Citing/Siting Africa in the Indian
Postcolonial Imagination
Race was much more than just a tool of Empire: it was (in the Kantian
sense) one of the foundational categories of thought that made other
perceptions possible.

From Ghosh and Chakrabarty, A Correspondence on Provinclializing
Europe, 20021

The apparatus is . . . always linked to certain limits of knowledge that
arise from it and, to an equal degree, condition it.
Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge (1980)2

Recent attention to the urgency of economic and political cooperation
between the Indian government and African states—otherwise known
as south-south globalization — suggests that the time has come for
new histories of “Afro-Asian solidarity.” That term gained currency at
the famous meeting of over two dozen Third World representatives in
Bandung, Indonesia, in 1955 and refers to the story of affinities and
exchanges between people of African and South Asian descent which
both ensued from and predated that celebrated marker of postcolonial
history. Since then, the term has enjoyed popularity as a metaphor
for the fraternal connections between ex-colonial people in the wake
of decolonization, when Africans and Indians (and others) joined
forces to create a non-aligned movement in contradistinction to the
two major superpowers, the USA and the USSR. Bandung and the
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notion of Afro-Asian solidarity with which it is associated have become
touchstones for understanding how postcolonial history unfolded in
the Cold War world. Taken together, they are most often cited as the
very foundation of postcolonial politics in a global frame.
And yet the term solidarity can be misleading. There is every
indication that the terms of endearment between African and
Indian communities were strained at best across the landscapes of
decolonization. This was true for colonial-born Indians in Durban,
for Kenyan students in Delhi and even for politicians like Jawaharlal
Nehru and Kwame Nkrumah seeking to navigate the postcolonial
world system after 1945. Wherever they shared space, real and
imagined, Indians and Africans undoubtedly worked and played
together; they also fought with and against each other, sometimes
with fatal consequences. Africa in the Indian Imagination is an attempt
to come to grips with the ins and outs of these relationships, in part
by breaking with the redemptive narratives we have inherited from
Bandung. Such narratives presume a transracial solidarity and a racial
confraternity that are belied by the hyphen between Afro and Asian:
a hyphen that compresses and elides even as it cuts a variety of ways,
ranging from China to Africa to Indonesia, from Kwame Nkrumah to
Abdul Nasser to Sukarno to Jawaharlal Nehru. This is especially true
when it comes to the question of who was to be on top in the newly
postcolonial scene: a pressing issue in a rapidly decolonizing world
where racial hierarchies old and new remained consequential to the
shape of the postcolonial world order in symbolic and material terms.
As scholars of the period are wont to remind us, there are good
reasons for these histories of difference, resentment and suspicion in
the Afro-Indian context, among them racialized capitalist relations,
colonial-era racial hierarchies, and entrenched practices of racial
endogamy.3 Indeed, the fate of postcolonial power entailed questions
of interracial sexuality that were critical to, if not constitutive of, the
very idea of Afro-Indian relationships (as they were of nationalist
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aspirations) in fantasy and in reality. However easily they have tended
to slip below the radar of historians and anthropologists, concerns
about race mixing between Indians and Africans recast the “inferior”
and “superior” bloodline script of colonialism. As they had been before
the end of empire, brown-black friendships were danger zones as
well as spaces of possibility in the wake of Bandung.4 How, exactly,
we situate Afro-Asian solidarity in the age of Bandung — how we cite
it — depends on how attentive we are to race, sex and the politics of
citation mobilized by a variety of postcolonial writers and activists
grappling with the lived experience of, and in, the jagged hyphen.
The role of India and Indians in shaping that citationary apparatus
and the work of Africa and Africans in shaping Indian postcolonial
imaginaries are the chief subjects of this book.
