
Popular Front Aesthetics, Imperialism, and the People

Introduction: Popular Front Politics
With the rise of fascism in Europe in the interwar years, many writers and artists began to ask how to respond to intensifying threats to freedom of speech and artistic expression. The crisis capitalism entered after the 1929 crash indeed provoked some intellectuals in Britain to ask, often with an idealized picture of the Soviet Union in mind, whether capitalism itself needed to be dismantled to secure cultural flourishing. The result was the so-called ‘Red Decade’ of the 1930s, when left-wing sympathies among the intelligentsia ran high. The Third International (Comintern), a Soviet-led body that existed to promote world revolution, sponsored a range of cultural initiatives, including international literary congresses and journals that attract many high-profile contributors (see Glaser and Lee, eds.). In Britain, the Communist Party of Great Britain, previously suspicious of intellectuals, adopted a more open approach, leading writers such as Stephen Spender, Rex Warner, Edgell Rickword, Sylvia Townsend Warner and others to declare themselves communists (Croft). Recognizing that fascism now posed an existential threat to the still-young Soviet state, the Comintern bid communists outside the Soviet Union to focus on halting the advance of fascism in democratic states, rather than on revolution in the immediate future. While the Comintern had previously characterized fascism as a phase of the general crisis of capitalism, it was now reinterpreted as the political strategy of a particular sector of the capitalist class, what the Comintern’s General Secretary Georgi Dimitrov, speaking at its Seventh Congress in 1935, called, ‘the open terrorist dictatorship of the most reactionary, most chauvinistic and most imperialist elements of finance capital.’ This allowed for antifascist alliances between working-class groups and progressive bourgeois elements who could be persuaded that their interests were not served by fascism. This strategy was known as the Popular Front. Crucially, the Comintern proposed that the common ground of this alliance was not to be revolutionary aspirations, but rather a shared sense of culture under threat. ‘We want to find a common language with the broadest masses’, Dimitrov declared, ‘to link up the present struggle with the people’s revolutionary traditions and past’, and national histories were posited as the terrain on which fascism should be combatted: 

The fascists are rummaging through the entire history of every nation so as to be able to pose as the heirs and continuators of all that was exalted and heroic in its past, while all that was degrading or offensive to the national sentiments of the people they make use of as weapons against the enemies of fascism.

Antifascism, then, implied the defense of the ‘national histories’ of ‘the people’. Similarly, Dimitrov instructed communists to defend existing democratic rights as bulwarks against fascism. Although Dimitrov insisted that anti-imperialist commitments remained non-negotiable, it was apparent that for communists in Europe, their immediate priorities were to be directed elsewhere. World revolution receded as a goal as the Soviet Union committed to ‘socialism in one country’, turning away from the theory of permanent revolution which held that world revolution was a single process occurring across different terrains of struggle (Morgan 6). Tom Buchanan reports that C.L.R. James and others warned that ‘the logic of anti-fascism was to give priority to European over non-European interests’ (664). Stuart Middleton likewise reports that George Padmore, Jomo Kenyatta and others recognized that ‘the simple opposition between “fascism” and “democracy” within Europe […] obfuscated the nature of colonial rule by ostensibly “democratic” states’ (202). This chapter considers these claims in relation to some of the writing produced in the Popular Front moment in Britain. 

Writing the Popular Front 
Few writers in Britain were following developments in the Comintern closely, but Dimitrov’s speech effectively reflected developments already taking place. From the late 1920s onwards, European intellectuals had begun exploring ways to coordinate their activities and defend intellectual freedom. The 1935 Congress of Writers for the Defence of Culture, held in Paris and attended by high-profile figures such as Henri Barbusse and Bertolt Brecht, is a notable example (Boas 1-6). A British Section of the Comintern-sponsored Writers’ International was founded in 1933, launching the influential journal Left Review in 1934, which acted as a hub for the British literary Popular Front. Another key institution was the Left Book Club, established by the publisher Victor Gollancz in 1936. Not everyone involved in these initiatives was a committed communist, but they were, for a time, engaged in a shared project predicated on the belief that ‘culture’ was in profound crisis. The founding statement of the British Section, published in Left Review, declared that, ‘There is a crisis of ideas in the capitalist world to-day’, a crisis amounting the ‘the collapse of a culture, accompanying the collapse of an economic system’ (38). This crisis was characterized, so went the argument, by the disengagement of the writer from ‘the people’ and its chief symptom was the ‘decadence of the past twenty years of English literature’ (38). Writers were bidden to reconnect with popular life, to recover popular language and reject the formal radicalism of 1920s modernism. Not all writers on the left went along with this, but nonetheless ‘popularity’ and an imagined audience of ‘the people’ are woven through much leftist writing in this period. Like Dimitrov’s speech, this left open the question: Which people? And on what grounds could it be assumed that ‘the people’ was instinctively progressive and antifascist? Particularly difficult was the role of empire in shaping ‘the British people’. 

