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The War on Blackness

I want to start by explaining what I mean by the ‘War on Blackness’. It’s not a phrase I heard growing up and still doesn’t feature heavily in mainstream English, but evidence of it is all around us. Track Record is not an encyclopaedia of the war; it’s more like the story of how I came to terms with it. For this reason, I encourage my readers to look beyond this book for a fuller understanding of how the war works. In the following pages, I will describe aspects of it that have played out in my life, and how a lack of real political education leads many like me to fight for the wrong side. But first we need to define the conflict, so, what is the War on Blackness?

‘Blackness’ refers to the lived experience and political context of people racialised as Black. This includes the aspects of our lives that we haven’t necessarily signed up for, like being seen as ‘Black’ in the first place. A lot of people reject the term and I understand why. It’s a Eurocentric reduction, a totalisation of who we are that has been used to flatten our beauty, range and nuance. I feel all of that, but I also feel that our struggle and our connection to Africa binds us together in a racial experience. And I take pride in this, so I embrace the classification of Blackness.

The War on Blackness is an umbrella term for the long-running assault on Black life perpetrated by the former colonial powers of Europe and their offshoots, which we will refer to as the West. In this book, I speak passionately about the track record of injustice that has been inflicted on Black people by the West, but this is not an indictment of every White person who ever lived. In referring to the West, I’m usually talking about the ruling classes of Western Europe and their settler colonies, such as North America and Australasia. This group of people have, for hundreds of years, exerted a disproportionate, divisive and violent influence on the rest of the world. The working classes of their own countries are more heavily exploited today than they were fifty years ago, currently struggling to find democratic representation in a political climate hostile to working people. For this reason, I try not to assume that the actions of the Western ruling class completely reflect the attitudes of the Western working class. However, the West has secured such a wide gap between the material conditions it enjoys and those experienced across the rest of the planet, that even the masses of Westerners who would like a more equal world cannot avoid the advantages of this inequality.

These advantages also extend to those of us in the Black diaspora, although our lives out here are shaped by the racial hierarchy, too. It feels awkward to admit this, especially as someone who has focused their career on diaspora issues, but proximity to White power can have a disorienting effect on Black people. Energy we would have given to the challenges of our homelands is instead diverted to addressing the much narrower experience of being an ethnic minority in the West. Often, we spend more time fighting for a bigger share of our colonisers’ looted wealth than we do ending the West’s continued exploitation of our ancestral homes. This dilemma is embodied in the Foundational Black American (FBA) movement of the United States, which sees the interests of people descended from enslaved Africans in America as separate from (and often competing with) the interests of other Black groups – including those enslaved and terrorised elsewhere. The FBA movement’s tunnel-visioned focus on reparations for Black Americans alone is indicative of the division created by proximity to White power; in this case, the power to share out wealth deriving from genocide, slavery and exploitation.

The Colonial Skeleton

We all live in a racial hierarchy rooted in colonialism. Colonialism was a stretch of history when violence and scarcity across Europe forced Europeans to find development prospects beyond the continent. Once they located these prospects in other lands, Western powers did one or more of the following: they established increasingly unbalanced trade relationships with the richer regions, which they violently excluded their European neighbours from; where they had the upper hand militarily, they cleared the land through genocide in order to establish their own societies, enslaving whatever natives were left; and, of course, they built enormous economic power using an unpaid workforce of enslaved Africans. Over the centuries, these models of colonialism were adapted to appear more humane, but their outcomes stayed the same: resource extraction and racial hierarchy. A lot of people struggle to wrap their heads around this reality because the racial hierarchy is not obvious to them. Poor White communities and high-flying Black professionals are taken as proof that racism isn’t as real as it used to be. This view is only possible if you focus on individual examples and ignore the global differences in wealth between races. Once you start looking into it, it doesn’t take long to learn that the West has a lot more than everyone else. This colonial basis of Western wealth led sociologist Cedric Robinson to coin the phrase racial capitalism, describing the racist DNA of what has become our global economic system.2 Understanding this concept is like having economic X-ray vision: it helps you see the colonial skeleton underneath capitalism’s outward appearance.

