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During the first few years of the 1920s, a group of educated and predominantly Christian young men in the Nigerian city of Ibadan became interested in the ideas and politics of Marcus Garvey. A political activist from Jamaica, Garvey founded the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) in 1914. One historian describes it as ‘easily the furthest-ranging political organisation in the black world during the interwar years, both geographically and ideologically.’
 At its height, the UNIA had an estimated two million members and sympathisers, with some 1000 branches in forty-three countries and territories. Outside of North America and the Caribbean, Garveysim had a significant impact in South Africa, where there were eight official and numerous unofficial UNIA divisions, while the highly successful Industrial and Commercial Workers Union (ICU) was also influenced by Garvey’s ideas.
 In British West Africa, Garveyism was most visible in Nigeria, especially Lagos, where the UNIA branch had 300 members at one time.
 


West African interest in Garvey’s politics coincided, and to a certain extent competed, with efforts to establish the National Congress of British West Africa (NCBWA). Partly inspired by the Indian National Congress founded in 1885, the idea of a ‘Conference of West Africans’ was first proposed by a Liberian newspaper in 1903. Nonetheless, it only began to take concrete shape almost a decade later, following determined support from numerous English-language West African newspapers.
 By 1913, the NCBWA was conceived of as a political body to represent the four British territories of Nigeria, Gold Coast, Sierra Leone and Gambia, ‘which would be able to put forward demands and adequately express the aspirations of the educated West Africans.’
 It was eventually established as a formal organisation in March 1920, at a conference in Acrra. Pledging loyalty to the British Empire, the NCBWA requested political representation for African merchant and professional elites, as well as better career opportunities for Africans in the civil service. It had the ultimate aim of gaining dominion status for a British West African state, but this grand political ambition was never close to being realised. Paralysed by internal dissensions and factional politics from the outset, the Lagos branch of the NCBWA finally ended what Olusanya termed ‘its feeble existence’ in the early 1930s, while an attempt to set up an Ibadan branch never got off the ground.
 For their part, Ibadan’s Garveyites did not succeed in organising themselves into a branch of the UNIA; nor was there formal communication with the Lagos branch of the UNIA. Interest in Garveyism died away very quickly, without fostering the kind of visible political activism seen in South Africa. 


In a paper published in 1993, ‘Garveyism, Akinpelu Obisesan and his Contemporaries: Ibadan, 1920-22’, Gavin Williams explored this episode of Ibadan’s political history by investigating the lives of the young men involved in it. ‘Why,’ he asked, ‘was this group attracted to Garvey’s message, what were they trying to achieve, and why was their interest in Garvey, and more broadly in nationalism, so ephemeral?’
 This article takes up Williams’s questions, and re-examines the limited appeal of Garveyism to Western-educated elites in southern Nigeria, within the broader context of interwar colonial politics. A striking feature of Garveyism in this region was the way that it eschewed the radical anti-colonialism of Garvey’s political thought. Like the NCBWA, Nigerian Garveyites preferred to proclaim loyalty to British imperialism, mainly because a central political objective of the intelligentsia at this time was to gain the rights of imperial citizenship, which were denied them by the policy of indirect rule. Instead of seeking independence from the British Empire, these men sought recognition and representation within it. As a result, rather than being interested in Garveyism as a form of nascent nationalism, they tended to regard it as an intellectual resource for critiquing what one commentator described as the ‘undignified discrimination’ of Lugard’s colonial state.
 He referred here to the double humiliation of being excluded from formal positions of power in local politics (since only chiefs could be members of the Native Authority), as well as to the lack of dignity and respect accorded to Western-educated Africans. This sense of political marginalisation was felt all the more keenly in the city of Ibadan because British colonial officials had initially facilitated the participation of educated Christian gentlemen in administrative affairs.
 Decades later, the political ambitions of this status group remained intensely parochial, and were not fundamentally changed by engagement with Garvey’s ideas.


The fact that the main vehicle for Garveyism in southern Nigeria was a newspaper - Negro World - takes on a greater significance in this context. The second part of the article concentrates on the relationship between Garveyism and literacy, particularly how it was received in the city as discourse, rather than experienced as political action. Williams argues that Garveyism appealed to the imagination, and thus failed to generate practical nationalist activity. The focus here is instead to unpack the political work of imagining Garveyism in Ibadan, especially as it related to literacy. In this context, it is important to recognise that the Ibadan gentlemen who read Negro World during the early 1920s were, during the same period, trying to establish a weekly newspaper. When the newspaper venture foundered, so too did their interest in Garveyism. The collapse of their plans for a newspaper did not directly cause their declining enthusiasm for Garvey’s ideas, but the connection does reveal how Ibadan’s Garveyites engaged more actively in a culture of literacy, than in nationalism.


The key source for Williams’s study, as well as for this chapter, are the personal papers of Akinpelu Obisesan, a man usually remembered as a pioneer of the cooperative movement in southwestern Nigeria. Born about 1889, he died in 1963, meaning that his life spanned the entire colonial period of Ibadan’s history. In the first few decades of his working life, he struggled to make ends meet as a produce trader, before going bankrupt in 1931. He then retreated to his family land and became a full-time cocoa farmer, founding the Ibadan Cooperative Cocoa Marketing Union in 1934. From that time on, Obisesan represented farmers’ cooperatives selling and marketing cocoa, developing a profitable business and ultimately achieving the financial stability and wealth he had always craved.


Significantly, Obisesan was the first member of his household to receive a formal Western education. His father, Obisesan Aperin, held the title Agbaakin Baale and was one of the signatories to the 1893 Ibadan Agreement that established British colonial rule in the region. His mother, Aruwe, was a slave who converted to Christianity; perhaps she influenced the decision to send her son to school at the Aremo Mission, which was run by the Church Missionary Society (CMS). It was probably at mission school that Obisesan learnt the skill of diary writing, which he later sustained almost every day for forty years, from 1920 until 1960, following a more irregular period of diary keeping between 1914 and 1919. He always wrote in English, although his first language was Yoruba. His more than 14,000 diary entries are just part of the enormous Obisesan Papers collection, containing 85 boxes of material, including letters, school reports, receipts, newspaper cuttings, official pamphlets, council papers and other government documents, in addition to the forty diary volumes. As an historical source, the Obisesan papers provide an unparalleled insight into the social history and politics of colonial Ibadan, as well as an account of the life and times of a Yoruba colonial gentleman.