[bookmark: _Hlk123137144]A consideration of the Left Review milieu brings these questions into focus. Wade Matthews argues that ‘contributors to Left Review failed to draw attention to the relationship between English culture and British imperialism; or […] make the connection between colonialism and fascism’ (46). These issues often do seem disconnected. The manifesto of the British Section proposed to include writers who would use their pens to ‘expose the hidden forms of war being carried on against the Indian, Irish, African and Chinese peoples’ (38). But it was not clear whether these writers were assumed to be separate from the other two groups to whom the manifesto appealed -- those who were antifascist and working class. Left Review engaged with international affairs and produced themed issues on Ireland, China and India, bringing literature from these struggles to a British readership. But attempts to link these different struggles together were rare. An exception is Rickword’s editorial for the Left Review issue dedicated to Indian writing, which made the connection clear: ‘The sincerity of our protests at fascist brutalities can only be measured by the strength of our efforts to secure the right of the colonial peoples to govern themselves’, Rickword wrote, ‘And, as practical people, let us remember that the forces of “law and order” kept in training on the bodies of the subject races, provide rod in a pickle for any reactionary government to use on the backs of a militant democracy at home’ (‘National Liberties’ 601).

A figure who was particularly insistent about the inseparability of antifascism, anticolonialism and anti-imperialism (and, hence, resistant to nationally bounded conceptions of the ‘people’) was Nancy Cunard. Cunard, who edited the landmark anthology Negro in 1934, was a regular contributor to Left Review and launched one of the celebrated literary initiatives of the day, the 1937 pamphlet Authors Take Sides on the Spanish War, which gathered responses from dozens of writers to a questionnaire. In the questionnaire, Cunard wrote that, ‘We have seen murder and destruction by Fascism in Italy, in Germany – the organization there of social injustice and cultural death – and how revived, imperial Rome, abetted by international treachery, has conquered her place in the Abyssinian sun. The dark millions in the colonies are unavenged’ (1). Here antifascism and anti-imperialism are simultaneously articulated, with the Italian invasion of Ethiopia (Abyssinia) manifesting their interconnection. Buchanan writes that this passage ‘expresses a political dilemma, as the “dark millions” were likely to remain “unavenged” so long as authors were asked to take sides on the Spanish Civil War rather than colonial oppression’ (645). But this overlooks the way that Cunard is refusing the choice between one and the other. It is furthermore noteworthy that several contributors, such as C.L.R James and George Padmore, took the opportunity to reiterate the inseparability of antifascist and anticolonial commitments. 