For example, the brown sugar in our supermarkets is labelled ‘Demerara’, after the plantation colony of British Guiana (now Guyana) that supplied the minimally refined product to Western markets. The sugar industry is full of colonial skeletons. August 2023 marked the two hundredth anniversary of a slave rebellion in Demerara, in which over ten thousand enslaved Africans staged a non-violent uprising against their White oppressors, contributing significantly to Britain’s abolition of slavery ten years later. Tragically, the resistance was defeated, and its leaders were put to death by the British. Yet Britain did nothing to honour the bicentennial of this horrific episode, despite defenders of empire proudly pointing to abolition as evidence of the country’s moral leadership. In fact, when Guyanese-descended Member of the British Parliament David Lammy asked in 2022 if the UK government would grant pardons to those imprisoned and executed over the rebellion, then-Justice Secretary Dominic Raab brushed the request aside, replying that since Guyana is now independent, those pardons would be the responsibility of the Guyanese president. But let’s look beyond this shameful example of colonial denialism, towards the system’s important economic legacy.

Post-abolition, ownership of Demerara’s sugar production remained in the hands of English capitalists, who – as well as receiving government compensation for the loss of slave income – imported a class of indentured workers from India to continue production, instead of just paying the formerly enslaved Africans. This ownership dynamic, plus the movement of whole demographics across the world in service of Western industry, gives us a clear snapshot of racial capitalism. Deniers of racism want to downplay the extent to which Guyana’s colonial skeletons reflect the overall anatomy of world trade, but in reality, this tale of exploitation is worldwide. By the time of Guyana’s independence in the 1960s, Demerara’s sugar industry was still owned by Western capitalists, with the former colonial master Booker-McConnell controlling 85 per cent of sugar production, which translated to one third of the economy, 13 per cent of the workforce and 40 per cent of Guyana’s foreign-exchange income. In true imperial style, Booker-McConnell spent the twentieth century whitewashing its reputation through a few schemes to marginally improve the lives of its poor workers, and famously launched the Booker Prize for Fiction, initially awarded to writers from the so-called Commonwealth. Regardless, the living conditions of those descended from the enslaved and indentured workers of Demerara offer further insight into the workings of racial capitalism. After independence, Guyana ended up as one of the poorest countries in the world with one of the highest suicide rates (double the global average). Mass migration became the norm, while the country’s politics was plagued with racial tension between the Indo- and Afro-Guyanese populations, which was stoked by Western capital to secure continued access to cheap labour and natural resources. Meanwhile, like a lot of colonial-era companies, Booker-McConnell branched off into other industries, obscuring the root of its wealth in the process.

A War That’s Visible Yet Invisible

When you point out the highly visible dynamics of racial capital, a lot of Westerners get defensive – including many Black and Brown people. I guess it comes from not wanting to feel complicit in something unfair. It’s uncomfortable being confronted with the injustice of a situation you’ve accepted or benefited from and, for many, the urge to push back without any real data is too tempting to resist. Later in this book, I’ll walk you through a time in my life when I was like this. I felt confident in my own ability to find success in Britain, and that self-confidence grew into overconfidence in the system. Without studying the reality beyond my own life, I drew conclusions about how the world works based on what I saw around me. This is a common mistake that our education system indirectly fosters by not making social and economic analysis compulsory learning. Each of our lives is a drop in the ocean of human experience, and the waters around us can’t teach us about currents elsewhere. There really is no substitute for studying the world. Very few can do it casually and develop a serious analysis.

When it comes to understanding Black life in particular, it’s easy to get your facts twisted. Propaganda is media intended to influence us politically, and to some extent, all media does this. In the same way that the flavours of a good cocktail hide the taste of alcohol, effective propaganda often dresses up political messages in entertainment. Examples include the positive portrayal of the CIA in Ryan Coogler’s 2018 movie Black Panther, and the over-focus on Malcolm X’s criminal past in Spike Lee’s 1992 biopic, X. By framing a CIA agent as a friend of the fictional African country Wakanda, Black Panther hides the agency’s murderous role in the theft of Africa’s wealth. And by spending too much time on less important aspects of Malcolm’s life, X leaves no room for his super-important international politics. Given the visibility of such misleading propaganda in highly influential Western media, it’s complacent to pass judgement on Black issues without unplugging from the mainstream and studying how history played out. The War on Blackness feeds on that complacency. Developing countries’ debts can be dismissed as cultural issues of indiscipline and corruption, because underreported Western sabotage has made us think that darker populations are less hardworking. Irregular migration can be framed as the illegal intrusion of freeloaders who want to crash the party, because racist Western news media normalise this view. The racial hierarchy of the workplace can be disconnected from its colonial roots because the so-called liberal democratic societies of the West insist that darker people now have a level playing field. Somehow the War on Blackness is both visible and invisible.

