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Preface

My first memories are of a place called "Mbrom," a small neighborhood in Kumasi,
capital of Asante, as that kingdom turned from being part of the British Gold Coas t
colony t o bein g a  regio n o f th e Republi c o f Ghana . Ou r hom e wa s opposit e m y
grandparent's house—where scores of her kinsfolk and dependents live d under the
direction o f my stepgrandmother, "Auntie Jane," who baked bread for hundreds of
people from Mbrom and the surrounding areas—down the street from many cousins
of various, usually obscure, degrees of affinity. Nea r the center of the second larges t
city in Ghana, behind our hibiscus hedge in the "garden city of West Africa," our life
was essentially a village life , live d amon g a few hundred neighbors; ou t from tha t
village we went to the other little villages that make up the city.

We could go higher up the hill, to Asante New Town, to the palace of the Asante
king, Prempe h II , whos e firs t wife , m y great-aunt , alway s called m e "Akroma -
Ampim" (the name of our most illustrious ancestor) o r "Yao Antony" (th e name of
the great-uncle and head of the family fro m who m I acquired my anglicized name ,
"Anthony"). Or we could travel in another cultural direction t o the campus of the
Kwame Nkruma h Universit y o f Scienc e an d Technology—know n alway s a s
"Tech"—where I went to primary school , and where many of my friends' parent s
were professors .

Some worlds—the world of the law courts where my father went, dressed i n his
dark European suits , carrying the white wig of the British barrister (whic h he wore
after independenc e as in the colonial period), a rose from th e garden (my mother's
garden) always in his buttonhole; the world of parliament, where he went in the first
years I can remember, an opponent now of his old friend Nkrumah—some worlds we
knew o f onl y becaus e ou r parent s spok e o f them . Others—th e worl d o f th e littl e
church, Saint George's, where we went to Sunday school with Baptists and Copts and
Catholics and Methodists and Anglicans, from other parts of the country, other parts
of the continent, other parts of the world—we knew inside and out, knew becaus e
they were central to our friendships, ou r learning, our beliefs .

In our house,  m y mother wa s visited regularl y b y Muslim Hausa traders fro m
what we called (in a phrase tha t struck my childhood ear as wonderfully mysterious,
exotic in its splendid vagueness)' 'the North.'' These men knew she was interested in
seeing and, sometimes, in buying the brass weights the Asante had used for weighing
gold; goldweight s they had collected from village s al l over the region, wher e they
were being sold by people who had no use for them anymore, now that paper and coin
had replaced gol d dust as currency. And as she collected them, she heard more and
more o f th e folklor e tha t wen t wit h them ; th e proverb s tha t ever y figurativ e
goldweight elicited; the folktales, Ananseastm, that the proverbs evoked. M y father
told u s these Ananse stories, too, som e o f them picked u p when he was a politica l
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prisoner under Nkrumah (there was little else to do in prison but spin yarns). Between
his stories and the cultural messages that came with the goldweights, we gathered the
sort of sense of a cultural tradition that comes from growing up in it. For us it was not
Asante tradition but the webwork of our lives. We loved the stories—my sisters now
read the ones that my mother has published to my nephews in Gaborone and in Lagos;
my godchildren read them here in America—and we grew to love the goldweights and
the carvings tha t th e traders brought.

And the family we grew into (an "extended" family, our English friends would
have said , thoug h w e woul d hav e though t o f thei r conception s o f famil y a s
"contracted") gave us an immense socia l spac e in which to grow .

But we also went from time to time to my mother's native country, to England, to
stay wit h my grandmothe r i n the rura l Wes t Country , returnin g th e visit s sh e had
made t o us . An d th e lif e there—perhap s thi s is only becaus e i t i s als o par t o f m y
earliest memories—seems , a t least now, to have been mostly no t too different. My
grandmother live d next door t o my aunt (my mother's sister ) an d her family, in the
village where my aunt was born, just as my father lived next to his father. And so, by
an odd cultural reversal, m y father lived opposite and close to his patrilineal kin (in
matrilineal Asante), while my aunt and her children lived next to their matrilineal kin
(in patrilinea l England) . Bu t i t was m y father' s matricla n an d m y Englis h grand-
father's matriclan—descendant s o f th e eigh t sisters , o f who m on e wa s m y great -
grandmother—that I came to know best over the years.

If my sisters and I were "children of two worlds," no one bothered t o tell us this;
we lived in one world, in two ' 'extended'' families divided by several thousand miles
and a n allegedl y insuperabl e cultura l distanc e tha t never , s o fa r a s I  ca n recall ,
puzzled o r perplexed u s much . A s I  grew older , an d went to an English boardin g
school, I  learned that not everybody had family in Africa and in Europe; not everyone
had a Lebanese uncle , American and French and Kenyan and Thai cousins. An d by
now, now that my sisters have married a  Norweigan and a Nigerian and a Ghanaian,
now that I live in America, I  am used t o seeing th e world as a network of points of
affinity.

This book i s dedicated to nine children—a boy born in Botswana, of Norwegian
and Anglo-Ghanaian parents; his brothers, bor n i n Norway and in Ghana; their four
cousins, three boys in Lagos, born o f Nigerian and Anglo-Ghanaian parents, and a
girl i n Ghana ; an d tw o girls , bor n i n Ne w Haven , Connecticut , o f a n African -
American fathe r and a "white" American mother . These children, my nephews and
my godchildren, range in appearance fro m th e color an d hair of my father's Asante
kinsmen to the Viking ancestors o f my Norwegian brother-in-law; they have name s
from Yorubaland , fro m Asante , fro m America, fro m Norway , from England . An d
watching them playing together and speaking to each other in their various accents, I,
at least, fee l a certain hop e for the human future .

These childre n represent an eye to posterity, bu t thi s book i s also dedicate d t o my
father, who died while \ was revising the final manuscript and became the closest of
my ancestors. Long before he fell ill , I had decided to name this book for him: it was
from him, after all, that I inherited the world and the problems with which this book is
concerned. Fro m him I inherited Africa, in general; Ghana, in particular; Asante and
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Kumasi, more particularly yet. His Christianity (his and my mother's) gav e me both
the biblica l knowledg e tha t mean s tha t fo r m e th e phras e "i n m y father' s
house . . . " mus t b e complete d "ther e ar e many mansions, " an d the biblica l
understanding that, when Christ utters those words at the Last Supper, he means that
there is room enough for all in heaven; his Father's house. Even my father, who loved
Ghana as much as anyone, would, of course, have resisted the assimilation of Ghana
to heaven; though he might have been tempted to claim that the Kumasi of his youth
was as close to heaven as anywhere on earth. Bu t he would not deny—no one who
knows these places could deny—that there is plenty of room in Africa, in Ghana, even
in Asante, for all sorts and conditions of men and women; that at each level, Africa is
various.

Two other crucial intellectual legacies from my father inform this book. One is his
Pan-Africanism. I n 194 5 m y fathe r wa s wit h Nkrumah an d D u Boi s a t th e Pan -
African Congres s i n Manchester; i n 1974 he was one of the very few from th e 194 5
congress (h e himsel f me t n o other ) wh o attende d th e congress , hoste d b y Julius
Nyerere, in Dar es Salaam. B y then Du Bois and Nkrumah were gone: in 197 2 my
father had flown to Guinee to negotiate the return of Nkrumah's body for a Ghanaian
state funeral; hi s office, i n those days, in Christiansborg Castle in Accra, was a few
short step s fro m D u Bois' s grave . M y fathe r was , I  think , a s complet e a  Pan -
Africanist a s either of them; yet he also taught us, hi s children, t o be as completely
untempted by racism a s he was. An d he was able, despit e his antiracism—despit e
what I am inclined to call his complete unracism, since racism was never a temptation
he had to resist—to find it natural, when he was a delegate from Ghana to the UN to
seek solidarit y in Harlem, where he went to church most Sundays and made many
lifelong friends . M y fathe r i s m y mode l fo r th e possibilit y o f a  Pan-Africanis m
without racism , bot h i n Afric a an d i n it s diaspora— a concret e possibilit y whos e
conceptual implications this book i s partly intended to explore.

The second legacy is my father's multiple attachment to his identities: above all as
an Asante, as a Ghanaian, as an African, and as a Christian and a Methodist. I cannot
claim to participate fully i n any of these identities as he did; given the history we do
not share, he would not have expected me to. Bu t I have tried in this book, i n many
places, t o examin e th e meanin g o f on e o r another , and , b y th e end , al l o f thes e
identities, and to learn from his capacity to make use of these many identities without,
so far as I could tell, any significant conflict .

I could say more about my father's multipl e presences in  this book; but, in  the
end, I would rather that the book should show what I have learned from him than that I
should catalog my debts at the start .

I sa y al l this in part becaus e i n thinking about culture, which is the subjec t of this
book, one is bound to be formed—morally, aesthetically, politically, religiously—by
the range of lives one has known. Others wil l disagree with much that I have to say,
and it is right that those who disagree, as those who agree with me, should know, as
we say in America, "where I am coming from.'' This is especially important because
the book is about issues that are bound to be deeply personally important for anyone
with m y history ; for it s theme i s the question ho w w e ar e t o think abou t Africa' s
contemporary culture s i n th e ligh t bot h o f th e tw o mai n externa l determinant s
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of he r recen t cultura l history—Europea n an d Afro-Ne w Worl d conception s o f
Africa—and o f her own endogenous cultural traditions. I  believe—this is one of the
central goals of the academy, which is my vocation—that we should think carefully
about the issues that matter to us most. When I argue that ideological decolonizatio n
is bound to fail if it neglects either endogenous '  'tradition'' or exogenous '  'Western''
ideas, and that many African (and African-American) intellectuals have failed to find
a negotiable middle way, I am talking about friends and neighbors and I am talking
about how we deal with our shared situation . I t would be foolhardy to suppose an d
unpersuasive to claim that in such a situation it is always one's dispassionate reaso n
that triumphs, that one can pursue the issues with the impartiality of the disinterested.
Precisely because I am aware of these other forces, I expect that sometimes along the
way my history has not only formed my judgment (which I delight in) but distorted i t
(which, of course, I do not); to judge whether it has, you will need to know something
of that history, and I want you to know, not least because only through the response s
of readers will / lear n of my distortions.

But i t is also important to testify , I  think, to the practical reality of the kind of
intercultural project whose theoretical ramifications I explore in these essays: to show
how easy i t is, withou t theory, withou t much conscious thought , to live in human
families that extend across the boundaries that are currently held to divide our race. It
may help to have a thumb-nail sketch of the territory that lies before us.

Africa's intellectual s have long been engaged in  a conversation with each other
and with Europeans and Americans, about what it means to be African. At the heart of
these debate s o n Africa n identit y ar e th e semina l work s o f politicians , creativ e
writers, and philosophers from Afric a an d her diaspora. I n this book, I  draw on the
writings of these African an d African-American thinker s to explore the possibilities
and pitfalls of an African identit y in the late twentieth century.

The essays fall into four clusters, and, as I look over them with hindsight, I detect
a central preoccupation in each.

In the two opening essays, which form the first cluster, I explore the role of racial
ideology i n the development of Pan-Africanism. I  focus, mor e particularly, on the
ideas of the African-American intellectuals who initiated Pan-Africanist discourse .
My archetype s ar e Alexander Crummell, i n Chapter 1 , and W. E . B . D u Bois, i n
Chapter 2; and I argue in examining their work that the idea of the Negro, the idea of
an African race, is an unavoidable element in that discourse, an d that these racialist
notions are grounded in bad biological—and worse ethical—ideas, inherited from the
increasingly racialized though t of nineteenth-century Europe and America .

The nex t two essays are united in asking how questions about African identity
figure i n Africa n literar y life : an d they do s o by exploring the idea s o f critics and
literary theorists in Chapter 3 and of a major writer—Wole Soyinka—in Chapter 4.
The burden of these essays is that the attempt to construct an African literature rooted
in Africa n tradition s ha s le d bot h t o a n understatin g o f th e diversit y o f Africa n
cultures, and to an attempt to censor the profound entanglement of African intellec-
tuals with the intellectual life of Europe and the Americas.

The pair of chapters that follows—cluster three—i s motivated by an essentially
philosophical preoccupatio n with the issue s o f reason an d modernity . I n thinking
about moder n Africa n philosophy , i n Chapte r 5 , an d "traditional " religion , i n
Chapter 6,1 rely on a view of the central role of reason in African life before and after
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colonialism; and I suggest a view of modernization in Africa that differs, a s a result,
from th e standar d Weberia n view . Th e upsho t her e i s no t s o easily reduce d t o a
formula: bu t my theme i s that an idea l o f reasonableness (conceived , i n a  specific
sense, transculturally) has a central role to play in thinking about Africa's future . T o
one side lies parochialism; to the other, fals e claims to universality.

The final set of chapters raise more explicitly questions of politics and identity.
Chapter 7  lead s u s throug h th e ar t marke t an d som e contemporar y novel s to th e
emergence o f a n unsentimenta l for m o f African humanis m that can undergir d our
resistance to tyranny. I explore the meaning of the African nation-state and the forms
of social organization tha t both challenge and enable it, in Chapter 8. In Chapter 9,1
take up in a more theoretical way the general question of identities—racial , ethnic,
national, Pan-African—an d wha t the powe r o f identitie s a t eac h o f thes e level s
reveals about the possibilities for politics and the role of intellectuals in political life .

It is in this political spher e tha t so many of the issues raised i n this book com e
together. Rejectin g the rhetoric o f descent require s a  rethinking of Pan-Africanis t
politics; literature and its criticism are more explicitly preoccupied i n Africa than in
Europe an d Nort h Americ a wit h politica l questions ; an d modernizatio n an d it s
meaning are the major policy question s facing ou r political institutions . Naturally,
therefore, ther e i s n o eas y separatio n o f th e issues ; an d naturally , also , politica l
questions surface again and again throughout the book. Mor e surprising, I  think, is
the persistent recurrence of questions of race; of the racialist history that has dogged
Pan-Africanism fro m it s inception .

But, that said, I would want to resist the reduction of this book to a single theme.
For th e situatio n o f th e Africa n intellectua l i s a s comple x an d multifariou s a
predicament as a human being can face in our time, and in addressing that situation I
would not want to bury the many stories in a single narrative. This claim has become a
postmodernist mannerism: but it strikes me as, in fact, also a very old and sane piece
of wisdom. Wittgenstein use d to quote Bishop Butler' s remar k that "everythin g i s
what it is and not another thing." There i s a piece of Akan wordplay with the sam e
moral "Esono esono, na esono sosono," .  .  .  whic h being translated reads "Th e
elephant is one thing and the worm another.''

One fina l plea: a  collection o f essay s o f thi s sort , whic h is bot h interdisciplinary
(ranging over biology, philosophy, literar y criticism an d theory, sociology, anthro-
pology, an d political an d intellectual history ) and intercultural (discussing African ,
American, and European ideas) , is bound to spend some of its time telling each of its
readers something that he or she already knows. Whatever your training and wherever
you live, gentle reader, imagine your fellow readers and their areas of knowledge and
ignorance before you ask why I have explained what does not need explaining to you.
When you find me ignoring wha t you judge important , o r getting wrong what you
have gotten right, remember that no one in our day can cover all these areas with equal
competence and that that does not make trying any less worthwhile, and recall, above
all, tha t these are , a s Bacon (n o mean essayist himself) said, "bu t essaies—tha t is
dispersed Meditations. "

Kumasi, Asante K . A. A.
July 1991
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O N E

The Invention
of Afric a
"Africa fo r the Africans!" I  cried. .  .  .  " A fre e an d independent stat e in
Africa. W e want to be able to govern ourselves in this country of ours without
outside interference." 1

KWAME NKRUMA H

o,'n 26 July 1860, Alexande r Crummell, African-American b y birth, Liberian by
adoption, a n Episcopalia n pries t wit h a  Universit y o f Cambridg e education , ad -
dressed the citizens of Maryland county, Cape Palmas. Though Liberia was not to be
recognized b y th e Unite d State s fo r anothe r tw o years , th e occasio n was , b y
CrummeH's reckoning , th e thirteent h anniversar y o f he r independence . S o i t i s
particularly strikin g that his titl e was "Th e Englis h Languag e i n Liberia" an d his
theme that the Africans "exiled" i n slavery to the New World ha d been given by
divine providence "at leas t this one item of compensation, namely, the possession of
the Anglo-Saxon tongue.' '2 Crummell, who is widely regarded as one of the fathers
of Africa n nationalism , ha d no t th e slightes t doub t tha t Englis h wa s a  languag e
superior to the'' various tongues and dialects'' of the indigenous African populations;
superior i n it s euphony , it s conceptua l resources , an d it s capacit y t o expres s th e
"supernal truths " of Christianity. Now, over a century later, mor e tha n half of the
population of black Africa live s i n countries where English i s an official language ,
and th e sam e providenc e ha s decree d tha t almos t al l th e res t o f Afric a should b e
governed in French or Arabic or Portuguese .

Perhaps the Reverend Crummell would have been pleased with this news, but he
would have little cause to be sanguine. For—with few exceptions outside the Arabic-
speaking countries of North Africa—the language of government is the first language
of a very few and is securely possessed b y only a small proportion o f the population;
in most of the anglophone states even the educated elites learned a t least one of the
hundreds of indigenous languages as well as—and almost always before—English .
In francophone Africa there are now elites, many of whom speak French better than
any other language, and who speak a variety of French particularly close in grammar,
if not always in accent, to the language of metropolitan France. But even here, French
is not confidently possessed by anything close to a majority.

These differences between francophone and anglophone states derive, o f course,
from differences betwee n French and British colonial policy . For , thoug h the picture
is a good deal too complex for convenient summary, it is broadly true that the French

3
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colonial polic y wa s on e o f assimilation—o f turnin g "savage " African s int o
"evolved" black Frenchmen and women—while British colonial policy was a good
deal less interested i n making the black Anglo-Saxons of CrummeH's vision.

Yet despite these differences, bot h francophone and anglophone elites no t only
use the colonial languages as the medium of government but know and often admir e
the literatur e o f thei r ex-colonizers , an d hav e chose n t o mak e a  moder n Africa n
literature in European languages. Even after a brutal colonial history and nearly tw o
decades o f sustaine d arme d resistance , th e decolonizatio n i n th e midseventie s o f
Portuguese Afric a lef t a  lusophon e elit e writin g Africa n law s an d literatur e i n
Portuguese.

This is not to deny that there are strong living traditions of oral culture—religious,
mythological, poetic, and narrative—in most of the "traditional" languages of sub-
Saharan Africa , or to ignore the importance of a few writte n traditional languages .
But t o find their wa y out o f their ow n community , an d acquire national , le t alon e
international, recognition, mos t traditional languages—the obvious exception being
Swahili—have t o b e translated . Fe w blac k Africa n state s hav e th e privileg e o f
corresponding to a single traditional linguistic community. And for this reason alone ,
most of the writers who have sought to create a  national tradition, transcending the
ethnic divisions of Africa's new states, hav e had to write in European languages or
risk being seen as particularists, identifyin g wit h old rather than new loyalties. (An
interesting exception is Somalia, whose people have the same language and traditions
but managed , nevertheless , t o spen d a  decad e afte r independenc e i n whic h thei r
official language s were English, Italian, and Arabic.)3

These facts are reflected i n many moments; let me offer just two: one, whe n the
decision o f th e Kenya n writer Ngugi wa Thiong'o t o writ e i n his mothe r tongue ,
Gikuyu, led many even within his nation to see him—wrongly, in my view—as a sort
of Gikuyu imperialist (and that is no trivial issue in the context of interethnic relations
in Kenya); the other, whe n the old "Haut e Volta" found a n "authentic" name by
fashioning itsel f a s "Burkin a Faso, " takin g word s fro m tw o o f th e nation' s
languages—while continuing, of course, t o conduct much of its official busines s in
French. I n a sense w e have used Europe' s language s because i n the task o f natio n
building we could not afford politicall y to use each other's .

It shoul d b e sai d tha t ther e ar e othe r mor e o r les s honorabl e reason s fo r th e
extraordinary persistence o f the colonial languages. We cannot ignore, fo r example,
on the honorable side , the practical difficulties of  developing a  modern educationa l
system in a language in which none of the manuals and textbooks have been written;
nor should we forget, in the debit column, the less noble possibility that these foreign
languages, whose possession had marked the colonial elite , becam e too precious as
marks of status to be given up by the class that inherited the colonial state . Togethe r
such disparate forces have conspired to ensure that the most important body of writing
in sub-Saharan Africa even after independenc e continue s to be in English, French ,
and Portuguese . Fo r man y of it s mos t importan t cultura l purposes, mos t Africa n
intellectuals, sout h of the Sahara, ar e what we can call "europhone."

This linguisti c situation is o f mos t importanc e i n th e cultura l lives o f Africa n
intellectuals. It is, of course, of immense consequence t o the citizens of African states
generally tha t thei r rulin g elites ar e advise d b y an d i n man y cases constitute d o f
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europhone intellectuals . Bu t a  concer n wit h th e relation s o f "traditional " an d
"modern" conceptual worlds, with the integration of inherited modes of understand-
ing an d newly acquired theories , concepts , an d beliefs , i s bound to be of especia l
importance in the lives of those of us who think and write about the future of Africa in
terms that are largely borrowed fro m elsewhere . We may acknowledge tha t the truth
is the property of no culture, that we should take the truths we need wherever we find
them. Bu t fo r truth s to become th e basi s o f nationa l polic y and , mor e widely , of
national life, they must be believed, and whether or not whatever new truths we take
from th e Wes t will  b e believe d depend s i n larg e measur e o n ho w w e ar e abl e t o
manage the relations betwee n ou r conceptua l heritag e an d the ideas tha t rush at us
from world s elsewhere . Crummell' s peroratio n i s mos t easil y availabl e t o u s i n a
collection of his writings first published in 1862 and entitled The Future of Africa. I t is
a mark of the success of a picture of the world that he shared, that few of the readers of
this book i n the last hundred years—few, tha t is, of the Europeans, Americans, an d
Africans equippe d with the English to read it—wil l have found anything odd in this
title, it s author's particular interes t in Africa's future , or of his claim t o speak fo r a
continent. It is a picture that Crummell learned in America and confirmed in England;
though i t woul d have astonishe d mos t o f the "native " populatio n o f Liberia , thi s
picture has become i n our century the common property of much of humankind. And
at it s roo t i s a n understandin g o f th e worl d tha t w e wil l d o wel l t o examine , t o
question, perhaps, i n the end, t o reject .

At the core of Crummell's vision i s a single guiding concept: race . CrummeH' s
"Africa" i s the motherland of the Negro race, and his right to act in it, to speak for it,
to plot its future, derived—i n his conception—from the fact that he too was a Negro.
More tha n this, Crummell hel d tha t there wa s a  common destin y fo r the people o f
Africa—by whic h we are always to understand the black people4—not because they
shared a common ecology, nor  because the y had a common historical experience or
faced a  common threat from imperial Europe, bu t because the y belonged t o this one
race. What made Africa one for him was that it was the home of the Negro, as England
was the home of the Anglo-Saxon, o r Germany the home of the Teuton. Crummel l
was one of the first people to speak as a Negro in Africa, and his writings effectively
inaugurated the discourse o f Pan-Africanism .

Ethnocentrism, howeve r muc h i t distresses us , ca n no longe r surprise  us . W e can
trace it s ugly path through Africa's ow n recent history . Still , i t is, a t least initially,
surprising tha t eve n thos e African-American s lik e Crummell , wh o initiate d th e
nationalist discourse o n Africa in Africa, inherited a  set of conceptual blinder s that
made them unable to see virtue in Africa, even though they needed Africa , above all
else, a s a source of validation. Sinc e they conceived o f the African in racial terms ,
their lo w opinio n o f Africa was no t easily distinguished fro m a  low opinion of th e
Negro, an d the y lef t us , throug h the linkin g o f rac e an d Pan-Africanism , wit h a
burdensome legacy .

The centrality of race in the history of African nationalism is both widely assumed
and often ignored. There were many colonial students from British Africa gathered in
London in the years after the Second World War—a war in which many Africans died
in the name of liberty—and their common searc h fo r political independenc e from a



6 In  My Father's House

single metropolita n stat e naturall y brough t the m together . The y wer e brough t
together to o b y th e fac t tha t the British—thos e wh o helped a s wel l as those wh o
hindered—saw them all as Africans, firs t o f all . Bu t they were able to articulate a
common vision of postcolonial Africa through a discourse inherited from prewar Pan-
Africanism, and that discourse was the product, largely, of black citizens of the New
World.