What is a politics of citation? The writers I dwell on here—
Ansuyah R. Singh, Francis Moraes, Chanakya Sen (pen name for
Bhabani Sen Gupta) and Phyllis Naidoo — routinely call upon Africa
and Africans to stake their claims about India or “Indian” politics
in the post-1945 period. In so doing they figure Africa as a pillar of
Indian identity: a buttress that gives definition to Indianness and
that gives Indians, in turn, their local, regional, national, and global
significance in the late 20th century world. Despite what we know
about the ideological and material work of a tripartite racial system in
the pre-postcolonial and post-imperial worlds of India-Africa, whites
do not, in the main, enter the frame, and when they do it is not as
a centerpiece but rather as an allusive reference. Whether they are
working in Durban or Delhi, as journalists or novelists or activists,
the writers here rely on Africans either to testify to the coherence of
Indian identity in all its gendered, classed, racialized and sexualized
dimensions, or to measure the progressive character of Indian political
commitments; or both. This shared citationary practice— which takes
various discursive forms but typically involves recurrent references to
African history, African “personality,” African labor and even African
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sodality — is not simply a recurrent incantation or a nod to a vague set
of referents. It is a locative maneuver that serves as a racializing device,
positioning Africans as black and Indians as brown, or at the very least
as not-African and not-black.5 To borrow from the feminist theorist
Sara Ahmed, it’s a mode of representation that tends to racialize as
it relegates, locating people of African descent both below Indians in
civilizational terms and behind them in temporal terms.6 One effect of
this citing/siting maneuver as the subjects of this book mobilize it is to
materialize a set of power relations that are deliberately, insouciantly
or accidentally vertical. As such, it enables us to see what we might
call a top-down approach to Africa and Africans. It’s a verticality
that can obtain even when the authors desire, or aspire to, horizontal
connections and solidarities.
With the partial exception of Naidoo’s work, the presence of
Africa and Africans in these writings helps to shore up and consolidate
an Indian self dependent on a set of racial/izing hierarchies — a
citationary dynamic that points to a larger set of questions about the
circulation of Africa, and of blackness, as a trope of the postcolonial
Indian imagination. That Naidoo is from a family of indentured
workers, and a communist, surely complicates her citationary
practice: like many other people of South Asian descent in South
Africa of her generation, she expressly rejects polarizing, racialized
identities.7 In South Africa more generally, merchants and “coolies”
have had distinctively different relationships with Africans. Here as
elsewhere, questions of caste are as indispensable to histories of race
as they are to those of gender and sexuality, leaving a differential
mark on Afro-Asian possibility depending on by whom and for
whom they are articulated.8 As a grid, “brown over black” in Naidoo’s
Durban is particularly unstable, reminding us in salutary ways of the
impediments to generalization across space and time: reminding us, in
short, of the tension between the general case and the specific citation.
As important, and because of the dynamism inherent in all systems of
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power, the effect of the citationary practices I’ve identified across this
book is not necessarily to stabilize racial difference or even to ratify
Indian claims to progressive politics. For even when they function
as the foundation for new developmental hierarchies, Africa and
Africans in the texts under consideration repeatedly demonstrate how
structurally dependent Indians were on them for their own political
and economic fates, thereby showing up the limits of brown-over-black
as a strategy for self-making in the process. If Indians strove to imagine
themselves as Indians through disavowal of and/or disidentification
with blackness, then, they ended up revealing —often unawares—how
thoroughly entangled and profoundly interdependent their stories are
with histories of African subjects of all kinds.
Although some attention has been paid to the question of race
and South Asian postcoloniality, scholars have tended to think
that relationship mainly through references to late 20th century
blackness in the US, with African-Americans serving as an index in
and for theories about the global economies, symbolic and real, of
neocolonialism and minoritization. As Malini Johar Schueller has
argued, Homi Bhabha, Arjun Appadurai and Gayatri Spivak have all,
with different degrees of specificity, cited African American writers
(W.E. B. DuBois, Langston Hughes, Toni Morrison) as evidence of the
viability of race as an analytical category for postcolonial politics in
ways that invoke a theoretical “world target” yet ultimately redound
to an Americo-centric frame.9 There is a neglected history to these
citationary practices, outside the immediate ambit of US power, that
we cannot afford to ignore. In each of the essays below I make a case
for re-materializing how and why people of South Asian descent in
a variety of locations used Africa and Africans as referent points for
imagining and consolidating a distinctively Indian identity in a Cold
War context where the US was part of a superpower paradigm but
was, at least in the 1960s and early 1970s, arguably marginal in and
to conceptions of Afro-Asian alignments. Though the authors I focus
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on are not as famous as the likes of Mohandas Gandhi or Jawaharlal
Nehru—figures famous in their own right for siting/citing Afro-Indian
connections — they were well known to their contemporaries. Their
work is an alternative archive for postcolonial histories that are perhaps
over-reliant on the tropes of US racial formation. As such, it offers a
contrapuntal history to celebratory accounts of political and affective
connection in the age of Bandung.