The story of Demerara illustrates a lot about the War on Blackness. Firstly, it shows that the war is deeply rooted in the Western desire to control land, labour and commodities. Secondly, with the inclusion of indentured workers from India, it shows the war as one part of a wider assault on all non-White peoples at the hands of Western capital. However, this is one of those things that is invisible to many in the West, despite the mountains of evidence on display every day. Like the merciless loan-repayment demands imposed on global South nations by Western financial institutions – many of which created these countries’ debts in the first place. Or the difference in treatment between Ukrainian refugees and those from the Arab and African world. In London, the racial hierarchy is visible in the staffing of most corporate buildings. You walk through these massive doors into a slickly designed reception area in which the security, cleaners and receptionists are Black and Brown, while everyone else proceeding upstairs to do business is White.

What’s the Point of the War on Blackness?

The many interlocking agendas of this war can be summarised in one: maintaining an unbalanced order.

Through the lens of racial capitalism we can see that the colonial empires of Europe created flows of value out of the colonies back to the metropole (the master country). Yes, colonisers built infrastructure here and there, sometimes even providing a little education, but it was always for the purpose of extracting something. Colonial railways went from the mines or the fields straight to the port for shipping. Colonial schools only taught enough to train obedient workers. Britain was the most successful at this, with wealth pouring in from Jamaica to India. Being forced to give up these empires after World War Two turned Western Europe into an abusive ex, denying they were ever invested while insisting the abuse was consensual. For this reason, most Western powers haven’t even apologised for their enslavement of Africans and genocide of indigenous people, let alone paid reparations. Meanwhile, their right-wing media protest loudly against being made to feel uncomfortable about this history. The problem is, of course, all that denial keeps history alive. Western dominance is upheld by crimes rooted in the past, meaning the world order would be called into question if the West was held truly accountable, which is why there is a permanent War on Blackness.

Sabotage

The assassination of Black leaders by Western powers is a key component of this war. Such killings have usually targeted one person in order to throw off a whole movement. With many of these executions having been led by Western intelligence agencies and carried out by Black perpetrators, we may never get the full scope of political assassinations across Black history, but a few high-profile examples give us some insight. Patrice Lumumba, the Democratic Republic of Congo’s first elected leader, is one of the best-known cases. His 1961 murder came early on in the African independence movement and has long since been confirmed as a collaborative project between the CIA, the Belgian government and British intelligence. The 1987 assassination of Burkina Faso’s revolutionary leader Thomas Sankara is discussed much less in the English-speaking West than that of Lumumba – probably because it’s more recent. Similarly, though, extensive US and French involvement has since been uncovered. This strategy is nothing new; in many ways, America’s whole history is based on the killing of African leaders, with the Transatlantic Slave Trade relying on cycles of conflict between African polities. In recent history, the FBI has been implicated in the murders of Malcolm X, Martin Luther King, Fred Hampton, Huey Newton and Tupac Shakur, to name a few. Although the state propaganda machine has been good at framing discussion of government agencies’ links to these assassinations as ‘conspiracy’ theories, what the mainstream media offer instead is a bunch of coincidence theories, or plain silence. Regardless, the execution of Black leaders has proven useful and politically inexpensive for the West. It instils fear, knocks morale, kills momentum and often breeds division, especially when the executioners themselves are Black. Furthermore, this use of Black executioners conveniently feeds into the idea that Black people can’t govern themselves, reinforcing tropes of excessive violence and selfishness, which all sounds so familiar to propagandised ears that many never bother to question the patterns behind these killings. But the outcome is consistent: by exterminating influential thinkers and political organisers, the West has been able to sidestep democracy and the rule of law for the purpose of maintaining dominance over Black life.