Since what bound those African-American and Afro-Caribbean Pan-Africanist s
together wa s th e partiall y Africa n ancestr y the y shared , an d sinc e tha t ancestr y
mattered i n th e Ne w Worl d throug h it s variou s fol k theorie s o f race , a  racia l
understanding of their solidarity was, perhaps, a n inevitable development; this was
reinforced b y th e fac t tha t a  fe w crucia l figures—Nkruma h amon g them—ha d
traveled i n th e opposit e directio n t o Crummell , seekin g educatio n i n th e blac k
colleges of the United States. The tradition on which the francophone intellectuals of
the postwar era drew, whether articulated by Aime Cesaire, from the New World, or
Leopold Senghor from the Old, shared the European and American view of race. Like
Pan-Africanism, negritud e begins with the assumption of the racial solidarity of the
Negro.

In th e prewar era , colonia l African s experienced Europea n racis m t o radicall y
different degree s in differing colonia l conditions, and had correspondingly differen t
degrees of preoccupation with the issue. But with the reality of Nazi racism open to
plain view—a reality that still exhausts the resources of our language—it was easy in
the immediate postwar era for anyone to see the potentialities for evil of race a s an
organizing principle of political solidarity. What was hard to see was the possibility of
giving up race as a notion altogether. Could anything be more real than Jewishness in
a world where to be Jewish meant the threat of the death camp? In a world where being
a Jew had come to have a terrible—racial—meaning for everyone, racism, it seemed,
could be countered onl y b y accepting the categories o f race. Fo r the postwar Pan-
Africanists th e politica l problem wa s what to do about the situatio n of the Negro .
Those who went home to create postcolonial Africa did not need to discuss or analyze
race. It was the notion that had bound them together in the first place. The lesson the
Africans drew from the Nazis—indeed from the Second World War as a whole—was
not th e dange r o f racis m bu t th e falsehoo d o f th e oppositio n betwee n a  humane
European "modernity" and the "barbarism" of the nonwhite world. We had known
that European colonialism could lay waste African lives with a careless ease; now we
knew that white people could take the murderous tools of modernity and apply them
to each other.

What rac e mean t t o th e ne w African s affectively , however , wa s not , o n th e
whole, what  i t mean t to educate d black s i n th e Ne w World . Fo r man y African-
Americans, raised in a segregated American society and exposed to the crudest forms
of discrimination, social intercourse with white people was painful and uneasy. Many
of the Africans, o n the other hand (my father among them) took back to their homes
European wives and warm memories of European friends; few of them, even from the
'' settler'' cultures of East and southern Africa, seem to have been committed to ideas
of racia l separation or to doctrines o f racial hatred . Sinc e they came from culture s
where black peopl e wer e i n the majorit y and wher e live s continue d to b e largel y
controlled b y indigenou s mora l an d cognitive conceptions, the y had n o reason t o
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believe that they were inferior to white people and they had, correspondingly , less
reason to resent them.

This fact is of crucial importance in understanding the psychology of postcolonial
Africa. Fo r though this claim, will, I think, be easily accepted by most of those who
experienced, a s I did, a n African upbringin g in British Africa i n the later twentieth
century, it will seem unobvious to outside observers, largely, I believe, on the basis of
one important source of misunderstanding.

It will seem to most European and American outsiders that nothing could be a more
obvious basi s fo r resentment tha n the experienc e o f a  colonized peopl e forced t o
accept th e swaggerin g presenc e o f the colonizer . I t wil l seem obvious , becaus e a
comparison wil l be assumed with the situation of New World blacks.

My ow n sens e o f tha t situation cam e first , I  think , fro m readin g th e cop y o f
Fernando Henriquez's Family and Color in Jamaica that George Padmore, the West
Indian Pan-Africanist, gav e my parents as a wedding present. An d one cannot read
Eldridge Cleaver's Soul on Ice, fo r example, without gathering a powerful sense of
what i t mus t be t o belon g t o stigmatize d subculture , t o liv e i n a  world i n which
everything fro m you r body t o you r language i s define d b y th e "mainstream " a s
inferior. Bu t to read the situation of those colonial subject s who grew to adulthood
before th e 1950 s i n thi s wa y i s t o mak e a n assumptio n tha t Wol e Soyink a ha s
identified in a passage I shall discuss in Chapter 4—the assumption of the ' 'potential
equality in every given situation of the alien culture and the indigenous, on the actual
soil of the latter.' '5 And what undercuts this assumption is the fact that the experience
of th e vas t majority of thes e citizen s of Europe' s Africa n colonie s was on e o f a n
essentially shallow penetration by the colonizer.

If w e read Soyinka's own Ake, a  childhood autobiograph y of an upbringing in
prewar colonia l Nigeria—o r th e mor e explicitl y fictionalize d narrative s o f hi s
countryman, Chinua Achebe—we shall be powerfully informed of the ways in which
even those children who were extracted from the traditional culture of their parents
and grandparents and thrust into the colonial school were nevertheless fully enmeshed
in a primary experience of their own traditions. The same clear sense shines through
the romanticizing haze of Camara Laye's L'Enfant  noir.  To insist in these circum-
stances o n th e alientatio n o f (Western-)educate d colonials , o n thei r incapacit y t o
appreciate and value their own traditions, is to risk mistaking both the power of this
primary experience and the vigor of many forms of cultural resistance to colonialism.
A sens e tha t th e colonizer s overrat e th e exten t o f thei r cultura l penetratio n i s
consistent with anger or hatred or a  longing for freedom, bu t it does no t entail the
failures o f self-confidence that lead to alienation.

When I come, i n Chapter 3 , to discuss colonial and postcolonial intellectuals,  I
shall have more to say about the small class of educated people whose alienation is a
real phenomenon (one powerfully characterized by Frantz Fanon). But the fact is that
most of us who were raised during and for some time after the colonial era are sharply
aware of the ways in which the colonizers were never as fully i n control as our elders
allowed them to appear. We all experienced the persistent power of our own cognitive
and mora l traditions : i n religion , i n suc h socia l occasion s a s th e funeral , i n ou r
experience of music, in our practice of the dance, and , of course, in the intimacy of
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family life . Colonia l authority sought to stigmatize our traditional religious beliefs ,
and we conspired i n this fiction b y concealing ou r disregard fo r much of Europea n
Christianity i n thos e "syncretisms " I shal l b e discussin g later ; th e colonia l stat e
established a  legal system whose patent lack of correspondence with the values of the
colonized threatene d no t those values but the colonial legal system .

An anecdote ma y illustrate this claim. I n the midseventies I  was driving with a
(white) English friend in the Ghanaian city of Takoradi. My friend was at the wheel.
We stopped a t a road junction behind a large timber truck, and the driver, who failed
to see us in his rearview mirror, backed toward us . M y English frien d sounde d ou r
horn, but the driver went on backing—until he hit and broke our windscreen. It was a
crowded are a near the docks, an d there wer e many witnesses. I t was plain enough
whose fault—i n th e sens e o f the lega l system—th e acciden t was . Ye t non e o f th e
witnesses was willing to support our version o f the story .

In othe r settings , on e migh t hav e assume d tha t thi s wa s a  reflection  o f racia l
solidarity. Bu t wha t these witnesse s sai d mad e i t plain tha t thei r judgment ha d a
different basis , one whose nearest Euro-American counterpart would have been not
race but class solidarity . For them the issue was one between a  person ( a foreigner,
and therefor e someon e wit h money) wh o coul d affor d t o pa y fo r hi s ow n wind -
screen, and another person (the truck driver) who was an employee wh o would lose
his job an d his livelihood if he were found guilt y of a  traffic infraction . The formal
system of state authority was likely, in the view of our witnesses, to penalize the truck
driver—who had done nothing more serious than to damage a piece of property—in a
way the y judged out of all proportion to his offense. An d so, without coordination,
they "conspired" to undercut the formal legal system.6

This lega l syste m wa s Ghana's—th e syste m o f a n independen t postcolonia l
national state . Bu t i t was essentially the colonial system , with its British-impose d
norms. I n the ten years following thi s episode, the "Peoples' Revolution " of Jerry
Rawlings attempted to dismantle much of this system, with a great deal o f popula r
support; i t did so , I  believe , precisel y becaus e i t was clea r tha t that syste m faile d
utterly to reflect popula r norms.

I do not, myself, believe that the notions of right and responsibility implicit in the
way in which the Ghanaian legal system of the midseventies, operatin g under ideal
conditions, would have settled the issue, would have been wrong. But that is only to
mark m y distance fro m th e moral conceptions operativ e i n the streets o f Takoradi .
(Still, I am not so far removed from the reality of the Ghanaian legal system—or legal
systems in general—as to believe that there was any guarantee that the case would be
formally adjudicate d by ideal standards.)

Legal systems—such as those of France or Britain or the United States—that have
evolved in response to a changing local political morality are undergirded by a kind of
popular consensu s tha t ha s bee n arrive d a t throug h a  lon g histor y o f mutua l
accommodation betwee n lega l practic e an d popula r norm . Anyon e wh o ha s wit-
nessed suc h an ac t of spontaneous an d uncomplicated oppositio n t o a  state whos e
operations ar e not grounded i n such a  consensus ca n easil y imagin e how colonia l
subjects were able to fashion similar acts of resistance.

And so , t o repeat my point, i t was natural that those colonial s wh o returned to
Africa afte r th e Secon d Worl d Wa r were , b y an d large , les s alienate d tha n many
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Europeans and Americans have assumed. I t is plain that such figures as Kenyatta and
Nkrumah, Kaunda and Nyerere, experience d Wester n cultur e fully onl y when they
visited Europe and America; each lived at home comfortably rooted in the traditions
of his ethnos.

Indeed, t o speak of "resistance " in this phase o f colonial cultur e is already t o
overstate the ways in which the colonial state was invasive. My anecdote comes from
urban Takoradi in the late twentieth century; in matters, such as family life, where the
state was unable effectively to intervene; in rural areas (at least where there were no
plantations); among the indigenous traditiona l ruling classes and among thos e who
escaped substantia l exposur e t o colonia l educatio n eve n i n th e cities ; befor e th e
increasingly deepe r penetration s o f an alien modernity , the formal colonia l syste m
could, fo r most purposes, be ignored .

A proper comparison i n the New World is not with the urban experience o f Soul
on Ice but with the world that Zora Neal e Hurston records an d reflects, bot h in her
more ethnographi c writing s an d i n her brillian t novel , Their  Eyes  Were  Watching
God—a black world on which the white American world impinged in ways that were
culturally marginal even though formally politically overwhelming. There are many
moments o f cultura l autonomy i n blac k Americ a tha t achieve , agains t fa r greate r
ideological odd s tha n eve r face d th e majorit y o f Africa' s colonize d peoples , a n
equally resilient sense of their own worth.

What th e postwa r generation  o f Britis h African s too k fro m thei r tim e i n Europe ,
therefore, wa s not a resentment of "white" culture. What they took, instead , fro m
their share d experienc e wa s a  sens e tha t they , a s Africans , ha d a  grea t dea l i n
common: the y too k i t fo r granted , alon g wit h everybody else , tha t thi s commo n
feeling wa s connected wit h their shared "African-ness, " an d they largely accepte d
the European view that this meant their shared race .

For the citizens of French Africa, a different situatio n led to the same results. For
the French evolues,  o f whom Leopold Sengho r i s the epitome , ther e woul d be no
question of a cultural explanation of their difference from Europe: fo r culturally, as
assimilation required, the y were bound to believe that, whatever else they might be
also, the y were at least French. I t is a tale that is worth the frequent retelling i t has
borne tha t African childre n i n the Frenc h Empir e rea d textbook s tha t spok e o f the
Gauls as "nos ancetres."

Of course, the claim of a Senegalese child to a descent from Asterix was bound to
be conceived figuratively ; and , a s Camara Laye showed i n LEnfant noir,  colonia l
pedagogy failed as notably in francophone as in anglophone Africa fully to deracinate
its objects. In whatever sense the Gauls were their ancestors, the y knew they were—
and were expected to remain—'' different." T o account for this difference, they , too,
were thrown back on theories o f race .

And so it is that Senghor, first president of Senegal, architect of its independence ,
exponent of negritude, is also a member of the Academic Franchise, a distinguished
French poet, a former member of the French National Assembly. So it is that this most
cultivated of Frenchmen (culturally, if not juridically, speaking) is also, in the eyes of
millions of Frenchmen and francophone Africans—as, of course, he is in his own—a
spokesman fo r the Negro race .
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For the generation tha t theorized th e decolonization o f Africa, then, "race" was a
central organizin g principle . And , sinc e thes e African s largel y inherite d thei r
conception o f "race" from thei r New World precursors , w e shall understand Pan -
Africanism's profound entanglement with that conception best if we look first at how
it is handled in the work of the African-American intellectual s who forged the links
between rac e an d Pan-Africanism. Th e tale has often bee n told in the francophon e
case—the centrality of race in the archaeology of Negritude can hardly be ignored—
but i t has its anglophone counterpart.7

In Chapter 2, therefore, I examine this issue in the work of W. E. B. Du Bois, and
I begin with a discussion of the paper on " The Conservation o f Races," which he
delivered t o the American Negro Academy in the year in which it was founded by
Alexander Crummell.

CrummeH's use of the term race was less theoretically articulated—and thus more
representative—than Du Bois's. Nevertheless, he did offer a  definition—many year s
after hi s celebration of the English language in Liberia—that wil l be found echoed
later in Du Bois: " a RACE , i.e . a  compact, homogeneou s population of one blood
ancestry an d lineage."8 Like Du Bois he believed tha t

races have their individuality . Tha t individualit y is subject at all times to al l the
laws of race-life. That race-life, all over the globe, shows an invariable proclivity,
and in every instance, to integration of blood an d permanence o f essence.9

Or, a s he says, elsewhere ,

there ar e certai n tendencies , see n fo r ove r 20 0 year s i n ou r population , whic h
indicate settled , determinat e proclivities , an d which show, i f I  mistake not , th e
destiny of races. .  .  .  th e principle of race is one of the most persistent things in
the constitution of man.10

There is no reason to believe that Crummell would ever explicitly have endorsed any
very specific view about the biological character of racial difference; or wondered, as
Du Bois came to, whether there was a "permanence of essence." Though he always
assumes that there are races, and that membership in a race entails the possession of
certain traits and dispositions, hi s notion of race—like that of most of the later Pan-
Africanists—is not so much thought as felt. I t is difficult, therefore, to establish som e
of the distinctions we need when we ask ourselves what is bound to seem an important
question: namely , whether , and i n what sense, th e Pan-Africanis t movement , an d
Crummell as its epitome, shoul d be called "racist. "

It is as well to be clear at the start that, however inchoate the form of race theory that
Crummell adopted, i t represents something that was new in the nineteenth century.
That the specific form race theory took was new does not, of course, mean that it had
no historical antecedents , but it is important to understanding what was distinctive in
the racia l theor y o f Crummell tha t we remember bot h it s continuities with and it s
distance from its forbears. Almost as far back as the earliest human writings, after all,
we can find more-or-less well-articulated views about the differences between "ou r
own kind" and the people of other cultures. These doctrines, like modern theories of
race, hav e often place d a  central emphasis on physical appearanc e i n defining the
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"Other," an d o n commo n ancestr y i n explainin g wh y group s o f peopl e displa y
differences i n their attitudes and aptitudes .

If we call any group of human beings of common descent living together in some
sort of association, howeve r loosely structured , a  "people," we can say that every
human culture that was aware of other peoples seem s t o have had views about what
accounted fo r th e differences—i n appearance , i n customs , i n language—betwee n
them. Thi s i s certainl y tru e o f th e tw o mai n ancien t tradition s t o whic h Euro -
American thinkers in general (like Crummell, in particular) have looked back—those
of the classical Greek s an d the ancient Hebrews. Thus , w e find Hippocrates i n the
fifth century B . c. E . in Greece seeking to explain the (supposed) superiority of his ow
people to the peoples of (western) Asia by arguing that the barren soils of Greece had
forced th e Greeks to become toughe r and more independent. Suc h a view attribute s
the characteristics of a people to their environment, leaving open the possibility that
their descendants coul d change , i f they moved t o new conditions .

While the general opinio n i n Greece in the fe w centurie s o n either side o f th e
beginning of the common era appears to have been that both the black "Ethiopians' '
to the south and the blonde "Scythians " to the north were inferior to the Hellenes ,
there wa s n o genera l assumptio n tha t thi s inferiorit y wa s incorrigible . Educate d
Greeks, afte r all , knew that in both the Iliad and the Odyssey  Home r had describe d
Zeus an d othe r Olympian s feastin g wit h th e "Ethiopians, " wh o offere d piou s
hecatombs of sheep and oxen to the immortals, and there are arguments in the works
of the pre-Socratic Sophist s to the effec t tha t it is individual character and not skin
color tha t determines a  person's worth.11

The Greeks identifie d people s b y thei r characteristi c appearance , bot h i n such
biological feature s a s skin , eye , an d hai r color , an d i n suc h cultura l matter s a s
hairstyles, the cut of beards, and modes of dress. And while they had a low opinion of
most non-Greek cultures—they called foreigners "barbarians," folk etymology had
it, because their speech sounded like a continuous ''bar bar .  .  .''—the y respected
many individual s of differen t appearanc e (and , i n particular , ski n color ) an d as -
sumed, fo r example , tha t they had acquired a  good dea l i n thei r culture fro m th e
darker-skinned people of Egypt. Once the Romans captured control of the Mediterra-
nean world, and inherited Greek culture, much the same view can be found i n their
authors, a  pattern tha t continues beyond the climax o f the Roman Empire into the
period o f imperial decline .

In the Old Testament, on the other hand, as we might expect, what is thought to be
distinctive about peoples is not so much appearance an d custom as their relationship,
through a common ancestor, to God. So, in Genesis, Jehovah says to Abraham: "G o
your way ou t o f your country and from you r relatives an d fro m th e house o f your
father and to the country that I shall show you; and I shall make a great people of you
and I will make your name great" (Gen. 12:1-2). And from this founding moment—
this covenant between Abraham and Jehovah—the descendants o f Abraham have a
special place in history. I t is, o f course, Abraham' s grandson , Jacob who takes the
name of Israel, and his descendants thus become th e "people of Israel."

The Old Testament is full of names of peoples. Some of them are still familiar—
Syrians, Philistines , an d Persians; som e o f them are less so—Canaanites , Hittites ,
and Medes. Many of these groups are accounted for in the genealogies o f the peoples
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of the earth and are explicitly see n a s descending ultimatel y not only from the first
human couple, Adam and Eve, but more particularly from Noah's three sons. Just as
the Israelites are'' sons of Shem," the children of Ham and of Japheth account for the
rest of the human "family."

But while these differen t peoples are taken to have different specifi c characteris -
tics and ancestries, th e fundamentally theocentric perspective o f the Old Testamen t
requires tha t what essentially differentiates them all from the Hebrews is that they do
not have the special relationship to Jehovah of the children, the descendants, of Israel.
There is very little hint that the early Jewish writers developed an y theories about the
relative importance of the biological and the cultural inheritances by which God made
these differen t people s distinct . Indeed , i n th e theocentri c framewor k i t i s God' s
covenant that matters and the very distinction between environmenta l and inherite d
characteristics i s anachronistic.

When th e prophe t Jeremia h asks , "Ca n a n Ethiopia n chang e hi s skin ? O r a
leopard its spots?'' (Jer. 13:23), the suggestion that the inherited dark skin of Africans
was something they could not change did not necessarily imply that the "nature" of
Africans was in other ways unchangeable, that they inevitably inherited special moral
or intellectual traits along with their skin color .

If ther e i s a  norma l wa y tha t th e Bibl e explain s th e distinctiv e characters o f
peoples, it is by telling a story in which an ancestor is blessed or cursed. This way of
thinking is operative in the New Testament also and became, ironically, the basis of
later arguments in Christian Europe (at the beginning of the eleventh century of the
common era ) fo r anti-Semitism. For when "th e Jews " i n the Gospe l o f Matthew
choose Barabba s over Christ i n response t o Pilate's offe r t o release on e or other of
them they reply: "Hi s bloo d be upon us and upon our children" (Matt . 27:25) . I n
effect, "th e Jews " here curse themselves .

The Greeks , too , plainl y had  notion s abou t som e clan s havin g the  mora l
characteristics they have by virtue of blessings and curses on their ancestors. Oedipus
the King, afte r all , is driven to his fate because of a curse on his family fo r which he
himself is hardly responsible, a curse that continued into the next generation in Seven
against Thebes. But even here it is never a question of the curse operating by making
the whol e lineag e wicked,  o r b y otherwis e changin g it s fundamenta l nature. Fat e
operates on people because of their ancestry, once their lineage is cursed. And that, so
far a s explanations go, i s more or less the end of the matter .

I a m insistin g o n th e fac t tha t the Gree k conceptio n o f cultura l an d historica l
differences betwee n peoples wa s essentially environmental and the Jewish concep -
tion was essentially a matter of the theological consequence s o f covenants with (or
curses on ) ancestors . An d the reason shoul d be obvious i f we think for a  momen t
about the passages fro m Crummel l quoted earlier: neither the environmentalism of
the Greeks nor the theocentric Hebrew understanding of the significance of being one
people i s an idea that we should naturally apply in understanding Crummell's use of
the idea of race. To the extent that we think of Crummell's racial ideology as modern,
as involving ideas that we understand, we will suppose that he believed the "settled,
determinate proclivities," reflect a  race's inherited  capacities.

Indeed, even if Crummell thought (as he surely did) that it was part of God's plan
for th e world that the heirs to the Anglo-Saxons shoul d rule it , h e would not have
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thought of this divine mission as granted the m because som e ancesto r ha d please d
God an d bee n blesse d wit h a n hereditar y rewar d (or , fo r tha t matter , becaus e th e
ancestors o f th e "darke r races " ha d offende d Go d an d bee n cursed) . Fo r b y
Crummell's day a distinctively modern understanding of what it was to be a people—
an understanding in terms of our modern notion of race—was beginning to be forged:
that notion had at its heart a new scientific conception of biological heredity, even as it
carried o n som e of th e role s playe d i n Greek an d Jewish thought by th e ide a o f a
people. But it was also interwoven with a new understanding of a people as  a nation
and of the role of culture—and, crucially (as we shall see in Chapter 3), of literature—
in the lif e o f nations .

If we are to answer the question whether Crummell was racist, therefore, we must first
seek ou t the distinctive content of nineteenth-century racism. An d we shal l imme-
diately see that there are many distinct doctrines tha t compete fo r the term racism, of
which I shall try to articulate what I take to be the crucial three. (So I shall be using the
words racism and racialism with the meanings I stipulate: in some dialects of English
they are synonyms, and in most dialects their definition is less than precise.) The first
doctrine i s the view—which I  shal l cal l racialism—that ther e are heritable charac -
teristics, possessed b y members of our species, which allow us to divide them into a
small set of races, in such a way that all the members of these races share certain traits
and tendencies with each other that they do not share with members of any other race.
These traits and tendencies characteristic of a race constitute, on the racialist view, a
sort of racial essence; i t is part of the content of racialism that the essential heritabl e
characteristics of the "Races of Man" accoun t for more than the visible morphologi-
cal characteristics—skin color, hai r type, facia l features—o n the basis of which we
make ou r informa l classifications. Racialis m i s a t th e hear t o f nineteenth-century
attempts to develop a science of racial difference, bu t it appears to have been believed
by others—like Hegel, befor e then, and Crummell and many Africans since—who
have had no interest in developing scientifi c theories .

Racialism i s not, i n itself, a doctrine tha t must be dangerous, even i f the racial
essence i s though t to entai l mora l an d intellectua l dispositions . Provide d positiv e
moral qualities are distributed acros s the races, each ca n be respected, ca n have its
"separate but equal" place. Unlike most Western-educated people, I believe—and I
shall argue in the essay on Du Bois—that racialism is false, but by itself, it seems to be
a cognitive rather than a moral problem. Th e issue i s how the world is , not how we
would want it to be.

Racialism is, however , a presupposition o f other doctrines that have been called
"racism," and these other doctrines have been, in the last few centuries, thebasisofa
great deal of human suffering an d the source of a great deal of moral error .

One such doctrine w e might call extrinsic  racism:  extrinsi c racists mak e moral
distinctions between members of different race s because the y believe tha t the racial
essence entails certain morally relevant qualities. The basis for the extrinsic racists'
discrimination between people i s their belief that members of different races differ in
respects that warrant the differential treatment—respects , like honesty or courage or
intelligence, that are uncontroversially held (at least in most contemporary cultures)
to be acceptable as a basis for treating people differently. Evidenc e that there are no
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such differences i n morally relevant characteristics—that Negroes do not necessarily
lack intellectual capacities, that Jews are not especially avaricious—should thus lead
people out of their racism if it is purely extrinsic. As we know, such evidence ofte n
fails t o change an extrinsic racist's attitudes substantially, for some of the extrinsi c
racist's bes t friend s hav e alway s been Jewish . Bu t a t thi s point—i f th e racis t i s
sincere—what we have is no longer a  false doctrine but a cognitive incapacity.