Garveyism and colonial politics in southern Nigeria

For Williams, the interest that Obisesan and his contemporaries had in Garveyism during the early 1920s was in large part a response to the unpredictable cyclical nature of the agricultural produce trade, which went through regular bouts of boom and bust in colonial Nigeria. After a short-lived boom between 1919 and 1920, prices collapsed and a trade depression followed. The commercial careers of many were left in ruins, and struggling produce traders like Obisesan found themselves financially exposed and vulnerable.
 ‘Garvey’s message’ Williams writes, ‘concerning the need to found independent black banks, shipping lines and businesses, spoke directly to the plight of African traders.’
 The appeal of Garveyism was thus rooted in the unequal and unfair political economy of colonial Nigeria - although by itself, Williams suggested, this explanation was ‘the simple answer.’
 To develop a more complex account, he constructed a detailed analysis of politics, economy and culture in Ibadan during the early 1920s, exploring how the political language of Garveyism interacted with the parochial politics of chieftaincy.


Beyond Ibadan, other members of the West African intelligentsia were attracted to the financial security offered by Garvey’s economic programme, or ‘Industrial scheme’ as it was sometimes known. This scheme had its most tangible expression in the establishment of the Black Star Line Steamship Corporation (BSL), a shipping company that planned to operate vessels for both ocean and river transport, carrying freight, mail and passengers. The enterprise was intended to provide a means for African Americans to return to Africa, but it appealed particularly to West Africans because of its ambition to challenge the monopoly of British shipping companies, which made it impossible for independent African traders to obtain shipping space to export their produce.
 In November 1919, the BSL flagship, the S.S. Yarmouth, made its maiden voyage, and two other ships were added the following year.
 The significance of the BSL was such that the inaugural conference of the NCBWA in March 1920 passed a specific resolution on the issue: ‘That, in view of the difficulties hereto experienced in the matter of space on British bottoms [ships] by legitimate African Traders and Shippers, this Conference welcomes competition in the shipping line with particular reference to the “Black Star Line”’.
 Another resolution referred obliquely to the ubiquitous racial discrimination on British ships and requested that the directors of Elder Dempster (the dominant British shipping line) take note of ‘the indignities that British West African passengers suffer on their boats and direct that representations be made at the proper quarter to correct the evil.’
 


In February 1920, the BSL appointed Akinbami Agbebi to be their Lagos-based agent. He was originally from Lagos, but had moved to New York in 1917 following the death of his father, Mojola Agbebi, a well-known Yoruba cultural nationalist. Mojola Agbebi had founded the Native Baptist Church, one of the first independent African churches in Lagos Colony, through which he developed close ties with the United States. When he died, his son Akinbami was taken in by his friend John E. Bruce, a prominent African American activist who introduced the young Agbebi to Garvey’s ideas. Early in 1920, Akinbami returned to Lagos and investigated trading conditions for the BSL, but it was not until March 1921 that he announced the sale of 100,000 shares, at $5 or 30s each.
 News of these shares reached Akinpelu Obisesan in Ibadan at the end of 1921, through his occasional reading of Garvey’s newspaper, Negro World. ‘I am a Garveyite,’ he declared, ‘& whenever opportunity offers I will take shares in Black Star Line, the Convention Fund and the African Redemption Fund’.
 The latter two funds were intended to support Garvey’s political programmes, spearheaded by the UNIA.


As Williams observes, since trade prices had collapsed by December 1920 and Obisesan had absolutely no money, the likelihood of him having opportunity to buy BSL shares was remote.
 He was not the only such person. A year after they were first made available for purchase in Nigeria, an inquiry by the Lagos police revealed that no shares had been sold. Although some individuals had made pledges by putting their name down on a list, ‘so far no one has paid any money,’ the police inspector noted.
 In April 1922, all BSL operations were suspended following Garvey’s arrest for mail fraud in the United States a few months earlier, on the pretext that he had attempted to sell BSL shares via the postal service.
 Back in Nigeria, Governor Clifford wrote that ‘subscriptions and contributions have been actually forwarded to Garvey in America from malcontent Africans living in Nigeria and in the employment of the Government.’
 However, he provided no evidence of this, and it appears that overall, Nigerians offered limited financial support to the BSL. Predictably oblivious to the exploitative nature of British imperialism, Clifford also observed: ‘From what I know of the West African negro, I feel certain that his notorious ability to take care of himself where money is concerned will operate as an effectual check upon any extensive exploitation of the people of Nigeria by Garvey or any other individual or association.’


Such statements were of little comfort to the independent African traders struggling to export cocoa and palm kernels. But, despite their widespread concern about the practices of British shipping companies, most did not follow Garvey to question the legitimacy of British imperialism itself. His rallying cry of ‘Africa for the Africans’ and his call for the continent to be liberated from colonial rule, by force if necessary, aroused mostly fear.
 Indeed, a letter to the Times of Nigeria in May 1920 went so far as to advise readers ‘to ignore Garvey’s politics but patronise the Black Star Line.’
 This also appeared to be the thinking of the NCBWA at its conference in March 1920 which, having resolved to support the BSL, also determined ‘to place on record the attachment of the peoples of British West Africa to the British connection and their unfeigned loyalty and devotion to the throne and person of His Majesty the King-Emperor.’
 Six months later, when a branch of the UNIA was formally established in Lagos, it too declared an allegiance to Empire. Eschewing Garvey’s radical anti-colonialism, the Lagos UNIA pledged ‘to work for the social and moral uplift and betterment of Negro communities in compliance with our loyalty to the Crown under protection of the laws of the country.’
 In this way, Garveyism in southern Nigeria combined discourses of both pan-Africanism and empire loyalism. 