Of course, histories of Afro-Asian connection predate the 20th
century, as Vijay Prashad and others have been at pains to show.10
There is also a deep history of linkages between African Americans
and Indians in 20th century political struggle, what Gerald Horne
has called “a lengthy umbilical cord” connecting Black America
and post/colonial India.11 That cord was attached to the makers of
US Cold War policy, men who kept a nervous eye on postcolonial
events in India and Africa and who had trouble comprehending
the nature of Afro-Asian tensions except through crude and mainly
undiscriminating comparisons of race and caste.12 There is no denying
the impact of US racial formations on these issues — or, as many
scholars have explored, the reverse as well.13 What I am struck by is
how comparatively under-explored the social and cultural history of
relationships (political and otherwise) between Indians and Africans
actually is, in contrast to the amount of energy that has been spent
on tracking a kind of US-global civil rights communitarianism via
the analog of race and caste. Even allowing for western prejudices,
the fact that contemporary observers felt compelled to puncture the
“Bandung myth” by the mid-1960s suggests how overwrought the
concept of “a unified, moralizing, crusading Afro-Asia” was — and, to
some extent, remains among postcolonial scholars.14 As Christopher J.
Lee and others have shown, the struggle between Afro-Asian nations
was on from the very moment of the Bandung itself.15 If it is to serve as
a historiographical pivot, Bandung needs to be re-imagined less as an
emancipatory lesson than as a cautionary tale about the racial logics
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embedded in postcolonial states from the moment of their inception:
about the enduring power of “blood and nation,” in other words.
This is true even and especially when we acknowledge that Bandung
invariably casts a long — and as Isabel Hofmeyr and others remind us,
a decidedly Indian ocean world — shadow over 21st century histories
of the postcolonial condition tout court.16
One persistent legacy of Bandung is the presumption that racial
confraternity was a characteristic feature of “Afro-Asian” experience
in its wake: a horizontal network of affiliations rooted in relationships
between leaders in the new world of promising postcolonial men,
untroubled by conflicts over race, space, women, family or politics. As
the work of Elleke Boehmer and Maria Josefina Saldana-Portillo has
so persuasively shown, the heroic anti-colonial movement narrative
is precisely a masculinist — and a developmentalist — one, shared by
colonialists and revolutionaries alike. Boehmer calls this “the syntax
of postcolonial nationalism”: a kind of grammatical usage akin to
citation that is taken up by Nehru, Nkrumah, Nelson Mandela and
Benjamin Azikiwe in their movement autobiographies. Following
this lead, I suggest that we need more accounts that break from the
implicitly fraternal narratives underpinning what remains of the
romance of Bandung and by extension, of postcolonial politics in its
triumphalist, utopian mode.17 Relationships between African and
Indian men were often fraught, vexed not by racial difference in any
essential way but by the ways that political economy, domestic habits
and political exigencies gave race fractious meanings across the later
20th century world. Nor were men the only players in “Afro-Asian”
contexts: women experienced and participated in these tensions in
various capacities, though their histories have been deeply submerged
in and by accounts of Bandung. It’s time, arguably past time, then, for
unsentimentalized histories of cross-racial, interracial community. I
seek company with histories that acknowledge racial difference and
conflict as full-bodied dimensions of the postcolonial condition in all
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its worldly, combative variety, and that, frankly, resist conscription
by narratives of overcoming, salvation and redemption as well as of
solidarity per se.18
The point here is not simply to linger on the tensions of Afro-Asian
encounter and politics in all their intercontinentality, or to discount
the work that Indians and Africans in South Africa and elsewhere did
to resist segregation, fight apartheid, or contest the Cold War order
in the 1960s and 1970s. Nor is my purpose to excavate or, for that
matter, to hypostasize, “Indian” forms of racism or racial thinking. In
postcolonial as in colonial contexts, racial logics “were never linear,
consistent, or straightforward and were anything but immutable.”19
Rather, I hope to help to nuance the story that students of postcolonial
history tell about post-1945 Afro-Asian friendship, and to materialize
some of the citationary practices that continue to inform contemporary
histories of decolonization during the Cold War.20 No mere syntactical
convenience, the citationary apparatus made visible here — a politics
of citation that racializes as it relegates — offers a new vantage point
on mid-to-late 20th century histories of India and Africa that requires
our critical attention. Such histories are not just genealogies of southsouth encounter but, given contemporary political alliances and
frictions between Africa and India, they are part of the toolbox of
postcolonial geopolitics in all its global ambition as well. With the rise
of institutional nodes of exchange and encounter like the Center for
Indian Studies in Africa at the University of the Witwatersrand and
the Indian Ocean World Centre at McGill, academics north and south
and east and west are increasingly part of this complex. As Zeenews.