This cognitive incapacity is not, of course, a rare one. Many of us are unable to
give up beliefs that play a part in justifying the special advantages we gain from our
positions in the social order. Many people who express extrinsic racist beliefs—many
white Sout h Africans, fo r example—are beneficiaries of socia l order s tha t delive r
advantages to them in virtue of their "race," s o that their disinclination to accep t
evidence that would deprive them of a  justification for those advantage s is just an
instance o f thi s genera l phenomenon . So , too , evidence tha t acces s t o highe r
education is as largely determined by the quality of our earlier educations as by our
own innat e talents, doe s not, on th e whole , undermin e the confidenc e o f colleg e
entrants from private schools in England or the United States or Ghana. Many of them
continue t o believ e i n th e fac e o f thi s evidenc e tha t thei r acceptanc e a t "good "
universities show s the m t o b e bette r intellectuall y endowe d (an d not jus t bette r
prepared) than those who are rejected. I t is facts such as these that give sense to the
notion of false consciousness, the idea that an ideology can protect us from facing up
to facts tha t would threaten our position.

My business here is not with the psychological o r (perhaps more importantly) the
social processes b y which these defenses operate, bu t it is important, I think, to see
the refusa l of som e extrinsi c racist s t o accep t evidenc e agains t thei r belief s a s an
instance of a  widespread phenomenon in human affairs. I t is a plain fact, t o which
theories of ideology must address themselves, that our species is prone both morally
and intellectually to partiality in judgment. An inability to change your mind in the
face of evidence is a cognitive incapacity; it is one that all of us surely suffer fro m in
some areas of belief. But it is not, as some have held, a tendency that we are powerless
to alter. And it may help to shake the convictions of those whose incapacity derives
from this sort of ideological defense if we show them how their reaction fits into this
general pattern. It is, indeed, because it generally does fit this pattern that we call such
views racism—the suffi x -ism  indicating that what we have in mind is not simply a
theory but an ideology. It would be odd to call someone brought up in a remote corner
of th e worl d wit h fals e an d demeanin g view s abou t whit e people a  racist  i f sh e
would give up these beliefs quite easily in the face o f evidence.

I said that the sincere extrinsic racist may suffer from a  cognitive incapacity. But
some who espouse extrinsic racist doctrines are simply insincere intrinsic racists. For
intrinsic racists,  o n m y definition , are peopl e wh o differentiat e morally betwee n
members of different races , because they believe that each race has a different mora l
status, quit e independent of the moral characteristics entaile d by its racial essence.
Just as, for example, many people assume that the bare fact that they are biologically
related to another person—a brother, an aunt, a cousin—gives them a moral interes t
in that person, so an intrinsic racist holds that the bare fact of being of the same race is
a reason fo r preferring one person t o another. Fo r an intrinsic racist, no amount of
evidence tha t a  member of another race i s capable o f grea t moral , intellectual , o r
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cultural achievements , o r has characteristics that , i n members o f one's own race,
would make them admirable or attractive, offers any ground for treating that person as
she would treat similarly endowed members of her own race. Just so, some sexists are
"intrinsic sexists," holding that the bare fact that someone is a woman (or man) is a
reason for treating her (or him) in certain ways.

There are some who will want to object already that my discussion of the content
of racis t mora l an d factua l beliefs underplay s something absolutel y crucia l t o th e
character o f the psychological an d sociological reality of racism—something that I
touched on when I mentioned that extrinsic racist utterances are often made by people
who suffer from what I called a' 'cognitive incapacity.'' It will be as well to state here
explicitly, a s a  result , tha t mos t real-liv e contemporar y racist s exhibi t a  system -
atically distorte d rationality—precisel y th e kin d o f systematicall y distorted ratio -
nality tha t we ofte n recogniz e i n ideology. An d i t i s a  distortion tha t is especiall y
striking in the cognitive domain: extrinsic racists, howeve r intelligent or otherwise
well informed , ofte n fai l t o trea t evidenc e agains t th e theoretica l proposition s o f
extrinsic racism dispassionately. Like extrinsic racism, intrinsic racism can also often
be seen as ideological, but, since scientific evidence i s not going to settle the issue, a
failure t o se e tha t i t i s wron g represent s a  cognitive  incapacit y onl y accordin g t o
certain controversia l view s abou t th e natur e o f morality. 12 Wha t make s intrinsi c
racism similarl y ideologica l i s no t s o muc h the failur e of inductiv e or deductiv e
rationality that is so striking in, say, official Afrikane r theory, but the connection that
it, lik e extrinsic racism, has with the interests—real or perceived—of the dominant
group.

There are interesting possibilities for complicating the distinctions I have drawn:
some racists , fo r example , claim , lik e Crummell , tha t they discriminate betwee n
people becaus e the y believ e tha t God require s the m t o do so . I s thi s an extrinsi c
racism, predicated upon the combination o f God's being an intrinsic racist an d the
belief that it is right to do what God wills? Or is it intrinsic racism, because it is based
on the belief that God requires these discrimination s because the y are right? (This
distinction ha s interestin g parallels wit h th e Euthyphro's  question : i s a n ac t pious
because the gods love it, or do they love it because it is pious?) Nevertheless, I believe
that the contrast between racialism and racism and the identification of two potentially
overlapping kind s of racis m provide us wit h the skeleto n o f a n anatom y of racia l
attitudes. With these analytical tools in hand, we can address, finally, the question of
Alexander Crummell's racism.

Certainly, Crummel l was a  racialist (i n my sense) , an d he wa s also (again , in my
sense) a  racist . Bu t i t wa s no t alway s clear whethe r hi s racis m wa s extrinsi c o r
intrinsic. Despite the fac t tha t he had such low opinions and such high hopes of  the
Negro, however , we may suspect that the racism that underlay his Pan-Africanis m
would, i f articulated, have been fundamentall y intrinsic , and would therefore have
survived the discovery that what he believed about the connection between race and
moral capacity was false. It is true that he says in discussing "The Rac e Problem in
America" that "it woul d take generations upon generations to make the American
people homogeneous in blood and essential qualities," implying, some might think,
that i t i s th e fact s o f racia l difference—th e "essential " mora l difference , th e
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difference o f "qualities"—between the members of the different races that require a
different mora l response.n But all this claim commits him to by itself is racialism: to
the presen t existenc e o f racia l differences . An d i n othe r places—a s whe n h e i s
discussing "The Relation s and Duties of Free Colored Me n in America to Africa''—
he speaks of the demands that Africa makes on black people everywhere as "a natura l
call,"14 as a "grand and noble work laid out in the Divine Providence,"15 as if the
different mora l statu s o f th e variou s race s derive s no t fro m thei r differen t mora l
characters bu t from thei r being assigned differen t task s by God. O n this view, ther e
could b e a n allocation o f morall y differen t task s withou t any specia l differenc e i n
moral o r cognitive capacity .

Crummell's model here , lik e that of most nineteenth-century blac k nationalists ,
was, of course, th e biblical history of the Jews: Jehovah chose the children o f Israe l
and made a  covenant with them as his people an d that was what gave them a specia l
moral rol e i n history . But , a s I  argue d earlier , h e di d no t giv e the m an y specia l
biological o r intellectual equipment for their special task .

If i t i s not alway s clear whethe r CrummeH' s racis m wa s intrinsi c o r extrinsic ,
there is certainly n o reason wh y we should expect t o be able to settle th e question .
Since the issue probably never occurred to him in these terms, we cannot suppose that
he must have had an answer. In fact, given the definition of the terms I offered, ther e
is nothin g barrin g someon e fro m bein g bot h a n intrinsi c an d a n extrinsi c racist ,
holding both that the bare fact of race provides a  basis fo r treating members o f your
own race differentl y fro m other s an d that there ar e morally relevan t characteristics
that are differentially distributed among the races. Indeed, for reasons I  shall discuss
in a moment, most intrinsic racists are likely to express extrinsic racist beliefs, so that
we should not be surprised tha t Crummell seems, i n fact, to have been committed t o
both forms of racism.

I mentione d earlie r th e powerfu l impac t tha t Naz i racis m ha d o n educate d
Africans i n Europe after the war; since then our own continent has been continually
reminded by the political development of apartheid in the Republic of South Africa of
the threat tha t racism poses t o human decency. Nobody who lives in Europe o r the
United States—nobody , a t least, bu t a  hermit with no access to the new s media —
could fail to be aware of these threats either. In these circumstances it no doubt seems
politically inopportune , a t best, an d morally insensitive , a t worst , t o use the same
term—racism—to describe th e attitudes we find in Crummell and many of his Pan-
Africanist heirs . Bu t this natural reaction i s based, I  believe, o n confusions.

What is peculiarly appalling about Nazi racism is not that i t presupposed, a s all
racism does , fals e (racialist ) beliefs; not simpl y tha t i t involved a moral fault—th e
failure t o extend equality of consideration to our fello w creatures; bu t that i t led t o
oppression, first , an d then to mass slaughter. And though South African racism has
not led to killings on the scale of the Holocaust—even if it has both left Sout h Africa
judicially executin g more (mostl y black) people pe r hea d o f population tha n mos t
other countries and led to massive differences between the life chances of white and
nonwhite South Africans—it ha s led to the systematic oppression an d the economi c
exploitation o f peopl e wh o ar e no t classifie d as "white, " an d t o th e inflictio n o f
suffering o n citizens of al l racial classifications , not least by the police stat e that is
required to maintain that exploitation and oppression.
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Part o f our resistance, therefore , t o calling th e racial idea s o f Crummell by the
same term that we use to describe the attitudes of many Afrikaners surely resides i n
the fac t tha t Crummell neve r for a  moment contemplated usin g race as a  basis fo r
inflicting harm. Indeed, i t seems to me that there is a significant pattern in the rhetoric
of moder n racism , whic h mean s tha t th e discours e o f racia l solidarit y i s usually
expressed through the language of intrinsic racism, while those who have used race as
the basis for oppression and hatred have appealed to extrinsic racist ideas. This point
is important for understanding the character o f contemporary Pan-Africanism .

The two major uses of race as a basis for moral solidarity that are most familiar both in
Africa an d in Europe an d America ar e varieties o f Pan-Africanism an d Zionism. In
each cas e i t is presupposed tha t a  "people," Negroe s o r Jews, ha s the basis for a
shared political life in their being of a single race. There are varieties o f each form of
' 'nationalism'' that make the basis lie in shared traditions, but however plausible this
may b e i n th e cas e o f Zionism , whic h has , i n Judaism , th e religion , a  realisti c
candidate fo r a  common an d nonracia l focu s fo r nationality , the peoples o f Afric a
have a good deal less culturally in common than is usually assumed. I  shall return to
this issue in later essays, but let me say here that I believe the central fact is this: what
blacks in the West, like secularized Jews, have mostly in common i s the fact that they
are perceived—both by themselves and by others—as belonging together in the same
race, an d this common rac e i s used by others as the basis fo r discriminating against
them. ("I f yo u eve r forge t you'r e a  Jew , a  go y wil l remin d you." ) Th e Pan -
Africanists responde d t o their experience o f racial discriminatio n b y acceptin g th e
racialism it presupposed. Without the background of racial notions, as I shall argue in
the second essay , this original intellectual grounding of Pan-Africanism disappears .

Though race is indeed at the heart of the Pan-Africanist's nationalism, however, it
seems that it is the fact of a shared race, not the fact of a shared racial character, tha t
provides the basis for solidarity. Wher e racism is implicated i n the basis for national
solidarity, it is intrinsic, not extrinsic. It is this that makes the idea of fraternity on e
that is naturally applied in nationalist discourse. For , a s I have already observed, th e
moral status of close famil y member s i s not normally thought of in most cultures as
depending on qualities of character: we are supposed to love our brothers and sisters
in spit e o f thei r fault s an d no t becaus e o f thei r virtues . Crummell , onc e mor e a
representative figure, takes the metaphor of family an d literalizes it in these startling
words: "Races , lik e families , are the organisms and ordinances o f God ; an d rac e
feeling, like family feeling, is of divine origin. The extinction of race feeling is just as
possible as the extinction of family feeling . Indeed, a  race i s a family." 16

It is the assimilation o f "race feeling" t o "family feeling " tha t makes intrinsic
racism see m s o muc h les s objectionabl e tha n extrinsic . Fo r thi s metaphorica l
identification reflect s th e fac t that , i n th e moder n worl d (unlik e th e nineteent h
century), intrinsic racism is acknowledged almost exclusively as the basis of feelings
of community. So that we can, surely , share a  sense of what CrummeH's friend an d
fellow-worker Edward Blyden called "th e poetr y of politics" that is "the feelin g of
race,'' the feeling of' 'people with whom we are connected.''17 The racism here is the
basis o f act s o f supererogation , th e treatmen t o f other s bette r tha n w e otherwis e
might, better than moral dut y demands o f us .



18 I n My Father's  House

This is, I insist, a contingent fact. There is no logical impossibility in the idea of
racialists whose moral beliefs lead them to feelings of hatred against other races while
leaving no room for love of members of their own. Nevertheless, most racial hatred is
in fac t expressed throug h extrinsic racism: mos t people who have use d rac e a s the
basis for harm to others have felt the need to see the others as independently morall y
flawed. I t is one thing to espouse fraternit y without claiming that your brothers and
sisters have any special qualitie s that deserve recognition, another to espouse hatred
of others who have done nothing to deserve it. There is a story told—one of many in a
heroic tradition of Jewish humor under duress—of an old Jewish man bullied by a pair
of Nazis on the street in Berlin in the 1930s . "Who d o you think is responsible for all
our problems, Jew? " says one of the bullies. The old man pauses for a moment and
replies "Me , I  think it is the pretzel makers." "Wh y th e pretzel makers?" says the
Nazi an d the answer come s back : "Wh y th e Jews?" An y even vaguel y objectiv e
observer i n Germany under the Nazis would have been led to ask this question. Bu t
Hitler had a long answer to it—an extended, i f absurd, list of accusations agains t the
Jewish "race."

Similarly, many Afrikaners—like man y in the American Sout h until recently—
have a long list of extrinsic racist answers to the question why blacks should not have
full civil rights. Extrinsic racism has usually been the basis for treating people worse
than we otherwise might , for giving them less than their humanity entitles them to .
But this , too , i s a  contingent fact . Indeed , CrummeH' s guarde d respec t fo r whit e
people derived fro m a  belief in  the superior mora l qualities of Anglo-Saxons .

Intrinsic racism is, in my view, a moral error. Even if racialism were correct, th e
bare fact that someone was of another race would be no reason to treat them worse—
or better—than someone o f my race. I n our public lives, people are owed treatment
independently of their biological characters: i f they are to be differently treate d ther e
must be some morally relevant difference between them. In our private lives, we are
morally free to have "aesthetic'' preferences between people, but once our treatment
of people raises moral issues, we may not make arbitrary distinctions. Using race in
itself a s a  morall y relevan t distinction strike s mos t o f u s a s obviousl y arbitrary .
Without associated moral characteristics, why should race provide a better basis than
hair color or height or timbre of voice ? And i f two peopl e shar e al l the propertie s
morally relevant to some action we ought to do, i t will be an error—a failure to apply
the Kantian injunction t o universalize our moral judgments—to use the bare fact s of
race a s the basis fo r treating them differently. N o one shoul d deny that a common
ancestry might , in particular cases, accoun t for similarities in moral character . Bu t
then i t would be the moral similarities that justified th e differen t treatment .

It i s presumabl y because mos t people—outsid e th e Sout h African Nationalis t
Party and the Ku Klux Klan—share this sense that intrinsic racism requires arbitrar y
distinctions that they are largely unwilling to express it in situations that invite moral
criticism. Bu t I  do no t know how I  would argue wit h someone wh o was willing to
announce an intrinsic racism as a basic moral idea.

It might be thought that such a view should be regarded no t as an adherence t o a
(moral) proposition so much as the expression of a taste, analogous, say, to the food
prejudice tha t make s mos t Englis h people unwillin g to ea t hors e mea t an d mos t
Westerners unwilling to eat the insect grubs that the IKun g people find so appetizing.
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The analogy does at least this much for us, namely, to provide a model of the way that
extrinsic racis m ca n b e a  reflectio n o f a n underlyin g intrinsic prejudice . For , o f
course, in most cultures food prejudices ar e rationalized: Americans wil l say insects
are unhygienic, and Asante people that cats must taste horrible. Ye t a cooked insect  is
no more health-threatening than a cooked carrot, and the unpleasant taste of cat meat,
far fro m justifyin g ou r prejudic e agains t it , probabl y derive s fro m tha t prejudice .

But ther e th e usefulnes s of th e analog y ends . Fo r intrinsi c racism , a s I  hav e
defined it , i s not simply a taste fo r the company of one's "ow n kind " but a moral
doctrine, a doctrine that is supposed to underlie differences in the treatment of people
in context s wher e mora l evaluatio n is  appropriate . And  for  mora l distinction s we
cannot accept that' 'de gustibus non disputandum.'' We do not need the full apparatus
of Kantian ethics to require that morality be constrained b y reason.

A proper analogy would be with someone who thought that we could continue to
kill cattle fo r beef, eve n if cattle exercised al l the complex cultura l skills of human
beings. I think it is obvious that creatures that share our capacity for understanding as
well as our capacity for pain should not be treated the way we actually treat cattle; that
"intrinsic speciesism" would be as wrong as racism. An d the fact that most peopl e
think it worse to be cruel to dolphins than to frogs suggests tha t they may agree with
me. Th e distinction in attitudes surely reflects a belief i n the greater richness of the
mental life of large mammals. Still, as I say, I do not know how I would argue against
someone who could not see this; someone who continued to act on the contrary belief
might, in the end, simpl y have to be locked up .

If, as I believe, intrinsic racism is a moral error, and extrinsic racism entails false
beliefs, i t is by no means obvious that racism is the worst error tha t our species ha s
made in our time. What was wrong with the Nazi genocide wa s that it entailed th e
sadistic murder of innocent millions; that said, it would be perverse to focus too much
attention on the fact that the alleged rational e fo r that murder was "race." Stalin' s
mass murders, o r Pol Pot's, derive little moral advantag e fro m havin g been largely
based on nonracial criteria.

Pan-Africanism inherited Crummell's intrinsic racism. We cannot say it inherited
it from Crummell , sinc e i n his da y i t was th e common intellectua l propert y o f th e
West. W e can see Crummell as emblematic of the influence of this racism on black
intellectuals, an influence that is profoundly etched in the rhetoric o f postwar African
nationalism. I t i s strikin g ho w muc h o f Crummel l o r Blyde n w e ca n hear , fo r
example, i n Ghana's firs t prim e minister , Kwam e Nkrumah , a s he reports , i n the
Autobiography o f Kwame  Nkrumah,  a  speec h mad e i n Liberi a i n 1952 , nearl y a
century afte r th e speech o f Crummell's wit h which I began:

I pointed ou t that i t was providence tha t had preserved the Negroes durin g thei r
years of trial in exile in the United States of America and the West Indes; that it was
the same providence which took care of Moses and the Israelites in Egypt centuries
before. " A greate r exodu s i s comin g i n Afric a today, " I  declared , "an d tha t
exodus wil l b e establishe d whe n ther e i s a  united , fre e an d independen t Wes t
Africa. . . . "

"Africa fo r the Africans!" I  cried. .  . .  " A fre e and independent stat e in
Africa. W e want to b e able t o govern ourselve s i n this country o f our s withou t
outside interference." 18
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There is no difficulty i n reading this last paragraph fro m Nkrumah as the epigraph to a
discussion o f Alexande r Crummell . Fo r Nkrumah , a s fo r Crummell , African -
Americans who came to Africa (as Du Bois came to Ghana at Nkrumah's invitation)
were going back—providentially—to their natural, racial , home .

If we are to escape fro m racis m fully , an d from the racialism i t presupposes, we
must seek othe r bases for Pan-African solidarity . I n Chapter 3—on African literary
criticism—I offe r a  numbe r o f suggestion s fo r thinkin g abou t moder n Africa n
writing, suggestions that attempt to elaborate an understanding of the ways in which
African writer s ar e forme d i n share d way s b y th e colonia l an d th e postcolonia l
situation; African literature in the metropolitan languages , I  shal l argue, reflect s in
many subtl e way s the historical encounte r betwee n Afric a and the West . Then , i n
Chapter 4, and more fully i n Chapter 9,1 will argue that there are bases for common
action i n ou r share d situation : th e Organizatio n o f Africa n Unit y ca n surviv e th e
demise of the Negro race.

The politics o f race that I have described—one that derived from commonplaces o f
European nationalism—wa s centra l t o Crummell' s ideology . Bu t hi s nationalis m
differed fro m tha t o f hi s Europea n predecessor s an d contemporarie s i n importan t
ways, whic h emerge i f w e explor e th e politic s o f languag e wit h whic h I  began .
Crummell's engagement with the issue of the transfer of English to the African Negro
runs counter t o a strong traditio n o f European nationalis t philosophy. Fo r Herder ,
prophet of German nationalism and founding philosopher of the modern ideology of
nationhood, th e spiri t o f a  natio n wa s expresse d abov e al l i n it s language , it s
Sprachgeist. And , since, as Wilson Moses has observed, ther e is much of Herder in
Crummell, we might expect to see Crummell struggling with an attempt to find in the
traditional languages of Africa a source of identity.19 But Crummell's adoption of this
Herderian tenet was faced with insuperable obstacles, among them his knowledge of
the variet y o f Africa' s languages . B y Crummell' s da y th e natio n ha d bee n full y
racialized: granted his assumption that the Negro was a single race, he could not have
sought in language the principle of Negro identity , just because there were too many
languages. A s I shall show in Chapter 3 , in discussing African literary criticism, th e
politics of language has continued to  exercise Africans , and  there have , of  course ,
been man y writers , lik e Ngugi , wh o have ha d a  deeper attachmen t t o our mothe r
tongues.

There is no evidence, however, tha t Crummell ever agonized over his rejection of
Africa's man y "tongue s an d dialects, " an d fo r thi s ther e is , I  think , a  simpl e
explanation. For Crummell, as "The Englis h Language in Liberia" makes clear, it is
not English as the Sprachgeist o f the Anglo-Saxons tha t matters; i t is English as the
vehicle o f Christianit y and—wha t h e woul d hav e see n a s muc h th e sam e thing —
civilization and progress.

For Crummell inherited not only the received Europea n conception of race but, as
I have said , th e received understandin g both of the nature of civilization and of the
African's lac k o f it . Crummell' s us e o f th e ter m civilization  i s characteristi c o f
educated Victoria n Englishmen  or Americans. Sometimes h e seems to have in mind
only what anthropologists woul d now call "culture" : the body of moral, religious ,
political, and scientific theory, and the customary practices of a society. In this sense,
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of course, i t would have been proper, eve n for him, to speak of African civilizations.
But he also uses the term—as we ordinarily use the word culture—not descrip -

tively, in this way, but evaluatively; what he valued was the body of true belief and
right moral practice that he took to characterize Christianity—or, more precisely, his
own form of Protestantism. This double use of the term is, of course, no t accidental.
For a civilization—in the descriptive sense—would hardly be worthy of the name if it
failed t o acknowledge the "supernal truths"; our interest i n culture, in the descrip -
tive, anthropologica l sense , derives largel y fro m ou r sens e o f it s value. Crummel l
shared with his European and American contemporaries (thos e of them, at least, who
had any view of the matter at all) an essentially negative sense of traditional culture in
Africa as  anarchic, unprincipled, ignorant, defined by the absence of  all the positive
traits of civilization as "savage"; and savages hardly have a culture at all. Civiliza-
tion entailed for Crummell precisely '  'the clarity of the mind from th e dominion of
false heathe n ideas." 20 Onl y i f ther e ha d bee n i n traditiona l culture s anythin g
Crummell thought worth saving might he have hoped, with Herder, to find it captured
in the spiri t of the languages of Africa.