Significantly, two of the three founding members of the Lagos UNIA branch were from the Caribbean. Amos Shackleford, a Jamaican, became President, and John Ambelston, from Antigua, took on the role of Treasurer. Shackleford had arrived in Nigeria in 1913 as an employee of the Nigerian Railway, but later made his fortune in the commercial manufacture of bread. Ambelston had spent two decades in Sierra Leone and the Gold Coast before coming to Lagos in 1916, where he established a sawmill and worked as a building contractor.
 A well known Nigerian journalist, E.S. Ikoli, became Secretary. However, he resigned from the UNIA not long afterwards, ‘on the grounds he was opposed to its political aims though he approved of the Industrial scheme.’
 Notwithstanding that the local branch proclaimed its imperial loyalty, it would appear Ikoli agreed with the position advocated by the Times of Nigeria - to get on board the BSL, but to oppose Garvey’s politics. Years later, in 1928, Ikoli declared that ‘Garvey should shed some of his dreams and come down to hard facts.’


These ‘hard facts’ concerned the complex allegiances of race and class within British West Africa. ‘Combined in a British West African “national” body’, argues Zachernuk, ‘Nigerians began to identify themselves as part of a West African middle class within the Black Atlantic, renegotiating but not rejecting racial affinities.’
 Thus when a delegate from the NCBWA conference was approached about establishing an UNIA branch in Lagos, he refused, urging those interested ‘to join the NCBWA as an African organisation that truly represented their needs.’
 The revolutionary potential of Garvey’s politics was viewed with suspicion in Lagos as in much of West Africa, because political needs were judged as being within, rather than outside of, the British Empire. Even the firebrand Lagos politician Herbert Macaulay was wary, reportedly warning his friends in England not to associate with the UNIA because it was ‘perilously near the border line of treason and sedition.’
 


Furthermore, Zachernuk suggests, the West African intelligentsia were sceptical of being subordinated to a pan-African empire led by New World Africans. The fact that the Lagos branch of the UNIA was led by two men originally from the Caribbean gave weight to this. Africans on African soil saw themselves as having more legitimate claim to leadership of the ‘African race’ than African Americans and West Indians, whom they viewed as having neither understanding of their cultural diversity nor awareness of their many achievements.
 In March 1922, around the time he began to lose interest in Garvey’s ideas, the Ibadan gentleman Akinpelu Obisesan lucidly expressed this view:

The only remark I can make about Garveyism in Africa is, if Africa will be redeemed, it will be the work of providence. Garvey, though a great champion of his race cause does not know the aims & aspirations of Africans politically, commercially, socially & otherwise; his plans are feasible of course, a great number of Africans of intelligence believed that Europeans as demi-gods or gods-incarnate & whom no one on earth can opposed. My conviction is that Africans will free from European bondage, but when & at what hour no mortal African can say.


Calling on indigenous African leadership to counter New World pan-Africanism, however, posed a potential problem for the intelligentsia in relation to Lord Lugard’s policy of indirect rule. Originally developed as an administrative system for northern Nigeria, the concept of indirect rule emerged in the aftermath of Lugard’s successful military campaign to conquer the Sokoto Caliphate in 1902. Lugard had brought with him the Indian Army’s dislike of the ‘politically-minded Indian’; in the West African context, this translated into a loathing of ‘Europeanised Africans’. Desirous of establishing an authoritarian administration, Lugard realised that the relatively sophisticated institutions and personnel of the former Caliphate could serve his purpose: ‘for they are born rulers, and incomparably above the negroid tribes in ability’, he wrote.
 Lugard defeated and replaced sitting emirs, but left their bureaucracies intact to enable them to rule, which they did purely by British favour after 1902. Under his framework, each emir headed a distinct native administration, which had the power to pass subordinate legislation, exercise legal jurisdiction and collect taxes, some of which were remitted to the British administration. 


An assumption of racial difference between British colonial rulers and African colonial subjects was thus at the heart of indirect rule, which aimed specifically to exclude Western-educated Africans from positions of authority. In part, this was because a shared history of Euro-African contact undermined the very concept of indirect rule.  By 1912, a decade on from the conquest of the Sokoto Caliphate, although indirect rule was designed for the unique circumstances of Northern Nigeria, Lugard had convinced himself (and most of the British colonial establishment) that the same principles of governance could be applied elsewhere in Africa. However, in places like southern Nigeria, indirect rule often meant inventing institutions to fit the imposed structures of native administrations, courts and treasuries. The Ibadan region, for example, saw the invention of an eighteenth-century ‘tradition’ that justified subordinating the city-state to a restored ‘Oyo Empire’. The ambitious ruler of Oyo, the Alaafin, enjoyed a very close relationship with the British Resident, Captain Ross, and he presided over a mostly ceremonial council while exercising newly granted powers of taxation.
 Meanwhile, in Ibadan, indirect rule became ‘largely a matter of very direct control mitigated only by intrigue.’


Denied legitimate authority in favour of local chiefs, the intelligentsia were left politically marginalised. Yet, by trying to resist the imperialism of pan-Africanism through asserting cultural pride in African leadership, they risked appearing to sanction the notion of ‘traditional authority’.
 However, far from supporting the ideology of indirect rule, the intelligentsia’s political strategy was in fact to claim the rights of imperial citizenship. This partly explains their ambivalence towards Garveyism, whose anti-colonial stance did not fit with such ambitions. For their part, the leaders of the NCBWA sought ‘to give the people an effective voice in their affairs’ via their policy ‘to maintain strictly and inviolate the connection of the British West African Dependancies with the British Empire, and to maintain unreservedly all and every right of free citizenship of the Empire and the fundamental principle that taxation goes with effective representation.’
 Such a sense of entitlement to citizenship was linked to the firmly held belief that status achieved through wealth and education granted certain rights, not just the responsibility to pay tax. The NCBWA aimed to establish a Legislative Council of African members in each territory of British West Africa, half of whom would be elected and another half nominated.