Art and the War on Blackness

In writing this book, I’ve had to ask myself what the point is in saying any of this. I could have given you a self-promotional story about my life and used it to generate business within the same system I’m criticising. Plus, if the West is so powerful, aren’t I wasting my time by critiquing it, knowing that we can’t escape this abusive relationship? The thing is, when I had no real opinions on capitalism, I didn’t mind self-promotion. I was never good at it, but I wouldn’t have had a problem using this book only to tell you about things I’ve overcome. There are actually people in my family who would rather I did more of that than what I’m doing now. But studying the War on Blackness has helped me to realise that as a Black artist, I’m politically useful to a system that promotes individualised success. Anything I say can be separated from its Third World context and used by the White media to undermine my people’s struggle, as the following chapter will demonstrate. But the Black radicals of history have taught us all the importance of speaking up. Critique is the first step towards reimagining our world without the economic cannibalism of today. By keeping quiet, I would be accepting defeat in the War on Blackness because the ultimate goal of this war is obedience.

To maintain order, the Western ruling class needs the workers of the world to cooperate in their own exploitation. Without this cooperation, the ruling class has to impose its will through the use of force, like sending the police to violently break up protests. But when that force is applied too loosely, people are more willing to stand up to their oppressors, as could be seen in the protests across France throughout 2023. This scenario is generally avoided through an unwritten contract between rich and poor, whereby the wealthy offer bribes and distractions that keep the masses passive enough to continue being exploited. These tactics include splitting the working class into tiers of privilege – so that workers with slightly higher income and/or status than others are discouraged from struggling against the system – or force-feeding the masses an unhealthy but highly addictive media diet. The War on Blackness entails this and much more, all for the purpose of neutralising Black politics. Why? Because Black people have more reason than most to resent capitalism, which is what makes their complicity so valuable. Across my own lifespan, I’ve watched radical Black music become co-opted by the rich to focus less on the struggle and more on the pursuit of wealth and, eventually (as epitomised by Jay-Z), reframing the struggle as the pursuit of wealth. Is it a coincidence that this change has catapulted Hip Hop to the status of a bestselling music genre worldwide? Of course not. As I will explore throughout this book, the role of music in the War on Blackness is extensive. It can be used to capture hearts and minds, especially of young people, and to misdirect Black politics.

From a young age, I’ve had an on-and-off relationship with Rap music that struggled under the weight of these contradictions. I loved the sound and the skill of Rap, but couldn’t shake the suspicion that it was distorting my perception of Blackness. By the time I was old enough to control my music consumption, Rap had lost the variety it started with through its journey from low-income Black communities to the mainstream. At the turn of the century, it reached young listeners like me via anthems of selfishness and self-destruction, laced with generational trauma. Bizarrely, Black people who opposed mainstream Rap on ethical and political grounds were made to look out of touch. It is only through learning about the many complex, secretive operations run by Western powers to destabilise Black life that I can now make sense of what happened to Hip Hop. As the American academic and political activist Dr Jared A. Ball said, ‘White supremacist capital understands . . . you can’t sell [capitalism] to White audiences better than through the use of Black cultural expression.’ Hip Hop was a culture that, among other things, turned performance into money. The profit-driven music industry ignored those other things and followed the money, investing in performance, but not culture. So Hip Hop, the youth movement, became mainstream Rap, the free-for-all. It’s therefore no surprise that the genre now celebrates authenticity in wealth and anti-Black violence above all. Rappers are celebrated for having money and/or for being in conflict with others like them. Think about that: of all the death attached to this music, there’s no mainstream rapper whose popularity stems from anti-imperialist violence. Like any other political assassination, this was not a democratic outcome; just another covert operation in the War on Blackness.

Adding to the confusion is the fact that Rap appears to represent Black people. Our music taste is shaped by what’s available to us, and as generations of Black children grow up under the influence of mainstream music, many of us subconsciously subscribe to the image of Blackness promoted in Rap.

People say exploitation is just human nature, and that the West’s brutal ascent has been attempted by all societies in some way, shape or form. But I can only hear this as propaganda. Mainstream media and education are full of these little myths that try to project Western psychology onto everyone else, as if all of humanity can be explained through the actions of a few Europeans. In reality, it can never be proven that every society has desired or tried to dominate the world and, anyway, the majority of recorded human history doesn’t support this notion. Still, even if there is truth to the idea, Western terrorism isn’t just a historical fact; it remains the defining feature of our geopolitical landscape. This is why we must study the War on Blackness and learn to recognise its battlefronts in our lives and careers. We have a responsibility to fight, and to win.
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Momentum