So, in these cases at least, writers did acknowledge that antifascism could not be isolated from the global system of colonial oppression. However, what was less clear was how to give literary form to these insights, and responses ranged across forms such as historical pageants, anthologies, historical novels and works of criticism. Consonant with Dimitrov’s appeal to reclaim national histories from fascist propaganda, many writers claimed ownership of a history of resistance to capitalist social relations, domesticating left-wing positions that could otherwise be dismissed as ‘alien’ to British tradition. These efforts were often articulated through ‘popular’ forms, such as narrative history (most famously A.L. Morton’s A People’s History of England, 1938) and the historical pageant, such as The March of English History, which encouraged audiences to situate themselves in a narrative of resistance to capitalism and exploitation leading towards the achievement of communism as the realization of a centuries-old vision of a ‘Free and Merrie England’ (Wallis 17–32). The work of the Australian-born poet, translator, critic and novelist Jack Lindsay is especially significant for its intensive explorations of British (or more frequently, English) history and his questioning, through formal experiment, of how to establish new, historically informed relationships in the present between writers and audiences. Lindsay’s work sought to call ‘the English people’, as a progressive, transhistorical subject, into being, rather than presupposing its existence. His poem ‘not english?’, published in Left Review in May 1936, one of several attempts to write poems for ‘mass declamation’ by a group, called on ‘those who are not the english / according to the definition of the ruling class’, encouraging identification between the audience and a tradition of radicals whose histories are missing from authorized narratives (353-358; see Harker for fuller discussion). It is these figures, the poem says, who have made England, and will one day reclaim it as rightfully theirs. But while the poem’s speaker acknowledges that they ‘splintered [their] bones to build an Empire’ the workers of the colonized world are absent even as the poem alludes to the internationalist rhetoric of the Communist Manifesto. Lindsay was by no means indifferent to the role of imperialism in the history of British capitalism and the British state; indeed, his 1938 novel of the English Revolution, 1649, identifies imperialism as an integral part of that history (Taylor 115-6). But in trying to recover the ‘progressive’ element of this history, attention falls on the bourgeois character, the Leveller Lilburn, and his efforts to halt Cromwell’s drive towards the conquest of Ireland. Like much British communist writing, the novel finds it easier to identify with individual ‘progressive’ figures of the past than with the subjects of class and colonial violence themselves. Particular attention was paid in Left Review to such individuals of the past who crossed class and/or national lines; appreciations were published of, for instance, Roger Casement by Charles Donnelly and Montagu Slater, and T.E. Lawrence by Ralph Fox. Spokesmen for Liberty, a 1941 anthology of radical historical documents edited by Lindsay and Rickword, featured expressions of solidarity with anticolonial struggles by British writers, but (with the exception of some Irish writers), not the participants of those struggles themselves. A footnote to Rickword’s editorial introduction acknowledges this limitation, but sounds a defensive note: ‘No single volume could adequately show the heroic resistance […] of the many nations of Asia and Africa to that of the capitalists; but we have proved that the English people are not guilty of all the blood shed by their rulers’ (xvi). There are many noteworthy innovations here – Morton pioneered the method of ‘history of below’ that has been crucial in asserting the agency of oppressed groups, and Lindsay’s radical reworking of the historical novel merits further attention – yet the Popular Front turn imagined the national past as a story of struggles for the democratic liberties enjoyed in the present, a story whose terminus was an English communist utopia, but one whose connection to liberation struggles in the present was frequently obscured.

Ralph Fox, Mulk Raj Anand and Indian Writing in Britain
However, it is also the case that the relationship between antifascism and anticolonialism remained a central concern for writers from colonial backgrounds. The London literary scene, Priyamvada Gopal writes, ‘became a kind of “junction box” for oppositional black and Asian figures from various parts of the British Empire’ (212). A productive friendship that exemplifies this ‘junction box’ of intersecting solidarities was that between Ralph Fox, the journalist, translator and literary critic, and the Indian novelist Mulk Raj Anand who had come to London as a student in 1924. For both men, Karl Marx’s writings on India, which asserted the centrality of the exploitation of India to the formation of British capital, were an important influence. Fox worked as an editor on these texts during his time at the Marx-Engels-Lenin Institute in Moscow, while Anand edited a version of the text published in India, with the assistance of the British communist publishing house Martin Lawrence, in 1933 (Clark 290-2). Fox drew on the work in his 1933 book The Colonial Policy of British Imperialism and insisted that ‘in so far as they have participated in the plunder of the colonies, the English working class have strengthened their own oppressors and weakened their own chances of freedom’ (108). Fox and Anand became friends in the early 1930s, and Fox influenced Anand’s understanding of the intersections of class and colonial oppression (Clark 290-2). In 1934, Anand was one of a group of young Indian writers then based in London, including Sajjad Zaheer and Jyoti Ghosh, who founded the Progressive Writers Association (PWA), established as the Indian Section of the Writers’ International (Baer 582). Anand, with fellow novelist Sajjad Zaheer (later to become the first General Secretary of the Communist Party of Pakistan), attended the Paris Writers Congress in 1935, and on their return, drafted a manifesto, published in Left Review in 1936, setting out their program for the creation of a modern, leftist Indian literature. In many ways, the PWA manifesto echoes the British Section’s statements about the need to ‘reconnect’ literature with ‘the people’; writers should aim to ‘bring the arts into the closest touch with the people; and to make them the vital organ which will register the actualities of life, as well as lead us to the future’ (IPWA, 240). Anand, however, articulated the PWA’s aims in more directly anticolonial terms. Speaking in 1938, he asserted that re-evaluating the Indian culture of the past was a priority, ‘so as to rescue it form the maligning of Imperialist archaeology on the one side and from its misuse by the reactionary element in our society’ (‘On the PWM’ 18), while in Left Review he traced the roots of Indian intellectuals’ distance from ‘the people’ directly to colonial policy (‘New Indian Literature’ 613-23). Imperialism from without and reaction from within were twin enemies. Moreover, Anand drew explicit connections between fascism and British imperialism:‘[We] saw the ugly face of Fascism in our country earlier than the writers of the European countries, for it was British Imperialism which perfected the method of the concentration camp, torture and bombing for police purposes which Hitler and Mussolini and the Japanese militarists have used so effectively later on’ (‘On the PWM’ 17). The connection, he wrote, was revealed to him when he witnessed the suppression of the 1926 General Strike in Britain, which ‘reminded me of the Seven Stripes I had got in the Martial Law days in Amritsar’ (qtd. Baer 583). It is striking that Anand’s comments predate Aimé Césaire's articulation of the link in Discourse on Colonialism (1950) by more than a decade.