It is tremendously important, I  think, to insist on how natural Crummell's view
was, give n hi s backgroun d an d education . Howeve r muc h h e hope d fo r Africa ,
however much he gave i t of his life, h e could not escape seeing i t above al l else a s
heathen an d a s savage . Ever y boo k wit h an y authorit y he eve r rea d abou t Africa
would have confirmed this judgment. And we can see how inescapable thes e beliefs
were when we reflect that every one of the ideas I have traced in Crummell can also be
found in the writings of the same Edward W. Blyden I cited earlier, a man who was,
with Africanus Horton (from the Old World) and Martin Robinson Delany (from th e
New) one of the three contemporaries o f Crummell's who could also lay claim to the
title of "Father of Pan-Africanism. "

Like Crummell , Blyde n wa s a  nativ e o f th e Ne w Worl d an d a  Liberia n b y
adoption; lik e Crummell , h e wa s a  pries t an d a  founde r o f th e traditio n o f Pan -
Africanism; fo r a while, they were friend s an d fellow workers i n the beginnings of
Liberia's moder n syste m o f education . Blyde n was a  polyglo t scholar : hi s essays
include quotations in the original languages from Dante, Virgil, and Saint-Hilaire; he
studied Arabic with a view "to it s introduction into Liberia College," where he was
one of the first professors; and , when he became th e Liberian ambassado r t o Queen
Victoria, h e cam e int o "contact—epistolar y o r personal—wit h .  .  .  Mr . Glad -
stone, .  .  .  Charle s Dicken s [and ] Charle s Sumner." 21 Hi s view s o n rac e ar e
CrummeH's—and, on e migh t add , Quee n Victoria's , Gladstone's , Dickens ' an d
Sumner's: "Amon g th e conclusion s t o whic h stud y an d researc h ar e conductin g
philosophers, non e i s cleare r tha n this—tha t eac h o f th e race s o f mankin d ha s a
specific character and specific work.' '22 For Blyden, as for Crummell, Africa was the
proper hom e o f th e Negro , an d th e African-America n wa s a n exil e wh o shoul d
"return to the land of his fathers .  .  .  AN D BE AT PEACE."23 Like Crummell ,
Blyden believe d tha t "Englis h i s undoubtedly , the mos t suitabl e o f th e Europea n
languages for bridging over the numerous gulfs between the tribes caused by the great
diversity of languages or dialects amon g them."24

It is , perhaps , unsurprisin g the n tha t Blyde n als o largel y share d CrummeH' s
extreme distaste for the traditional—or, as he would have said,' 'pagan''—cultures of
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Africa. Outsid e th e area s wher e Isla m ha d brough t som e measur e o f exogenou s
civilization, Blyden' s Afric a i s a  plac e o f "nois y terpischorea n performances, "
"Fetichism" an d polygamy; it is , i n short , i n " a stat e o f barbarism." 25 Blyde n
argued, however, that "there is not a single mental or moral deficiency now existing
among Africans—not a single practice now indulged in by them—to which we cannot
find a parallel in the past history of Europe" ;26 and he had a great deal of respect for
African Islam. But, in the end, his view, like Crummell's, was that Africa's religions
and politics should give way to Christianity (or, a t second best , Islam ) and republi-
canism.27

Literate people o f my generation, both in Afric a and , t o a  lesser extent , in th e
West, ma y fin d i t har d t o recove r th e overwhelmingl y negativ e conceptio n o f
Africans that inhabited the mainstream of European and American intellectual life by
the firs t year s o f Europe' s Africa n empires . A s Blyde n expressed th e matte r with
commendable restraint in Fraser's Magazine in 1875: "I t i s not too much to say that
the popular literature of the Christian world, since the discovery o f America, or , a t
least fo r the last two hundred years, ha s been anti-Negro." 281 could choos e fro m
thousands upo n thousands of text s tha t Crummel l an d Blyde n could hav e rea d t o
"remind" us of this; let me offer on e emblematic proof text , whose word s have a
special irony .

Even in that monument of Enlightenment reasonableness, the Encyclopedic —a
text tha t h e woul d probably hav e stigmatize d a s th e wor k o f a  cynica l deism —
Crummell could have read the following o f the people o f the Guinea coast:

The native s ar e idolaters , superstitious , an d liv e mos t filthily ; the y ar e lazy ,
drunken rascals , withou t though t fo r th e future , insensitiv e t o an y happening ,
happy o r sad , whic h gives pleasur e t o o r afflict s them ; the y hav e n o sens e o f
modesty or restraint in the pleasures of love, each sex plunging on the other like a
brute from th e earliest age.29

If Crummell had opened the encyclopedia at the article on Humain espece, he would
have read—i n a  passag e whos e origina l ton e o f condescensio n I  wil l no t tr y t o
translate—that "les Negres sont grands, gros, bien fails, mai s niais & sans genie."
We must struggle to remind ourselves tha t this is the same Encyclopedic, th e sam e
"Dictionnaire Raisone e de s Sciences " tha t ha d condemne d Africa n slaver y a s
' 'repugnant to reason'' and had argued that to recognize the status of slave in Europe
would be "to decide , in Cicero's words, the laws of humanity by the civil law of the
gutter."30 The racial prejudice that the nineteenth century acquired an d develope d
from th e Enlightenment did not derive simply from il l feeling toward Africans. And
Crummell's an d Blyden' s desir e t o hel p African s wa s n o les s genuin e fo r thei r
inability to see any virtue in our cultures and traditions.

Crummell did not need to read these words in the encyclopedia; his mind was formed
by the culture that had produced them. Even after he had lived in Africa, he believed
his experience confirmed these judgments.

Africa is the victim of her heterogeneous idolatries . Africa is wasting away beneath
the accretion s o f mora l an d civi l miseries . Darknes s cover s the lan d an d gros s
darkness the people. Great social evils universally prevail. Confidence and security
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are destroyed . Licentiousnes s abound s everywhere . Moloc h rule s an d reign s
throughout the whole continent, and by the ordeal of Sassywood, Fetiches , human
sacrifices and devil-worship, i s devouring men, women, and little children .

Though CrummeH's vision of Africa thus differed littl e from that of the Encyclopedic
about a century earlier, he had a different analysis of the problem:' 'They have not the
Gospel. They are living without God. The Cross has never met their gaze. .  .  .  "31

Crummell's vie w o f a  "nativ e religion " tha t consiste d o f "th e ordea l o f
Sassywood, Fetiches, human sacrifice s an d devil-worship" i n the African "dark -
ness" was, as I say, les s subtl e than Blyden's. Blyden wrote :

There i s no t a  tribe o n th e continen t o f Africa , i n spit e o f th e almos t universal
opinion to the contrary, i n spite of the fetishes and greegrees which many of them
are supposed t o worship—there is not, I say, a  single tribe which does not stretch
out it s hands to the Great Creator . Ther e i s not one who does no t recognize th e
Supreme Being, though imperfectly understanding His character—and who does
perfectly understand his character? They believe that the heaven and the earth, the
sun, moon, an d stars, whic h they behold, wer e created b y an Almighty persona l
Agent, wh o i s als o thei r Make r an d Sovereign , an d the y rende r t o Hi m suc h
worship as their untutored intellects can conceive. .  .  .  Ther e ar e no atheists or
agnostics among them.32

But the differences here are largely differences of tone: for Crummell also wrote—in
a passag e Blyde n quotes—o f "th e yearnin g o f th e nativ e Africa n fo r a  highe r
religion.' '33 What these missionaries, who were also nationalists, stressed , tim e and
time again, was the openness o f Africans, once properly instructed, to monotheism;
what impresse d the m both , despit e th e horror s o f Africa n paganism , wa s th e
Africans' natura l religiosity.34

It is tempting to see this view as yet another imposition o f the exile's distortin g
vision; in the Ne w World , Christianit y ha d provide d th e major vehicl e o f cultural
expression for the slaves. I t could not be denied the m in a Christian country—an d it
provided them with solace in their "vale of tears," guiding them through "the valle y
of the shadow." Once committed to racialist explanations , it was inevitable that the
rich religious lives of New World blacks should be seen as flowing from the nature of
the Negro—and thus projected onto the Negro in Africa. Yet there is some truth in this
view that Crummell and Blyden shared: in a sense, there truly were "no atheist s and
agnostics in Africa.'' Unfortunately for the prospects of a Christian Africa, molded to
Crummell's or to Blyden's ambitions, the religiosity of the African—as we shall see
later—was something tha t i t was easy fo r Western Christian s to misunderstand.35

In a marvelous poem, th e Cape Verdia n Onesima Silveira writes :

The people o f the islands want a different poe m
For the people o f the islands;
A poem without exiles complaining
In the calm of their existence.36

We can take this stanza as an emblem of the challenge the African Pan-Africanists of
the postwar era posed to the attitude to Africa that is epitomized in Crummell. Raised
in Africa, i n cultures and traditions they knew and understood as insiders, they could
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not share a sense of Africa as a cultural vacuum. However impressed they were by the
power of western technology, they were also engaged with the worlds of their diverse
traditions. Dail y evidences i n thei r upbringing—in medicine , i n farming , i n spiri t
possession, i n dreams, i n "witchcraft, oracles and magic"—of the existence aroun d
them of the rich spiritual ontology of ancestors an d divinities could not so easily be
dismissed a s heathen nonsense . Th e "exiles " of the New World coul d sho w thei r
love of Africa by seeking to eliminate its indigenous cultures, but the heirs to Africa's
civilizations could not so easily dispose of their ancestors. Out of this situation grew
an approac h whos e logi c I  shal l describ e i n m y discussio n o f D u Bois ; th e ne w
Africans share d CrummeH's—and Europe's—conception of themselves as united by
their race , but they sought to celebrate an d build upon its virtues, no t to decry an d
replace its vices. The best-known manifestation of this logic is in negritude; but it also
had its anglophone manifestations in, fo r example, Nkrumah's cult of the "Africa n
personality" o r J. B . Danquah' s celebration o f his own religious tradition s i n The
Akan Doctrine of God.3J These celebrators of the African race may have spoken of the
need to Christianize or Islamize Africa, to modernize, s o to speak, it s religion. Bu t
the conceptio n they ha d o f wha t this mean t a t the leve l o f metaphysic s wa s quit e
different fro m tha t o f Crummel l an d th e Europea n missions . T o trac e ou t thi s
difference i s t o follo w on e importan t elemen t i n th e chang e i n Pan-Africanism' s
understanding of cultural politics that occurred afte r the Second World War, whe n it
finally became an African movement. And that, as I say, is an inquiry I shall return to
later.

Though it thus became possible to value Africa's traditions, the persistence of the
category o f race had important consequences. For part of the Crummellian concep -
tion o f rac e i s a  conception o f racial psychology, an d this—whic h manifest s itself
sometimes as a belief in characteristically African ways of thinking—has also lead to
a persistent assumption that there are characteristically African beliefs. The psychol-
ogy of race has led, that is, not only to a belief in the existence of a peculiar African
form o f thinkin g but als o t o a  belie f i n specia l Africa n contents  o f thought . Th e
Beninois philosopher Paulin Hountondji has dubbed this view that Africa is culturally
homogeneous—the belief tha t there i s some centra l body of folk philosoph y tha t is
shared by black Africans quite generally—"unanimism.'' He has had no difficulty in
assembling a monstrous collection of African unanimis t texts.

Yet nothing should be more striking for someone without preconceptions than the
extraordinary diversity of Africa's peoples an d it s cultures. I  stil l vividly recall th e
overwhelming sens e o f differenc e tha t I  experience d whe n I  firs t travele d ou t o f
western t o southern Africa. Driving through the semiari d countryside of Botswana
into he r capital , Gaborone , a  da y awa y b y plan e fro m th e tropica l vegetatio n o f
Asante, n o landscap e coul d hav e seeme d mor e alien . Th e materia l cultur e of th e
Batswana, too , struc k m e a s quit e radicall y differen t fro m tha t o f Asante . I n
Gaborone, unlike Asante, all men dressed in shirts and trousers, most women in skirts
and blouses, and most of these clothes were unpatterned, so that the streets lacked the
color of the flowing Asante "cloth"; the idioms of carving, of weaving, of pottery,
and of dance were all unfamiliar. Inevitably , in such a  setting, I  wondered what , in
Botswana, wa s suppose d t o follo w fro m m y bein g African . In conversations with
Ghanaian doctors , judges , lawyers , an d academic s i n Botswana—a s wel l a s i n
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Zimbabwe and Nigeria—I have often heard echoes of the language of the colonizer s
in our discussions of the culture of the "natives."

It is easy to see how history can make you, on the one hand, say, a citizen of Ivory
Coast or of Botswana; or, on the other, say, anglophone o r francophone. Bu t what,
given all the diversity of the precolonial histories of the peoples o f Africa, and all the
complexity of colonial experiences, doe s it mean to say that someone i s African? In
Chapter 4,1 look a t one answer that has been give n to this important question : the
answer o f Wol e Soyinka , Nigeria' s leadin g playwrigh t an d ma n o f letters , and ,
perhaps, th e creativ e artis t wh o ha s writte n mos t persuasivel y o n th e rol e o f th e
intellectual and the artis t in the lif e of the nations of contemporary Africa .

But Soyinka's answer to the question "What is Africa?" i s one among others. In
Chapter 5  I  explore th e response s o f som e contemporar y Africa n philosophers . I
argue that there remains i n much of this work an important residue of the ideolog y
represented b y Du Bois—a residue that is translated, however, t o what we can call a
metaphysical level. Nevertheless , a s we shall see, thi s work provides usefu l hint s as
to the directions in which we should move in answering this fundamental question.

Now I am confident in rejecting any homogenizing portrait of African intellectual
life, becaus e th e ethnographie s an d th e trave l literatur e an d the novel s o f part s of
Africa other than my home are all replete with examples of way s of life and of thought
that strik e me a s thoroughly pretheoretically differen t fro m lif e i n Asante, where I
grew up.

Compare Evans-Pritchard's famous Zande oracles,38 with their simple questions
and thei r straightforwar d answers , wit h th e fabulou s richnes s o f Yorub a oracles ,
whose interpretation requires great skill in the hermeneutics of the complex corpus of
verses o f I f a; o r ou r ow n Asant e monarchy , a  confederation i n whic h the kin g i s
primus inter pares, his elders and paramount chiefs guiding him in council, with the
more absolut e powe r o f Mutes a th e Firs t i n nineteenth-centur y Buganda ; o r th e
enclosed horizons of a traditional Hausa wife, forever barred fro m contac t with men
other tha n he r husband , wit h th e ope n space s o f th e wome n traders  o f souther n
Nigeria; or the art of Benin—its massive bronzes—with the tiny elegant goldweight
figures of the Akan. Face the warrior horsemen of the Fulani jihads with Shaka's Zulu
impis; tast e th e blan d food s o f Botswan a afte r th e spice s o f Fant i cooking ; tr y
understanding Kikuyu or Yoruba or Fulfulde with a Twi dictionary . Surel y differ -
ences in religious ontology and ritual, in the organization of politics and the family, in
relations between the sexes and in art, in styles of warfare and cuisine, in language—
surely al l these are fundamental kinds of difference?

As Edwar d Blyden—wh o fo r al l hi s sentimentalit y o f race , wa s a  shrewde r
observer tha n Crummell—once wrote:

There are Negroes and Negroes. The numerous tribes inhabiting the vast continent
of Afric a ca n n o more b e regarded a s i n every respec t equa l than the numerous
peoples of Asia or Europe can be so regarded. Ther e are the same tribal or family
varieties among Africans as among Europeans .  .  .  ther e are the Foulahs inhabit-
ing th e region o f the Upper Niger, th e Housas, th e Bornous of Senegambia , the
Nubas o f th e Nil e region , o f Darfoo r an d Kordofan , th e Ashantees , Fantees ,
Dahomians, Yorubas , an d tha t whol e class o f tribe s occupyin g the easter n an d
middle and western portions of the continent north of the equator. Then there are
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the tribes o f Lower Guine a an d Angola . . . al l these differing in original ben t
and traditional instincts . .  . .  No w it should be evident that no short description
can includ e al l these people , n o singl e definition , however comprehensive , ca n
embrace them all. Ye t writers are fond of selecting th e prominent trait s o f single
tribes with which they are best acquainted, and applying them to the whole race.39

But we shall have ample opportunity in later chapters to look at evidence o f Africa' s
cultural diversity .

Whatever Africans share, we do not have a common traditional culture, commo n
languages, a common religious or conceptual vocabulary. As I shall argue in Chapter
2, w e do not even belong to a common race ; and since thi s is so, unanimis m is not
entitled t o wha t is , i n my view , it s fundamenta l presupposition. Thes e essentiall y
negative claim s will occupy much of the argument of the next few essays. But in the
final essays of this book I shall move in a positive direction. I  shall try to articulate a n
understanding of the present state of African intellectual life that does not share eve n
at a  metaphysical leve l thes e assumption s that have bee n wit h us since earl y Pan -
Africanism. African s share to o man y problem s an d project s t o b e distracte d b y a
bogus basi s for solidarity .

There i s a familiar tale of a peasant wh o i s stopped b y a traveler in a large ca r and
asked the way to the capital. " Well," she replies, after pondering the matter a while,
" if I were you, I wouldn' t start from here." In many intellectual projects I have often
felt sympath y with this sentiment. I t seems t o me tha t the message o f the firs t fou r
chapters i n this book i s that we mus t provide a n understanding of Africa' s cultural
work that does not "start from here."

And so, in hopes of finding a different, more productive, starting point, I turn, at
the en d o f Chapte r 5 , t o the recen t wor k o f som e Africa n philosopher s wh o hav e
begun to develop an understanding of the situation of the intellectual in neocolonia l
culture—an understanding that is not predicated o n a racial vision .

Finally, beginning in Chapter 6,1 sketch my own view of Africa's current cultural
position. I  shall argue for a different accoun t of what is common t o the situatio n of
contemporary Africa n intellectuals—an account that indicates why, though I do not
believe i n a  homogeneous Africa , I  d o believ e tha t African s can lear n fro m eac h
other, as , o f course, w e can learn fro m al l of humankind.

And I  wan t t o insis t fro m th e star t tha t thi s tas k i s thu s no t on e fo r Africa n
intellectuals alone . I n th e Unite d States , a  natio n tha t ha s lon g understoo d itsel f
through a concept of pluralism, it can too easily seem unproblematic to claim that the
nations of Africa—even Afric a itself—could b e united not in spite of differences but
through a celebration of them. Yet American pluralism, too, seem s to be theorized i n
part through a discourse of races. In his important book, Beyond Ethnicity:  Consent
and Descent i n American Culture,  Werne r Sollors has developed a n analysis of the
current American climat e in terms of an analytical dualism of descent (the bonds of
blood) an d consent (the liberating unities of culture).

The heart of the matter is that in the present climate consent-conscious American s
are willing to perceive ethnic distinctions—differentiations whic h they seemingly
base exclusivel y on descent , n o matte r ho w fa r remove d an d ho w artificiall y
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selected an d constructed—a s powerfu l an d crucial ; an d tha t writer s an d critic s
pander to that expectation .  . .  an d even the smallest symbols of ethnic differen -
tiation . . . ar e exaggerated ou t of proportion to represent majo r cultural differ -
ences, differences tha t are believed to defy compariso n or scrutiny.40

Like Africans, Americans need, I believe, to escape from some of the misunderstand-
ings in modern discourse abou t descent an d consent epitomized i n the racialism of
Alexander Crummell. American by descent, Africa n b y consent, Alexander Crum-
mell ha s somethin g t o teac h hi s heir s o n bot h continents . Indeed , becaus e th e
intellectual projects  o f ou r on e worl d ar e essentiall y everywher e interconnected ,
because th e world' s culture s are bound together no w through institutions, through
histories, through writings, he has something to teach the one race to which we all
belong.



TWO

Illusions of Race
If this be true, the history of the world is the history, not of individuals, but of
groups, no t of nations, bu t of races .  .  . '

W. E. B. Du Bois

A,e.lexander Crummell and Edward Wilmot Blyden began the intellectual articula -
tion o f a  Pan-Africanist ideology , bu t i t was W . E . B . D u Bois wh o lai d bot h th e
intellectual an d the practical foundation s o f the Pan-African movement. D u Bois's
life was a long one, and his intellectual career—which he called the "autobiograph y
of a  race concept" 2—encompassed almos t the whol e perio d o f Europea n colonia l
control o f Africa . I t is hard to imagine a more substantia l rupture in political idea s
than that which separates th e division of Africa a t the Congres s o f Berlin fro m th e
independence o f Ghana, ye t Du Bois was a  teenager whe n the former happened in
1884, and, in 1957, he witnessed—and rejoiced in—th e latter. And, as we shall see ,
there is an astonishing consistency in his position throughout the years. Not only did
Du Bois live long, he wrote much; if any single person can offer us an insight into the
archaeology o f Pan-Africanism's ide a of race, i t is he .

Du Bois's first extended discussion of the concept of race is in "The Conservatio n
of Races," a  paper he delivered to the American Negro Academy in the year it was
founded by Alexander Crummell. The "American Negro," he declares, "ha s bee n
ledto .  .  .  minimiz e race distinctions" because "back of most of the discussions of
race wit h whic h h e i s familiar , hav e lurke d certai n assumption s a s t o hi s natura l
abilities, as to his political, intellectual and moral status, which he felt were wrong.''
And he goes on: "Nevertheless , i n our calmer moments w e must acknowledge tha t
human beings ar e divided into races," even i f "when we come t o inquire into the
essential difference s o f races , w e fin d i t har d t o com e a t onc e t o an y definit e
conclusion."3 For what it is worth, however, "the final word of science, so far, is that
we have at least two, perhaps three, great families of human beings—the whites and
Negroes, possibl y the yellow race."4

Du Bois i s not, however, satisfie d wit h the "fina l word " of the late-nineteenth -
century science . For , a s h e thinks , wha t matte r ar e no t th e "grosse r physica l
differences o f color , hai r an d bone"  bu t th e "differences—subtle , delicat e an d
elusive, though they may be—which have silently but definitely separated me n into
groups."

While these subtle forces have generally followed the natural cleavage of common
blood, descent and physical peculiarities, they have at other times swept across and

28
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ignored these. A t all times, however, they have divided human beings into races,
which, while they perhaps transcend scientific definition, nevertheless, are clearly
defined t o the eye of the historian and sociologist .

If this be true, then the history of the world is the history, not of individuals, but
of groups, not of nations, but of races. .  .  .  Wha t then is a race? It is a vast family
of human beings, generally of common bloo d an d language, always of commo n
history, traditions and impulses, who are both voluntarily and involuntarily striving
together for the accomplishment of certain more or less vividly conceived ideals of
life.5

We hav e moved , then , awa y fro m th e "scientific"—tha t is , biologica l an d
anthropological—conception o f rac e t o a  sociohistorica l notion . And , b y thi s
sociohistorical criterion—whose breadth of sweep certainly encourages the thought
that n o biological or anthropological definitio n i s possible—Du Bois considers that
there ar e not three bu t eight "distinctl y differentiate d races, i n the sense in which
history tell s us th e word mus t be used." 6 The lis t i s a n odd one : Slavs , Teutons ,
English (i n bot h Grea t Britai n an d America) , Negroe s (o f Afric a and , likewise ,
America), the Romance race, Semites , Hindus , and Mongolians.

Du Bois continues:

The questio n no w is : Wha t i s th e rea l distinctio n between thes e nations ? I s i t
physical differences of blood, colo r and cranial measurements? Certainly we must
all acknowledge that physical differences play a great part . .  . .  Bu t while race
differences hav e followe d alon g mainl y physica l lines , ye t n o mer e physica l
distinction would really define or explain the deeper differences—the cohesiveness
and continuit y of thes e groups . Th e deepe r difference s are spiritual , psychical ,
differences—undoubtedly based on the physical, but infinitely transcending them.7

The various races are

striving, each in its own way, to develop for civilization its particular message, it s
particular ideal, which shall help guide the world nearer and nearer that perfection
of human life fo r which we all long, that ' 'one far off Divine event.' '8

For Du Bois, then, the problem for the Negro is the discovery and expression of
the message o f his or her race .

The full , complet e Negr o messag e o f the whole Negr o rac e ha s no t as ye t been
given to the world. .  .  .

The question is, then : how shal l thi s message b e delivered; ho w shal l thes e
various ideals be realized? The answer is plain: by the development of these rac e
groups, no t a s individuals , bu t a s races . .  . .  Fo r th e developmen t o f Negr o
genius, of Negro literature and art, of Negro spirit, only Negroes bound and welded
together, Negroe s inspired by one vast ideal, can work out in its fullness the great
message we have for humanity. .  .  .

For thi s reason , th e advanc e guar d o f th e Negr o people—th e eigh t millio n
people of Negro blood in the United States of America—must soon come to realize
that if they are to take their place in the van of Pan-Negroism, then their destiny is
not absorption b y the white Americans.9

And so Du Bois ends by proposing his Academy Creed, which begins with words
that echo down almost a  century of American race relations :
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1. W e believe that the Negro people, as a race, have a contribution to make to
civilization and humanity, which no other race can make .

2. W e believe i t is the duty of the Americans o f Negro descent , a s a  body, t o
maintain their race identity until this mission o f the Negro people is accom-
plished, an d the idea l o f human brotherhood ha s becom e a  practical possi -
bility.10

What ca n w e make of this analysis and prescription? O n the fac e o f it , D u Bois' s
argument in "The Conservation of Races" is that "race" is not a "scientific"—that
is, biological—bu t a  sociohistorica l concept . Sociohistorica l race s eac h hav e a
"message" for humanity, a message that derives, in some way, from God's purpose
in creating races. The Negro race has still to deliver its full message , and so it is the
duty of Negroes to work together—through race organizations—so that this message
can be delivered.

