavery were
abolished for economic and not humanitarian reasong@uld never publish
such a book, for it would be contrary to the British tradition.”®

When Padmore himself offered a manuscript entitled ‘The Black Man’s
Burden in Africa’ to the publishers George Allen and Unwin in 1939, one reader’s
comments were equally dismissive.

Whether it is wise or even practicable to publish what isffect anti-British
propaganda at the present time seems to me more than doMibtfRladmore
should have spoken earlieror hereafter; there would have been a time for
such a word. But now?

Pdsgrove’s account of thesetribulations shows very clearly why Padmore and
others felt the need to seize twose rare ‘psychological moments’ of opportunity to



raise the case for black selétermination and self-governmehliowever, her concern
to portray the Pan-Africanists around Padmore as concerieskily with ‘asserting
themselves as writers’, albeit ‘political writers’, is Sometimes overstatet[L]et us at
least consider the possibiljtyshe writes, ‘that they spent so much time and energy on
writing not only in the hope that it would have its effeat also because they wanted,
simply, to write and be published’ (pp.168-9). The image ofwriters in a common
cause’ is certainly evocative, inviting parallels with contemporaneous anti-colonialist
writers’ communities such as the founders of Negritude among the Francophone Pan-
Africanists in 1930s Paris, andhe Progressive Writers’ Movement in South Asia.?
But while it would be fascinating to explore such paralietther, the differences in
aim and outlook should not be forgotten. In 1938 James conclubdedBIRck
Jacobins with a dismissive comment alluding to the Negritude poe¢ Aiésaire
and other ‘dabblers in surréalismeé these ‘isolated blacks’ at the Sorbonne.® Almost
two decades later, during the Algerian Revolution, Padmoreegsgul his frustration
at the new grouping in Paris around the journal Présenceia&icaWhile the Arabs
fight these boys spend their time in café talking culture’ (p.150).

This is not to say the Pan-Africanists in Britain dismgsthe importance of
culture. They were keenly aware of the need for black cdlsnigjects to develop
their own ‘counter-culture’ of resistance in the imperial heartland one that
encompassed the theatre and music as well as print c@iLiReJames wrote an anti-
imperialist play on the Haitian Revolution, ‘Toussaint L’ouverture’, which stared
Paul Robeson in the title role when it was perfornmedandon in March 1936. His
Jamaican friend and comrade in the Pan-Africanist movem&my Ashwood
Garvey, was also a playwright (and indeed also a theatdeigeo who had taken her
shows across America and the Caribbean in the 192@dter moving to London,
she and her partner, the Trinidadian musician and actarNEnning, together with
the Guyanese clarinetist Rudolph Dunbar, opened the FlokitiseSocial Parlour in
London’s Carnaby Street, named in tribute to the black American artiste, and offering
food and live music. Delia Jarrett-Macauley has given advseénse of the
importance of this venua 1930s London, noting ‘a steady stream of black artists
was trickling into Britain’. ‘They brought jazz, they brought blues ... in the evenings
artists, activists, students drank and supped and kept theis dpgh at Amy
Ashwood Garvey’s West End restaurant.” James himself recalled that Amy
Ashwood, the first wife of Jamaican Patikicanist Marcus Garvey, was ‘a wonderful
cook’ and ‘if you were lucky, the 78s of Trinidadian calypsonian Sam Manning,
Amy’s partner, spun late into the night’.1!

There were certainly some people close to Padmore fime like Peter
Abrahams and Richard Wright, who were writers first andrfarst. But it is unlikely
that many others in Padmore’s circle would have seen themselves in this light.
Padmore was raised in a West Indian intellectual taditthich venerated literature,
but he was an agitator, an organiser atideoretician. The notion that he was driven
principally by literary ambition would have astonished him. Higing, he said, had
‘no literary disguise’. In a letter to Richard Wright in 1954, he confided his dista
for Peter Abrahams and the great Barbadian novelistggdamming, 1 avoid these
pretentious upstarts like the plague’ (pp. 133, 139).

As for CLR James, he was indeed, as Polsgrove, $aysan who loved
literature’, although itis not true, as she claims, that his first success was Black
Jacobins (p. 168). At the time of its publication he was ajreaell known in
colonial Trinidad as a short story writeand there seems little doubt that he could
have made a literary career in Britain with relatiasee Before coming to Britain in



1932, he had been a member of the avant-garde, implicitlycafnialist Beacon
Groupof writers, who denounced thourgeois pilistinism’ and hypocrisy they saw
around them. But on leaving Trinidad for Europe and witness$iage tthe rise of
fascism amidst the mass unemployment caused by the GrpegsBen, James, like
many of his intellectual contemporaries, underwent a profoulittcpbradicalisation.
He recalled how ‘fiction-writing drained out of me and was replaced by politics’. His
commitment to revolutionary Marxismnd ‘class struggle Pan-Africanism’, that
manifested itself from 1934 onwards, altetas life’s course? He later recounted
how during the late 1930s, ‘my publisher’s wife’, Pamela De Bayou, ‘a wonderful
woman...begged me almost with tears to settle down and write’.

I said NO ... a fine sight I would have been with two or three books or
a play or two to my credit and hanging around the politicald, as all
these other writers do, treating as amateurs, what isntdst serious
business in the world today.

Polsgrove’s description of the Pan-Africanists in Britain as primariywriters’
community understates this hostility to the merely litgras well as side-lining those
activists who were not such prolific writers such as the Barbadian leader of the
Colonial Seaman’s Association Chris Braithewaite (alias ‘Jones’), his compatriot and
leader of the Negro Welfare Association, Arnold Ward &od,that matter, Amy
Ashwood Garvey herself. She acknowledges the importance for Padmore of his
close political relationship with the ILRnd more attention to this aspect of the Pan-
Africanists - their integration into a wider leftwing netrk in Britain - would have
helped to illuminate some of the influences shaping their ésgive record of
publishing and self-publishing. For example, the British andrghillication Spain
and the World perhaps inspired the title of the Rérieanists’ first newsletter, Africa
and the World (both groups used the same printer, and Jamesatigrkoew Vernon
Richards, the editor of Spain and the WrldThe title at least of Padmore’s 400-
page How Britain Rules Africa may have echoed the title of a 192®@Igat written
by the British Communist Robin Page Arnot, How Britain Ruledid. More
speculatively, one wonders if The White Sahibs in India by thewtifér and British
anti-imperialist Reginald Reynolds (published by Secker & By in 1937) may
have influenced Jamesan acquaintance of Reynoldsas he settled on the title The
Black Jacobins.

Nonetheless, Ending British Rule in Africa is a patliimgabook.Polsgrove’s
excavation of one rich seam of the black presence itislBrmprint culture, and her
exploration of some of theften underground networks of ‘black internationalism’ in
and around the imperial metrdpp represents an important advahte.As an
inspirational account of the remarkable achievementfie@fPan-Africanists around
Padmore, it serves too as a reminder of the even deegeridal excavations
required to bring to light a host of lesser-known black arti+galist thinkers and
activists, of which at present we have only tantalising ¢giigsp
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