com (an India-based online news source) put it in the run-up to the
2010 World Cup, India and Africa are “joint stock holders in the new
emerging dynamics of the world system.”21
Whereas postcolonial histories have either emphasized Indians’
relationship with Britons or have glossed their solidarity with Africans,
I argue that concerns about south-south racial and sexual politics
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need to be (re)integrated into narratives of postcolonial Indian culture
and history. Indeed, debates about Africa and India’s relationship to
it preoccupied postcolonial Indians seeking to be “at home” in an
independent nation. One of the tasks of the Nehruvian state was to
establish a place for India not simply between two superpowers, but in
relationship to the whole of the African continent as well. Nehru echoed
the prima inter pares, India-over-Africa ethos that had characterized
British imperial policy since the late 19th century. For despite his
rhetorical support of Afro-Asian solidarity, he did not break entirely
from the superstructures of intracolonial interdependence that the
British empire had created, and from which India was poised to create
a new postcolonial empire, with client states and a set of racialized
views of the world beyond independent India. Africa was preeminently
subject in this Nehruvian vision of an India-centered world order: a
function, perhaps, of the new nationalizing imperatives but a vision
with a deeper subcontinental history nonetheless.22 In the immediate
postcolonial period Africa occupied a civilizationally subordinate
position in that vision that reports of Mau Mau’s “savagery” — cast as
expressions of excessively brutalizing black masculinity — could be
seen to underscore. If Nehru was one of the architects of the Africa
policy of independent India, he was also a carrier of gentlemanly
models of statesmanship that contrasted sharply with those of his
African contemporaries — like Jomo Kenyatta, whose rough manner
and bootstrap past the postcolonial Indian writer Rama Rau invoked
to contrast, unfavorably, with Nehru’s Harrow/Cambridge education in
her coverage of Kenyatta’s trial in 1953, on the threshold of Bandung.
Such a comparative frame is not expressly racialized, but it suggests
what I have elsewhere called “a competitive politics of . . . postcolonial
masculinity that was threaded through hierarchies of race and class
even as it helped to produce, by fixing, those categories themselves.”23
Notably, his particular form of gentlemanliness helps account for the
fact that Nehru sketched portraits of his fellow delegates at Bandung
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for Edwina Mountbatten which included two “hefty and giantly
persons” from Gold Coast.24
Nor was Nehru by any means the first to have designs on Africa.
Though it is little remarked on in recent work on the globality of 1919,
the East African Indian National Congress “respectfully” requested
the League of Nations to reserve Tanganyika an “Indian” territory “for
the purpose of Indian colonization.” This came on the heels of massive
demonstrations by Indians in Nairobi who favored such a plan. In her
presidential address at the EAINC in 1924, Sarojini Naidu supported
this colonial ambition for India, arguing that “East Africa . . . is the
legitimate Colony of the surplus of that great Indian nation.”25 This
recourse to anti-imperial moral authority “which masks a patrician
disdain for Africans”—when they are considered at all in the landscape
of the African continent, that is—has echoes in Nehruvian geopolitics,
especially (though not exclusively) where Indians in South Africa were
concerned.26 We must begin to complement this high geopolitical story
with attention to the writing, thinking and political work of “lesser”
figures like Singh and Moraes, Sen and Naidoo, so that we can have
a richer, fuller picture of what Indians’ postcolonial imaginary was,
both in and outside India itself. We also need histories of its colonial
antecedents, given how dispersed they were across the world, in
subimperial regions and supra-regional spaces equally, if distinctively.