We do not need the theological underpinnings of this argument. What is essential
is th e though t tha t Negroes , b y virtu e o f thei r sociohistorica l community , ca n
achieve, throug h commo n action , worthwhil e end s tha t wil l no t otherwis e b e
achieved. O n the face of it, then, Du Bois's strategy here is the antithesis of a classic
dialectic i n the reaction t o prejudice . The thesi s i n this dialectic—which D u Bois
reports a s the American Negro' s attemp t to "minimiz e race distinctions"—i s the
denial of difference. D u Bois's antithesis is the acceptance of difference along with a
claim that each group has its part to play, that the white and the Negro races are related
not as superior t o inferior but as complementaries; the Negro messag e is , with the
white one, part of the message of humankind. What he espouses i s what Sartre onc e
called—in negritude—an "antiracis t racism."11

I call this pattern a classic dialectic, and, indeed, we find it in feminism also. On
the one hand , a simple claim to equality, a denial of substantia l difference; on the
other, a  clai m t o a  specia l message , revaluin g the feminin e "Other" no t a s th e
"helpmeet" of sexism but as the New Woman.

Because this is a classic dialectic, my reading of Du Bois's argument is a natural
one. T o confir m this interpretation we mus t establish tha t what Du Bois attempts ,
despite hi s ow n claims to the contrary, i s not the transcendence o f the nineteenth-
century scientifi c conception o f race—as we shall see, he relies on it—but rather, as
the dialectic requires , a  revaluation of the Negro race i n the face of the sciences of
racial inferiority . We ca n begi n b y analyzin g the source s o f tensio n i n D u Bois' s
allegedly sociohistorica l conception o f race, which he explicitly sets over against the
"scientific" conception . The tension is plain enough in his references to "common
blood"; for this, dressed u p with fancy craniometry , a  dose of melanin , an d som e
measure fo r hai r curl , i s wha t th e scientifi c notio n amount s to . I f h e ha s full y
transcended th e scientific notion, wha t is the role of this talk of "blood"?

We may leave aside for the moment the common "impulses " and the voluntary
and involuntar y "strivings. " Fo r thes e mus t be du e eithe r t o a  share d biologica l
inheritance, "base d on the physical , but infinitel y transcending " it ; or to a share d
history; or , o f course, t o some combination of these. I f Du Bois's notion is purely
sociohistorical, then the issue is common history and traditions; otherwise, the issue
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is, at least in part, a common biology. We shall only know which when we understand
the core of Du Bois's conception of race.

The clai m tha t a  rac e generall y share s a  commo n languag e i s als o plainl y
inessential: the "Romance" race is not of common language, nor, more obviously, is
the Negro. An d "common blood" can mean little more than "of share d ancestry,"
which is already implied by Crummellian talk of a' '\astfamily.'' A t the center of Du
Bois's conception,  then , is the claim that a race is "a vas t family o f human beings,
always of a  common histor y [and ] traditions."12 So , i f we want to understand Du
Bois, our question must be: What is a "family .  .  .  o f common history"?

We already see that the scientific notion, which presupposes commo n features in
virtue of a common biology derived from a common descent, is not fully transcended .
It is true that a family can have adopted children, kin by social rather than biological
law. By analogy, therefore, a vast human family might contain people joined together
not by biology but by an act of choice. Bu t it is plain enough that Du Bois cannot have
been contemplatin g thi s possibility: lik e al l of hi s contemporaries , h e woul d have
taken i t for granted tha t race i s a matter of birth . Indeed, t o understand the talk of
'' family," we must distance ourselves from all of its sociological meaning . A family
is usually defined culturally through either patrilineal or matrilineal descent alone.13

But i f an individual drew a  "conceptual" family tree back over five hundred years
and assumed that he or she was descended fro m eac h ancesto r in only one way, the
tree would have more tha n a  million branches a t the top . Although , i n fact , man y
individuals would be represented on more than one branch—that far back, we are all
going to be descended fro m man y people b y more than one route—it is plain, as a
result, tha t a  matri - o r patrilinea l conceptio n o f ou r famil y historie s drasticall y
underrepresents the biological range of our ancestry.

Biology and social convention go startlingly different ways. Let's pretend, secur e
in our republicanism, that the claim of the queen of England to the throne depend s
partly on a single line from one of her ancestors nine hundred years ago. If there were
no overlaps in her family tree , ther e would be more tha n fifty thousand billion such
lines, though, of course, ther e have never been anywhere near that many people o n
the planet ; even with reasonable assumption s about overlaps, ther e ar e millions of
such lines . We chos e on e line , even thoug h most o f th e populatio n o f Englan d is
probably descended from William the Conqueror by some uncharted route. Biology is
democratic: al l parent s are equal . Thu s to spea k o f two peopl e being o f commo n
ancestry i s to require that somewhere i n the past a large proportion o f the branches
leading back in their family tree s coincided.14

Already, then , D u Boi s requires , a s the scientifi c conception does , a  common
ancestry (i n th e sens e just defined ) wit h whatever—if anything—thi s biologically
entails. Yet apparently this does not commit him to the scientific conception, for there
are man y group s o f commo n ancestry—ranging , a t it s widest , fro m humanit y in
general t o th e narrowe r grou p o f Slavs , Teutons , an d Romanc e peopl e take n
together—that d o not , fo r D u Bois , constitut e races. Thus , D u Bois' s "commo n
history," whic h must be wha t is suppose d t o distinguis h Slav fro m Teuton , i s an
essential par t o f hi s conception . Th e issu e no w i s whethe r a  commo n histor y i s
something that could be a criterion tha t distinguishes one group of human beings—
extended in time—from another. Does adding a notion of common history allow us to
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make the distinctions between Slav and Teuton, or between English and Negro? The
answer is no.

Consider, fo r example, Du Bois himself. As the descendant o f Dutch ancestors ,
why does not the history of Holland in the fourteenth century (which he shares with all
people o f Dutch descent) mak e him a  member o f the Teutonic race? The answer i s
straightforward: the Dutch were not Negroes, Du Bois is. But it follows from this that
the history of Africa i s part of the common history of African-Americans no t simply
because African-Americans are descended fro m various peoples who played a part in
African history but because African history is the history of people o f the same race.

My general point is this: just as to recognize two events at different times as part of
the histor y o f a  singl e individual , w e hav e t o hav e a  criterio n o f identit y fo r th e
individual at each of those times, independen t of his or her participation i n the tw o
events, so, when we recognize tw o events as belonging to the history of one race, we
have to have a criterion of membership of the race at those two times, independently
of the participation of the members in the two events. To put it more simply: sharing a
common group history cannot be a criterion for being members of the same group, for
we woul d hav e t o b e abl e t o identif y th e grou p i n orde r t o identif y it s history .
Someone in the fourteenth century could share a common history with me through our
membership i n a  historicall y extende d rac e onl y i f somethin g account s fo r thei r
membership i n the rac e i n the fourteent h centur y an d min e in the twentieth . Tha t
something cannot, on pain of circularity, be the history o f the race.15

There i s a  usefu l analog y here , whic h I  relied o n a  moment ago , betwee n th e
historical continuity of races and the temporal continuity of people. Du Bois's attempt
to make sense of racial identity through time by way of a figurative "long memory"
subserves th e sam e functio n a s Joh n Locke' s attempt—i n hi s Essay  Concerning
Human Understanding —to mak e litera l memor y th e cor e o f th e soul' s identit y
through time. For Locke needed t o have an account of the nature of the soul that did
not rely on the physica l continuity of the body , just a s Du Boi s wante d to rel y o n
something more uplifting tha n the brute continuity of the germ plasm. Locke's view
was that two souls at different time s were, in the philosopher's jargon, "time slices"
of th e sam e individua l if th e late r on e ha d memorie s o f th e earlie r one . But , a s
philosophers sinc e Lock e hav e pointe d out , w e canno t tel l whethe r a  memor y i s
evidence o f th e rememberer' s identity , even i f wha t i s "remembered " reall y di d
happen t o an earlie r person , unles s we know alread y tha t the remembere r an d th e
earlier person are  one. For it is quite conceivable that someone should think that they
recall something that actually happened to somebody else. I  have simply applied this
same strategy of argument against Du Bois. History may have made us what we are ,
but the choice of a slice of the past in a period before your birth as your own history is
always exactl y that : a  choice . Th e phras e th e "inventio n o f tradition " i s a
pleonasm.16

Whatever holds Du Bois's races conceptually together, then , i t cannot be a com-
mon history. It is only because they are already bound together that members of a race
at differen t time s can share a  history a t all . I f this is true, D u Bois's reference t o a
common history cannot be doing any work in his individuation of races. And once we
have stripped away the sociohistorical elements from Du Bois's definition of race, we
are lef t wit h his true criterion .

Consequently, no t only the talk o f language , whic h Du Boi s admit s i s neithe r
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necessary (th e Romanc e rac e speak s man y languages ) no r sufficien t (African -
Americans generally speak the same language as other Americans) for racial identity,
must be expunged from the definition; now we have seen that talk of common history
and tradition s mus t g o too . W e ar e lef t wit h commo n descen t an d th e commo n
impulses an d strivings , which I put aside earlier . Sinc e commo n descent , an d the
characteristics tha t flow from i t are part of the nineteenth-century scientifi c concep-
tion of race, these impulses are all that is left to do the job that Du Bois had claimed for
a sociohistorical conception: namely, to distinguish his conception from th e biolog-
ical one. Du Bois claims that the existence of races is' 'clearly defined to the eye of the
historian and sociologist."17 Since common ancestry is acknowledged by biology as
a criterion, whateve r extra insight is provided b y sociohistorical understandin g can
only b e gaine d b y observatio n o f th e commo n impulse s an d strivings . Reflection
suggests, however , that this cannot be true. For what common impulses—whether
voluntary or involuntary—do Romance people share that the Teutons and the English
do not?

Du Bois had read the historiography of the Anglo-Saxon school, which accounted
for the democratic impulse in America by tracing it to the racial tradition of the Anglo-
Saxon moot. He had read American and British historians in earnest discussion of the
"Latin" spirit of Romance peoples, an d perhaps he had believed some of it. Here ,
then, migh t be the  source of  the  notion that history and  sociolog y can  observe the
differing impulse s of races.

In all these writings, however, such impulses are allegedly discovered to be the a
posteriori properties of racial and national groups, not to be criteria of membership of
them. It is, indeed, because the claim is a posteriori that historical evidence is relevant
to it . An d i f we ask which common impulse s tha t history has detected allo w us to
recognize th e Negro , w e shal l se e tha t D u Bois' s clai m t o hav e foun d i n thes e
impulses a criterion of identity is mere bravado. If, without evidence about his or her
impulses, we can say who is a Negro, then it cannot be part of what it is to be a Negro
that he or she has them; rather it must be an a posteriori claim that people of a common
race, define d b y descen t an d biology , hav e impulses , fo r whateve r reason , i n
common. Of course, the common impulses of a biologically defined group may be
historically caused by common experiences, commo n history . But Du Bois's claim
can onl y b e tha t biologically define d race s happe n to share , fo r whateve r reason,
common impulses. The common impulses cannot be a criterion of membership of the
group. And i f that is so, w e are lef t wit h the scientific conception.

How, then , i s i t possible fo r Du Bois's criteria t o issu e i n eight groups, whil e
the scientifi c conceptio n issue s i n three? Th e reaso n i s clear fro m th e list . Slavs ,
Teutons, English , Hindus , an d Romanc e people s eac h liv e i n a  characteristi c
geographical region. (America n English—and, fo r that matter, American Teutons,
American Slavs , an d American Romance people—share recent ancestr y with their
European ' 'cousins'' and thus share a mildly more complex relation to a place and its
languages and traditions.) Semites (modulo such details as the Jewish Diaspora and
the westward expansion of the Islamized Arabs ) and Mongolians (thi s is the whole
population of eastern Asia) share a (rather larger) geographical region also. Du Bois's
talk of common history conceals hi s superaddition o f a  geographical criterion: your
history is , i n part, the history of people wh o lived in the same place.18

The criterion Du Bois is actually using amounts, then, to this: people are members
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of th e sam e rac e i f they share feature s i n virtu e o f bein g descende d largel y fro m
people of the same region. Those features may be physical (hence African-Americans
are Negroes) or cultural (hence Anglo-Americans are English). Focusing on one sort
of feature—"grosse r difference s of color , hai r an d bone"—you ge t "white s an d
Negroes, possibly the yellow race," the "final word of science, so far." Focusin g on
a differen t feature—languag e o r share d customs—yo u ge t Teutons , Slavs , an d
Romance peoples. The tension in Du Bois's definition of race reflects the fact that for
the purpose s o f European historiograph y (o f which his Harvar d an d Universit y of
Berlin trainings had made him aware), it was the latter that mattered, but for purposes
of American socia l and political life i t was the former .

The real difference in Du Bois's conception, therefore, is not that his definition of
race i s at odds wit h the scientifi c one : i t is rather, a s the dialectic requires , tha t he
assigns to race a different mora l and metaphysical significance from th e majority of
his white contemporaries. The distinctive claim is that the Negro race has a positive
message, a message that is not only different but  valuable. And that, it seems to me, is
the significance of the sociohistorical dimension; for the strivings of a race are, as Du
Bois viewed the matter, the stuff o f history: ' 'The history of the world is the history,
not of individuals, but of groups, not of nations, but of races, an d he who ignores or
seeks t o override th e race ide a i n human history ignores an d overrides th e centra l
thought o f al l history."19 B y studying history, w e ca n discer n th e outlines of th e
message of each race.

We have seen that, for the purpose that concerned him most—namely for understand-
ing the status of the Negro—Du Bois was thrown back on the "scientific" definition
of race , whic h h e officiall y rejected . Bu t th e scientifi c definitio n (D u Bois' s
uneasiness wit h whic h i s reflecte d i n hi s remar k tha t race s "perhap s transcen d
scientific definition") was itself already threatened as he spoke at the first meeting of
the Negro Academy. In the latter nineteenth century most thinking people (like many
even today) believed that what Du Bois called the ' 'grosser differences'' wer e a sign
of a n inherite d racia l essence , whic h accounte d fo r th e intellectua l an d mora l
deficiency of the "lower" races. In "The Conservatio n of Races" Du Bois elected,
in effect, t o admit that color was a sign of a racial essence but to deny that the cultural
capacities of the black-skinned, curly-haired members of humankind—the capacities
determined by their essence—were inferior to those of the white-skinned, straighter-
haired ones . Bu t th e collaps e o f th e science s o f racia l inferiorit y led D u Boi s t o
repudiate th e connection between cultural capacity and gross morphology , t o deny
the familiar "impulses an d strivings" o f his earlier definition. We can find evidence
of this change of mind in an article in the August 1911 issue of The Crisis, the journal
of the American National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, which
he edited vigorously through most of the early years of the century.

The leadin g scientist s o f the world hav e come forwar d .  .  .  an d laid dow n in
categorical terms a series of propositions20 which may be summarized as follows:
1. (a ) I t i s not legitimate to argue from difference s in physical characteristics t o
differences i n mental characteristics. .  .  .
2. Th e civilization of a  .  .  .  rac e a t any particula r moment o f time offer s n o
index to its innate or inherited capacities.21
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The results have been amply confirmed since then. And we do well, I think, to remind
ourselves of the current picture.

The evidence in the contemporary biological literature is, at first glance, misleading.
For despite a widespread scientific consensus on the underlying genetics, contempo-
rary biologists are not agreed on the question whether there are any human races. Yet,
for ou r purposes, w e can reasonably regard this issue as terminological. What most
people in most cultures ordinarily believe about the significance of "racial" differ -
ence is quite remote from what the biologists are agreed on, and, in particular, it is not
consistent with what, in the last essay, I  called racialism.  Ever y reputable biologist
will agree that human genetic variability between the populations of Africa or Europe
or Asia is not much greater tha n that within those populations , thoug h how much
greater depends, in part, on the measure of genetic variability the biologist chooses. If
biologists want to make interracial difference seem relatively large, they can say that
"the proportio n o f geni e variatio n attributabl e t o racia l differenc e i s . . . 9 -
11 %." 22 If they want to make it seem small, they can say that, for two people who are
both "Caucasoid, " the chances of differing i n genetic constitutio n at one site on a
given chromosome have recently been estimated at about 14.3 percent, while for any
two people taken at random from the human population the same calculations suggest
a figure of about 14.8 percent. The underlying statistical facts about the distribution of
variant characteristic s i n huma n population s an d subpopulation s ar e th e same ,
whichever wa y yo u expres s th e matter . Apar t fro m th e visibl e morphologica l
characteristics of skin, hair, and bone, by which we are inclined to assign people to
the broadest racial categories—black, white , yellow—there are few genetic charac -
teristics t o b e foun d i n th e populatio n o f Englan d tha t ar e no t foun d i n simila r
proportions in Zaire or in China, and few too (though more) that are found in Zaire but
not i n similar proportions in China or i n England. Al l this , I  repeat , i s part of the
consensus.

A more familiar par t of the consensus is that the differences between peoples in
language, mora l affections , aestheti c attitudes , or political ideology—those differ -
ences tha t mos t deepl y affec t u s i n ou r dealing s wit h eac h other—ar e no t t o an y
significant degre e biologicall y determined.

This claim will, no doubt , seem outrageous to those who confuse th e question
whether biological difference account s for our differences with the question whether
biological similarity accounts for our similarities. Some of our similarities as human
beings in these broadly cultural respects—the capacity to acquire human languages,
for example , o r th e abilit y t o smile— are t o a  significan t degre e biologicall y
determined. W e can study the biological basi s of these cultural capacities, and give
biological explanation s o f feature s o f ou r exercis e o f them . Bu t i f biologica l
difference betwee n human beings is unimportant in these explanations—and i t is—
then racial difference, a s a species of biological difference, will not matter either. We
can se e why if we attend to the underlying genetics.

Human characteristic s ar e genetically determined, 23 to the extent that they are
determined, by sequences of DNA in the chromosome—in other words, by genes.24

A regio n o f a  chromosom e occupie d b y a  gen e i s calle d a  locus.  Som e loc i ar e
occupied in different member s of a population by different genes , each of which is
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called an allele; and a locus is said to be polymorphic i n a population if there is at least
a pair of alleles for it . Perhaps a s many as half the loci in the human population are
polymorphic; the rest, naturally enough, are said to be monomorphic.

Many loci have not just two alleles but several, an d each has a frequency in the
population. Suppose a particular locus has n alleles, which we can just call 1 , 2, and
so on up to n; then we can call the frequencies of these alleles X j , x 2, .  . . ,  xn. If
you conside r two members of a  population chosen a t random and look at the sam e
locus o n on e chromosome o f each of them , the probability tha t they wil l have th e
same allel e a t that locus is just the probability tha t they will both have the first al-
lele (x^) , plu s th e probability that they'l l bot h hav e th e secon d (x 2

2) .  . .  plu s
the probabilit y tha t the y wil l bot h hav e th e nt h (x n

2). W e ca n cal l thi s numbe r
the expected homozygosity a t that locus, fo r i t is just the proportion of people in the
population who would be homozygous at that locus—having identical alleles a t that
locus on each of the relevant chromosomes—provided the population was mating at
random.25

Now i f w e tak e th e averag e valu e of th e expecte d homozygosit y for al l loci ,
polymorphic and monomorphic (which geneticists tend to label/), we have a measure
of the chance that two people, take n a t random fro m th e population, wil l share th e
same allele at a locus on a chromosome take n at random. This i s a good measure of
how simila r a randomly chosen pai r of individuals should be expected to be in their
biology, an d a  good guid e t o ho w closely—o n th e average—th e member s o f th e
population are genetically related.

I can now express simply one measure of the extent to which members o f those
human population s w e cal l race s diffe r mor e fro m eac h othe r tha n the y d o fro m
members of the same race. For the value of J for "Caucasoids"—estimated, in fact ,
largely fro m sample s o f the English population26—is estimated t o be about 0.857,
while that for the whol e human population is estimated a t 0.852. Th e chances , i n
other words, that two people taken at random from th e human population will have
the same characteristic a t a random locus are about 85.2 percent, whil e the chances
for two (white) people taken from th e population of England are about 85.7 percent.
And sinc e 85.2 is 100 minus 14.8, and 85.7 is 100 minus 14.3, thi s is equivalent to
what I  sai d previously : th e chance s o f tw o peopl e wh o ar e bot h "Caucasoid "
differing i n genetic constitution a t one sit e on a  given chromosome are about 14. 3
percent, while, for any two people taken at random from the human population, they
are about 14.8 percent.

The conclusion is obvious: given only a person's race, it is hard to say what his or
her biologica l characteristic s (apar t fro m thos e tha t human beings share ) wil l be ,
except in respect of the "grosser" features of color, hair , and bone (the genetics of
which is , i n an y case , rathe r poorl y understood)—feature s o f "morphologica l
differentiation," a s the evolutionary biologist would say. As Nei and Roychoudhury
express themselves , somewhat coyly, "The extent of genie differentiation betwee n
human races i s not always correlated wit h the degree o f morphological differentia -
tion."27 This ma y seem relativel y untroubling to committed racialists . Race , they
might say , is a t leas t importan t i n predictin g morphologica l difference . Bu t that ,
though true, i s not a biological fac t bu t a  logical one , fo r Nei and Roychoudhury's
races are defined b y their morphology in the first place. The criterion for excluding
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from an American "Caucasoid" sample people with black skins is just the "gross"
morphological fac t tha t thei r skin s ar e black . Bu t recen t immigrant s o f easter n
European ancestr y woul d b e include d i n th e sample,  whil e dark-skinne d peopl e
whose ancestors for the last ten generations had largely lived in the New World would
be excluded.

To establis h tha t thi s notio n o f rac e i s relativel y unimportan t i n explainin g
biological differences between people, where biological difference is measured in the
proportion of differences in loci on the chromosome, i s not yet to show that race is
unimportant i n explaining cultura l difference. I t coul d be tha t large difference s in
intellectual or moral capacity are caused by differences at very few loci , and that at
these loci, all (or most) black-skinned people differ fro m al l (or most) white-skinned
or yellow-skinne d ones . A s i t happens , ther e i s littl e evidenc e fo r an y suc h
proposition an d muc h agains t it . Bu t suppos e w e ha d reaso n t o believ e it . I n th e
biological conception of the human organism, in which characteristics are determined
by th e patter n o f gene s i n interactio n with environments, i t i s th e presenc e o f th e
alleles (which give rise to these mora l and intellectual capacities ) tha t accounts for
the observed differences i n those capacities in people in similar environments. So the
characteristic racia l morphology—skin and hair and bone—could be a sign of those
differences onl y i f it were (highly ) correlated wit h those alleles . Sinc e there are no
such strong correlations, even those who think that intellectual and moral character
are strongly genetically determined must accept that race is at best a poor indicator of
capacity.

When I defined racialism  in Chapter 1,1 said that it was committed not just to the
view tha t ther e ar e heritabl e characteristics , whic h constitut e " a sor t o f racia l
essence," but also to the claim that the essential heritable characteristics account for
more tha n th e visibl e morphology—ski n color , hai r type , facia l features—o n th e
basis o f whic h we mak e ou r informa l classifications. T o sa y tha t biological race s
existed becaus e i t wa s possibl e t o classif y people int o a  smal l numbe r o f classe s
according to their gross morphology would be to save racialism in the letter but lose it
in the substance . The notio n of rac e tha t was recovered woul d be o f no biologica l
interest—the interesting biological generalizations are about genotypes, phenotypes,
and thei r distributio n in geographica l populations . W e coul d jus t a s wel l classif y
people according to whether or not they were redheaded, o r redheaded an d freckled,
or redheaded , freckled , an d broad-nose d too , bu t nobod y claim s tha t thi s sor t o f
classification i s central to human biology.

There ar e relativel y straightforwar d reason s fo r thinkin g that larg e part s o f
humanity will fit into no class of people who can be characterized a s sharing not only a
common superficial morphology but also significant other biological characteristics.
The nineteenth-century dispute between monogenesis and polygenesis, between the
view tha t we  are  descende d fro m one  origina l populatio n and  the  vie w tha t we
descend from several , is over. There is no doubt that all human beings descend fro m
an original population (probably, as it happens, in Africa), and that from there people
radiated ou t to cover th e habitable globe . Conventiona l evolutionary theory would
predict tha t a s thes e population s move d int o differen t environment s an d ne w
characters were thrown up by mutation, some differences would emerge as differen t
characteristics gave better chances of reproduction and survival. In a situation where



38 I n My Father's  House

a group of people wa s isolated geneticall y fo r many generations, significan t differ -
ences betwee n population s coul d buil d up , thoug h i t woul d take a  very extende d
period befor e th e difference s le d t o reproductiv e isolation—th e impossibilit y o f
fertile breeding—and thus to the origin of a new pair of distinct species. We know that
there is no such reproductive isolation betwee n human populations, as a walk down
any street in New York or Paris or Rio will confirm, but we also know that none of the
major huma n population groups hav e been reproductivel y isolate d fo r ver y many
generations. If  I may be excused what will sound like a euphemism, at  the margins
there is always the exchange of genes .

