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In his autobiography Memoirs of the Left, John Saville recalls the conver-
sations, exchanges and friendships he developed with Indian communists 
during the Second World War. Saville was posted in Karachi, passing 
through Deolali and Bombay – after being demobilised – and had contacts 
with Indian communist leaders such as G.M. Adhikari, Arun Bose and B.T. 
Ranadive. He also developed friendships with party workers such as Anant 
and Kamala Kamat from Poona. His account includes a fascinating vignette 
of the reaction among communist British soldiers to the Royal Indian Naval 
Mutiny of 1946 which he describes as ‘a public and popular protest of quite 
remarkable proportions’.1 He recalls that an emergency meeting of the ‘com-
munist group’ was held which met in the bungalow of Bert Ramelson, who 
would become the CPGB’s industrial organiser, and also their involvement 
in ‘vigorous protest at the atrocities that the British Army had inflicted 
upon the peaceful citizens of Bombay’.2 Further, he recalls being involved 
in debates in the ‘Forces Parliament’ about the mutiny, noting that the 
Parliament was closed down as a result of these discussions. 

These reflections in Saville’s memoirs show the importance of the 
intersections between communism and anti-colonialism. They have been 
signalled in discussions of communism, but are often rendered absent or 
peripheral and this has been largely the case in terms of debates about the 
anniversary of the October revolution. That Saville’s engagements with anti-
colonial organising in India built on longstanding commitments is made 
clear elsewhere in his memoir. He writes for example, of being involved 
in the Union of Democratic Control and notes that it, together with its 
secretary Dorothy Woodman was at ‘the centre of the anti-fascist and anti-
colonial struggles’.3 These intersections also speak to some of the diverse 
trajectories and the contested maps of political activity shaped through 
communist organising and imaginaries. Making sense of the overlapping 
and contested geographies at work in a communist activist from an imperial 
nation, organising while being posted as a soldier in a colonial context, with 
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a political vision inspired at least partly by the USSR, is at the very least dis-
ruptive of nation-centred geographies of the left. This essay argues that such 
geographies cannot be read as merely incidental to understanding the politi-
cal purchase, appeal, influence and legacies of communist politics. It first 
outlines ways in which the maps of activity of communism might be recon-
figured through positioning anti-colonialism more directly, and illustrates 
this through discussion of CPGB’s relations with ‘colonial seafarers’. The 
conclusion considers the relevance of these debates and histories for engage-
ments with the ‘legacies of October’ and the current political conjuncture.

Anti-colonialism, Communist Internationalism and the 

contested spaces of the Left

Any reckoning of Communist Internationalism’s influence, significance 
and reach needs to engage with the systematically riven terrain which 
frames them. The ‘remorseless binary logic’ of the Cold War, in particular, 
has made it difficult to examine in a nuanced fashion the terms and prac-
tices through which such engagements were constituted and articulated.4 
This situation becomes particularly vexed in relation to questions of the 
intersection of anti-colonialism and Communist Internationalism – as 
these relations were often silenced and downplayed within the commu-
nist tradition itself and subordinated by ‘the Comintern’s insistence on a 
homogenous strategy for world revolution’.5 The purging and politically 
motivated killings of figures such as Virendranath Chattopahyay ‘Chatto’ 
and Willi Münzenberg, who were among the foremost activists to articu-
late forms of anti-colonialism and Communist Internationalism also have 
to be seen as constitutive of rather than incidental to comintern politics.6 To 
recover and assess the importance of such intersections, then, involves chal-
lenging the ways they have been persistently denigrated, caricatured and 
ignored. Thus Mark Rhodes II in an insightful discussion of the legacy of 
the legendary singer, political activist and advocate of Communism, Paul 
Robeson, observes that ‘25 years of blacklisting have let a scar on the memo-
rial landscape of Paul Robeson’.7 He suggests that Robeson’s ‘involvement 
internationally was not expunged from all landscapes’ and emphasises that 
his life went ‘from that of vocal expression to that of physical protest despite 
the strongest attempts by the US government to silence him’. 