For Anand, colonial and class oppression necessarily complicated the idea of ‘the people’ in the context of 1930s India. This placed him at a from more mainstream anticolonial positions invested in the claims of a national bourgeoise to represent ‘the people’. Anand writes that the role of the writer is to create, or call into being, such a ‘people’, ‘to take an active part in preparing the people who are to read him’, to engage in the ‘popularisation of culture’ in order to ‘armour the people intellectually’ (‘On the PWM’ 18). There is no pre-existing ‘people’ to and for whom progressive writers may speak. For Anand, this process of popularization and intellectual armament could only occur through simultaneous antifascist and anticolonial action:

The task of building up a national culture out of the debris of the past, so that it takes root in the realities of the present, is only way by which we will take our place among those writers of the world who are facing with us the bitterest struggle in history -- the struggle of the peoples of the world against Imperialism, its town brother Fascism, its old aunt Feudalism, and all other aunts who refuse to let the new shoots of life from bursting into the future. (‘On the PWM’ 20)

Here the writer has an active role in shaping ‘the people’ and creating a new future; not simply defending existing national traditions, but struggling simultaneously against fascism and imperialism in creating an empowered and engaged public. 

We may briefly consider Anand’s two novels of this era, Untouchable (1935) and Coolie (1938), in light of these remarks. Ben Conisbee Baer argues that Anand’s work at this time is marked by questions about which ‘public’ it sought to address (584). Discussing Untouchable, Baer considers the complex negotiations Anand undertakes between ‘the people’ and the subaltern; the novel, he argues, represents the subaltern protagonist Bakha ‘as potential “people,” as becoming-people, not-quite people, public-to-come’, who is distinguished from the ‘novel’s image of the people—“the crowd” that gathers to see Gandhi in a counter-public nationalist manifestation’ (584). The novel thus registers the limitations of ‘the people’ as it currently exists as a political community, but sees no solution: while the novel glimpses the hope of improved conditions through social reform, the single-day timeframe isolates Bakha from the public sphere through which such reforms might be enacted. We may read Coolie, by contrast, as informed by Anand’s engagement with the PWA and with Fox. Indeed, Anand recalled that Fox ‘proposed that I write a novel about a young proletarian Indian, who managed through self-education to reach an understanding of Marxism and on his return to India he is thrown into prison, where he is literally killed by starvation’ (qtd. Clark 300). Coolie, tracing the life of a young boy, Munoo, does not follow the formula Fox suggested, as there is no moment of political enlightenment as such (Clark 303). But it does demonstrate a closer aesthetic alignment with the European left and – critically -- emphasizes the intersection of class and imperialism: a more ‘realist’ novel, examining the material conditions that might produce a sense of class consciousness in Munoo.

