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Remembering “political blackness” as a space for agency, transformation and the emergence of 
post-diaspora identities.
I’m trialling a new way of thinking through issues of place and identity that merges two strands of my 
research: black British women’s life writing, in particular the oral testimonies archived in various centres 
and institutions during the last few years, and Caribbean and black British women’s literary fiction and 
contemporary cultural texts. I’m using archived oral testimonies as a lens through which to read contemporary 
cultural and literary forms and to suggest that the spaces created by black women’s activism have influenced, 
in as yet unexplored ways, the textual imaginary. So the archive is both my lens, and as such a way of reading 
as a black feminist, but it is also, as I hope to demonstrate as this project progresses, the framework within 
which a younger generation of black women writers and artists use their work to represent interconnected 
subjectivities, desires and possibilities within a complex temporality of past, present and future moments.

The context of oral testimonies
Recent interest in archiving black activism in the mid to late twentieth-century, has resulted in the creation 
of several ‘black’ archives in London and around the UK. I’m attracted to these resources because I see in their 
use of the life-writing method a form that provides the space to address the complexities, contradictions and 
even the psychic costs that characterise any historical moment. This method allows also for the layering of 
the everyday and the ordinary into the epochal and momentous.  I’m conscious, however, that the framing of 
these collections in the context of public discourses of heritage and memorialisation assumes that cultural 
inheritances are unproblematic. In such discourses pasts become commodities in an unequal cultural 
exchange. 

Notwithstanding those hesitations, the extended epigraph that I want to use to introduce the main part of 
my paper comes from an BCA interview with Gerlin Bean, who is now living   in Jamaica, and was a founder 
member of two of the most influential black feminist groups in London. At the end of the interview, Gerlin 
reflects that in the period that she was active, ‘we didn’t form institutions, and that’s where the disconnect 
is… I was always wanting to come back [to Jamaica]… Even though I lived there [in Britain] for 30 years, I 
wasn’t at home, but here I’m at home’. She adds that when her daughter leaves Jamaica, ‘she says she’s 
going home to England’.  Gerlin then asks the interviewer, who was born in London, but schooled in Jamaica, 
where’s your home, and he says, ‘North London’. This exchange sets up a complex set of identifications 
across three generations and in some ways, it represents both the predictable, generational pulls that 
‘home’ exerts and the cross generational purchase on belonging and rootedness. At the same time, it also 
speaks to the changing nature of narratives of belonging, and the transformation of lived and felt space by 
oppositional discourses of citizenship and national identity. By citing North London as home, the interviewer 
deftly bypasses identification with Britain or England in favour of the hyperlocal: in this articulation, home 
is constituted as a specifically demarcated space that reaches outward beyond its specifics, thus creating 
possibilities for temporary, mobile and expedient as well as more permanent affiliations.



“Political blackness”  
Although the “politically black” feminist politics to which several interviewees in these and other archives refer 
has frequently been contested and often disparaged as an empty abstraction, it is still possible to suggest 
that the intellectual activism and groundwork of late twentieth-century black feminist groups, with their 
insistence on mobility and interconnectedness as a means of personal and political transformation and their 
use of ‘black’ as a political identity, has in part made diverse ownership of the local possible in the present. And 
this is the case even when and perhaps particularly when that space becomes a site of conflict and violence.