These reflections raise broader questions about attempts to silence the 
important traditions of anti-colonialism, shaped between colonial and 
metropolitan spaces and constituted through linkages to the spaces of 
Communist Internationalism. Central to the silencing of such relations 
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and intersections are particular ways of envisioning the geographies of 
left politics and communism. Thus Richard Iton has argued that Robeson 
was ‘revived and recuperated’ after his death, particularly in the US, in 
terms that disarticulated ‘race and class, black politics and international-
ism, while treading the safer waters of manhood rights’. He argues that 
Robeson in the decades after his death functioned ‘as a race man con-
tainable within the borders of a postage stamp and of discourses that in 
many respects, avoided the political’.8 Further, he suggests that the ‘maps 
that might help us trace the connections’ between different aspects of 
Robeson’s activity and trajectories ‘do not exist’.9

Iton notes by contrast the powerful articulations of class, anti-racism, 
black internationalism and anti-fascism articulated by Robeson’s increas-
ingly radical renderings of ‘Ol’ Man River’. This speaks to the importance 
of understanding the dynamic geographies which shaped the interna-
tionalist, anti-colonial and communist-inflected politics of Robeson. 
As Robeson himself remarked in a conversation with the Cuban poet 
Nicolás Guillén in Spain ‘it is not only as an artist that I love the cause 
of democracy in Spain, but also as a Black. I belong to an oppressed race, 
discriminated against, one that could not live if fascism triumphed in the 
world’.10 That this conversation took place with Guillén in Spain in 1938 
signals the transnational terrain on which anti-colonial solidarities were 
articulated and how they impacted on anti-fascism. 

These ‘maps of political activity’, however, are often not centred in the 
historiographies of communism or indeed of the broader left. While anti-
imperial engagements and sentiment are presenced by Raphael Samuel in 
The Lost World of British Communism, for example, the diverse political 
cultures, imaginaries and internationalist connections which shaped some 
Communist organising in Britain function as a pretty systematic absence 
in the text.11 The connections made between communism and anti-colo-
nialism were, as Claude McKay’s recently discovered novel on Harlem, 
communism and the international solidarities in relation to Ethiopia 
emphasises, decidedly fraught.12 The work of organisations such as the 
League Against Imperialism (LAI) remained marginal within the political 
cultures of parties like the CPGB and PCF; the British LAI activist and 
Meerut prisoner Ben Bradley noted that the work of the group within 
the CPGB was ‘the province’ of “a small group of people” in and on the 
fringes of the party’.13 Anti-colonial commitments, as key Comintern 
figures like George Padmore were to recognise, were ultimately often 
made subordinated to the geopolitical interests of USSR.14 Such intersec-
tions, however, demand, to be taken seriously and engaged with. There 
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are important historiographical and contemporary political reasons why 
it is important they are part of the debate around ‘the legacies of October’. 

First, the political spaces opened up by these Communist articulations 
of anti-colonial internationalism, however, were significant if always 
fraught and contested. These political spaces have also been powerfully 
brought into view by recent work which has used some of the method-
ologies of the transnational turn in history and the broader social sciences 
to recast understandings of international communist networks. Thus 
Maia Ramnath’s monograph on the Ghadar movement has foregrounded 
transnational articulations of Indian anti-colonialism and Communism, 
Holger Weiss and Hakim Adi’s work on the International Trade Union 
Committee of Negro Workers (ITUCNW) has emphasised the diverse 
relations between Communism and Black Internationalism and Benjamin 
Zachariah has revised understandings of anti-fascist political trajectories.15 
This work all usefully expands the geographical imaginaries through which 
Communist internationalism is understood, and it chimes with the expan-
sive geographical imaginaries that could constituted Communist politics. 
As Bergin argues the ‘internationalist framing of American racism, not 
only as an element of the global class struggle but also into a world-
wide movement of the racially oppressed, was an overriding element of 
Communist praxis in the early 1930s’.16 