Not only has there always been some degree o f genetic linkage of this marginal
kind; huma n histor y contain s continue d large-scal e movement s o f people—th e
"hordes'' of Attila the Hun, the Mediterranean jihads of the newly Islamized Arabs ,
the Bantu migrations—that represent possibilities for genetic exchange. As a conse-
quence, all human populations are linked to each other through neighboring popula-
tions, their neighbors, an d so on. We might have ended up as a "ring species," like
the gulls of the Larus argentatus and Larusfuscus group s that circumscribe the North
Pole, where there is inbreeding between most neighboring populations but reproduc-
tive isolation of the varieties that form the beginning and end of the chain of variation,
but we did not.28

The classification of people into "races" would be biologically interesting if both
the margins and the migrations had not left behind a genetic trail. But they have, and
along that trail are millions of us (the numbers obviously depending on the criteria of
classification tha t are used) wh o can b e fitted into no plausible scheme a t all . I n a
sense, tryin g to classify peopl e into a few races i s like trying to classify books i n a
library: yo u ma y us e a  singl e property—size , say—bu t yo u wil l ge t a  useles s
classification, or you may use a more complex system of interconnected criteria , and
then you will get a good deal of arbitrariness. No one—not even the most compulsive
librarian!—thinks tha t book classifications reflect dee p fact s abou t books. Eac h of
them is more or less useless fo r various purposes; al l of them, as we know, have the
kind of rough edges that take a while to get around. And nobody thinks that a library
classification ca n settl e whic h book s w e shoul d value ; the number s in the Dewe y
decimal system do not correspond with qualities of utility or interest or literary merit .

The appea l o f race a s a  classificatory notio n provides u s wit h a n instance o f a
familiar patter n i n the histor y o f science . I n th e earl y phase s o f theory , scientist s
begin, inevitably, with the categories o f their folk theories of the world, and often the
criteria o f membership of these categories can be detected wit h the unaided senses .
Thus, in early chemistry, color and taste played an important role in the classification
of substances ; i n earl y natura l history , plan t an d anima l specie s wer e identifie d
largely b y thei r gros s visibl e morphology . Gradually , a s th e scienc e develops ,
however, concepts are developed whose application requires more than the unaided
senses; instead of the phenomenal properties o f things, we look for "deeper," more
theoretical properties . Th e pric e w e pa y i s tha t classificatio n become s a  mor e
specialized activity ; the benefit we gain is that we are able to make generalizations of
greater power and scope. Few candidates for laws of nature can be stated by reference
to the colors, tastes, smells , or touches of objects. I t is hard for us to accept that the
colors of objects , whic h play so important a  role i n our visual experience an d our
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recognition o f everyday objects , tur n out neithe r t o pla y an importan t par t i n th e
behavior of matter nor to be correlated wit h properties tha t do. Brown, for example, a
color whose absence would make a radical difference to the look of the natural world,
is har d t o correlat e i n an y clea r wa y wit h th e physica l propertie s o f reflectin g
surfaces.29

This desir e t o sav e th e phenomen a o f ou r experienc e b y wa y o f object s an d
properties that are hidden from ou r direct view is, of course, a crucial feature of the
natural sciences . A t th e hear t o f thi s project , a s Heisenberg—on e o f th e greates t
physicists of our and any time—once pointed out , i s a principle tha t he ascribed t o
Democritus:

Democritus' atomic theory .  .  .  realize s that it is impossible to explain rationally
the perceptible qualities of matter except by tracing these back to the behaviour of
entities which themselves no longer possess these qualities . If atoms are really to
explain the origin of colour an d smell of visible material bodies, then they cannot
possess propertie s lik e colour and smell.30

The explanation of the phenotypes of organisms in terms of their genotypes fits well
into thi s Democritea n pattern . I n th e sam e way , nineteenth-centur y rac e scienc e
sought in a heritable racial essence a n explanation of what its proponents too k to be
the observed phenomena of the differential distribution in human populations both of
morphological and of psychological and social traits. What modern genetics shows is
that there i s no such underlying racial essence . There was nothing wrong with the
Democritean impulse , only with the particular form it took an d the prejudices that
informed—perhaps on e shoul d sa y "deformed"—th e theorists ' view s of the phe -
nomena.

The disappearance of a widespread belief in the biological category o f the Negro
would leav e nothing for racist s t o have a n attitude toward. Bu t i t would offer, b y
itself, no guarantee that Africans would escape from the stigma of centuries. Extrinsic
racists could disappear and be replaced by people who believed that the population of
Africa had in its gene pool fewer of the genes that account for those human capacities
that generate what is valuable in human life; fewer, that is, than in European or Asian
or othe r populations . Puttin g asid e th e extraordinar y difficult y o f definin g whic h
genes thes e are, ther e is , o f course, n o scientifi c basis fo r this claim. A  confident
expression of it would therefore be evidence only of the persistence o f old prejudices
in new forms. But even this view would be, i n one respect, a n advance on extrinsic
racism. For it would mean that each African woul d need to be judged on his or her
own merits. Without some cultural information, being told that someone is of African
origin gives you little basis for supposing anything much about them. Let me put the
claim at its weakest: in the absence o f a racial essence, ther e could be no guarantee
that some particular person was not more gifted—in som e specific respect—than any
or all others in the populations of other regions.31

It was earlier evidence, pointing similarly to the conclusion that "the geni e variation
within and between the three major races of man . . . i s small compared wit h the
intraracial variation" 32 an d tha t difference s i n morpholog y wer e no t correlate d
strongly with intellectual and moral capacity , tha t led Du Boi s i n The Crisis  to an
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explicit rejectio n o f th e clai m tha t biologica l rac e mattere d fo r understandin g th e
status of the Negro:

So far at least as intellectual and moral aptitudes are concerned we ought to speak of
civilizations wher e w e no w spea k o f races . .  . .  Indeed , eve n th e physica l
characteristics, excludin g the skin color of a people, are to no small extent the direct
result of the physical and social environment under which it is living. .  .  .  Thes e
physical characteristics are furthermore too indefinite and elusive to serve as a basis
for an y rigid classification or division of human groups.33

This is straightforward enough. Yet it would be too swift a  conclusion to suppose
that D u Boi s her e expresse s hi s deepes t convictions . Afte r 191 1 h e wen t o n t o
advocate Pan-Africanism, a s he had advocated Pan-Negroism in 1897, and whatever
African-Americans an d Africans , fro m Asant e t o Zulu , share , i t i s no t a  singl e
civilization.

Du Boi s managed t o maintain Pan-Africanism whil e officiall y rejectin g tal k of
race as anything other than a synonym for color. We can see how he did this if we turn
to his second autobiography, Dusk o f Dawn,  published in 1040 .

In Dusk o f Dawn—the "essa y towar d th e autobiograph y o f a  race concept"—Du
Bois explicitly allies himself wit h the claim that race is not a "scientific" concept .

It is easy to see that scientific definition of race is impossible; it is easy to prove that
physical characteristic s ar e no t s o inherited a s to make i t possibl e t o divid e th e
world int o races; tha t ability is th e monopol y o f n o know n aristocracy ; tha t the
possibilities of human development cannot be circumscribed b y color, nationality
or any conceivable definitio n o f race.34

But we need no scientifi c definition , fo r

All thi s ha s nothin g t o d o wit h th e plai n fac t tha t throughou t th e worl d toda y
organized group s o f me n b y monopol y o f economi c an d physica l power , lega l
enactment and intellectual training are limiting with determination an d unflagging
zeal th e developmen t of othe r groups ; an d tha t the concentratio n particularl y o f
economic powe r today puts the majority of mankind into a slavery to the rest.35

Or, as he puts it pithily a little later, "th e blac k man is a person who must ride 'Jim
Crow' in Georgia."36

Yet, jus t a few pages earlier, he has explained why he remains a Pan-Africanist ,
committed to a political program that binds all this indefinable black race together.
This passage is worth citing extensively.

Du Boi s begins wit h Counte e Cullen' s question—What i s Afric a t o me?—and
replies:

Once I should have answered the question simply: I should have said "fatherland''
or perhaps better'' motherland'' because I  was born in the century when the walls of
race wer e clea r an d straight ; whe n th e worl d consiste d o f mut[u]all y exclusiv e
races; and even though the edges might be blurred, there was no question of exact
definition an d understanding of the meaning of the word. .  .  .

Since [the writing of "The Conservatio n of Races"] the concept of race has so
changed an d presented s o much of contradiction that as I face Africa I ask myself:
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what is it between us that constitutes a tie which I can feel better than I can explain?
Africa is of course my fatherland. Yet neither my father nor my father's father ever
saw Africa or knew its meaning or cared overmuc h for it. My mother's fol k wer e
closer and yet their direct connection, in culture and race, became tenuous; still my
tie to Africa i s strong. On this vast continent were born and lived a large portion of
my direct ancestors going back a thousand years or more. The mark of their heritage
is upon me in color an d hair. These are obvious things, bu t of littl e meaning in
themselves; only important as they stand for real and more subtle differences from
other men. Whether they do or not, I  do not know nor does science kno w today.

But one thing is sure and that is the fact tha t since the fifteenth century these
ancestors of mine and their descendants have had a common history; have suffere d
a common disaster and have one long memory. The actual ties of heritage between
the individuals of this group vary with the ancestors that they have in common with
many others : European s an d Semites , perhap s Mongolians , certainl y America n
Indians. But the physical bond is least and the badge of color relatively unimportant
save as a badge; the real essence of this kinship is its social heritage of slavery; the
discrimination and insult; and this heritage binds together not simply the children of
Africa, but extends through yellow Asia and into the South Seas. I t is this unity that
draws me to Africa. 37

This passage i s affecting , powerfully expressed.  W e shoul d like t o be abl e t o
follow i t i n it s conclusions . But , sinc e i t seduce s u s int o error , w e shoul d begi n
distancing ourselves fro m th e appeal o f its argument by noticing how i t echoes ou r
earlier text . Colo r an d hair are unimportant save "a s the y stand fo r real and more
subtle differences," D u Bois says here, and we recall the "subtle forces" that "have
generally followe d th e natura l cleavage o f commo n blood , descen t an d physica l
peculiarities" of' 'The Conservation of Races.'' There i t was an essential part of the
argument tha t thes e subtl e forces—impulse s an d strivings—wer e th e commo n
property of those who shared a' 'common blood''; here, Du Bois does ' 'not know nor
does science" whether this is so. But if it is not so, then, on Du Bois's own admission,
these "obviou s things " are "o f littl e meaning." And if they are of little meaning,
then his mention of them marks, on the surface of his argument, the extent to which he
cannot quite escape the appeal o f the earlier conception of race.

Du Bois's yearning for the earlier conception that he has now prohibited himself
accounts for the pathos of the chasm between the unconfident certainty that Africa is
"of course' ' his fatherland and the concession that it is not the land of his father or his
father's father . What use is such a fatherland? What use is a motherland with which
even your mother's connection is " tenuous'' ? What does it matter that a large portion
of his ancestors have lived on that vast continent, if there is no subtler bond with them
than brute—tha t is , culturall y unmediated—biologica l descen t an d it s entaile d
"badge" of hair and color?

Even in the passage that follows his explicit disavowal of the scientific conception
of race, the references to "common history"—the "one lon g memory," the "social
heritage of slavery''—only lead us back into the now-familiar move to substitute for
the biological conception of race a sociohistorical one. And that,-as we have seen, is
simply t o bur y th e biologica l conceptio n belo w th e surface , no t t o transcen d it .
Because he never truly ' 'speaks of civilization,'' Du Bois cannot ask if there is not in
American culture—which undoubtedly is his—an African residue to take hold of and
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rejoice in , a  subtl e connectio n mediate d no t b y genetic s bu t b y intentions , b y
meaning. Du Bois has no more conceptual resources her e for explicating the unity of
the Negr o race—th e Pan-Africa n identity—tha n h e ha d i n "Th e Conservatio n o f
Races" hal f a  century earlier. A  glorious no n sequitu r must b e submerge d i n th e
depths of the argument. It is easily brought to the surface .

If what Du Bois has in common wit h Africa i s a history o f "discrimination and
insult," the n this binds him, o n his own account, t o "yello w Asi a and .  . .  th e
South Seas'' also. How can something he shares with the whole nonwhite world bind
him to a part of it? Once we interrogate the argument here, a  further suspicion arise s
that th e clai m t o thi s bon d i s base d o n a  hyperboli c readin g o f th e facts . Th e
"discrimination an d insult" tha t we kno w Du Boi s experience d i n hi s America n
childhood an d a s a n adul t citize n o f th e industrialize d worl d wer e differen t i n
character from that experienced by , say, Kwame Nkrumah in colonized West Africa,
and were absent altogether in large parts of' 'yellow Asia.'' What Du Bois shares with
the nonwhite world is not insult but the badge of insult, and the badge, withou t the
insult, is just the very skin and hair and bone that it is impossible t o connect wit h a
scientific definitio n of race.

Du Bois's question deserves a  more careful answe r than he gives it. What does
cement togethe r people who share a characteristic—the '  'badge of insult''—on the
basis of which some of them have suffered discrimination ? We might answer: "Just
that; so there is certainly something that the nonwhite people of the world share.'' But
if we go on to ask what harm exactly a young woman in Mali suffers fro m antiblack
race prejudice i n Paris, thi s answer misses all the important details. She does suffer ,
of course, because , fo r example, political decisions about North-South relations are
strongly affected by racism in the metropolitan cultures of the North. But this harm is
more systemic , les s personal , than the affron t t o individual dignity represented b y
racist insult s i n th e postindustria l city . I f sh e i s a n intellectual , reflectin g on th e
cultures of the North, she may also feel the meditated sense of insult: she may know,
after all, that if she were there, in Paris, she would risk being subjected to some of the
same discriminations; sh e may recognize tha t racism is part o f the reason wh y sh e
could not get a visa to go there; why she would not have a good time if she did.

Such thought s are certainly maddening , a s African and African-America n an d
black European intellectuals will avow, if you ask them how they feel about the racist
immigration policies of Europe or the institutionalized racism of apartheid. And they
are thoughts that can be had by any nonwhite person anywher e who knows—in a
phrase o f Chinua Achebe's—"how th e world is moving."38 The thought that i f /
were there now, I would be a victim strikes at you differently, i t seems to me, from the
thought—which can enrage any decent white human being—that if I were there and //
/ were  not white,  I  would be a victim.39 Yet we should always remember tha t this
thought, too, ha s led many to an identification with the struggle against racism.

The lesson, I think, of these reflections must be that there is no one answer to the
question what identifications our antiracism may lead us into. Du Bois writes as if he
has to choose betwee n Africa , on the one hand, an d "yellow Asi a and . . . th e
South Seas," o n the other. Bu t that , it seems to me, i s just the choice tha t racism
imposes o n us—and just the choice we must reject.
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I made the claim in Chapter 1  that there are substantial affinities betwee n the racia l
doctrines of Pan-Africanism an d other forms of nationalism rooted in the nineteenth
century, in particular, with Zionism. Sinc e we cannot forge t what has been done to
Jews in the name of race in this century, thi s claim is bound to invite controversy. I
make i t onl y t o insis t on th e way s i n whic h th e Pan-Africanis m o f th e African -
American creators o f black nationalis t rhetoric wa s not untypica l of European an d
American thought of its day, even of the rhetoric o f the victims of racism. Wit h Du
Bois's positio n lai d ou t befor e us , th e compariso n ca n b e mor e substantiall y
articulated.

But, given the sensitivity of the issue, I am bound to begin with caveats. It is no
part of my brief to argue that Zionism has to be racialist—not the least because, a s I
shall be arguing finally, the Pan-Africanist impetu s can also be given a nonracialis t
foundation. No r is it my intention to argue fo r the claim that the origins of moder n
Zionism are essentially racialist, o r that racialism is central to the thought of all the
founders o f moder n Zionism . I t seem s t o me , a s I  hav e said , tha t Judaism—th e
religion—and the wider body of Jewish practice through which the various commu-
nities o f th e Diaspor a hav e define d themselve s allo w fo r a  cultura l conception o f
Jewish identit y that canno t b e mad e plausibl e i n th e cas e o f Pan-Africanism . A s
evidence of this fact, I would simply cite the way that the fifty or so rather disparat e
African nationalities in our present world seem to have met the nationalist impulses of
many Africans , while Zionism has, of necessity, been satisfie d by the creation of a
single state.

But despit e these differences , i t is important to be clear tha t there were Jewish
racialists in the early story of modern Zionism; that they were not marginal figures or
fringe madmen ; an d tha t they , lik e Crummel l and , later , D u Bois , develope d a
nationalism roote d i n nineteenth-centur y theorie s o f race . I t i s importan t i n th e
practical world of politics because a  racialized Zionis m continue s to be one of the
threats to the moral stability of Israeli nationalism; as witness the politics o f the late
Rabbi Meir Kahane. But it is theoretically important to my argument, because , as  I
say, it is central to my view that CrummelFs inchoate theoria, which Du Bois turned
to organized theory, wa s thoroughly conventional.

Now, of course, to establish that Crummell's view was conventional, we should
need no more than to cite the historical writings of the first academic historians in the
United States , wit h thei r charmin g fantasie s o f Purita n democrac y a s par t o f a
continuous traditio n derived fro m th e Anglo-Saxo n moot , o r th e work s o f British
Anglo-Saxon historiography, which traced the evolution o f British institutions back
to Tacitus's Teutonic hordes; and I shall, indeed, take up some of the issues raised in
these writings at the start of Chapter 3 . But that comparison woul d leave out part of
what i s s o fascinatin g abou t th e though t of thes e earl y nationalists . For , howeve r
anachronistic ou r reaction , ou r surpris e a t Crummel l an d thos e o f hi s Zionis t
contemporaries tha t share d his racialize d visio n i s that they , a s victims of racism ,
endorsed racialis t theories.

So that when we read "The Ethic s of Zionism" by Horace M. Kallen, published
in the Maccabaean i n New York in August 1906, w e may fee l th e same no-doubt-
anachronistic astonishment.40 Kallen's essay was based on a lecture he had given to a
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gathering o f a n America n Zionis t organizatio n (th e Maccabaean wa s it s officia l
publication). He says: "I t i s the race and not the man who, in the greater account o
human destiny , struggles , survive s o r dies , an d type s o f civilization hav e alway s
reflected the natural character of the dominant races.' '41 And we remember Du Bois's
"the histor y o f the world is the history, not of individuals .  .  .  bu t of races." He
asks:' 'What then has the Jew done for civilization? What is his place in the evolution
of the human race? What is his moral worth to humanity?'>42 And we are reminded of
Du Bois' s race s eac h "strugglin g . . . t o develo p fo r civilization it s particula r
message."

There are, of course, instructiv e differences between Kallen's "ethics" an d Du
Bois's. Par t o f th e historica l divergenc e betwee n African-America n an d Jewish -
American conception s o f identit y i s reveale d whe n Kalle n explicitl y reject s a
religious o r cultural conception o f Jewish identity :

Here i s an intensely united people of relatively unmixed blood, an d intens e race
consciousness, sojournin g in all parts o f the earth , i n some manne r successfully,
and the natural object of hatred of those among whom it lives. To avoid the effect of
this hatre d man y o f th e rac e hav e trie d t o eliminat e al l resemblance s betwee n
themselves an d it . Thei r languages ar e a s various a s the countries i n which they
live; the y proclaim thei r nationalitie s as Russian , English, French , Austrian , or
American and relegate their racial character to a sectarian label . "We", they say,
"are not Jews but Judaists.["]43

. .  .  ou r duty i[s] to Judaize the Jew.44

For this argument presupposes as its antagonist a purely cultural nationalism of a kind
that was to develop full y amon g African-Americans only later. Kallen saw "Cultur-
Zionism" of this sort as not "much better than assimilation,"45 which, of course, he
actively oppose d also . Bu t thi s resistance t o assimilatio n coul d no t b e par t o f D u
Bois's position, either: assimilation, whic h some took to be a possibility for a brief
moment afte r th e America n Civi l War , did no t becom e mor e tha n a  theoretica l
possibility again—sav e fo r th e fe w African-American s wh o coul d "pas s fo r
white"—until afte r th e civi l right s movement , an d then , o f course , i t was largel y
rejected i n favor o f a  cultural nationalism of Roots.

Nevertheless, mutati s mutandis , the operative ideolog y her e is recognizably Du
Bois's; American Jewish nationalism—at least in this manifestation—and America n
black nationalism are (unsurprisingly) part of the same schem e o f things.46

If Du Bois' s race concept seems a n all-too-American creation , it s traces in African
rhetoric ar e legion. When Kwame Nkrumah addressed th e Gold Coast Parliament in
presenting th e "motio n o f destiny " acceptin g th e independenc e constitution , h e
spoke thes e words:

Honourable Members .  . .  Th e eyes and ears of the world are upon you; yea, our
oppressed brother s throughout this vast continent of Africa and the New World are
looking t o you with desperate hope , as an inspiration to continue their grim fight
against cruelties whic h we in this corner o f Africa have never known—cruelties
which are a disgrace to humanity, and to the civilisation whic h the white man has
set himself to teach us.47
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To a person unencumbered with the baggage of the history of the idea of race, it would
surely see m strang e that the independence o f one nation of black me n an d wome n
should resonate more with black people than with other oppressed people ; strange too
that i t should be the whiteness of the oppressors—"the white man"—as opposed ,
say, to their imperialism, tha t should stand out. It should seem a strange idea, even to
those o f us who liv e in a world formed by racial ideology, tha t your freedom fro m
cruelties I have never known should spur me on in my fight for freedom because  we
are of the same color. Ye t Du Bois died in Nkrumah's Ghana, led there by the dream
of Pan-Africanism an d the reality of American racism. I f he escaped tha t racism, he
never completed the escape from race. The logic of his argument leads naturally to the
final repudiation of race as a term of difference—to speaking "of civilization s where
we no w spea k o f races." Th e logi c i s the sam e logi c tha t ha s le d u s t o spea k o f
gender—the social construction out of the biological facts—wher e we once spoke of
sex, an d a rational assessment of the evidence requires tha t we should endorse no t
only the logic but the premises o f each argument. I have only sketched the evidence
for these premises in the case of race, but it is all there in the journals. Discussing Du
Bois has been largely a pretext for adumbrating the argument he never quite managed
to complete.

In Chapte r 1 , I  distinguished two kind s of racism—intrinsi c an d extrinsic : D u
Bois's theoretical racism was, in my view, extrinsic. Yet, in his heart, i t seems to me
that Du Bois's feelings were those of an intrinsic racist. He wanted desperately to find
in Africa an d with Africans a  home, a  place where he could feel , as he never felt in
America, tha t he belonged. Hi s reason would not allow him to be an intrinsic racist,
however; and so he reacted to the challenges to racialism by seeking in more and more
exotic ways to defend his belief in the connection between race and morally relevant
properties.

The truth is that there are no races: there is nothing in the world that can do all we
ask race to do for us. A s we have seen, even the biologist's notio n has only limited
uses, and the notion that Du Bois required, and that underlies the more hateful racism s
of the modern era, refers to nothing in the world at all. The evil that is done is done by
the concept, an d by easy—yet impossible—assumptions as to its application.

Talk o f "race " i s particularl y distressin g fo r thos e o f u s wh o tak e Cultur e
seriously. For, where race works—in places where ' 'gross differences" o f morphol-
ogy are correlated with "subtle differences" o f temperament, belief, and intention—
it work s a s a n attemp t a t metony m fo r culture , and i t does s o only a t th e pric e o f
biologizing what is culture, ideology.

To cal l i t "biologizing " i s not , however , t o consig n ou r concep t o f rac e t o
biology. Fo r wha t is present there i s not our concep t bu t our word only . Eve n the
biologists who believe in human races use the term race, as they say, "withou t an y
social implication." 48 Wha t exist s "ou t there " i n th e world—communitie s o f
meaning, shading variously into each other in the rich structure of the social world—
is the province not of biology but of the human sciences.

I have examined these issues through the writings of Du Bois, with the burden of
his scholarl y inheritance , seekin g t o transcen d th e syste m o f opposition s whos e
acceptance would have left him opposed to the (white) norm of form and value. In his
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early work , D u Boi s take s rac e fo r grante d an d seek s t o revalue on e pol e o f th e
opposition of white to black. The received concept is a hierarchy, a vertical structure,
and Du Bois wishes to rotate the axis, to give race a' 'horizontal" reading. Challeng e
the assumption that there can be an axis, however oriented i n the space of values, and
the project fails fo r loss o f presuppositions.  I n his later writings , D u Bois—whose
life's work was, in a sense, an attempt at just this impossible project—was unable to
escape the notion of race he explicitly rejected. I  shall show in later essays that this
curious conjunction of a reliance on and a repudiation of race recurs in recent African
theorizing.