And here I play, obviously, with the kind of citationary apparatus that
privileges some voices over others as the repository of Indian histories,
whether regional, national, diasporic or global.27
When in the course of working through this project I described
it in brief to colleagues, the assumption was that I must be working
exclusively on South Africa. Scholars interested in Afro-Asian
solidarity have dwelt at length on Gandhi’s early South African history,
and understandably so. And yet the preoccupation with Gandhi in
South Africa also models some of the critical challenges at the heart of
my study. For even when historians note his attitudes towards Africans
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(his use of the pejorative “kaffir,” his social and political distance
from contemporary African leaders like John Dube, the communalist
character of his satyagraha campaign in the Transvaal), there is little
recognition that this is but part of a larger story. South African Indians’
commitments to anti-apartheid were rooted in powerfully India/ncentered idioms that shored up communal identities and rarely
acknowledged the material conditions that subordinated Africans to
most if not all Indians in the streets, marketplaces and neighborhoods
under the apartheid state and its predecessors. Even less attention is
paid to how heteronormative the Gandhian legacy in South Africa is,
or how the early satyagraha campaigns depended on notions of Indian
women’s honor that in turn, played on pollution complexes with race
and caste subtexts.28
Work that brings all these structural questions into the same frame
of analysis is frustratingly rare, for South Africa as elsewhere, and
never more so perhaps than where Gandhi is concerned. The sacrality
with which his South Africa career tends to be treated, together with
an understandable yet nonetheless selective Indian diasporic struggle/
heritage narrative, means that seeing both his relations with Africans
and the landscape of Indian-African relationships more generally
is a huge challenge.29 Indeed, until quite recently, our knowledge of
relations between Indians and Africans in places like Durban was
much “shadowier” than of those between Indians of different classes.
As Jon Soske’s work has shown, Indians and Africans mingled in a
variety of urban domestic spaces in 20th century Durban, navigating
class and race and sexual difference through tense and tender ties. And
memoirs like Ismail Meer’s testify to the cosmopolitan worlds of early
political activities beyond Durban per se, differences of color, class,
community and ideology between South Africans notwithstanding.30
Yet while our understanding of interaction between Africans
and Indians in the inner circles of political activism is becoming
fuller, we still need accounts that map its complexities and challenge
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the endogamy of Indian and African anti-apartheid histories.31 This
is especially true given the way that South Africa is cited in Indian
diaspora studies: as a space of racial trauma and triumphant struggle
in which Africans are either seen and not heard or assumed to be selfevident comrades in the fight against apartheid. The Passive Resistance
campaign of 1946–48 and its assimilation to global narratives of what
we might call U.N. postcolonialism — as evidenced by Vijay Lakshmi
Pandit’s representation of the “South African Indian question” — is
critical to this citationary move, though the complex histories of
African-Indian relations on the ground in South Africa rarely inform
it. Equally critical is the relationship of postcolonial Indian histories
to diasporic ones, especially as those terms are variously mobilized
by folks in the US, in India, in South Africa and elsewhere. This is a
question so huge that I can, alas, only gesture to it here. But it needs
to be teased out in the long run if we are to appreciate when Africa
gets cited, when it does not; what gets cited as “Indian,” what does
not; and where, when and under what conditions those citationary
moves matter, and for whom.32
The asymmetry between Africa as a continent and India as a
nation-state is also a huge terminological and conceptual problem. A
similar challenge obtains for Durban, both in postcolonial accounts
and in this book as well: for just as South Africa is not the whole of
the South Asian diaspora in Africa, Durban is also but a slice of the
whole as well. Mindful of the selectivity of all citationary apparatus,
I take up the conversation by suggesting that even as we acknowledge
the work that some Indians did and the sacrifices they made in the
1946–48 South Africa campaign, we must begin to dislodge that story
from its pride of place in the interracial romance of Bandung or, at the
very least, cite it differently in our narratives of the 1950s and after. As
Ansuyah R. Singh’s 1960 novel Behold the Earth Mourns dramatizes,
spaces in which colonial-born Indians and indigenous Africans did
coexist in the heat of political struggle were rife with tension and its
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possibilities: evidence of the yoked histories of Indian and African
freedom fighting yet to be fully written, and of the ways that threats
to endogamous conjugality helped inexorably to shape them.