A kind of mirror image of Anand’s work might by another novel by an Indian writer written (in Urdu, rather than, like Anand’s, in English) in the atmosphere of the Popular Front: Sajjad Zaheer’s A Night in London, published 1938. Zaheer had contributed to the influential but controversial anthology Angare (1932), and he spent time in London in the mid-1930s before returning to India in 1938 (Coppola 100-115). The novel’s central characters are Indian students studying in London who gather for a party one foggy night in Bloomsbury, and the novel’s narrative voice and perspective moves between them as they ruminate over questions of class, race, gender, caste and religion. One character, for example, is appalled by a newspaper headline reporting the murder of Indian protesters by British troops which describes the victims as ‘natives’, but is unable to connect his disgust at this racializing language with class oppression: ‘Azam’s thoughts would not extend to the unfortunate poor who faced the bullets of the white man and the unemployed English workers in Hyde Park who died hungry’ (9). The shifting narrative style, and the Bloomsbury party setting, are reminiscent of modernist novels of the 1920s, but the long passages of dialogue between the characters stage the dilemmas facing the PWA, their intellectual distance from ‘the people’, and the complicity of their class in colonial exploitation. As one character puts it, ‘We are no better than thieves and robbers. Who can say that we have a right to India’s wealth, which we’re squandering here? Of what benefit is our life to India? None!’ (51). For Zaheer, these dilemmas could only be solved by returning to India (‘Reminiscences’ 124). But A Night in London also asserts the importance of solidarity between British workers and colonized peoples; early on, in a long, rather awkwardly executed scene, two characters, Azam and Rao, visit a pub and encounter two working-class British men, Tom and Jim, the former of whom surprises them with a long, Marxist lecture on the injustice and destructiveness of the British empire (18-23). This episode echoes Popular Front emphases on solidarity across class and national lines; but at the same time the awkward relations between the elements of the book speaks to an aesthetic challenge that mirrors (from the opposite angle) the difficulties British writers experienced. Zaheer suggests a poignant origin of this moment in his 1940 reflection on the novel. He describes writing the book onboard a ship on his way back to India. On board were several Italian workers, bound for Ethiopia, one of whom committed suicide by jumping overboard. Zaheer asks, ‘Why, after all, had he preferred death over going to Ethiopia and constructing a road for the Italian Empire? The question frequently arose in my mind, but who was there to answer it?’ (‘Reminiscences’ 134). One may read the pub scene in A Night in London as an answer to this question. The novel’s omniscience is shaped by knowledge that the characters themselves are unable to reach. It rehearses, without solving, the problems of a committed intellectual, incorporating both Popular Frontist motifs and, as its translator has it, ‘a modernism against modernism’ in a troubled combination (Hashmi 98).

The Novel and Which People?
These novels therefore engage with questions the PWA raised about the relationship between intellectuals and ‘the people’, and the prospective role of the writer in calling such a people into being. But ‘the people’ was always vexed concept for writers in both metropolitan and colonial contexts. It is worth turning to the book that sets out to address this problem systematically, The Novel and the People, written by Anand and Zaheer’s friend and mentor Ralph Fox, and published posthumously in 1937 after Fox’s death in Spain. 

Echoing the formulations Georg Lukács set out contemporaneously in such texts as ‘Narrate or Describe?’ (1936), though in a predominantly Anglophone key, Fox’s book sets out a cultural history of the European novel as ‘epic of the bourgeois’, charting the form’s history in a narrative that sees it emerging in the work of Fielding, especially, as the signature form of the new commercial class, reaching its full maturity in the expansive realism of the nineteenth century, when writers, although bourgeois, were nonetheless in touch with the life of ‘the people’, before reaching a phase of decline in literary modernism, a symptom of intellectual retreat and immobilization, to be resurrected in the Soviet Union under the sign of socialist realism, ‘which shall unite and re-vitalize the forces of the left in literature’ (26). Such a realism would express, through characters who were at once ‘typical’ and heroic, revolutionary development towards socialism. Threaded through the argument, though, is an assertion that the novelist is connected to ‘the people’, figured in nationally bounded terms: the ‘writer more than any other artist expresses his country’, and the novelist, therefore, ‘has a special responsibility both to the present and the past of his country’ and must ‘know his people’ (23, 140). The assertiveness here contrasts with other writers’ perceptions (including those of Anand and Zaheer) that ‘the people’ was not so easily identified, particularly in contexts of colonial oppression. But Fox had conducted extensive studies of imperialism and the global development of capitalism and there is clearly a struggle going on in The Novel and The People to integrate the Soviet-mandated model of socialist realism with Fox’s awareness of global development. A discussion of the French writer André Gide, for example, considers how Gide’s Travels in the Congo (1927) records his conversion to anticolonialism through his encounter with French colonial violence, but nonetheless concludes that Gide failed to grasp the totalizing viewpoint of Marxism, so that his anticolonialism remained essentially ‘subjective’ (38). Fox thus seems to recognize the centrality of anticolonial struggles to revolutionary development, but the possibility that a new ‘epic’ might emerge from within those struggles themselves, rather than through the individual heroics of a bourgeois border-crosser, seems inadmissible. On this, Fox diverges from the better-known arguments of Lukács in the 1930s: though echoing Lukács’s genealogy of the novel form, Fox focuses on the heroic, world-building revolutionary, rather than the ‘typical’ protagonist endorsed by Lukács. The book concludes with a demand for solidarity with national liberation movements, phrased in terms of the mutual interests of discrete ‘peoples’ – ‘An alliance of free peoples will prove a stronger guard for the liberties of all, including our own, than the present effort to maintain Imperial tyranny’ (148) – and with a quotation from Marx on India, establishing imperialism as the horizon of the argument, but the participants of anticolonial struggles themselves have an insecure place in the argument. Echoing Marx, Fox envisaged an eventual ‘world literature’, but the possibility that the novel might be best understood as a world form, not a national-popular form, that its shifting shapes have mediated capitalism’s globally uneven conditions, not merely hymned the fortunes of the bourgeoisie, is not glimpsed here. 