Governor Clifford, however, reacted contemptuously to the NCBWA. At an address in December 1920, he mocked the ‘manifest absurdity’ of a West African nation, and described the organisation as: 

A self-selected and self-appointed congregation of educated gentlemen who collectively style themselves the West African National Conference whose eyes are fixed, not upon native history or tradition or policy, nor upon their own tribal obligations and the duties to their Natural Rulers which immemorial custom should impose on them, but upon political theories evolved by Europeans.

Clifford thus tried to dismiss the NCBWA as promoting a culturally alien form of politics, drawing on the rhetoric of indirect rule and suggesting that educated gentlemen should be subject to ‘Natural Rulers’ to the same extent as their uneducated counterparts. For Obisesan, Clifford’s views were best described, contemptuously, as ‘whiteman’s diplomacy.’
 As it turned out, rather than cultural alienation being its undoing, the NCBWA instead fell victim to the factional divisions of Lagos politics. After a disillusioned founding member broke away with his supporters in October 1920 to establish a rival organisation called The Reform Club, attention tended to focus on political rivalries rather than on the project of achieving imperial citizenship. Olusanya argues that the combined opposition of the Reform Club and Governor Clifford prevented the Lagos NCBWA from playing a meaningful political role.
 Ultimately, in 1922, Clifford agreed that four non-official members could be elected to the Nigerian Legislative Council, but these men were a small proportion of the total membership of 27 officials and 19 non-officials. Nevertheless, this was the first instance of elected African representation on a Legislative Council in British Africa.


As for Garveyism, notwithstanding its loyalist sympathies, it too had limited support as far as colonial authorities were concerned. A report by the French Consulate described the UNIA branch as composed almost exclusively of West Indians, with locals showing little interest.
 Sometime later, the Deputy Inspector-General of Police reported that although the Lagos UNIA was 300 strong, only 28 were ‘paying members.’ He alleged that the remainder, ‘owing to the amount they have to pay in subscriptions and levies are somewhat lukewarm and not at all enthusiastic.’  Concluding with some relish, he wrote:

The movement is not meeting with much local success and with the exception of the leaders, the members are lukewarm and the public generally are not in favour of it. They recognise they are much better off under British Rule and have no desire to change … for American Negro rule, the ancestors of whom were formerly sold by them into slavery.

This belittling of Garveyism as ‘American Negro rule’ to some extent mirrors the critique of pan-Africanism that Zachernuk argues was embodied in the founding of the NCBWA. All the same, the UNIA and the NCBWA were not always antagonistic toward each other, nor were they mutually exclusive, and some men were members of both organisations.
 Zachernuk’s claim that ‘West African class interests could be defended against Garvey on grounds of being truer Africans’ implies a coherence to class identity that simply did not exist in southern Nigeria at the time.
 Whilst there might have been a shared interest in gaining access to shipping space to export produce, this did not necessarily correlate with a shared ‘class identity’ or with an associated claim to ‘African-ness’. Obisesan, for example, did not self-identify as ‘middle class’ during the 1920s, nor did he appear to recognise the term as applying to others. It seems he understood class as primarily a political category, as in this conversation about Ibadan chiefs with one of his friends: ‘We talked on politics and the past achievement of our great men, especially the cunning dealing of a certain class.’


There was, however, an evident correlation between literacy and Garveyism, which was particularly noticeable in the politics of Ibadan during the 1920s. Williams acknowledges the significance of literacy in the transmission of Garvey’s ideas to Ibadan, but his disappointment with Garveyism’s ‘failure’ as a political movement tends to overshadow his analysis. Yet, re-reading Akinpelu Obisesan’s diary, and especially how he details his interest in Garvey’s ideas, reveals the close interconnections between Garveyism and literacy in colonial Ibadan. Literacy was a vehicle for Garveyism and, simultaneously, Garveysim was a vehicle for literacy. Strikingly, during the same period that Obisesan and his contemporaries were reading Negro World, he and others were also trying to establish an Ibadan weekly newspaper. When the newspaper venture foundered towards the end of 1921, their explicit engagement with Garvey’s ideas began to wane, and then apparently ended after Garvey’s arrest in April 1922. Ultimately, although what Williams describes as the ‘ephemeral interest’ of Ibadan’s Garveyites might well indicate a fleeting moment of nationalism, it is far more revealing of a vibrant literary world.

Garveyism, literacy and money in colonial Ibadan

In 1920s Ibadan, the most notable men were not the Western-educated Christian professionals of Zachernuk’s account, but Muslim traders. Compared to their Christian counterparts, they survived the 1920 collapse of agricultural produce prices in much better shape. This might seem surprising since, as Williams argues:

Educated Christians had the advantage of speaking and writing in English and, one might have expected, of more easily forming relationships with the European managers of the trading companies to whom they looked for supplies of cotton, custom and credit for export crops. However, they engaged in trade, as in farming and other activities, in order to finance the lifestyle which they believed appropriate to a Christian gentleman. For the prominent Muslim traders, trading was a way of life.

Taking inspiration from Weber’s well-known argument in ‘Class, Status, Party’, Williams adapted Weber’s contention that to claim membership of a status group, individuals needed to demonstrate a ‘style of life … expected from all those who wish to belong to the circle’.
 Yoruba Christian gentlemen, Williams suggested, used trade as a means to finance a lifestyle, whereas for their Muslim contemporaries, trading was the lifestyle. Adeboye later extended the argument, contending that the diversified commercial investments of Muslim general traders protected them from price fluctuations in the produce trade. They also had the advantage of starting their careers early in life, whereas Christian traders usually spent many years in mission education and wage employment before moving into commerce.