South Africa is clearly critical to questions of Afro-Asian solidarity,
and I have book-ended this volume with two South African writers of
Indian descent, beginning with Singh and ending with Phyllis Naidoo’s
2002 auto/biographical account of Indian/African relations in the
context of the late 20th century anti-apartheid struggle, Footprints in
Grey Street. Yet even rethinking South Africa in the history of AfroAsian “solidarity” beyond Gandhi does not tell the whole story of its
convulsive histories in the post-1945/post-1947 period. For that we
must look to the heart of the subcontinent itself. Whether from the
window of an airplane (as in Moraes’ 1965 The Importance of Being
Black) or via the inner chambers of the postcolonial bureaucracy (as
in Sen’s 1973 novel, The Morning After), Africa was on the minds of
Indians in India in the decades following independence — in part
because Africans were in India proper as students of both Gandhi
and “development,” in part because the demands of new African
states had to be reckoned with in a decolonizing world. Even more
mundanely, Africa came to the sightlines of Indians in India through a
variety of newspaper accounts, family stories, educational experiences
and commercial transactions. This is a phenomenon worth lingering
on, given the communities of Africans — Habshis, Sidis — who have
peopled India through the centuries and who have been largely elided
in general histories of India or in postcolonial accounts of race in/
and India, including those I deal with here.33 They are part of the
politics of color — and of reproduction — that was being worked out in
postcolonial India and they merit fuller attention in their own right,
as well as alongside the histories of brown over black I am seeking to
engage. And while these entanglements remain to be fully historicized
for the post-1947 period, let alone for the whole 20th century, Indians
were undoubtedly consumers of Africa, literally and figuratively, in
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many dimensions of their social, political and domestic lives. Even
when it took the shape of colonial-born Indians or indentured laborers,
“Africa” invaded their dreams, as the vivid images from Subbalakshmi’s
fragmented, teeming archive so provocatively remind us.34
Taken together, what each of the essays here indicates is that
the will to a color-blind account of solidarities between Africans and
Indians in the service of a transnational or global history of political
resistance is in danger of disappearing important and often painful
histories of racial dis-ease — histories that were the result of Gandhian
legacies, British imperial policies, caste politics and local interactions
between communities of color on the ground in various parts of
Africa itself. The vertical force of the British empire and its racializing
apparatus at multiple levels clearly deserves attention, not least
because determining where colonial categories and labor practices
end and “local” apprehensions of racial difference and communal
identity begin is so notoriously hard. But the embeddedness of that
imperial legacy in the global system of a post-1945/post-1947 UN
world cannot be discounted either. For it was this interdependent
frame — postcolonial but not quite (ever?) post-imperial — that was
on the horizon as ex-colonial leaders like Nehru and Kenyatta and
Nkrumah all looked ahead to what they knew would be at once discrete
and interlinked futures.35 In this sense, provincializing empire — or,
rather, calibrating its historical and explanatory weight with care — is
an important challenge for all postcolonial histories.36
The visions and the histories that postcolonial nation-states
produced have, crucially, been shot through with presumptions,
largely unacknowledged, about the link between heteronormativity
and the socio-political order. Africa in the Indian Imagination aims
to historicize the role of Africa and of blackness in the emergence of a
postcolonial Indian identity that was both transnational and diasporic,
but no less conscious of or invested in racial and sexual difference
for being both. Tracking Indians’ embrace and disavowal of racial
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solidarity — what Thomas Blom Hansen calls an “unwieldy fetish” —
through articulations of postcolonial sexuality is indispensable for
understanding late 20th century ideas about Africa “in the world” and
for beginning to historicize the contours of a racially differentiated
post-1945 landscape beyond the shadow of western racial formations
and as crucially, contiguous with but not contained by US-centric
discourses of race.37 Even allowing for the validity of the claim made
by John D. Kelly and Martha Kaplan that “anticolonial movements
. . . were a condition of possibility for the success of the American
plan for reorganizing the world” — indeed, even allowing for the
ways in which many elites and non-elites came to grips with Indian
postcolonial history via the example of the US — I want to keep the US
in proportion here, because there is much to be gained by re-scaling
the role of the US in accounts of postcolonial politics and imagination
as well. I take this to be an extension, in fact, of Kelly and Kaplan’s
call for more careful attention to the specific iterations of US power
in the making of the neo-imperial worlds of the late 20th century.