We may borrow Du Bois's own metaphor: though he saw the dawn coming, he
never faced the sun. And it would be hard to deny that he is followed in this by many
in Africa—as i n Europe and America—today: we all live in the dusk of that dawn.



T H R E E

Topologies o f
Nativism
Au dela du refus de toute domination exterieure, c'est la volonte de renouer en
profondeur ave c 1'heritag e culturel d e 1'Afrique , tro p longtemp s meconn u e t
refuse. Loi n d'etr e u n effor t superficie l o u folkloriqu e pou r fair e revivr e
quelques traditions ou pratiques ancestrales, il s'agit de construire une nouvelle
societe dont 1'identite n'est pas conferee d u dehors.1

CARDINAL PAUL ZOUNGRANA

Lartin Farquhar Tupper, an Englishman who lived through most of the nineteenth
century, wa s a n extremel y prolifi c writer ; i n hi s da y th e verse s i n hi s Proverbial
Maxims wer e read by millions, an d his two novels and many other writings gathered
him a respectable public . Nowadays, Tupper is known only to those with a historical
interest in popular writers of the nineteenth century or an antiquarian interest in bad
verse. But in 1850 Tupper was at the height of his popularity and his powers, an d in
that yea r h e published these soon-to-be-famou s word s in a  new journal calle d th e
Anglo-Saxon.

Stretch forth ! stretch forth ! fro m th e south to the north,
From the east to the west,—stretch forth! stretch forth!
Strengthen thy stakes and lengthen thy cords,—
The world is a tent for the world's tru e lords!
Break forth an d spread ove r every plac e
The world is a world for the Saxon race!

The Anglo-Saxon  laste d onl y a  year , bu t it s ton e i s emblemati c o f a n importan t
development in the way educated Englishmen and women thought of themselves and
of what it was that made them English—a development that was itself part of a wider
movement o f idea s i n Europ e an d Nort h America . A s heir s t o th e cultur e o f th e
modern world , a  cultur e s o cruciall y shape d b y th e idea s tha t Tupper' s poe m
represents, almost all twentieth-century readers, no t merely in Europe and America
but throughout the world, are able to take for granted a set of assumptions about what
Tupper means by "race." Those assumptions, which amounted to a new theory of
race, colo r ou r moder n understandin g o f literature—indee d o f mos t symboli c
culture—in fundamental ways, and this despite the fac t tha t many of these assump-
tions have been officiall y discarded .
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Race, nation , literatue : thes e term s ar e boun d togethe r i n th e recen t intellectua l
history of the West, an d we shall need, a s we shall see, t o bear this in mind when we
turn to CrummeH's and Du Bois's postcolonial literar y heirs . Fo r while the ideas of
racialism ar e familiar and no one needs to be reminded o f the connection betwee n
racialism an d th e sor t o f imperialis m tha t Tuppe r celebrated , i t i s perhap s a  les s
familiar thought that many of those works that are central to the recent history of our
understanding o f wha t literatue  i s ar e als o thematicall y preoccupie d wit h racia l
issues. Bu t the reason for this is not far to seek: i t lies in the dual connection mad e in
eighteenth- an d nineteenth-centur y Euro-America n though t between , o n th e on e
hand, race and nationality, and, on the other, nationality and literature. In short, th e
nation is the key middle term in understanding the relations betwee n the concept of
race and the idea of literature.

The firs t o f thes e linkages,  betwee n natio n an d race , wil l surel y b e th e les s
puzzling, even to an American reader raised in a self-consciously multiracia l nation.
Since th e seventeent h century , American s hav e believe d tha t par t o f wha t i s
distinctive about New World cultur e and politics i s the variety of the national (and
later the "racial") origins of the peoples who have settled here. America was a new
nation, conceive d o f b y th e Puritan s a s th e produc t o f th e fre e choic e o f it s
immigrants. The Puritan community was established in self-conscious contrast to the
European kingdoms and principalities fro m whic h the first immigrants came, state s
where whic h rule r yo u wer e th e subjec t o f wa s a  matte r o f birth . Thes e firs t
immigrants though t of thei r ne w communit y a s th e produc t no t o f descen t bu t o f
choice; of the bonds, in a familiar phrase, of brotherly love. As John Winthrop put it
in 163 0 ' 'the ligaments of this body [the Puritan community] which knit [it] together
are love."2 Precisely becaus e American s fro m th e beginning contrasted their situa-
tion a s having consented t o liv e together i n the Ne w World , wit h that i n the Ol d
World, wher e people wer e the hereditary subjects of monarchies, the y have always
known that European nations conceived of themselves in terms of descent. From this
perspective, all that happened was that descent came in the mid-nineteenth century to
be understood in terms of race.

Yet the  increasin g identificatio n of  rac e and  natio n in  European—an d mor e
particularly in English—thought was a complex process. The Anglo-Saxonism of the
nineteenth century in Britain—CrummeH's Anglo-Saxonism—has its roots deep in
the soi l o f historica l argumen t abou t th e Englis h constitution ; i n th e fascinating
process through which a rising commercial class transformed the monarchy in Britain
from it s feudal roots into the "constitutional monarchy " tha t was established at the
Restoration of 1660 . I n the arguments that surround this development, a  mythology
developed i n th e seventeent h century of a  fre e Anglo-Saxo n people, livin g under
parliamentary governmen t i n th e perio d befor e th e Norma n Conques t o f 1066 .
Increasingly, Anglo-Saxo n institutions were see n bot h t o account fo r the English-
man's "natura l lov e of freedom" an d to underlie the "immemoria l rights " o f fre e
men against the crown.

This mythology was counterposed agains t the mainstream historiography of the
Middle Ages , whic h traced th e History  o f th e Kings  o f Britain —as Geoffre y o f
Monmouth's semina l work of 113 6 was called—to Brutus , grandson of Aeneas of
Troy.3 I t wa s Geoffre y wh o establishe d th e stor y o f Kin g Arthur, so n o f Uther -
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pendragon, a s forever part of British mythology; his work played a significant part in
providing a framework within which the different cultural streams—Roman, Saxon ,
Danish, an d Norman—that had come together over the first millennium in Britain
could be gathered int o a single unifying history .

When Richard Verstege n published his influentia l Restitution o f Decayed Intel-
ligence i n 1605 , h e claime d tha t England' s Anglo-Saxo n pas t wa s th e pas t o f a
Germanic people , wh o share d thei r languag e an d institution s with th e Germani c
tribes whos e grea t courag e an d fierc e independenc e Tacitu s ha d describe d man y
centuries earlier . Verstege n argue d tha t these tribes were als o the ancestor s o f the
Danes and the Normans, whose invasions of Britain had thus not essentially disturbed
the unity of the English as a Germanic people. The effect of this argument, of course,
was to provide for the seventeenth century what the History of the Kings of Britain had
provided in the Middle Ages: a framework within which the peoples of England could
be conceived a s united.

By th e ev e o f th e America n Revolution , Anglo-Saxo n historiograph y an d th e
study o f Anglo-Saxo n law , language , an d institution s were establishe d scholarl y
pursuits, and the notion of a free Anglo-Saxon past, whose reestablishment would be
an escap e fro m the  monarchy' s potentia l to  develop int o a  tyranny , was one  tha t
appealed naturall y to suc h figure s a s Thoma s Jefferson . Anglo-Saxonis m sprea d
easily t o a  Unite d States whos e dominan t cultur e imagine d itself—eve n afte r th e
Revolution—as British. And when Jefferson, himsel f no mean Anglo-Saxon scholar,
designed a  curriculum for th e Universit y of Virginia , h e include d the stud y of th e
Anglo-Saxon language, because, as he said, reading the ' 'histories and laws left us in
that .  .  .  dialect, " students would "imbibe with the language their free principle s
of government."

Jefferson himsel f als o "suspected, " a s h e argue d i n hi s Notes o n th e State  of
Virginia, tha t the Anglo-Saxon people were superior to blacks "i n th e endowments
both o f bod y an d o f mind, " thoug h h e neve r directl y challenge d th e biblica l
orthodoxy that Africans were, like all human beings, descended from Adam and Eve.
And thi s language , with it s focu s on endowments,  tha t is , o n heredity , an d i n it s
linking of the physical bodily inheritance with the endowments of the mind, is one of
the earlies t statement s o f what was the n a  radica l view : the vie w tha t the cultural
inferiority o f the nonwhite races flowed from a n inherited racial essence .

But Jefferson is , in many ways, not yet the complete racialist. For one thing, his
view i s not totally generalized, s o that he does not have the ide a that every perso n
belongs to a  race with its own distinctive essence and its own place i n the order of
moral and intellectual endowments. Whil e his attitude toward blacks was less than
enthusiastic, hi s beliefs abou t the "endowments " o f native Americans, wh o were
plainly no t of Anglo-Saxon descent, wer e largely positive , an d he actively favored
interbreeding to produce a  new strain of Americans of "mixed blood." But , in the
half century following the Notes o n the State of Virginia,  th e generalization o f race
thinking—to produc e th e racialis m o f Crummel l an d D u Bois—wa s completed. 4

In th e differen t circumstance s o f th e Ne w World , wher e racia l slaver y ha d
become a central fact of life, Jefferson anticipated an intellectual process that began in
Britain onl y later . I n England , Anglo-Saxonis t mytholog y ha d s o fa r bee n use d
largely in arguments within the United Kingdom, arguments that centered on the shif t
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of power fro m the feudal aristocracy t o the rising bourgeoisie. In the period fro m the
end of the Napoleonic War s to the midcentury, the celebration o f the Anglo-Saxo n
people an d thei r institution s wa s turne d outwar d t o justify th e dominatio n o f th e
nonwhite world. And it is the lineaments of this fully racialized nation—what I earlier
called th e linkage between nation and race—that we recognize s o easily i n Tupper's
verse.

But the deep-rooted character of the second linkage—between nation and literature—
will probably b e less naturally intelligible. And our starting point fo r understanding
the rol e o f th e idea o f a  national literatur e i n the development o f th e concep t o f a
national culture must be in the work of the man who developed it s first real theoretica l
articulation (a man I have already mentioned—almost inevitably—in connection with
Crummell)—namely, Johann Gottfried Herder .

In hi s O n th e New German  Literature: Fragments  o f 1767 , Herder—who i s in
some way s the firs t importan t philosophe r o f moder n nationalism—propose d th e
notion that language is not just" a tool of the arts and sciences " but" a part of them."
"Whoever writes abou t the literature of a country," Herde r continued , "mus t not
neglect it s language." Herder's notion of the Sprachgeist—literally, th e "spirit" of
the language—embodies the thought that language is more than the medium through
which speaker s communicate . A s Han s Kohn , on e o f th e grea t historian s o f
nationalism, has written, for Herder a

nationality lived above all in its civilization; its main instrument was its language,
not a n artificia l instrument , bu t a  gif t o f God , th e guardia n o f th e nationa l
community an d the matrix o f it s civilization. Thus language , nationa l language ,
became a  sacred instrument ; each ma n coul d b e himsel f onl y b y thingkin g an d
creating in his own language . Wit h th e respect fo r al l other nationalitie s wen t a
respect for their languages.5

Herder had , of course, t o make a  sharp distinctio n between nation s an d state s
because in eighteenth-century Europe there was not even an approximate correlatio n
between linguisti c and politica l boundaries . (I t i s importan t t o remembe r tha t th e
correlation remain s in most parts o f the world quite rough-and-ready.) The moder n
European nationalis m that produced, fo r example , th e Germa n an d Italia n states ,
involved a n attemp t t o creat e state s t o correspon d t o nationalities : nationalitie s
conceived o f a s sharin g a  civilizatio n and , more particularly , a  languag e an d
literature. Exactl y becaus e politica l geograph y di d no t correspon d t o Herder' s
nationalities, h e was obliged to draw a  distinction between th e natio n as a  natural
entity and the state as the product of culture, as a human artifice .

The oppositio n betwee n natur e an d cultur e i s on e o f th e oldes t i n Wester n
intellectual histor y (indeed , Claud e Levi-Strauss , ha s argue d tha t i t i s on e o f th e
central opposition s o f human thought). But this opposition ha s been understoo d i n
radically differen t way s in different periods . Fo r Herder and his contemporaries, as
Hans Kohn makes clear, human nature was still largely a matter of God's intentions
for huma n beings; the nation was natural , a s Crummell wrote about a  century afte r
Herder's Fragments  (in a passage I have already cited), because' 'races, like families,
are the organisms and ordinances of God."6
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But wit h th e increasin g influenc e o f th e natura l science s i n th e perio d sinc e
Herder's day , wha t i s natura l i n huma n beings—"huma n nature"—ha s com e
increasingly to be thought of in terms of the sciences o f biology an d anthropology .
Inevitably, then, the nation comes more and more to be identified as a biological unit,
defined by the shared essence that flows from a common descent; even when, as in the
case of Alexander Crummell, the reality of races was also itself seen, theologically—
as the Hebrews had seen it—as a product of the divine will.

Superimposing th e Herderia n identificatio n of th e cor e o f th e natio n wit h it s
national literatur e o n th e racia l conceptio n o f th e nation , w e arriv e a t th e racia l
understanding o f literatur e tha t flourishe s fro m th e mid-nineteent h centur y i n th e
work of the first modern literary historians. Hippolyte Taine's monumental History of
English Literature—perhaps the first modern literary history of English, published in
France in the 1860s—begins with the words:' 'History has been transformed, within a
hundred year s i n Germany, withi n sixt y in France , an d tha t b y th e stud y of thei r
literatures."7 But he is soon telling us that:

a race, like the Old Aryans, scattered fro m the Ganges as far as the Hebrides, settled
in every clime, and every stage of civilization, transforme d by thirty centuries of
revolutions, nevertheless manifests in its languages, religions, literatures , philoso-
phies, the community of blood and of intellect which to this day binds its offshoots
together.8

What i s revealed , i n short , b y th e stud y o f literatur e tha t ha s transforme d th e
discipline of history is the "moral state" of the race whose literature it is. Itis because
of this conception that Taine finds it proper to start his study of English literature with
a chapter on the Saxons, s o that Taine's History begins no t in England at all but in
Holland:

As you coast the North Sea from Scheldt to Jutland, you will mark in the first place
that the characteristic feature is the want of slope: marsh, waster , shoal ; the rivers
hardly dra g themselve s along , swolle n an d sluggish , wit h long , black-lookin g
waves.9

The "Saxons , Angles , Jutes , Frisian s .  .  .  [and ] Danes" 10 wh o occupied thi s
region of Holland at the beginning of the first millennium are, according to Taine, the
ancestors of the English, but since they, themselves, ar e of German descent, Tain e
also refers, in describing this ' 'race'' a few pages later, to some of their traits reported
in Tacitus.

It is the conception of the binding core of the English nation as the Anglo-Saxon
race that accounts for Taine's decision to identify the origins of English literature not
in it s antecedent s i n th e Gree k an d Roma n classic s tha t provide d th e model s an d
themes of so much of the best-known work s of English "poesy"; not in the Italian
models tha t influenced th e drama o f Marlowe an d Shakespeare ; bu t i n Beowulf, a
poem i n th e Anglo-Saxo n tongue , a  poe m tha t wa s unknow n t o Spense r an d
Shakespeare, th e first poets to write in a version of the English language that we can
still almost understand.

Yet this decision was quite representative. When the teaching of English literature
was institutionalized in the English universitie s i n the nineteenth century, student s
were required to learn Anglo-Saxon in order to study Beowulf. Anglo-Saxonis m thus
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played a major role in the establishment o f the canon of literary works that are to be
studied in both British and American colleges, and the teachers who came from thes e
colleges t o the high schools brought the Anglo-Saxon canon with them.

It hardly needs pointing out that explicit Anglo-Saxonism is not exactly in favor; it has
succumbed, w e ma y happily say , firs t t o th e politica l an d the n t o th e intellectua l
onslaughts of antiracism. S o there i s something o f a  historical iron y in the fact that
among th e mos t prominen t reflection s of raciall y understoo d ethnicit y i n literar y
studies in recent years is in the development of African-American literary criticism .
For anyone who has followed the argument so far, it wil l not be surprising tha t the
persistent strea m o f African-America n nationalis t argument— a traditio n whos e
origins can be traced back to well before the rise of racial Anglo-Saxonism—has been
accompanied by appeals to an African cultural heritage expressed in black folk music,
poetry, an d song. Suc h intellectua l pioneer s a s Du Boi s fro m th e latte r nineteent h
century on attempted to articulate a racial tradition of black letters, in part as a natural
expression o f the Herderian vie w of th e nation as identified above al l else wit h it s
expression i n "poesy." Many African-American theorist s woul d have agreed wit h
Carlyle—there is another irony in this happy consensus between "niggers" and the
author of the "Occasiona l Discourse o n the Nigger Question"—when he wrote i n
The Edinburgh  Review  i n 183 1 (in a discussion o f a history of German poetry) :

The history of a nation's poetr y i s the essence o f its history, political,  scientific ,
religious. Wit h al l thes e th e complet e Historia n o f Poetr y wil l be familiar : the
national physiognomy , in it s fines t traits , an d throug h it s successive  stage s o f
growth, wil l be clear to him; he will discern the grand spiritua l tendency of every
period.

But there is another reason wh y the identification of a history o f black literatur e
has been central not merely to African-American literary criticism but to the culture of
African-Americans: namely , that for almost the whole period tha t there have been
people of African descent in the New World, Europeans and Americans of Europea n
descent hav e consistently denied tha t black people wer e capabl e o f contributing to
"the art s an d letters." Startin g before th e fixin g o f race  a s a  biologica l concept ,
influential figure s expresse d thei r doubt s abou t th e "capacit y o f th e Negro " t o
produce literature. Eve n in the Enlightenment, which emphasized the universality of
reason, Voltaire in France, Hume in Scotland, and Kant in Germany, like Jefferson in
the New World, denie d literar y capacity to people o f African descent . A s Hume—
surely a philosopher of more than negligible influence—wrote in a famous footnote to
his essa y O f National  Characters  (1748) : " I a m apt to suspec t th e Negroes t o be
naturally inferio r to the Whites. Ther e scarcel y eve r wa s a civilized nation o f tha t
complexion, no r even an y individual , eminen t eithe r i n action o r speculation." 11

And, a s we have seen, once race was conceptualized i n biological terms , suc h low
opinions of black people woul d lead easily to the implication that these incapacitie s
were par t of an inescapable racia l essence .

In response t o this long line of antiblack invective , blac k writer s i n the United
States sinc e th e ver y first African-American poe t (Philli s Wheatley , wh o live d i n
Boston i n th e latte r par t o f th e eighteent h century ) hav e sough t t o establis h th e
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"capacity o f the Negro" by writing and publishing first poetry an d then, later—a s
literature cam e t o b e conceive d a s encompassin g th e novel , th e essay , an d th e
autobiography—in each of these forms.12 More than this, the major proportion of the
published writing of African-Americans, even when not directed to countering racist
mythology, has been concerned thematicall y with issues of race, a  fact that is hardly
surprising in a country where black people wer e subjected to racial slaver y until the
mid-nineteenth centur y an d the n treate d legall y a s second-clas s citizen s i n man y
places unti l the 1960s .

The recognition , especiall y i n recent years , o f th e rol e o f Anglo-Saxonism , i n
particular, and racism, more generally, in the construction of the canon of literature
studied in American university departments of English has led many scholars to argue
for th e inclusion of texts by African-Americans i n that canon, i n part because thei r
initial exclusio n wa s a n expressio n o f racism . I t ha s le d other s t o argu e fo r th e
recognition o f a n African-American traditio n o f writing , wit h its own majo r texts ,
which can be studied as a canon of their own.

What has not been so clear—despite the close affiliation s o f anglophone African
and African-America n criticisms—i s th e rol e o f th e conjunctio n o f natio n an d
literature in anglophone African criticism; it is to that issue, which I believe we should
understand in the context I  have just described, tha t I want to turn now.

Not long ago, I heard the Congolese write r Sony Labou Tansi discuss his ambivalent
relation to the French language. Raised first by his Zairian kin in the (Belgian) Congo
and the n sen t t o schoo l i n (French ) Congo-Brazzaville , h e arrive d a t hi s forma l
schooling unfamilia r wit h its (French) languag e of instruction . H e reported, with a
strange mildness , th e wa y i n which hi s colonial teacher s daube d hi m wit h human
feces as a punishment for his early grammatical solecisms; then , a  moment later, he
went on to talk about his own remarkable work as a novelist and playwright in French.
Labou Tansi has fashioned out of an experience wit h such unpromising beginnings a
use fo r a  language he ought surely to hate—a language literally shit-stained i n his
childhood—a use in the project o f postcolonial literar y nationalism .

In Africa and around the world, s o much of our writing and, more especially, o f
our writing about writing touches on these issues of the nation and its language, on the
conjunction capture d almos t a t th e star t o f moder n theorie s o f th e natio n i n th e
Herderian conceptio n o f th e Sprachgelst.  Fo r intellectual s everywher e ar e no w
caught up—whethe r as  volunteers , draftees , or  resistors—i n a  struggl e for  the
articulation o f thei r respectiv e nations , an d everywhere , i t seems , languag e an d
literature are central to that articulation .

The power of the idea of the nation in the nonindustrialized world is more than a
consequence o f th e cultura l hegemon y o f th e European s an d American s whos e
ancestors invente d both th e idea an d most of the world's juridica l nationalities . As
Ben Anderso n ha s argued—i n hi s elegan t Imagined  Communities —though th e
national idea was introduced to much of the world by way of contacts with European
imperialism, th e appeal o f the idea to the "natives" soon outra n the control and the
interests of the metropole. Africa n and Asian intellectuals d o not believe in national
self-determination simpl y because i t was forced upo n them, because i t was imposed
as a  tool o f thei r continue d neocolonia l domination ; rather , th e ide a o f the natio n
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provided—first for the local elite, then for the newly proletarianized denizens of the
colonial city , and finally even for a peasantry attemptin g to come t o terms wit h its
increasing incorporation into the world system—a way to articulate a resistance bot h
to the material domination of the world empires and to the more nebulous threat to
precolonial mode s o f thought represented b y the Western projec t of cultural ascen-
dancy.

I began with the tradition that leads through Tupper to the present day not merely
because, a s we shall see, it informs recent African criticism, but also because I  want
to insist on the extent to which the issues of language and nation that are so central t o
the situation I want to discuss in this essay—that of sub-Saharan African writers and
critics—are also the problems of European and American criticism. This is not—as it
is often presented as being—a voyage into the exotic, a flirtation with a distant Other.
Voltaire or one of his philosophe comrades in a European culture before the heyday of
the worl d empire s onc e sai d tha t whe n we  travel , wha t we  discove r is  alway s
ourselves. It seems to me that this thought has, so to speak, become true. In the world
after thos e worl d empires , a  worl d wher e cente r an d peripher y ar e mutuall y
constitutive, politica l lif e ma y b e conceived o f (howeve r misleadingly ) in national
terms, bu t what Voltaire might have called the life o f the mind cannot. I f I seek t o
locate my discussion of the African situation with a few elements of context, then, it is
in part so that others can recognize how much of that situation is familiar territory.

That the territory is so familiar is a consequence of the way in which intellectuals
from what I will call, with reservations, the Third World, are a historical product of an
encounter with what I will continue, with similar reservations, to call the West. As we
have seen , mos t Africa n writer s hav e receive d a  Western-styl e education ; thei r
ambiguous relations to the world of their foremothers and forefathers and to the world
of th e industrialize d countries ar e par t o f thei r distinctiv e cultural (dis)location , a
condition tha t Abiola Irele has eloquently described i n "In Prais e o f Alienation."

We are wedged uncomfortably between the values of our traditiona l culture and
those of the West. The process of change which we are going through has created a
dualism o f form s of lif e whic h we experience a t the momen t les s a s a  mode o f
challenging complexity than as one of confused disparateness .

Of course, there are influences—some of them (as we shall see) important—that run
from th e precolonia l intellectua l cultur e t o thos e wh o hav e receive d colonia l o r
postcolonial educations in the Western manner. Nevertheless, in sub-Saharan Africa,
most literat e peopl e ar e literat e i n th e colonia l languages ; mos t writin g wit h a
substantial readership (with the important exception of Swahili) is in those languages,
and th e onl y writin g with a  genuinel y subcontinental audience an d addres s i s i n
English o r in French. Fo r many of their mos t important cultural purposes, African
intellectuals, sout h of the Sahara, ar e what I have called "europhone. "

There are intellectual workers—priests, shamans, griots, for example—in Africa
and Asi a (an d some i n Sout h Americ a an d Australasia , too ) who stil l operat e in
worlds of thought that are remote from th e influences of Western literate discourse.
But we surely live in the last days of that phase of human life in culture; and whether
or no t w e choos e t o cal l thes e peopl e "intellectuals"—an d thi s strike s m e a s a
decision whos e outcome i s less important tha n recognizing that it has to be made—
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they are surely not the intellectuals who are producing th e bulk of what we call Third
World literature , no r are they articulating wha t we call literar y theor y o r criticism .
Literature, by and large, in sub-Saharan Africa means europhone literature (except in
the Swahil i cultur e area , wher e Swahil i an d th e colonia l language s ar e activ e
together). And what matters in its being europhone is more than its inscription in the
languages o f the colonizers.