During that first year of Cambridge, I started performing poetry that I thought was deep, when in reality I hadn’t scratched the surface of what my life’s work would need to address. My early poems were a combination of stories from the neighbourhood and venting sessions about the neighbourhood. To be fair, this is what most Rap consists of. My performance at Culture Fest went down great, and the following month my college’s student union (KCSU) held elections for a new council to represent the student voice. I’m not sure what drew me to the role of Chairman. Maybe it was my guy from school, Kalil, being President of the ACS. Maybe it was the fear of one day feeling like I didn’t make the most of my time at King’s. Either way, it presented a challenge that appealed to me. I told a few friends, made a Facebook page and started campaigning between lectures. Competition came from a handful of other students, which I liked – it proved that the position meant something. Within a week, we would all have to go head-to-head in a showdown at the student bar where all the candidates gave a speech aimed at winning votes. This was called the ‘hustings’. Cambridge was full of words that everyone seemed to know apart from me. I didn’t care though – I had a plan: I was going to make my whole speech rhyme.

When I told Kalil about the plan to rhyme my way through a KCSU campaign, even he couldn’t take it. ‘Don’t,’ he said, thinking it would be too much too soon. He couldn’t talk me out of it, but when the day of the hustings came, I wasn’t so sure. I was actually annoyed at myself because I hadn’t memorised the speech. Looking back now, I think I held myself to an impossible standard, expecting to write a campaign speech in rhyme and memorise it in a week. This was harder than memorising a normal verse because I didn’t have an instrumental and, for once, the rhymes weren’t about me. On the evening of the hustings, I sat in the student bar holding two sheets of A4 paper, cramming the words I was about to deliver, while each candidate addressed the hundred or so students who showed up. I remember feeling good about how bland most of their speeches were but thrown by how seriously everyone was taking themselves. Maybe Kalil was right. Was I about to box myself in as the token Black guy? I shrugged, thinking, It is what it is. The ability to rhyme made me smarter, not dumber.

When my turn finally came, I stood up, grabbed the microphone and surprisingly delivered the majority of my words without looking at the paper. I gave the audience no warning that it would be a poetry performance, so they were expecting another normal speech. When I saw faces light up as they caught on to the rhyme scheme, I relaxed. This was going to work. I won the election by a landslide, and quickly settled into my new role as KCSU Chairman. I didn’t know it at the time, but this would be my last moment of real optimism about my place in King’s.

The Language

It didn’t take long for the loneliness to set in. My course was interesting, and the people were friendly, but socially it didn’t click for me. As expected, the workload was intense; we had to write four essays a week and defend them the following week to a group made up of one expert and a few other students. These weekly meetings were called supervisions, and they were part of what made Cambridge so challenging, academically. The supervisor would usually be a heavyweight in their field – someone who wrote the main book on the reading list. The other students were ambitious, gifted young people – mainly women on my course. I rarely finished all my essays, so would often roll up to supervisions and wing it. I wanted to be a model student, like Kalil and my course-mate Yuho, but I read slowly and wrote even slower. This made it hard for me to concentrate, both in lectures and in the library. During the first twenty minutes of a lecture, I’d be on point, writing detailed notes and thinking deeply about what the lecturer was saying. Then I’d get bored and need to move around or talk.

Now that I’m a professional writer, I understand that sitting in a big hall watching one person lecture in a non-creative way isn’t intellectually engaging for me. But back then, I just felt bad for not being like everyone else. Sometimes after a lecture, I’d spend the whole day in the library, trying to read a book and write an essay on it. But most of what I wanted to know was hidden in complicated, dry language that killed my curiosity. I was studying things I cared about in an environment I admired, but trying to actually get to the knowledge was a nightmare. Years later, when I finally realised how badly this academic language alienated me from a lot of powerful ideas, I started recognising the same alienation across the Black diaspora. Dry language that most modern Brits don’t even use is super-demotivating for any young person, but Black students have a particularly strenuous relationship with English in general.

