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Book Review

Being ‘Anglo-Africans’ in British Africa

Christopher J. Lee, Unreasonable Histories: Nativism, Multiracial Lives, and the 
Genealogical Imagination in British Africa (Durham and London, Duke University Press, 
2014), xviii + 346 pp., 51 illus., US$99.95, hardback, ISBN 978-0-8223-5713-1; US$27.95, 
paperback, ISBN 978-0-8223-5725-4; e-book, ISBN 978-0-8223-7637-8.

What does it mean to be simultaneously African and a subject of the British Empire? Christopher J. Lee’s 
book focuses on this liminal, double-barrelled form of subjectivity, born of colonial encounters, which 
he designates as ‘Anglo-Africanness’ or ‘Afro-Britishness.’ It is a historical study of people whom he 
designates as ‘of multiracial background who cultivated connections with regional colonial states and 
the British Empire more generally’ (p. 3). In an attempt to capture historical and regional terminological 
‘exactitudes’ of the time and avoid easy historical generalisations, Lee deploys four related categories 
of ‘Afro-Africa,’ ‘Euro-African,’ ‘Eur-African’ and ‘Eurafrica’ to remain sensitive to ‘regional specific 
historical’ realities that has the potential to destabilise the taken-for-granted term ‘coloured’. But the 
very category ‘Anglo-Africans’ encapsulates a problematic emergent identity that occupied an invidious 
liminal space within a colonial discursive terrain, in which racial hierarchisation and social classifica-
tion of human species in accordance with assumed and invented differential ontological densities was 
routinised and naturalised.

The quandary of the ‘Anglo-Africans’ is that they emerged as a people of two worlds – located at 
the interface of a racial heritage that could easily enable one to claim crumbs from the Fanonian zones 
of ‘being’ that was ring-fenced by race as a key lever of the colonial paradigm of difference. More 
specifically, the ‘Anglo’ heritage had the potential to enable one to negotiate oneself out of the ‘zone of 
non-being’ (hellish zone of depravity and suffering), whereas the ‘African’ heritage became a burden that 
kept one in the ‘zone of non-being’. It is not surprising that the ‘Anglo-Africans’ chose to be calculating 
and instrumental in their use of the complex ‘dual heritage’ – preferring to deploy kinship and racial 
heritage in a strategic manner that made them assume colonial loyalty, to the understandable chagrin of 
those engaged in outright anti-colonial struggles.

Christopher J. Lee’s book is broadly about identity, particularly racially produced subjectivities that 
emerged within a colonial world. What he highlights is that some of the emergent identities did not fit 
neatly the colonial binaries of dichotomies of black/white or native/settler. What he termed ‘Anglo-
African’ identity is one such unexpected, multiple and complex form of subjectivity that was not easily 
‘thinkable’. Even conventional Africanist historiographies and Africanist scholarship has not fully captured 
and deliberated on it in any extensive, complex way. The book’s focus on the period from 1910s to 
the 1960s, covering the British colonies of Malawi, Zimbabwe and Zambia, refreshingly complicates 
and transcends nationalist historiographies and even postcolonial theorisation by capturing an often 
neglected product of colonial and racial legacies – the double-barrelled subjectivities with their complex 
consciousness and unconventional imaginations of their place, and being in Africa and out of Africa 
simultaneously. At the centre of the book is a complex engagement with imperial, colonial, racial and 
family histories as another way of making visible the deep complexities of being African and a colonial 
subject. The Africanness that emerges from Lee’s book is a complex and controversial one, which causes 
double discomfort to ideologues of both empire and African resistance.

The book is well organised into three broad parts; taken together, it complicates African nationalist 
historiography, anti-colonial historiography and colonial historiography as it privileges not victimhood 
but historical agency that works actively to circumvent, negotiate and use openings within both colonial 
and anti-colonial politics. In the first part of the book, Lee lays the historical background to the formation 
of group identities. The second delves deeper into legal and policy framework within which political 
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identities fossilised and crystallised. The last part articulates how ‘Anglo-Africans’ instrumentally used 
‘ties of blood, kinship, and genealogy to create racial bonds of agnatic affiliation and patriarchal loyalty 
to the regional colonial state, and more generally, the British Empire’ (pp. 19–20).

Conceptually and theoretically, Lee makes a good effort to introduce original terms, such as 
‘unreasonable histories’, and less-used terms, such as ‘nativism’, to enhance the originality of his book. 
At the same time, the empirical research that went into the study is commendable and exhaustive. The book 
achieves its stated objective of unsettling the parameters, paradigms, historiographies and foundational 
questions of African studies, as well as conventional postcolonial reason regarding colonial racial heritages 
in general and emergent identities in particular. It is indeed a most welcome contribution to imperial/
colonial and African history.
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