As I’ve indicated, one of the effects of the life-writing method of interviewing is that it allows for an emphasis 
on the importance of transpersonal as well as transnational and transcultural alliances often anticipated or 
sought for in literary and cultural production. All the women interviewed reflect on both the power of the 
borderlands or liminal spaces they occupied in their early years of activism, and the transformative potential of 
transgressive identities. Many found themselves, in their early years of activism, between the white feminist 
movement and the black liberation struggle, properly at home in neither. Using Gerlin again: in recounting 
her first experience of, in the late 1970s, attending a women’s conference she talks about not being able to see 
what she describes as ‘the relevance of it’, despite the real need for a space to think about gender hierarchies 
and sexuality identity. And simultaneously all these women were splitting from organizations such as Race 
Today, or the BLF -  the Black Liberation Front, and the BUFP (Black Unity and Freedom Party) because of their 
explicit misogyny. From the point of view of a racialised politics, feminism was a transgressive mode of being. 
But the experience of being outside both of the dominant racial and gender defined political arenas, created a 
sense of empowerment that led eventually to the formation of several locally situated Black women’s groups. 
And while the groups were firmly committed to a politics of place, suggested by their local titles: Brixton 
Black Women’s Group, Southall Black Sisters, ELBWO (East London Black women’s Organizations), their politics 
was also and emphatically anti-colonial and anti-imperialist – a politics of liberation, reflecting in many 
ways the background of the women involved, many of whom had been involved in African student politics, 
or in national liberation struggles. Theirs – or ours, I should say – was a locally-based politics that was also 
global or internationalist, as it would have been defined during that period, and anti-essentialist. And as Paul 
Gilroy (2004:5) notes, ‘they came into conflict with a merely national focus because they understood political 
solidarity to require translocal connections’.  As Gerlin says to the young interviewer, ‘whereas now you’re 
black British, when I was there I was an immigrant’ and like many groups at the time, black feminists worked 
together with other “immigrants” from the Indian sub-continent, from all regions of African   to oppose 
racism. As Jenny Bourne (2016) notes in a recent article that analyses some of the material archived in the 
Institute of Race Relations, many groups of the late 1960s and early 1970s such as the Black People’s Alliance 
were in practice umbrella organisations that brought together activists who identified differently in relation 
to diaspora, but whose practice of interconnection and collectivity worked to strengthen political opposition 
(Ambikaipaker 2016).  So, “political blackness” was a politics of affiliation rather than of identity. And the 
critique of that politics, that it runs counter to blackness, and that it privileges another kind of essentialism – 
“whiteness” since it emerges only as a politics that simply opposes whiteness – though persuasive (Andrews 
2016), is not entirely or historically accurate, as evidenced in these archived testimonies. While diaspora did 
not have the same conceptual power that it currently holds, I would suggest that in its intimate connections 
to “Third World” struggles through its liberationist politics, black feminist activism of this period created a 
multiply diasporic space, a location that would provide, ‘another way of conceptualizing and imagining the 
organization of a people, an alternative to the nation state’ (Rushdy 2009/15): 298). Rather than a focus on 
origins, such an imagining ‘forces us to consider discourses of cultural and political linkage only through 
and across difference’ (Edwards in Rushdy: 299), while attending to the dynamics of power that construct 
difference differently. Rather than a catch-all identity that, as Kehinde Andrews (2016) argues, ‘ignores the 
tensions and complexities that exist between groups’, the politics of black feminism created the potential 
for ‘exemplary communities of the transnational moment’ (Tölölyan in Rushdy 2009: 299). Late twentieth-
century black feminism was a politics, including a politics of identity and belonging, that threw a light across 
subsequent generations of political consciousness and informed contemporary cultural production. 



Post-diaspora
 In his prescient and much-cited article on diaspora Stuart Hall (1990) emphasises the importance of cultural 
“becoming” as well as “being” and of the importance of thinking of identities as ‘subject positions’: subjects 
are positioned by time and place rather than fixed by ‘identities’. At the same time, focusing specifically on 
Caribbean identities, he stresses the importance of dislocation, rupture and fragmentation, reflecting the 
hold that pasts and specific cultural or national histories continue to exert. Diaspora, in this formulation, 
rather than reconstituting ‘us as new kinds of subjects’ reconfigures our relation to historically constituted 
cultures and formations. What I’m proposing here with this specific example of “political blackness”, as 
practised by late twentieth-century black feminist activists, is a theoretical space that is a multiply diasporic, 
but is also specific and local, rather than abstract or instrumental. As such it offers multiple and overlapping 
possibilities for belonging through affiliation and difference, and it can be mobilised to develop new meanings 
in contemporary Caribbean and black British cultural production.  By claiming this space as “post-diasporic”, 
it is possible to project beyond the loss and longing, the fragmentation and dislocation to which all theories 
of diaspora, old and new, are attached (Cohen 1997; Cho (…); So Hee Chi Kim 2007). It moves discussions of 
identity towards an understanding of presence – being present and at home in the translocal –  and beyond 
Hall’s spatio-temporally located axes of continuity and discontinuity. Like all ‘posts’, of course, this post might 
be seen to reflect a kind of ‘shiftiness’ (Bhabha 1994), an evasive trickster-like refusal that is as obstructive 
as it is productive. Like all ‘posts’, however, ‘post-diaspora’ is deeply imbricated in the concept it exceeds 
and problematizes: it serves as a reminder that diaspora too is an identity container that must be routinely 
interrogated, particularly as migratory flows become more rapid and more unexpected in their routes.  By 
situating this concept – post-diasporic –  in the context of a specific set of practices, and by emphasising the 
theoretical and imaginary potential of affiliation and interconnection as a strategy for mitigating against loss 
and discontinuity, I am suggesting another way of positioning ‘us as new kinds of subjects’. 