Secondly, there is the importance of tracing not only the ways in which 
the Russian Revolution impacted on spaces of anti-colonial thought and 
activism, but also how such activism spoke back to Communist politics. 
Thus Minkah Makalani has demonstrated the importance of scrutinising 
the contested spaces through which anti-imperial activists ‘stretched’ and 
reconfigured some of the dominant ways of configuring left international-
ism.17 Central here were the ways in which activists from colonial contexts 
engaged with and challenged the terms of key texts on nationalism and 
internationalism.  Thus the Indian communist M.N. Roy drafted, at 
Lenin’s request, a ‘supplementary set of theses’ to Lenin’s ‘Thesis on the 
National and Colonial Question’. These theses, which he submitted to the 
National and Colonial Commission of the Comintern, positioned ‘South 
Asia and the global South at the nexus of proletarian revolution’.18 In 
this sense it is important to recognise that from its inception Communist 
Internationalism was articulated in relation to, and bore the traces of the 
agency and presence of, anti-imperial intellectuals and activists. Such 
genealogies challenge a linear sense of Communism being applied to anti-
colonial struggles in ways which position activists in such struggles as 
only passive recipients of Communist ideologies and organising practices. 
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Thirdly, recent interventions on the spaces of political activity have drawn 
attention to the importance of acknowledging the simultaneity of different 
political perspectives and trajectories, even potentially conflictual ones.19 The 
contested, and at times extremely sectarian, spaces of organising shaped by 
Communist-led organisations such as the LAI present important challenges 
for ways of narrating left histories. There is the importance of simultaneously 
recognising the exchanges and relations between activists from different left 
organisations and engaging with the ways sectarian political cultures both 
constituted internationalism and also shaped the archival record. Thinking 
about the co-existence of different left political articulations of anti-colonial 
internationalism becomes a necessary task, rather than assuming a landscape 
where political affiliations were tidily circumscribed and reproduced. This 
also helps to presence the ongoing challenges to Stalinism made both within 
and beyond Communist organising, and also the ways in which Communist 
anti-colonial organising was formed through diverse and contested exchanges 
with Black popular political movements such as Garveyism.20 

Finally, exploring the relations between Communism and anti-colo-
nialism can open up subaltern agency in understandings of Communist 
internationalism and left internationalist political cultures more gener-
ally. While the leadership of networks like the LAI was generally rather 
elite they also helped to shape political spaces of exchange and organising 
where workers from colonial contexts engaged with Communist Parties 
in imperial cities such as London and Paris. This could also provide a 
critical infrastructure for the trans-local presence and circulation of such 
anti-colonial politics. Central here was the role of seafarer agitators in 
circulating, and refracting, Communist anti-colonial politics between dif-
ferent contexts. The next section discusses the importance of this subaltern 
presence in shaping some of the tensioned relations between Communist 
Internationalism and anti-colonialism. 

Communism, subaltern maritime politics and anti-colonial 

organising circuits 

In his book Racism, Class and the Racialised Outsider, Satnam Virdee 
describes the Seamen’s Minority Movement (SMM) as making a powerful 
challenge to a situation in interwar Britain where ‘black and Arab seamen 
were forced to accept their second tier status’.21 The presence of African, 
Asian and Caribbean seafarers decisively shaped intersections between 
Communist and Anti-Colonial politics in Britain in the 1930s, especially 
in port cities. Such seafarers were a key part of a fabric of organisations 
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such as the Negro Welfare Association (NWA) which was important in 
asserting a militant black presence in the capital. Linked to the Communist 
networks of the ITUCNW and the LAI, the NWA was part of a dense 
network of associational cultures and acted as a key node of trans-local 
anti-imperial politics.22 The NWA was connected with left politics and 
opposition in Trinidad, for example, through the activity of Jim Headley, a 
Trinidadian radical who shaped transnational organising cultures between 
London, Trinidad and the United States. Headley played a significant 
role in bridging between the NWA and the Negro Welfare, Cultural and 
Social Association in Trinidad.23 Headley and Arnold Ward, a Barbadian 
Communist who was a key figure in the NWA, were also central to the 
organising work of the SMM with ‘colonial seafarers’ in the early 1930s. 