It was generally through mission education that Christian traders learned literacy in English, which was one of their most important skills and cultural attributes. Adeboye views the significance of literacy for Obisesan and his contemporaries in much the same way as Williams views trade, arguing that ‘literacy for Obisesan was more a means to an end, with the ultimate goal the attainment of elite masculinity and social recognition as a ‘big man’’.
 However, literacy for men like Obisesan was not simply utilitarian; neither was it an end in itself. It was, in Weber’s classic sense, a ‘style of life’ expected from these men (and they were all men) that enabled them to claim status. As Williams notes, one might have expected that English language literacy would enhance the commercial success of educated Yoruba Christians, because the skill made it easier for them to form direct business relationships with white managers in the European trading companies. However, it appears that, rather than using their literacy to seek employment, these men mostly used their employment – as schoolteachers, clerks, priests and traders – to seek and further develop their literacy. 


Their literary activities included reading and discussing newspapers, writing articles, reading history books and encyclopaedias, and participating in reading clubs and debating societies. Importantly, such interest in literacy was not confined to educated Yoruba Christians, nor was it restricted to the English language. Nevertheless, English language literacy was central to ideas of ‘Englishness’ and respectability, and between the educated elite and the manual labourer, there were people all across colonial Africa who assiduously cultivated reading and writing, without necessarily feeling fully entitled to the status with which it was associated. In Kimberley, South Africa, for example, the post office clerk Sol Plaatje joined the South Africans Improvement Society during the 1890s, which had as its objectives ‘firstly to cultivate the use of the English language, which is foreign to Africans; secondly to help each other by fair and reasonable criticism in readings, English composition, etc, etc.’
 Willan contends that in this context, the English language was ‘the means of advancement and progress - the means, too, not only of enabling one to do a job properly but also of proving oneself capable of participating in “civilized” society as a whole. In such a context, English was something to be played around with, to be enjoyed and to be developed to the highest possible degree.’
 Further, although Plaatje’s subsequent literary output, especially his Mafeking Diary, has been rightly celebrated as written by an exceptional individual, Willan points out that it is simultaneously a reflection of the ‘collective personality’ of the African petty bourgeoisie in late nineteenth-century Kimberley.
 All over Africa, Barber suggests, such ‘tin-trunk literacy involved a fervent regard for the capacity of reading and writing to enhance personal and social existence and create a particular kind of civilised and civic community.’


We know that Obisesan regularly read four different newspapers, as well as the magazine West Africa, because he recorded the price of the various titles he bought in his diary and also made remarks on what he read.
 In this particular context, it is important to note Williams’s crucial observation that: ‘Garveyism came to Ibadan in a journal, and not in person.’
 That is, from the outset, Garveyism in colonial Ibadan was absorbed as political discourse, rather than experienced as political action. The medium of this discourse was Garvey’s journal, Negro World, which Obisesan first wrote about on 23 December 1920. He read two issues that day, and declared the paper ‘very inspiring, instructive, amusing & interesting’:

I must confess I am greatly infused with the spirit of Americanism & were I to express my mind to the general public am afraid I would be charged for disloyalty; the aliens who rule us would indict me; but the men of my kind would regard it a spirit of true patriotism; it is to be admitted the Negroes all over the world are being downtrodden, ill-treated & boycotted, this fact speaks for itself when one looks back to the undignified discrimination of Lugardian Regime and which is still being diplomatically practiced today.

For Obisesan, Garveyism spoke especially to him and to ‘men of my kind’; even though he simultaneously identified its potential to galvanise ‘Negroes all over the world’.


Although discursive Garveyism was not necessarily less radical than practical action, it was easier for discourses to be appropriated toward parochial political objectives. Reading Negro World, men like Obisesan narrowed the political focus of Garveyism to address their local concerns, which in this case was Lugard’s policy of indirect rule and its exclusion of educated Africans from positions of political authority. For example, in his diary entry for 15 August 1921, Obisesan described a conversation with his friends Asaolu and Babarinwa where, ‘in our usual way we discussed over Marcus Garvey’s plan & the Native Administration policy.’ They all lamented the colonial government’s support for the Ibadan Council chiefs, which Obisesan described as ‘detrimental to the progress of the enlightened community.’
 This situation contrasted with arrangements only two decades earlier, when the British Resident of the time, Captain Elgee, had appointed educated Christians to the Council as literate assistants to the chiefs.


Part of the appeal of Garvey’s message to a Ibadan Christian gentleman like Obisesan was thus its usefulness as a critique of the ‘undignified discrimination’ of indirect rule. Williams explored this critique in his chapter on Garveyism in Ibadan, examining how Garvey’s political language interacted with and shaped the parochial chieftaincy politics of Ibadan in the early 1920s. Analysing how Obisesan and his contemporaries absorbed Garveyism as a discursive strategy from reading Negro World, he argued that they were able to challenge in a limited way the inequities of the colonial state in southern Nigeria during the early interwar years. But ultimately:

Neither its form nor its message attracted any interest from the established Muslim traders who did not read books but kept accounts and were concerned with the practical affairs of business. Obisesan and his contemporaries lacked the economic resources and political standing to develop any political movement on their own. They needed the financial backing and political support of their more conservative elders.
 

For Williams then, without the financial help of their more wealthy Muslim counterparts, educated Yoruba Christians could not hope to generate a Garvey-inspired nationalist movement in Ibadan. The cost of maintaining the lifestyle deemed appropriate for Christian gentlemen militated against Ibadan’s Garveyites accumulating the economic resources they needed for sustained political activity. In this sense, a preoccupation with ‘style of life’ in the cultural setting of colonial Ibadan, constrained political radicalism. In conclusion, Williams remarks that Garveyism appealed to the imagination, but it did not offer any practical course of action to its prospective followers in Ibadan.


This imaginative appeal of Garveyism is evident in a diary entry that Obisesan made just a few days after his discussion on ‘Garvey’s plan & the Native Administration policy’ in 1921
. He wrote: ‘Garveyism one is glad to note is also gaining ground everywhere in the world, no one can predict what will be the fate of the Black races in the near future - Mr Marcus Garvey is trying to build Negro Empire - the possibility or impossibility of which I am not much concerned to say.’
 One might argue that Obisesan imaginatively identified here with Garvey’s ‘Negro Empire’; yet he also appears to register his ambivalence about it. He does not seem to be inspired towards practical political action, although he did recognise himself as belonging to ‘the Black races’. 