Given the ways that historians of the US and South Africa have cited
a shared exceptionalism to link histories of Jim Crow and apartheid,
taking careful account of the proportionality of American influence
and connection seems prudent. Given the traffic, analogical and
otherwise, between Dalits and African Americans, doing so is arguably
crucial to being able to measure its density against the examples of
nationalist/high caste citationary practice I make visible. And given
the role of South Africa in that traffic — the centrality it has had in
US-based postcolonial narratives of postcolonial history —figuring the
impact of American struggles to size might allow us room to see other
spaces of Indian-African encounter in diaspora (Uganda, Guyana,
Trinidad) more clearly, and to afford them their rightful place in more
meaningfully global postcolonial histories as well.38
This is not to say that we can or should seek a global narrative of
race or diaspora which seeks to draw discrepant histories and contexts
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into a single frame of analysis — though for some theorists of Asia,
globalization represents a kind of non-national alternative that is at
once a critique and a legacy of Bandung.39 I want rather to suggest
that postcolonial and diaspora histories might be read as positing a
universal story while using specific cases as shorthand —another form
of citation — for a set of global conditions that is as variegated as it is,
perhaps, ungeneralizable. Nor would I, in offering this interpretive
challenge to the normative, masculine, caste Hindu nationalist and
apparently racially disinterested subject of postcolonial Indian history,
like to be misread as homogenizing either Indians or Africans, brown
and black, or as claiming post-1945 India/Africa per se as the only
axis along which it is possible to read racialized citations. Still less do
I relish being taken to imagine that Indian diasporans were the only
ones preoccupied with misrecognition at the site/sight/cite of skin.
I am reminded of a story that the founder of Black British Studies,
Stuart Hall, told me: when his mother first presented him, newborn,
to the family in Jamaica in 1932, his sister, noting his comparatively
dark complexion, asked “Where did you get that coolie baby?” And,
following up on the story in an interview with Tim Adams in 2007,
he explained: “not black baby, you will note, but low-class Indian.”
And “my father’s side was not pure African either, it had Indian in
it, and probably some English somewhere.”40 Schemas of brown and
black and white and inbetween circulate promiscuously and emerge
from very specific conditions of material and symbolic production,
of course. The burden of proof about the purchase, and the tenacity,
of the particular citationary apparatus I have identified rests on the
case studies that follow. Despite the monographic pressures of even
a volume of essays like this, whether they add up to anything like
portable interpretive framework is, for me, a genuinely, provocatively,
open question.
In offering these specific examples, I nonetheless hope to
complicate the horizons toward which we tend to look in order to

Introduction

d

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/669474/9780822374138-001.pdf by guest on 07 December 2021

apprehend postcolonial Cold War histories of Afro-Asian connection.
Reading vertically, below the sightline of dominant narratives —
especially those which privilege Gandhian and/or Nehruvian legacies—
gives us an opportunity to engage a variety of histories of the tense
and tender relationships between Indians and Africans and, more
broadly, of the role of Africa and blackness in the Indian postcolonial
imagination. Using fiction and other non-canonical forms of evidence
may allow for different kinds of histories than History (capital H)
typically ramifies.41 Think here of M.G. Vassanji’s The In-Between
World of Vikram Lall (2005), Abdulrazak Gurnah’s Desertion (2005)
or Peter Nazareth’s In a Brown Mantle (1972) — the latter having
not simply described Indian life in Uganda but predicted Idi Amin’s
rise to power and the infamous expulsion of Asians from Uganda,
the very same year the novel was published, no less. Think as well,
of course, of what Amitav Ghosh has been able to do with India’s
wide-ranging, cosmopolitan histories in his novels, most recently
Sea of Poppies. Though far from exceeding the grasp of postcolonial
history, these writers seem to know they are not innocent of it either.
