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During the years of the UNIA’s most rapid gre
2—Marcus Garvey presented an argument
and a set of projects that simultaneously took so-
bering account of African American prospects in the
depths of the Jim Crow era and offered 2 b
ing vision of political struggle and redemption. He
seemed to be especially inspited by the World War 1
moment, not only because it broughr a ferocious rac-
ist outburse in the United States but also because of
the political transformations it appeared to be un-
leashing internationally. Irish nationalism, Ziomsm,
the Russian Revolution, the Versailles Peace Confer-
ence, and Pan-Africanism heralded both a dramaric

shake-up of the old order and the possibility of creac-



jesse.berrett
Typewritten Text
Steven Hahn, The Political Worlds of Slavery and Freedom


THE POLITY

AL WORLDS OF SLAVERY AND FREEDOM

ing something new. People of African descent, Gar-
vey believed, had ro ready themselves, ro “make up
our minds now,” to play a central role in history’s un-
folding.®
First and foremost, that would mean tretaking
their homeland of Africa. The world, as Garvey had
come to see it, was organized around races, nations,
and empires. African peoples—whether on the conti-
nent or elsewhere in the diaspora—had fallen sub-
jeet to the rule and exploitation of whites, and “no
race can be completely free, living as subjects of an
alien race.” It would be 2 “big mistake,” he insisted, to
“think that the white man is going to be more lib-
eral” or that blacks could successfully achieve equal-
ity in societies dominated by whites. They would con-
tinue to be lynched and mobbed and ground down
until their oppressors had to answer to power—to a
black nation with the muscle o defend itself and
command the world’s respect. “Some serious attempt
must be made,” Garvey told a UNIA meeting in New
York, “to build up a government and a nation suf
ficiently strong to protect the Negm or your furure in
the US. will not be worth a snap of a finger.
[Wlithour an independent Africa, without a powerful

Africa you are lost.”t#

Like the Irish struggle of the time, to which he
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was drawn, Garvey’s vision was nationalist and anti-
colonial. He cailed not so much for African repatria-
tiort as for a movement to oust the Buropean colomniz-
ers and to establish a basis for black self-governance
a movemnent that would link “every member of the}
race in every part of the world” who, wherever their
residence, were “citizens” of Africa. “We of the UNIA.”
he proclaimed, “are not endeavoring to repatriate ;E
the present moment . . . twelve milfion Negroes of
America, or twelve or fiffeen million from the Wesr
Indies, . .. [or] twenry-five millions in South and Cen-
tral America. . .. We are first trying to organize these
[millions] . . . with the one object of a free and re-
deemed Africa.” Garvey acknowledged that such an
undertaking would require time, that “we have years
before us,” perhaps “a hundred years,” undl “Africa
finds a Napoleon” and “we will march from this
Western Hemisphere sixty million strong.” Nonethe-
less, he was “preaching preparedness.” As a Garveyire
in Los Angeles later recalled, “Mr. Garvey never did
advocate for all Negroes to go back to Africa. [N o] he
never did that. He was teaching the people that as
long as yow're in somebody else’s house you can’t
tule. .. [and] Africa was the only continent in which
they could have a government of their own.”!?
Yet the UNIA was to be more than the vehicle of
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organization and preparedness; it was also imagined
as an embryonic form of the new African nafon it-
self, a government in exile. “We are endeavoring o
perform the fanction of the government of our race,”
Garvey announced, “just as the Governiment of
America petforms the function of government for
ninety million white people.” To that end, the UNIA
drew up a consticution and a “declaration of rights,”
created an African Legion and a Black Cross Nursing
Corps, recognized organizational units by the mili-
tary term “divisions,” invested in factories, laundries,
and restaurants, discussed the wisdom of a “civil ser-
vice” to avoid corruption and train a political class,
established the Black Star Shipping Line to move
people and goods in what was seen as a global pelid-
cal economy, fooked to ally itself with the govern-
ment of Liberia, paraded in large processions, sang
an anthem and waved a national flag (red, black, and
green), and made Marcus Garvey provisional presi-
dent. “If we are to rise as a great people to become a
great national force,” Garvey declared, “we must start
business enterprises of our own; we must build ships
and start trading with ourselves between America,
the West Indies, and Africa, We must put up factories
in all the great manufacturing centers of the country

and in these factories we must manufacture . .. all
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the necessities of life, those things that peaple need,
not only our people . . . but the people of China, of
India, of South and Central America, and even the
white man.” Eventually, “we musr have an African
Army second to none and a Navy second to none,”
so that “if they should lynch and burn you the Am-
bassador of the African Republic in Africa will send
home the news to Africa and we will send our bartle-
ships.” If some said or sneered that “this is a dream,”
Garvey responded: “it wasn’t a dream for George
Washingron, >z

Nothing artracted more popular enthusiasm or
brought more financial support from the UNIA faith-
ful than did the Black Star Line, Even with three rick-
ety, problem-plagued ships, it served as a symbol of
power, pride, and destiny in a world of commerce and
migration, and thousands of blacks turned out ac
ports from New York to Havana to Colén, Panama,
to greet the Black Star vessels when they steamed in.

“It must be understood,” a federal agent could report

in the fall of 1920, “that the foundation and strength

of Garvey’s anti-white movement rests solely on his
retaining ownership of these ships . .. [whose] com-
mercial value . . . is by far a secondary consideration

against cheir moral and racial value "1

The popular appeal of the Black Star Line is wor-
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thy of atrention not because it identifies an entn?--
preneurial and capitalistic impulse among Garvey’s
followers or because it suggests the fundamentally
bourgeois orientation of the movement (though, of
course, these arguments can and have been made,
especially when Garveyism is viewed fro.m the toP?
down);22 it is worthy of attention because it draws u—b
to deeper currents of sensibility and practice, of asp%-
ration and belief among many thousands of Afri-
can Americans and thereby helps us understand how
Garvey was able to build a mass movement so

quickly, and one that would endure in many incarna-

rions.
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Ametica was a white man’s country, that white rac-
ism was intractable, that white allies were few and in-
effective, and that blacks had ro organize for self
defense? And as blaa.ck soldiers returned from a war to
make the “world safe for democracy” only to find a

hardened and more vicious }Jim Crow at home, as

thousands of black southerners made their way into
the cities of the North, and as black newspapers like
the Chicage Defender and then the Negro World be-
gan to circulate North and South, apprising African
Americans of a wide and complex world, who could
not be energized by Garvey’s vision of 406 million

black allies over the globe?

)

Amid the violent white supremacist campaigns
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
which sought to enforce biack submission through
lynching, disfranchisement, and legal segregation,
distance, numbers, and arms offered the best pro-
tections—as they always had. Under chese precarious

arcumstances, who could deny Garvey’s claim that
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