Obisesan’s practical activity that day concerned an ‘interview’ which he and others had with Salami Agbaje, Ibadan’s wealthiest man and the city’s most successful Muslim merchant. Obisesan and his associates were keen to gain access to Agbaje’s printing press, because they wanted to use it to publish a newspaper. ‘There is prospect,’ Obisesan noted, ‘of making me editor of Ibadan journal. If this come to be so, I shall have to be very much in need of more learning.’
 In this way, we see that Obisesan’s reading of Negro World coincided with his own journalistic ambitions. Williams makes note of this connection, but views it as contextual background for his explanation of the ephemeral nature of nationalism in 1920s Ibadan. However, if one views the link between Obisesan’s professional ambitions and his reading interests as actually constituting his encounter with Garveyism, then the imaginative significance of Garvey’s ideas becomes more important. In other words, rather than viewing Garveyism’s appeal to the imagination as evidence of a ‘lack’ of nationalism, we should instead view it as revealing the vibrant political culture of literacy in 1920s Ibadan. 


This political culture was central to the lives of men like Obisesan, as well as to the way they perceived their social universe. For example, when he heard news of Agbaje’s purchase of a printing press in June 1921, Obisesan’s pen overflowed with hyperbole : 

Mr. Salami Agbaje proved himself able financially to lead Christians and Mohamedans alike ... this act is highly laudable - if Mr Salami does not shirk back from doing this his name will go down in the history of this town as the name of Jesus Christ the saviour & redeemer of mankind.

Three days on, Obisesan pronounced: ‘No doubt Agbaje will one day be called “King of intelligent natives.”’
 He visited Agbaje the following month, and ‘had a very interesting conversation with him, discussing on general topics - politics, unity among the enlightened men & press & journal matter ... I find in him a good & up-to-date gentleman.’
 Obisesan appeared slightly surprised at finding common ground with his Muslim counterpart; a sense of difference that probably related more to income than to religion. When they encountered each other days later at a meeting, he confessed, ‘in wealth getting the difference between me and Mr. Agbaje is very great.’ At the same meeting, it was agreed that the planned newspaper would be called the ‘Ibadan Chronicle’.
 


A week later, however, Obisesan’s assessment of Agbaje began to shift. ‘His love to start a press with all expenses to be ran by him is not genuine,’ Obisesan declared, ‘his plan apparently is quixotic.’ The merchant was ‘gentle in manners but miserable in deeds’, he complained.
 Two months on, the mood among Ibadan’s Christian gentlemen had changed definitively. After a long conversation about Agbaje with one of the city’s senior clergymen, Obisesan reported: ‘In confidence he told me that that the man is one of the most covetous, avaricious, selfish & parsimonious men Ibadan ever had.’ Such an assessment did not bode well for the newspaper enterprise, but apparently, ‘all sane & sagacious intelligent natives bear testimony to these remarks of Rev. Akinyele.’ In the same diary entry, Obisesan described ‘books reading done throughout the day’ as his main activity, remarking: ‘thank God for great mental activity like this.’ 


Also during 1921, there was an attempt to establish a branch of the NCBWA in Ibadan. Discussions about this were part of the same conversations as the plans for an Ibadan newspaper. For example, in June, ten days after hearing the news of Agbaje’s printing press, Obisesan met Rev. Akinyele and ‘had a very amusing and animated conversation on printing press matter, which shows there is hope of doing something tangible.’ They also discussed a circular recently issued by the Ibadan branch of the NCBWA, about which Rev. Akinyele said he ‘found himself disgusted to join any movement whose policy is cringing.’ Apparently, those involved in the Branch had assured the British Resident, Captain Ross, ‘of their non-participation in Congress political aims.’ This was perhaps a ruse, but Rev. Akinyele argued that ‘since division of opinion is absurd and unwise he cannot favour Ibadan branch policy.’ 


There was thus a lack of connection between the imaginary racial solidarity of ‘the Black races’ and the realities of local politics. This was starkly revealed when Obisesan visited the Ibadan delegate of the NCBWA, E.H. Oke, just a few days after speaking to Agbaje about his printing press. Oke described ‘the disgrace & humiliation he has suffered at the hands of the intelligent natives’ complaining that when he hosted a banquet ‘purposely to forward the interest of National Congress’, he was left £16 out of pocket. ‘I greatly sympathised with him,’ Obisesan wrote, ‘& expressed the hope of making a new interest.’
 But how such ‘interest’ would be generated was unclear, especially when one of Ibadan’s leading Christians, Rev. Akinyele, had already declared his opposition. Notwithstanding this general lack of enthusiasm for ‘supraterritorial nationalism’, the idea of a newspaper had some support.


The next day, Obisesan sent out a circular to ‘selected members’ to form a ‘controlling board’ for the proposed newspaper. ‘Mohammedans of prominence are being considered worthy to join’, he noted.
 This statement was no doubt a reference to Agbaje, but Obisesan also invited another prominent Muslim trader, Adebisi Giwa. The next day, however, ‘out of 7 members invited, only 4 put in their appearance.’ Subjects discussed were ‘zeal, unity & regularity’ and it was concluded that Obisesan should ‘communicate with Mr Ikoli of our desire to send a deputation to have matters relating to journalistic works discussed with him.’
 Of course, Mr. Ikoli was the prominent Nigerian journalist who had been a founding member of the Lagos branch of the UNIA.


Mr. Ikoli had also come up in conversation the previous month, when Obisesan had defended the idea of an Ibadan newspaper to I.B Akinyele (Rev. Akinyele’s younger brother) and J.A. Aboderin. Both men were sceptical, he remarked, especially Akinyele: ‘he went so far to convince me that we are not as clever as Lagosians or Mr. Ikoli. I told him that it is because Ikoli has the advantage of learning among the well educated natives, that’s why he is regarded as clever.’
 Here, we see how Ibadan’s parochialism internalised a notion of ‘cultural cringe’, which influenced how educated gentlemen viewed their own status. Obisesan also reported, disparagingly, that Akinyele ‘still holds we could carry on journalistic works in this town in very mere or neglected way, stating to make attempt to start same on high scale would result in failure & disaster.’ Whilst Obisesan agreed it was a problem that there were no funds to employ ‘a proper editor’ (especially since he sought such a post), he ‘disagreed entirely’ with most of what Akinyele said.
 Such debates over how, or indeed if, an Ibadan newspaper might be established, filtered through the city’s literate social circles for the rest of the year. 