The SMM, part of the Communist-aligned National Minority Movement 
which sought to organise a left alternative to the Trade Union Congress, 
was affiliated to the Red International of Labour Unions and in particu-
lar to the International of Seamen and Harbour Workers (ISH). Led by 
George Hardy, who had previously been involved with the Industrial 
Workers of the World in North America, and Fred Thompson, the SMM 
made significant attempts to co-ordinate opposition to the National Union 
of Seamen (NUS). Under the leadership of Havelock Wilson, the NUS had 
supported a ‘non-political’ mining union in Nottinghamshire which sought 
to undermine the Miners’ Federation’s six month long dispute. The SMM 
also challenged the status of the NUS as one of the bulwarks of what Jon 
Hyslop has termed ‘white labourism’.24 The SMM attempted to organise 
black and Asian seafarers in British ports. A ‘Committee of 18 negroes was 
erected to form a national Movement of coloured workers’ in 1931. These 
steps were pioneering in terms of inter-racial labour organising in the UK.25 

The committee was inaugurated at ‘a meeting at the International 
Seamen’s Club, 233 High Street, Poplar, held under the auspices of the 
Seamen’s Minority Movement’ on 3  December, 1931. Police reports suggest 
that the meeting was addressed by Arnold Ward, Chris Jones, the Barbadian 
anti-colonial militant, and Jim Headley, who was appointed to head the com-
mittee. It was ‘decided that a circular should be sent to all the port groups 
of the SMM instructing them to call meetings of coloured workers, together 
with the leading white comrades to set up a Committee in each port.’ The 
significance given to work with such seafarers was given in a ‘Resolution on 
the British Seamen’s Movement and the Tasks Confronting the Seamen’s 
Minority Movement’ which argued that in ‘the activity of the SMM, the 
work among the colonial seamen must occupy a central place’. Drawing on 
instructions from the ISH, the SMM resolution argued that ‘work among 
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these seamen must find full application and must be carried through under 
the slogan: Full economic, social and political equality!’ The SMM had an 
important effect on opposition to racist NUS organising, especially in South 
Shields, but was not uniformly popular among seafarers of colour. Thus 
Straker, a seafarer referred to in NUS Cardiff minutes as a ‘coloured del-
egate’, argued in a branch meeting called to discuss political tensions arising 
from the financial support of the NUS for ‘non-political unions’ that ‘my 
advice as a seaman, and as an official for this organisation, is to assist these 
men to better themselves. I have had to go into the stokehold, and I think 
of those poor fellows smashed by Bolshevism’. His interventions also made 
critical references to Manny Shinwell and Arthur Cook, the Communist-
leaning leader of the Miners’ Federation of Great Britain.26 

The intersections shaped by organisations such as the SMM and NWA 
were integral to producing maps of internationalist political activity 
which crosscut metropolitan and colonial spaces. Further through foster-
ing intersections between Communism and maritime workers, activists 
like Padmore forged important spaces of connection which were shaped 
by, and in relation to, subaltern actors. In so doing Padmore drew on his 
extensive contacts with various Caribbean and West African seafarers. One 
of the Liverpool-based seafarers who was in touch with Padmore was a 
Sierra Leonian called Ernest Foster Jones who was ‘one of the leaders of the 
Freetown-based United Seamen’s Club, a social and welfare organisation 
originally formed in 1923, which represented the seamen in talks with their 
employers’.27 Padmore recommended Foster Jones as ‘the Secretary to the 
new International Seamen’s Club they are founding in Sierra Leone’. Foster 
Jones’s activity in the early 1930s exemplifies how seafarers contributed to 
the broader organising work directed by Padmore on behalf of the ISH and 
ITUCNW, which collaborated closely. According to UK police reports 
on the activity of the SMM and the International of Seamen and Harbour 
Workers, Foster Jones was acting as a courier for the ISH/ITUCNW between 
Hamburg and West Africa. A police report in November 1931 noted, for 
example, that ‘in the middle of October’ of that year he was ‘on board the 
SS “Holmelea”’ at Freetown Harbour, Sierra Leone and ‘was acting as a 
courier, and conveying propaganda material, messages etc. between Nigeria 
and Freetown, as well as a diversity of centres in French West Africa, and 
the International Committee at 8, Rothesoodstrasse, Hamburg’.28 