Think about all the segregation that has been normalised in Europe over the past few centuries. African versions of European languages grew up under these conditions – both on the continent and in the diaspora. Sometimes when I’m listening to the Francophone lyrics of Congolese music, I can hear the same Bantu twang of Ugandan languages. And even though I don’t understand French, when I hear West Africans speak it, their accents sound like Nigerian English to me. These linguistic connections might explain why wherever we settle in the world, Black people remix language in ways that are consistent between communities far apart. Experts on this trend can probably trace it through ancient African cultures, but I mainly see it in West African and Afro-Caribbean dialects. Growing up in the diaspora, I was exposed to both, so I hear similarities between them despite their people being torn apart centuries ago. For example, in Nigerian pidgin, ‘pikin’ means ‘child’, similar to the Caribbean word ‘pickney’; the Igbo term ‘únù’ means ‘you all’, as it does in Jamaican patois; and in both regions, the word ‘dey/deh’ is used similarly too. Underlying parallels like these are rich and beautiful, but they represent only one side of the coin. On the other side, there’s the fact that European languages in African life represent violence. These were the languages used to negotiate the sale of Africans into slavery. They were imposed on Africans and used to spread things that suffocated African ways of life, like Christianity and capitalism. This has resulted in a relationship of dominance, whereby Afro-descended peoples are forced to comply with European practices, including language. It’s a dynamic of trauma.

So, unique African styles of speech and the unhappy entry of European languages into Black life both underpin the strenuous relationship Black people often have with English. For this reason, we can’t help but remix the language, because even when we speak it ‘properly’ as individuals, we still live in unofficially segregated communities en masse. As a result, diaspora English develops differently to mainstream English. In diasporic communities, the mixing of different Black cultures creates a new accent out of the average of our ancestors’ accents. I’m a product of this process; although I learned formal English, my siblings and I grew up using the Jamaican English of Black London and, inevitably, the Ugandan English of our parents. Half the time, I didn’t even recognise the effects of these influences, since we picked them up informally. But let me be clear: I don’t mean to imply that Black vernacular English is inferior to formal English, or that Black people speak differently because they can’t speak ‘properly’. Our vernacular dialect is my favourite form of English, but here’s the best way I can put it: Black performance of White language is similar to White performance of Black music; we can do it, but we can’t help doing it ‘our’ way.

Voices

What did this mean for my studies? The voice I used to read in was different from the voice I used to speak in. To make life easier, I’ve always tried to merge the two, which isn’t straightforward; a regular phrase in one part of my life may not translate in another. And why is that significant? Because this disconnect represents the experience a lot of Black people have with Western education in general – especially in language-based subjects. Being assessed by Western institutions on your ability to reproduce Western ideas using Western language feels, for many of us, like trying to look natural in someone else’s clothes. It’s one of the ways in which, as some of our parents told us, we have to work twice as hard to do half as well. A White student immersed in mainstream English, from their home life to their social life, experiences less friction when reading texts that sound closer to their own internal voice than mine. Of course, that doesn’t mean every White person enjoys reading Sociology more than me, or finds it easier than I do, but it is a serious factor in educational outcomes. My struggle to keep up with the reading, combined with my newfound isolation, led to a daily pattern of lecture-library-dorm room. Without a social scene that had the music, food and conversations I missed so badly, I became a loner. And this is when I discovered that loneliness and poetry go hand in hand.

By the age of nineteen, writing verses had grown into a habit. It was a pastime born out of my earlier Grime years; a combination of work and play that always felt like opening a window and letting in some fresh air. Anytime I was on my own with a lot on my mind, the easiest thing to do was write a rhyme. Not only was it fun; it eased the tension in my body, and put me in a calm, reflective state. For some reason, nothing fuelled this habit like reading Sociology. I would make it halfway through a chapter of some old theory book, get hung up on a particular point the author made, and drift off into my own writing. This was the part where the study of society changed me as an artist. Reading about why we live the way we do made me want to invite more people to the conversation. Instead of trying to translate the ideas of different theorists, I wrote my own observations without shying away from social analysis. Since most of my real-world experience came from where I grew up, my verses usually reflected the anxieties of Black urban youth, relating directly to poverty, crime and family-related trauma. The writing would always happen at the desk in my dorm room, before progressing to a performance direct to camera, recorded in that same spot. I still remember the earliest poems from this period, like ‘Lemonade’. Looking back on the second stanza of that poem, I can see that I was starting to write about overlapping issues in a joined-up way:

 

She was the sket who stayed out with these fellas.

It took a paedophile to breed the child

The seed was wild and she’s just down on her knees

Praying he don’t learn how to be a menace . . .