All through this time, Obisesan continued to read Negro World. On 1 September he described himself as ‘deeply imbued with feelings of patriotism’ as he imagined ‘the possibility or impossibility of Mr. Garvey coming to Africa to redeem Negro from European bondage.’
 Later that afternoon he passed by the CMS Aremo mission, where he had years ago attended primary school, and met with with his friend Mr. Babarinwa and the schoolteacher Mr. Ogunsola. ‘We exchanged view in patriotic matters & the falling of Brit Empire’, he remarked, ‘I don’t want it to fall but the makers of it through indulgence & arrogance will break it.’
 In this way, we see how ‘patriotic thought’ oscillated between the radicalism of emancipatory Garveyism and the security of Empire loyalism, without these two positions being necessarily incompatible.


In April 1922, with interest in Garveyism on the wane, Obisesan and Babarinwa visited Balogun Sowemimo, a senior Christian elder who was also a leading Garveyite. ‘We discussed on Garveyism & British policy in Africa’, Obisesan wrote, describing with admiration ‘the circular letter sent to the Chief by Executive Committee UNIA inviting him or his representative to the 3rd Negro International Convention at New York in August.’ Without any sense of irony or contradiction, he summed up Chief Sowemimo as ‘a loyal friend of Brit Govt., a man of wisdom, tact & common sense, a patriot who believes in Garveysim’s probabilities in Africa.’
 Subsequently, Obisesan sent Sowemimo a list of ‘names of worthy intelligent gentlemen to form UNIA committee.’
 The founding of an Ibadan branch of the UNIA was never again mentioned, perhaps because of Garvey’s arrest for mail fraud about the same time, although Obisesan did not mention this event. He made his last reference to Garvey in his diary entry for Good Friday 1922, in connection with his friends Babarinwa and I.B. Akinyele. Criticising Babarinwa, Obisesan remarked that he was ‘poorly informed of the past atrocities, cruelties, human sacrifices & all grave crimes responsible for by our ancestors; he is a Garveyite, likewise myself & Akinyele, but we must praise the British people in our heart & soul, they are the great civilizing agency who have rescued us from woes.’
 According to Williams, ‘Garveyism now disappears from Obisesan’s diaries.’


By that time, the scheme to establish an Ibadan newspaper had also fallen apart. Back in 1921, following Rev. Akinyele’s critical and pessimistic assessment of Salami Agbaje, the ‘Ibadan printing press & Journal Committee’ had another meeting on 20 September. It appears Rev. Akinyele was embarrassed by his frank remarks to Obisesan days earlier, and the two men clashed. ‘He called me a wild politician,’ Obisesan reported with some incredulity. ‘In reply I criticised the meek-heartedness, weak-heartedness, short-sight seeing & inclination to partisanship which are highly characteristic of himself & his bro’ Isaac.’ After further discussion, ‘we pulled well together’, Obisesan recounted, and the Committee made their way to Agbaje’s house.  Once there, they achieved what they had been seeking for many months: ‘Rev. Akinyele did the most part & in philanthropic way, Mr. Agbaje unconditionally & absolutely given over the press to us but the Committee to take up the responsibility of financing it.’
 A fortnight later, Obisesan was unanimously appointed as editor, notwithstanding that he arrived drunk to the Committee meeting and lost his temper when ‘checked’ by Rev. Akinyele. ‘This is a great insult to the Committee of mine,’ he regretted, ‘a thing organised by myself ... I deserve a good thrashing - I was very drunk.’


He continued to berate himself the next day, and confessed: ‘No one can tell how grieved I am ... This shameless deed I am sure will cause some members to lose confidence in me; if there is anyone among them who have such opinion he is quite right; I ought to be condemned.’ Having worked so carefully to construct his literate status as an educated and erudite gentleman, Obisesan feared that his reckless behaviour might have fatally tarnished his reputation. But he was nonetheless granted the editorship of the newspaper, about which he asked rhetorically: ‘Now that I have been appointed to be editor, what can I do to fit myself for this great responsibility?’
 

He discovered an answer when later re-reading a letter from Mr. Ikoli, which further undermined his confidence. ‘I found out,’ he explained, ‘that I have been greatly mistaken in using the words Patriotic Elements Committee. Mr. Ikoli corrected this but at the time of receipt of his letter I did not look it with attention, that word “patriot” is also adjective, see my folly. I have all along been confessing that my knowledge of English language is very shallow.’
 Obisesan’s use of patriot/patriotic was of course correct, but, extending his reflections on literacy and self-improvement to the following day, he went on: ‘Book reading is a thing that if one neglects will prove him to be a bad educational asset: in fact paper reading enhances one’s thought & it also enlightens, but important Book reading educates one & this I am privileged to be conscious of thank god.’
 For Obisesan, whilst reading Negro World might ‘enlighten’, it could never be comparable to the education of ‘important Book reading’. Literacy was thus central to how Obisesan perceived, mediated and related to the colonial world.


‘Paper reading’ must have been on Obisesan’s mind that day, because he attended another eventful meeting of the Ibadan Printing Press and Journal Committee. The gentlemen decided to choose the new collective name of ‘Ibadan Native Aboriginal Society’, and to call their newspaper the ‘Ibadan Weekly Review’. They discussed whether the Society should seek government recognition, with Rev. Akinyele suggesting that any attempt would ‘meet with failure & disgrace.’ Most of those present ‘expressed the hope to move in an unostentatious way’, Obisesan noted. Although he proclaimed the meeting a success, he was uneasy about the election of one Mr. Aribisala as ‘Machine Manager’. Previously uninvolved with the Committee, Aribisala was nominated by Agbaje.