And they certainly are not: evidence of the work of racism and its
endogamous histories leaves its trace in late 20th century in literary
work from Africa and India and diaspora equally.42 Perhaps this is
because, as Neville Hoad has written, “in fiction, one can find an
archive for the complex lived and felt experience of never completely
determining social abstractions”— the abstractions and complexities
of postcolonial history no less than any other.43
By no means prophets, Singh, Moraes, Sen and Naidoo were well
known in their own time as, indeed, they are now in communities
closer to home than India proper, perhaps. As I write Naidoo
continues to lend her voice to post-apartheid political struggles and
to defy its romances and its pieties as well. Indeed, her disavowal of a
conventional Indian identity is a provocative challenge to the notion
of extra-national belonging — a notion that her account of interracial
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struggle history arguably queers, and which the term “Afrindian” (to
describe the Africanization of Indian selfhood) also evokes.44 And
because her work and that of the others is not widely available beyond
university libraries and second-hand bookshops (if there), I have
quoted, sometimes at length, from their texts. Even if we concede that
they are no more representative of “Indian” opinion or its imaginaries
than Gandhi or Nehru, the work of these writers complicates our
understanding of the geopolitical landscapes of racial solidarity in late
twentieth century considerably. Viewed in the same frame of analysis,
their writings illustrate some of the ways that India and people of
Indian descent participated in the production of developmentalist
narratives which, while borne of western imperial conquest and
commercial traffic, continued to accrue to African polities and peoples
in the post-war period, shaping not just the fate of emergent states
like Kenya, Uganda and Zambia in the so-called Third World arena
but that of Africa more generally as a player in the global south as
well. Critical to this history was and is the struggle for a culturally
particularistic and highly gendered postcolonial Indian self, reliant
on the twin consciousness of racial superiority (brown over black)
and its correlative, sexual purity (fear of miscegenation), both inside
the new nation and beyond it. Inevitably, the scalar frame of such a
project is at once local, regional, national, diasporic and global — in
part because the history of independent India is a story of racial and
sexual politics across shifting boundaries, in part because the terms
of that embodied politics helped to shape the spatial parameters of
the postcolonial Cold War world.
This project is part of three historiographical turns: one, toward
the Indian Ocean world among South Asianists; two, toward histories
that link the postcolonial experience and the Cold War among students
of the later 20th century; and three, toward analyses that insist on
the impact of sexuality and gender in global politics among feminist
scholars. Standing as I do at the crossroads of all three, I seek to site/
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cite postcolonial histories of Afro-Asian solidarity as manifestations
of uneven and competing social, and racial, status between and
across extra-national spaces rather than simply as the result of global
“flows” — a critical observation derived in part from the work of
Africanist anthropologist James Ferguson.45 Despite the seduction
of the horizontal, despite its emancipationist promise, we also have
to attend to the historical realities of power relations — what Ahmed,
again, calls “the force of the vertical” — which crosscut postcolonial
and/or global flows and, in some cases, stopped them in their tracks.46
Indeed, despite the presumption of transnational connection that
has undergirded postcolonial studies, according to Kelly and Kaplan,
postcolonial theory itself “tends to diagnose impasse” — impasse
thrown up not only by ideas, but by “structures in the world.” Even
when it produces sparks that nurture collaboration, as it arguably does
in the case of Naidoo, this kind of friction is what we should be alert
to. As friction, it is akin to what Jasbir Puar calls conviviality — that
space between the quest for belonging and the exigency of critique.47
Such friction produces communities that are no less affective
for being fraught with “ugly feelings,” no less tightly bound — or
historically postcolonial — for being irritative, chafing, edgy, uneasily
friendly. Friction is sometimes bloody, sometimes fatal, though never
predictably or teleologically so; in any case, it is one of the conditions
of fraternity and sorority itself. Which is to say that solidarity can
happen through friction; through struggle between and among as
well as against; through “tangled, braided . . . and knotted” lives. This
is Afro-Asian solidarity in “the grip of worldly encounter”; this is the
grip of postcolonial critique on the postcolonial past; this is the object
of my study and the apparently discrepant histories it juxtaposes.48 This
is arguably one of the many yields of feminist postcolonial method as
well, especially when it remains open to the possibility that it is not
the final word. Nor could it be, given that as method, it leaves its own
citationary apparatus — the good, the bad and the ugly — so patently
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in its wake. I am once again in sync with Sara Ahmed in my desire
for histories that have the capacity to estrange us from, as much as
attach us to, celebratory, “happy” narratives of the past.49 This is not
because I don’t believe solidarities are possible, but because I want us
to think our histories of them differently as one method for doing them
differently in the contemporary present. As a critique of postcolonial
work that presumes a sentimentalized, fraternal history of Afro-Asian
solidarity, then, I hope this book offers one example of the form that a
critically postcolonial feminist method might take, limitations and all.
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