There was, however, a strand of British writing that did envision continuities between working-class history, anticolonialism and antifascism, mediated through narratives of ‘popular’ heroism, in ways Fox didn’t imagine. For some writers from Scotland and Wales, the Spanish Civil War spurred them to make links between their own status as members of ‘minor’ nationalities within the British state and antifascist and anticolonial politics. As suggested earlier, much British Popular Front writing was really English writing, with the discrepancy between the ‘British people’ and the ‘English people’ largely unacknowledged. The Welsh writer Lewis Jones is one notable exception. His two novels of the life of a Welsh mining community, Cwmardy (1937) and We Live (1939), portray the village as engaged in territorial resistance to the imposed power of the British state, nowhere more clearly than in the scenes depicting a fictionalized version of the 1910 Tonypandy riots, when then-Home Secretary Winston Churchill sent troops into South Wales to quash a mining dispute. In Jones’s novels, the British state functions as an occupying force, acting to violently crush ‘the people’ of the village, who have their own laws, customs and world view. This anti-imperialist current leads inexorably towards Spain in the second novel, as the protagonist Len, fighting with the International Brigades, perceives that the ‘alien’ power of the British authorities is of a piece with the Francoist forces. The Scottish novelist James Barke saw the war in similar terms in relation to the people of Scotland in his 1939 novel The Land of the Leal, which traces a Scottish family history of dispossession, proletarianization and radicalization, culminating in sacrifice for the Spanish Republican cause. These novels then represent, from within Britain, efforts to connect anticolonial and antifascist commitments, to suggest the continuity of interests between subjects of class, colonial and fascist violence, that in other British writing remain separate. Jones’s and Barke’s novels of ‘the people’ are perhaps the most coherent realization of the Popular Front program, but both emerge from outside the normative position of middle-class Englishness.
 
Conclusion
Ralph Fox died fighting in Spain in December 1936, as would hundreds of international volunteers who saw the civil war as the front of a global struggle against fascism. The outbreak of war in Spain dampened European leftist interests in struggles outside Europe and flattened complex interlocking relations into a single slogan, ‘For Culture Against Fascism’. Writers from 28 nations gathered in Spain in the summer of 1937 for a congress at which they proclaimed that ‘principal enemy of the culture which they have undertaken to defend is Fascism’ (‘Manifesto’ 445). The principle of the ‘defense of culture’ tended to elide differences in national status and bracket off questions of political autonomy. As we have seen, the Popular Front moment stimulated writers from a range of backgrounds to ask searching questions about the role of the writer in national cultural life, in social change, and in resistance to violence and exploitation; at the same time, however, it could close off analysis of the global and intersecting nature of struggles for liberation under capitalism. The outbreak of war in 1939 brought a crisis of conflicting loyalties to many communists. The questions raised in the Popular Front moment would, however, return, differently inflected, to dominate post-war debates about ‘commitment’ in the context of a wave of anticolonial uprisings. They would be re-engaged, for instance, in the Welsh Marxist thinker Raymond Williams’s reflections on the dialectic between conscious commitment and the social relations in which writing occurs, given a new impetus, Williams thought, by the Chinese Revolution (203-4). The writer’s relationship with ‘the people’, whether figured in class, national, or transnational terms, would remain salient.
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