Tryna make lemonade out of these lemons.

And if you ask her why she’ll say ‘That lemon’s mine

And it’s sour but it never was a clementine.’

See, the fact that life is sweet for them is fine but

This world was designed with them in mind.

 

Increasingly, I honed my voice on the journey to amplify the voices of others. By articulating the experiences of those around me, I discovered my role as a narrator of Black life.

African Caribbean Societies to the Rescue

When the Cambridge African Caribbean Society (ACS) shared with me an invitation from Nottingham to perform at a collaborative showcase with ACSs from other universities, I jumped at the opportunity. This was near the end of my first term, by which point I was starving for anything Black, and itching to get back on stage. Students from the universities of Nottingham and Nottingham Trent ran an annual event called Jazz, Funk and Soul, showcasing talent from African Caribbean Societies across the country. I heard someone say there would be fifteen different unis present. Some of the organisers had attended Culture Fest and decided that I’d be a good fit. To this day, I’m grateful for the forward-thinking network these young leaders formed among themselves. Cambridge ACS was arranging a coach to take a group of us up there for the evening and back; all I had to do was perform for about five minutes. At the time, my twentieth birthday was on the horizon. I was broke and overworked, frustrated by my nightly cycle of dreaming I was back in Uganda and waking up to cold-ass Cambridge. But still, every morning I rose with a little more knowledge than the day before. My twenty minutes of attention at the start of lectures made a difference to my perspective, and I benefited from just trying to keep up. One side-effect was the acceleration of my new creative drive: poetry. After delivering an election campaign speech in poetic form, I realised that everything was more interesting when it rhymed. This made me write more and more, channelling my education and my experiences into what I now understood as ‘Spoken Word’. So, by the time Jazz, Funk and Soul came around, I was a lot readier than I had been for Culture Fest a few months before.

In early January, the big day arrived. I never found out how many universities were in the audience, but it was clearly a lot. The hall was massive – maybe the biggest I had ever performed in up to that date, and as soon as we got off the coach from Cambridge, I felt those familiar nerves. Jazz, Funk and Soul was my introduction to a whole new facet of the Black community: young, mainly Nigerian, mainly British-born, mainly Christian university students. This wasn’t the only demographic, but it was a very vocal majority. I had never really grown up with Nigerians, apart from Damini, the school friend I introduced you to earlier. Generally, my social life was dominated by Caribbeans and, later, Ugandans. Here, at Jazz, Funk and Soul, I stepped into another world. Everyone was dressed to kill, and no matter how cool we acted, most of us had never been part of anything like this before: a whole university link-up – for us, by us. There were good vibes in the air, like we were all proud to be there and proud to see each other there too. It would take years for me to learn that the wave of African migration to Britain in the 1980s, following the frustrations of decolonisation on the continent, led to a sudden influx of Africans in Britain who experienced the country differently to their Afro-Caribbean counterparts of the previous few decades. These new African immigrants benefited from hard-won victories against institutional racism fought by generations of British Caribbeans. And now, this link-up opened my eyes to the fact our generation had come of age. This was my story, as much as theirs; I was also a child of immigrants who left Africa after Independence didn’t work out. I was also representing the hard work and sacrifice of Africans and Afro-Caribbeans before me. I felt honoured to carry such a responsibility.

That night, I took to the stage and performed a poem called ‘Gyalist in Wonderland’, a funny story about the dangers of promiscuity. The audience loved it. They held their breath throughout, only breaking the silence to gasp and laugh at all the right moments, begging for an encore when I was finished. The energy in the hall was electric; I knew I was in their minds because I was telling a story they recognised in a way they’d never heard before. This time, I had taken the calculated risk of performing without music, and it paid off. Somehow, after years of trying to make it in Grime and almost giving up on Rap, I had found a new creative direction using my voice alone. If this reaction had come from a song that I’d performed with music produced by someone else, it would be impossible to tell how much the audience identified with my thoughts.

After Jazz, Funk and Soul, demand for my live performances went through the roof, taking me all over the country to perform for other ACSs that were there that night, and eventually to those they had spread the word to. I had never experienced anything like it. When I met an older poet called Suli Breaks at a show for Aston University’s ACS, he advised me to put my material on YouTube. It’s crazy to think that in 2011 this didn’t occur to me. Suli’s advice turned out to be crucial in boosting the demand for my work, as thousands of people gradually flocked around this new experiment online. Thanks, Suli.