This activity shows, as Patterson and seafarers’ organisers like Chris 
Jones argued, that ‘colonial seafarers’ could use the mobility afforded to 
them by their labour to shape transnational organising networks and cir-
culations.29 Indeed the strategic centrality of seafarers to trade networks 
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was one of the reasons the ISH wanted to engage with them.30 The terms 
on which such actors enrolled into SMM networks, however, could be 
contested. Thus when Frank Macaulay, the delegate of the Nigerian 
National Democratic Party [NNDP] at the ITUCNW conference in 
Hamburg in 1930, visited Barry and Cardiff in South Wales, ‘apparently 
with the object of organizing a “Negro Welfare Association”’ in the city, 
he provoked adverse commentary from SMM comrades on his ‘very 
remarkable approach’. Intercepted correspondence from a SMM activist 
noted that ‘as a result of the discussion, or that part of it in which the negro 
workers broke into English, it was gathered that the line pursued was that 
of establishing a kind of Negro Workers Organisation […] In any case 
our comrades had misgivings despite the fact that the negro comrade was 
receiving considerable support from the Negro workers’.31 

Despite Macaulay’s clear success in engaging with diverse black seafar-
ers, his approach and attempt to construct organisational autonomy was 
dismissed by leading SMM activists and this clearly suggests that black 
self-organisation was seen as a threat. Hostility to such organising prac-
tices was not limited to Cardiff. William Brown, one of the key black 
SMM organisers in Liverpool, admitted, for example, having ‘a lot of 
trouble’ organising the ‘coloured seamen’, ‘largely because of their pre-
vious experiences of racism, but also because some were critical of the 
ITUCNW’s condemnation of Marcus Garvey’.32 Other ex-SMM activ-
ists, notably Chris Jones, gravitated towards pan-African organising 
partly as a result of their alienation from the lack of sustained engagement 
between Communism and anti-racist/anti-colonial organising. By the mid 
1930s Jones had broken with the CP and had gravitated to autonomous 
pan-African organising working with CLR James and Padmore. Later 
in the decade he wrote a column ‘seamen’s notes’ for the International 
African Service Bureau and became an active anti-Stalinist, helping James 
to barrack Communist speakers. Jones, however, illustrates the contested 
terrain on which relations between anti-colonialism and Communism was 
constituted however. From 1935 he was working closely with the Indian 
Communist Surat Alley in the Colonial Seamen’s Association, which 
again shows the need to understand the diverse and overlapping engage-
ments between anti-colonialism and Communist political cultures.33 

Conclusions 

In their introduction to a special issue of Race and Class on ‘Reparative 
Histories’, Cathy Bergin and Anita Rupprecht have argued that it is necessary 
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to refute understandings of ‘the history of “race”, imperialism and slavery’ 
taken ‘from the vantage point of contemporary progress and reason’. They 
argue, in contrast, for an approach which focuses on excavating ‘histo-
ries of resistance, solidarity and collectivity as vital for the now’.34 Such a 
political project is of particular salience in a context of ascendant racialised 
right-wing populism which has in part been produced through particular 
narratives of a dispossessed ‘white working class’, articulated with at the 
very least an implicit reproducing of colonial imaginaries and relations. As 
Roshi Naidoo has argued, such discourses have ‘circulated and interacted in 
particular ways with the politics of race and racism’ and have ‘gained trac-
tion’ as part of broader terms of political debate.35 This is why the histories 
here matter for this conjuncture – not because Communist Internationalism 
is worth reviving or even revising, but because they suggest the importance 
of intersections which challenge the persistent whitening of past struggles. 
They matter because they speak to  attempts to shape expansive political 
imaginaries which also took place-based struggle and contexts seriously. 
They also emphasise that there are important histories of inter-racial labour 
organising, linked to anti-colonial and Communist imaginaries, which 
while fraught and often problematic nevertheless asserted the importance 
of actually existing working class multiculturalism. This sought to construct 
political formations, ideas and internationalisms which have important lega-
cies which cannot be taken for granted. 
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