Diana Evans’ 26a
    In this final section, I want to link this more expansive understanding of community and identity to just one 
example of contemporary literary expression, but as a preface, it is important to register the significance of 
cultural production to the emergence and development of black feminist politics, and to acknowledge the role 
played by black British feminist activism and activist spaces in nurturing the early work of many contemporary 
writers and artists.  Through reference to the work of a younger writer, the novelist Diana Evans, I’m going to 
illustrate very briefly the textual significance of the historical moment  outlined above, and to suggest that 
part of what has made this fictional representation possible, is a cultural memory of doing politics differently.   

Diana Evans’s fiction is concerned in large part with the affective dimension of place and space: it is firmly 
situated in the local, and in the case of her first novel, in Neasden, North London, experienced by the 
characters as:

like the high heel at the bottom of Italy. It was what the city stepped on to be sexy. London needed its 
Neasdens to make the Piccadilly lights, the dazzling Strand, the pigeons at Trafalgar Square and the queen 
waving from her Buckingham balcony seem exciting all that way away, over acres of rail tracks and miles 
and miles of traffic. (9)

However, in its focus on the specifics of locality, it constructs identities that are unselfconsciously plural, 
constituted of shifting, or ‘colliding geographies’ and temporalities.  The family house (26 Waifer Avenue) is 
constituted by the global and by its inhabitants’ connections to different temporalities: it is implicated in the 
affective consequences of the economic and political life of an outer, public, economic and cultural domain. 
Both parents are defined and indeed connected by their experiences of loss and discontinuity. Both are 
preoccupied with looking back, with an imagined return: the father to Wales and the mother to Nigeria. Both 
the locality and the house itself reproduces the melancholic affects of its characters’ longing, their heightened 
sense of unbelonging and homelessness.  For example, the hold that Nigeria has on Ida, the mother, and that 



fixes her as out of place, is unproductive and imprisoning. Such thick affect clouds her vision and, like the 
warm ice-cream and the mushy dinners she prepares, stewed until it can be poured, this absence of a safe, 
bordered home-place threatens her with dissolution.

A number of crises structure the novel, most of which contrast the potential for well-being with the 
possibility of psychic debility. Despite the novel’s sadness, and the tragic event at its centre, it is primarily 
concerned with agency and transformation, as well as with the requirement for outward-looking transcultural 
interconnections, even as the characters’ commitment to the local is deepened.

This is a novel that doesn’t in any way advertise itself as a feminist text, but a black feminist reading can serve 
to map the text’s indebtedness and unconscious or unself-conscious reflection of the histories in which it is 
embedded. Focusing on the female characters, it is possible to define their achievement of agency through 
actions that transform the relations that structure their lived reality, where for example in the case of the 
mother, she acts to contest male aggression and abuse on behalf of her daughters.   Transformative acts 
in the everyday, such as Ida’s, can be read as part of a wider, more structurally significant feminist project: 
the daughters who survive, and the mother herself latterly, are strengthened in their acts of affiliation to 
empowering forms of blackness that do not simply mirror their own ethnic identities and in fact require a 
certain mobility, a reaching out beyond themselves even if, and as the characters return to or remain rooted in 
the local.

What I’m suggesting in this brief example is that the ‘exemplary communities’ that a “politically black” 
feminist praxis achieved in the ‘transnational moment’ is repeated in several examples of Caribbean 
diasporic and black British women’s fiction. A black feminist reading that takes as its starting point the praxis 
articulated in recent life writing interviews and oral testimonies, makes possible a mapping of the narrative’s 
use and its usefulness as a way of speaking back to that historical moment, which in turn enables a re-
thinking of identity-formations in the present. Such a reading privileges representations of affiliation and 
interconnection beyond diaspora’s borders as a mode of well-being and as a way of claiming a presence in the 
specific and contemporary moment.
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