Obisesan’s suspicion he was being usurped was well founded. Two months of inactivity followed, with the enterprise once again paralysed by Ibadan’s petty political rivalries. But significantly, these tensions also reveal how the expansion of the cocoa trade and more broadly, the cash economy, were reconfiguring the basis of social and political status in colonial Ibadan. This can be seen in Obisesan’s encounter on 6 December with one Mr. Ibaru, a self-declared Garveyite whom he met through a mutual friend. Describing the visit, he reported approvingly that he ‘found the gentleman a man of accomplished character’ and declared, ‘he looks to be a well-informed scholar & a keen debater’. Once again demonstrating how conversation about Garveyism and talk of the planned newspaper were closely connected, Obisesan explained that after his guest stated that he ‘would sacrifice anything I have in my life to give Marcus Garvey’s movement a success’, the two men moved on to discuss Obisiesan’s ‘refusal to be editor under a nominal manager’. Mr. Ibaru suggested initially that Obisean was being tactless, and then reflected ‘that since money is the most essential factor in any organisation and which we did not have Mr Agbaje was right in boycotting our interest because with his money he bought the printing press and money must carry the vote.’
 Interestingly, although this was ostensibly a discussion about class, the term was never mentioned. Obisesan warmed to Mr. Ibaru as a member of his social circle by recognising his status as simultaneously a Garveyite and a ‘scholar’ but he was less keen on accepting that ‘money talks’. Rather than seeking membership of an emergent ‘middle class’, Obisesan’s existence until the late 1930s was largely defined by an anxiety-inducing gap between the style of life to which he aspired, and the reality of his precarious economic situation, which meant that he often felt socially marginalised.

Nevertheless, Obisesan’s belief in his literate credentials, although fleeting, did sometimes give him a degree of confidence. Almost a week later on 12 December came news that Agbaje had instructed Mr. Aribisala to start publishing the newspaper. Obisesan and his friend Mr. Adelagun ‘feared greatly whether Mr. Aribisala will be able to edit a paper as for education he has, but not the ability.’ Later in the evening, Obisesan spoke to M.C. Adeyemi, a senior figure in Yoruba literary circles, who ‘declared Aribisala as being unfit to edit a paper, but advised me & my committee to wait & see whether Agbaje will make a mess of himself.’
 As Obisesan saw it, this scenario played itself out. On Boxing Day, he and his ‘righthand friend’ Babarinwa called in to visit Mr. Aribisala:

With warming surprise Mr. Aribisala told us that he is no more connected with the famous & much agitated over Ibadan printing press of which he acted as manager, Thank God. I have attained great victory over all the members of the Committee who thought that my connection is dispensable with them, the only man who will feel this failure most is Rev. Akinyele, who ungratefully & slightingly referred to my past achievements ... when I refused to subject myself to the control of Mr. Aribisala as Manager ... This unfortunate failure of Agbaje & his followers is my joy & good luck.
 

After more than six months of effort, attempts to establish an Ibadan newspaper foundered on the familiarly bitter power struggles that defined the city’s political culture.
 Obisesan, who knew full well of Rev. Akinyele’s contemptuously negative views about Agbaje, believed that he had been hypocritically dispensed with for the sake of expediency. Implying that Agbaje had imposed Aribisala’s managerial appointment as a condition for granting access to his printing press, he smugly celebrated the collapse of the entire venture and felt exonerated. Most important to him was that his educated and literate reputation, along with his cultured social status, were intact. The episode was closed definitively in January 1922, when Aribisala ‘implored’ Obisesan to reorganise the Ibadan Native Aboriginal Society.
 An Ibadan newspaper did not come off the press until 1924, when D.A. Obasa launched The Yoruba News.


There was, however, one final important meeting. On 23 January 1922, Obisesan reported to his diary: ‘I had a very long interview with Mr. E.S. Ikoli’. Presumably, this appointment had been scheduled some months before, when Obisesan was still trying to organise his journalistic career. Having nothing but praise for the well-known newspaper editor, Obisesan’s comments were not particularly concerned with Ikoli’s political interests or affiliations. Rather, they were much more focused on how he presented as a gentleman: 

Without exaggerating Mr Ikoli was manifestly pleased to know & see me, he is a scholar & speaks a first class king-English; he speaks no big & high sounding English & with fluency he speaks too; I took him to Mr. Agbaje’s printing press workshop & thence to Adelagun who we met on bed & sick of boils; Mr. Ikoli is an accomplished gentleman.

For all their serious discussion about the correct use of the word ‘patriot’, what impressed Obisesan most about Ikoli was his Englishness, and especially his ability to speak both the King’s English and fluent ‘no big & high sounding English.’ Despite their shared interest in Garveyism, the two men seem not to have engaged each other in debate about it. Garvey’s ideas might had inspired their political imagination, but that day, the practical work of looking at printing presses and visiting boil-afflicted gentlemen was more important. In their understanding, rather than being a template for political action, Garveyism helped to constitute their engagement with literacy, and helped to make their social and cultural world. As such, Garvey’s ideas competed, not only with the King’s English, but also with ordinary parochial, political talk. For Obisesan and his contemporaries, as indeed for most Africans at the time, the locality was the political level that really mattered.

Conclusion

In colonial Ibadan, Garveyism was a resource for the political imagination, rather than the inspiration for a political movement. Apparently disappointed that imagining Garvey’s ideas did not translate into the nationalist activism seen in South Africa, Williams tends to neglect his own acknowledgment of the significance of literacy as a ‘style of life’ for Ibadan’s gentlemen. That is, by reading and discussing Negro World and by negotiating the politics of establishing a newspaper, Obisesan and his contemporaries sought to demonstrate the literate lifestyle expected by those inside and outside their social circle. Garveyism arrived in Ibadan by newspaper, not via political activists, and had life only in literary form. Rather than indicating a failed nationalist movement, it was cultural capital for the cultivation of literacy as a style of life, which in turn helped Obisesan and his contemporaries define their precarious status in a colonial society.
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