The next big milestone came at an event called Vocals & Verses, where a young, predominantly West African crowd was so moved by my words that they interrupted me with applause less than one minute in, and demanded I start again from the top. In Jamaican sound-system culture, this is called a ‘wheel-up’, or ‘pull-up’ or ‘reload’ – a climax in a musical event, when a crowd’s reaction to a song causes the DJ to restart it. The term travelled over to Britain via the Caribbean community and became a big part of Grime culture. Up to that point, a poet getting a wheel-up was unheard of. In fact, during my four years as an MC, this had never happened to me outside of my peer group. It was surreal for my first real pull-up to come from a room full of strangers, not at a hyper Grime set, but at a calm poetry performance with pretty girls and clean-cut guys. It was clear that in six months of Spoken Word, I’d generated more of a buzz than I did in four years of Grime. There was no turning back from here.
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From Community to Mainstream

I Signed a Record Deal

Two life-changing things happened for me in the summer of 2013: I graduated from Cambridge and I signed a record deal. When Universal Music’s Island Records heard about me, they followed the hype. Darcus Beese, the most senior Black man in the British music industry, made an impressive pitch to me on behalf of Island, which he was the President of. Darcus explained that he shared my passion for the Black community, as the son of two former members of the British Black Panther Party: Darcus Howe and Barbara Beese. I can’t lie, I was impressed with his parents. Both of them were arrested in 1970 as part of the Mangrove Nine, a group of Black activists charged with inciting a riot during a protest against the police harassment of a Caribbean restaurant in West London called The Mangrove. The subsequent trial found them all innocent of the most serious charge (inciting a riot), and marked the first time a British court acknowledged racism in the police force. Darcus Sr went on to become a prominent figure in Black British politics, fighting those battles I mentioned earlier – the ones Caribbeans fought before Africans arrived in big numbers over here. Fast-forward forty years, and there I was, signing a record contract with Darcus Jr, who can be seen as a kid in photos of the protests his parents frequented. Darcus knew his background mattered to me. He’d recently attended my sold-out show, Malik, which was all about Malcolm X. In fact, it was right after that show that Darcus walked up to me backstage and told me he would make sure the world heard my voice. To his credit, he was the only label head who showed any personal connection to my work, which was important at the time, given that Island Records had entered a bidding war with competitors Virgin and Atlantic, both of which had passionate A&Rs trying to sign me too.

I was wary of the music industry. During that final year of Cambridge, I took a paper called ‘Media, Culture and Society’, in which I learned about the shrinking ownership of mass media, i.e. most mainstream music being owned by those three powerful companies I mentioned earlier. I had read about the effect this had on the cultural landscape, and how the profit motive of these companies favoured standardised production techniques, leading to less innovation in music. Not only had I read it, I’d seen it in the demise of Grime a few years earlier, as leading artists from our (then underground) scene signed to major labels and released bland, watered-down tracks that hurt their credibility but made the record companies happy. I knew the same could happen to me, and I signed the deal anyway. My reasoning was that I’d already taken poetry surprisingly far, but it still wasn’t mainstream enough to capture a nationwide audience.

To be clear, I had been on a roll up to that point. In under two years, I’d gone from my first poetry performance to headline shows and TV appearances. A diverse range of listeners showed me that there was a market for my style of Spoken Word. By the time I signed this record deal, my audience had expanded beyond the Black British student network to include the Rap scene, middle-class liberals in the South, working-class communities in the North and even a significant corporate following. I wrote whatever I felt, and the demand kept growing. Eventually, I started reintroducing music into my work, and this was when the record labels took notice.

The first experiment came from the mind of my friend, fellow British Ugandan Rashid Kasirye, founder of the online music platform, Link Up TV. I was chilling at Rashid’s place during my last year of school when he first shared the idea of Link Up TV with me. Back then I was an MC, so he offered to record me performing one of my verses for this new channel. In the short time since then, Link Up TV had blown up, becoming a leading provider of music-related content from the emerging Road Rap scene. Not for the first time, Rashid established himself as a legend in the hood. Prior to this he was a Grime producer called Ice Cold, whose instrumentals went viral throughout North West London. The guy was a genuine hustler who kept his ear to the
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