For language here is, of course, a  synecdoche. When the colonialists attempted to
tame the threatening cultural alterity of the African (whether through what the French
called assimilation  o r through the agency of missionary "conversion") , the instru-
ment of pedagogy wa s their most formidable weapon. So that the problem is not only,
or not so much, the English or the French or the Portuguese language s a s the cultural
imposition tha t the y eac h represent . Colonia l education , i n short , produce d a
generation immersed in the literature of the colonizers, a literature that often reflected
and transmitted the imperialist vision .

This is , surely , no new thing: literary pedagogy playe d a  similar role i n Roman
education in the provinces o f that empire, a n empire tha t still provides perhaps ou r
most powerfu l paradig m o f imperialism . Joh n Guillor y ha s recentl y focuse d ou r
attention on a standard—dare I say, magisterial—treatment, by R. R. Bolgar in The
Classical Heritage  an d It s Beneficiaries,  o f th e proces s i n whic h "th e legion s
withdraw and are replaced b y schools."

As the protective might of the legions weakened, so the imperial government came
to rely to an ever greater extent on its intangible assets. .  . .  Stee l was in short
supply . . . s o the provinces were to be grappled to the soul of Rome by hoops of
a different make. 13

The rol e o f the colonia l (and , alas, the postcolonial ) schoo l i n the reproductio n o f
Western cultur e is crucial t o Africa n criticism becaus e o f the intimat e connectio n
between th e ide a o f criticis m an d th e growt h o f literar y pedagogy , fo r (a s Joh n
Guillory reminds us in the same place) the role of literature, indeed , the formation of
the concept, th e institution of "literature," i s indissoluble fro m pedagogy. Rolan d
Barthes expressed th e point in a characteristic apothegm : " 'L'enseignement d e la
litterature' est pour moi presque tautologique. La litterature, c'est ce qui s'enseigne ,
un point c'est tout . C'est un objet d'enseignement."14 Abstracted fro m it s context,
this formulatio n no doub t require s som e qualifyin g glosses . Bu t on e canno t to o
strongly stres s th e importanc e o f th e fac t tha t what we discuss unde r the rubric of
modern Africa n writin g is  largel y wha t is  taught  in  hig h school s all  aroun d the
continent. Nor  shoul d we  ignor e the  crucia l psychologica l importanc e of  the
possibility o f suc h a n Africa n writing . Th e weapo n o f pedagog y change s hand s
simply becaus e w e tur n fro m readin g Bucha n and Conra d an d Graha m Green e t o
reading Abrahams , Achebe , Armah—t o begi n a n alphabe t o f writer s i n th e Hei -
nemann Africa n Writer' s series , whic h constitutes i n the mos t concret e sens e th e
pedagogical canon o f anglophone African writing. The decolonized subjec t peopl e
write themselves, now, as the subject of a literature of their own. The simple gesture
of writing for and about oneself—there ar e fascinating parallels here with the history
of African-American writing—ha s a profound political significance.

Writing for and about ourselves, then, helps constitute the modern community of
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the nation, but we do it largely in languages imposed b y ' 'the might of the legions.''
Now tha t the objects o f European imperialis m hav e at last become the subjects of a
discourse addresse d bot h t o each othe r an d to th e West , Europea n language s an d
European discipline s hav e been "turned, " like double agents , from the projects o f
the metropole t o the intellectual work of post colonia l cultura l life .

But though officiall y i n the servic e o f new masters, these tool s remain, lik e all
double agents , perpetuall y under suspicion. Eve n when the colonizer's language i s
creolized, eve n when the imperialist's visio n is playfully subverte d i n the lyrics of
popular songs, there remains the suspicion that a hostile Sprachgeist i s at work. Both
the complaint s agains t defilemen t b y alie n tradition s i n a n alie n tongu e an d th e
defenses of them as a practical necessity (a controversy that recalls similar debates in
situations a s otherwis e differen t as , say , th e early-twentieth-centur y Norwegia n
debate over "Ne w Norwegian " and the nineteenth-century German Jewis h debate s
over Yiddish ) see m ofte n t o reduce t o a  dispute betwee n a  sentimenta l Herderia n
conception o f Africa' s language s an d tradition s a s expressiv e o f th e collectiv e
essence o f a  pristine traditional community , on the one hand , and , o n the other , a
positivistic conception of European languages and disciplines as mere tools; tools that
can be cleansed o f the accompanying imperialist—and , mor e specifically , racist—
modes of thought.

The former view is often a t the heart of what we can call "nativism": the claim
that true African independence requires a  literature of one's own. Echoing the debate
in nineteenth-century Russia between "Westerners" and "Slavophiles," the debate
in Africa presents itsel f as an opposition betwee n "universalism" and "particular -
ism," th e latter defining itself , abov e al l else, by it s opposition to the former. Bu t
there are only two real players in this game: us, inside; them, outside. That is all there
is to it .

Operating with this topology of inside and outside—indigene and alien, Wester n
and traditional—the apostles of nativism are able in contemporary Afric a to mobilize
the undoubted power of a nationalist rhetoric, one in which the literature of one's own
is that of one's own nation. But nativists may appeal to identities that are both wide r
and narrowe r tha n th e nation : t o "tribes " an d towns , belo w th e nation-state ; to
Africa, above . And, I believe, w e shall have the best chance of redirecting nativism's
power if we challenge not the rhetoric of the tribe, the nation, or the continent but the
topology that it presupposes, th e opposition i t asserts .

Consider, then , that now-classic manifesto of African cultural nationalism, Toward
the Decolonization o f African Literature.  Thi s much-discussed book i s the wor k of
three Nigeria n authors—Chinweizu , Onwuchekw a Jemie, an d Ihechukw u Madu-
buike—all o f them encumbered wit h extensive Western universit y educations. Dr .
Chinweizu, a  widel y published poet an d quonda m edito r o f th e Nigeria n literar y
magazine Okike,  wa s an undergraduate at MIT an d holds a  doctorate fro m SUN Y
Buffalo; he has emerged (from a career that included time on the faculty at MIT and at
San Jose State ) as one of the leading figures in contemporary Nigeria n journalism,
writing for a long period a  highly influential column in The Guardian o f Lagos. Dr .
Jemie hold s a  doctorat e fro m Columbi a Universit y i n Englis h an d comparativ e
literature, is also a distinguished poet, and has published an introduction to the poetry
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of Langsto n Hughes . An d Dr . Ihechukw u Madubuike—wh o ha s bee n Nigeria' s
minister o f education—studie d a t Lava l i n Canada , th e Sorbonne , an d SUN Y
Buffalo. Al l o f thes e critic s hav e taugh t in blac k studie s program s i n th e Unite d
States—in their preface they thank the Department o f Afro-American Studie s at the
University of Minnesota and the Black Studies Department a t Ohio State University
for "supportiv e clerica l help. " I f thei r rhetori c strike s responsiv e chord s i n th e
American ear, w e shall not find it too surprising .

Not tha t thei r languag e fails  t o incorporat e Nigeria n elements . Th e ter m
bolekaja—which means , "Com e down, let's fight"—i s use d in western Nigeria to
refer to the ' 'mammy-wagons'' that are the main means of popular transportation; it
reflects "th e outrageou s behaviou r o f thei r touts. " I n thei r preface , Chinweizu ,
Jemie, an d Madubuik e cal l themselve s "bolekaja  critics , outrage d tout s fo r th e
passenger lorrie s o f African literature."

There comes a time, we believe , in th e affair s o f me n an d o f nations , whe n i t
becomes necessary for them to engage in bolekaja criticis m for them to drag the
stiflers of their life down to earth for a corrective tussle. A little wrestle in the sands
never killed a sturdy youth.15

And i t is clear that it is not really the "sturdy youth" of African criticism that they
take to be at risk ; fo r the work of the succeedin g chapter s i s to wrestle the critica l
ethnocentrism o f thei r Eurocentri c opponent s t o th e groun d i n th e nam e o f a n
Afrocentric particularism . I f this is to be a struggle to the death, Chinweizu and his
compatriots expec t to be the survivors. They assert, for example, that

most o f the objection s to themati c an d ideologica l matters i n th e Africa n nove l
sound like admonitions from imperialis t motherhens to their wayward or outright
rebellious captive chickens. They cluck: "Be Universal ! Be Universal!"16

And they condemn

the modernist retreat of our poets into privatist universalism [which] makes it quite
easy for them to shed whatever African nationalis t consciousness they have before
they cross the threshold into the sanctum of''poetry in the clouds.'' And that suits
the English literary establishment just fine , since they woul d much prefer i t if an
African nationalis t consciousness , inevitably anti-British , was no t promote d or
cultivated, through literature , i n the young African elite. 17

Thus, when the British critic Adrian Roscoe urges African poets to view themselves
as ' 'inheritors of a universal tradition of art and letters and not just as the recipients of
an indigenous legacy," he reaps the nationalists' scorn.18 For their central insistence
is that "African literatur e is an autonomous entity separate an d apart fro m al l other
literature. I t has its own traditions, models an d norms."19

Now w e shoul d recogniz e fro m th e star t tha t suc h polemic s ca n b e a  salutary
corrective to a great deal of nonsense that has been written about African literature, by
critics fo r whom literary meri t i s gauged b y whethe r a work can be inserted int o a
Great White Tradition of masterpieces. I t is hard not to be irritated b y high-handed
pronouncements from critics for whom detailed description of locale amounts to mere
travelogue, unless, say, the locale is "Wessex" and the author is Thomas Hardy; for
whom the evocation of local custom amounts to mere ethnography, unless, say, they
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are the customs of a northern English mining town and the author is D. H. Lawrence ;
and for whom the recounting of historical even t amounts to mere journalism, unless
the event is the Spanish civil war and the author i s Hemingway.

What Chinweizu and his colleagues are objecting to, in other words, is the posture
that conceals it s privileging of one national (or racial) tradition against others in false
talk o f th e Huma n Condition . I t i s no t surprising , then , tha t Chinweiz u an d hi s
colleagues als o endors e T . S . Eliot' s view that "althoug h it is only to o easy fo r a
writer to be local without being universal, I doubt whether a poet or novelist can be
universal withou t being local too." 20 And here, o f course , i t is plain enough tha t
"universal" is hardly a term of derogation .

Indeed i t is characteristic o f those wh o pose as antiuniversalists to use the term
universalism as if it meant pseudouniversalism, and the fact is that their complaint is
not wit h universalis m at all . Wha t the y trul y objec t to—an d wh o woul d not?—i s
Eurocentric hegemony posing as universalism. Thus, while the debate is couched i n
terms of the competing claims of particularism and universalism, the actual ideology
of universalis m i s never interrogated , and , indeed , i s even tacitl y accepted . Iron -
ically, as we shall see later, the attack on something called "universalism " leads to
the occlusion o f genuine local difference .

The appeal of this nativist rhetoric i s most easily understood in the context of the
subcontinent's politico-linguistic geography, a  geography I  rehearsed a t the star t of
the book. The essential fact to recall here is the association of a europhone elite and a
noneurophone populace , fo r i t i s thi s combinatio n tha t make s fo r th e appea l o f
nativism. That the European languages—and , i n particular, th e dialects of them in
which elit e writin g goes on—ar e fa r fro m bein g th e confiden t possession o f th e
populace doe s not , of course, distinguis h Third World literature—the writings that
are taught—from th e bulk of contemporary Europea n o r American taught writings.
But the fact that contemporary African literature operates in a sphere of language that
is s o readil y identifiabl e as th e produc t o f schooling—an d schoolin g tha t i s full y
available only to an elite—invites the nativist assimilation of formal literature to the
alien. This association is reinforced by the recognition that there is, in Africa as in the
West, a  body o f distinctive cultural production—over th e whol e range o f popula r
culture—that does  hav e a  mor e immediat e acces s t o th e citize n wit h les s forma l
education.

So, fo r example, there ar e certainly, a s I have already once said , stron g living
practices of oral culture—religious, mythological, poetic, and narrative—in most of
the thousand and more languages of sub-Saharan Africa, an d there is no doubt as to
the importance o f the few languages that were already (as we say) reduced to writing
before th e colonia l era . Bu t w e mus t no t fal l fo r th e sentimenta l notio n tha t th e
"people" hav e held ont o a n indigenou s national tradition, that only the educate d
bourgeoisie ar e "children o f two worlds." At the level of popular culture, too, th e
currency i s not a  holdover from a n unbroken stream of tradition; indeed, i t is , lik e
most popular culture in the age of mass production, hardl y national a t all. Popula r
culture i n Africa encompasses th e (Americans ) Michae l Jackso n an d Jim Reeves ;
when it picks up cultural production whose sources are geographically African , what
it picks u p i s not usuall y i n any plausibl e sense traditional . Highlif e music is both
recognizably West African and distinctly not precolonial; an d the sounds of Fela Kuti
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would hav e astonishe d th e musician s o f th e las t generatio n o f cour t musician s i n
Yorubaland. As they have developed ne w forms of music, drawing on instrumental
repertoires an d musical idea s with a dazzling eclecticism, Africa' s musicians have
also done astonishin g things with a language tha t used t o b e English . Bu t i t i s a s
English that that language is accessible to millions around the continent (and around
the world).

If w e ar e t o mov e beyon d nativis t han d waving , th e righ t plac e t o star t i s b y
defamiliarizing the concepts with which we think about—and teach—literature. Too
often, attempt s a t cultura l analysi s ar e short-circuite d b y a  failur e t o recal l th e
histories of the analytical terms—culture, literature, nation—through which we have
come to speak about the postcolonial world . So it is as well to remind ourselves of the
original twinnin g of literature and nationalism, with which I  began this essay, an d
with the ways in which each is essentialized through narratives. We are familiar, from
Ernest Renan , wit h th e selectiv e rememberin g an d forgettin g o f th e pas t tha t
undergirds group identity. And recent historiography has stressed again and again the
ways i n whic h th e "nationa l heritage " i s constructe d throug h th e inventio n o f
traditions; the carefu l filterin g o f th e rough torrent o f historica l even t into the fin e
stream of an officia l narrative ; the creation o f a  homogeneous legac y o f values and
experience.21

In the specific context of the history of "literature" and its study, recent debate s
have als o lef t u s attune d to th e way s i n whic h the factitiou s "excavation" o f th e
literary canon can serve to solidify a  particular cultural identity. The offical constitu-
tion of a national history bequeaths us the nation, and the discipline of literary history,
as Michel de Certeau has aptly remarked, "transform s th e text into an institution"—
and so bequeaths us what we call literature.22

The lat e Raymon d William s onc e note d tha t a s th e ter m literature  begin s t o
acquire it s moder n semanti c freight , w e fin d " a developmen t o f th e concep t o f
'tradition' withi n national terms , resultin g in th e mor e effectiv e definitio n o f ' a
national literature.'" 23 A s I  argue d a t th e star t o f thi s essay , "literature " an d
' 'nation'' could hardly fail to belong together: from the very start they were made for
each other. Once the concept of literature was taken up by African intellectuals, the
African debat e about literary nationalism was inevitable.

So that what we se e i n Toward  th e Decolonization o f African  Literature  is , i n
effect, the establishment of a " reverse discourse'': the terms of resistance are already
given us, an d our contestation i s entrapped withi n the Western cultura l conjuncture
we affec t t o dispute . Th e pos e o f repudiatio n actuall y presuppose s th e cultura l
institutions o f th e Wes t an d th e ideologica l matri x i n whic h they , i n turn , ar e
imbricated. Railing against the cultural hegemony of the West, the nativists are of its
party without knowing it.24 Indeed, the very arguments, the rhetoric of defiance, that
our nationalist s muster are , i n a  sense , canonical , time-tested . Fo r the y enac t a
conflict tha t is interior to the same nationalist ideology that provided the category of
"literature" it s conditions o f emergence : defianc e i s determined les s by "indige -
nous" notion s o f resistanc e tha n b y th e dictate s o f th e West' s ow n Herderia n
legacy—its highl y elaborate d ideologie s o f nationa l autonomy , o f languag e an d
literature as their cultural substrate. Nativis t nostalgia, i n short, i s largely fueled by
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that Western sentimentalis m so familiar after Rousseau ; few things , then, ar e les s
native than nativism in its current forms.

In thi s debat e amon g Africa n intellectual s we  see  recapitulate d the  classi c
gestures of nation formation in the domain of culture. And surely this is exactly as we
should expect. In postcolonial discourse the project of nation formation—what use d
to be , i n th e eighteent h century , th e attemp t t o defin e (an d thu s t o invent ) th e
"national character"—alway s lie s clos e t o th e surface . But , a s an y Americanis t
would remind us, the emergence of American literature in the nineteenth century was
circumscribed b y just suc h concerns , couple d wit h a  stron g sens e o f being a t th e
periphery vis-a-vi s the European center. S o it is with a sense of recognition that one
turns from th e rhetoric o f postcolonial criticis m today to read, say , William Carlos
Williams's anxious observation:

Americans have never recognized themselves . How can they? It is impossible until
someone inven t the origina l terms . A s lon g a s w e ar e conten t t o b e calle d b y
somebody's els e terms, we are incapable of being anything but our own dupes.25

In thei r ideologica l inscription , th e cultura l nationalist s remai n i n a  positio n o f
counteridentification (to borrow Michel Pecheux's convenient schematism), which is
to continue to participate in an institutional configuration—to be subjected to cultural
identities—one officially decries. 26

Once we lay aside the ' 'universalism'' that Chinweizu and others rightly attack as
a disguise d particularism, w e ca n understan d ho w a n Afrocentri c particularism —
Chinweizu's cultural nationalism—is itself covertly universalist. Nativism organizes
its vaunte d particularitie s int o a  "culture " tha t is , i n fact , a n artifac t o f Wester n
modernity. While Western criteria of evaluation are challenged, the way in which the
contest is framed is not. The "Eurocentric" bias of criticism is scrutinized, but not
the way in which its defining subject is constructed. For to acknowledge that would be
to acknowledg e tha t outsid e is no t outsid e a t all , s o tha t the topolog y o f nativis m
would be irretrievably threatened.

Ideologies succee d t o th e exten t that the y ar e invisible , in th e momen t tha t thei r
fretwork o f assumption s passes beneat h consciousness ; genuin e victories ar e wo n
without a  sho t bein g fired . Inasmuc h a s th e mos t arden t o f Africa' s cultura l
nationalists participate s in naturalizing—universalizing—the value-laden categories
of "literature" and "culture," the triumph of universalism has, in the face of a silent
nolo contendere, already taken place. The Western emperor has ordered the natives to
exchange thei r robes fo r trousers: thei r act of defiance is to insist on tailoring them
from homespun material. Given their arguments, plainly, the cultural nationalists do
not g o fa r enough ; they ar e blin d to th e fac t tha t their nativis t demands inhabi t a
Western architecture .

It is as well to insist on a point that is neglected almost as often as it has been made,
namely tha t nativis m an d nationalis m (i n al l thei r man y senses ) ar e differen t
creatures. Certainly , the y fi t togethe r uneasil y fo r man y reasons . A  retur n t o
traditions, afte r all , woul d never be a return to the contemporary nation-state . Nor
could i t mean, in Africa (where Pan-Africanism i s a favorite form of nationalism) a
return to an earlier continental unity , since—to insist on the obvious—the continent
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was not united in the past. I  shall argue in Chapter 9 that various projects o f African
solidarity hav e thei r use s o n th e continen t and i n he r diaspora : bu t thes e form s of
"nationalism" look t o the future no t to the past.

I think that once we see the larger context more clearly, we will be less prone to
the anxieties of nativism less likely to be seduced by  the rhetoric of  ancestral purity .
More than a quarter of a century ago, Frantz Fanon exposed th e artificiality of nativist
intellectuals, whose ersatz populism only estranges them from the Volk they venerate.
The intellectual

. .  .  set s a  hig h valu e o n th e customs , traditions , an d th e appearance s o f hi s
people, bu t his inevitable, painful experience onl y seems t o be a banal search fo r
exoticism. The sari becomes sacred , and shoes that come from Paris or Italy are lef t
off i n favor of pampooties, while suddenly the language of the ruling power is fel t
to burn your lips.27

Inevitably, though , the "cultur e that the intellectua l leans toward i s often no mor e
than a stock of particularisms. He wishes to attach himself to the people, but instead
he only catches hold of their outer garments. "28 Fanon does not dismiss the products
of the modern cultural worker in the colonial or postcolonial era, bu t he urges that the
native poet who has taken his people as subject "cannot go forward resolutely unless
he first realizes the extent of his estrangement from them.' '29 Intellectuals betray this
estrangement b y a  fetishistic attitud e toward th e customs, folklore , an d vernacula r
traditions of their people, a n attitude that, Fanon argues , must , in the end, se t them
against the people i n their time of struggle .

One focus of this estrangement tha t has not, perhaps , been sufficientl y appreci -
ated i s the ver y conceptio n o f a n African identity . Althoug h mos t discours e abou t
African literatur e ha s move d beyon d th e monolithi c notion s o f negritud e o r th e
' 'African personality," the constructed nature of the modern African identity (like all
identities) is not widely enough understood . Terence Ranger has written of how the
British colonialist's "ow n respec t for 'tradition ' dispose d the m to look wit h favour
upon what they took to be traditional in Africa. "30 British colonial officers , traveling
in th e footstep s o f Lor d Lugar d (an d with the suppor t o f tha t curious creature , th e
government anthropologist ) collected , organized , an d enforced thes e "traditions, "
and suc h work s a s Rattray' s Ashanti  La w an d Constitution  ha d th e effec t o f
monumentalizing the flexible operations o f precolonial system s o f social contro l a s
what came to be called' 'customary law.'' Ironically, for many contemporary Africa n
intellectuals, thes e invente d tradition s hav e no w acquire d th e statu s o f nationa l
mythology, and the invented pas t of Africa has come t o play a  role i n the politica l
dynamics o f the modern state .

The invente d tradition s importe d fro m Europ e no t onl y provide d white s wit h
models o f comman d bu t als o offere d man y African s model s o f "modern "
behavior. Th e invente d tradition s o f African societies—whethe r invented by the
Europeans o r by Africans themselves in response—distorted the past but became in
themselves realitie s throug h whic h a  goo d dea l o f colonia l encounte r wa s ex -
pressed.31

So i t is , Range r observes , tha t "thos e lik e Ngug i wh o repudiat e bourgeoi s elit e
culture fac e th e ironi c dange r o f embracin g anothe r se t o f colonia l invention s
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instead."32 Th e English , wh o kne w al l abou t nations , coul d exten d a  simila r
comprehension t o it s stand-in , the "tribe, " an d tha t coul d mea n inventin g tribe s
where none quite existed before. The point extends beyond the anglophone domain .
In Zaire we find that a sweeping linguistic division (between Lingala and Swahili) is a
product of recent history, an outcome of worker stratification imposed by the Belgian
administration.33 Indeed, as I argued i n Chapter 1 , the very invention of Africa (as
something mor e tha n a  geographical entity ) mus t be understood, ultimately , a s an
outgrowth of European racialism; th e notion of Pan-Africanism wa s founded on the
notion o f th e African , whic h was , i n turn , founde d no t o n an y genuin e cultura l
commonality but, as we have seen, on the very European concept of the Negro. "Th e
Negro,'' Fanon writes, is "never so much a Negro as since he has been dominated by
whites.'>34 But the reality is that the very category of the Negro is at root a European
product: fo r the "whites" invented the Negroes i n order to dominate them. Simply
put, the course of cultural nationalism in Africa has been to make real the imaginary
identities t o which Europe has subjected us .

As John Wisdom used to observe,'' every day, in every way, we are getting meta and
meta.'' It was inevitable, in such an age, that the debate should have been translate d
to a higher register. Certainly the claims of nativism upon literary theory cast in sharp
political relie f a n ongoin g debat e ove r th e relatio n betwee n literar y theor y an d
particular bodies of texts. We can take as a starting point a recent intervention on this
issue by Christopher Miller .

In hi s "Theories of Africans: The Question of Literary Anthropology, " Mille r
addresses wit h subtlet y and intelligenc e th e problemati c natur e o f th e clai m tha t
Africa's literatures require their own particular kinds of reading. He proposes, as his
title suggests, a kind of literary theory that is driven by the'' anthropological'' urge to
question "th e applicabilit y o f al l ou r critica l terms " an d examin e "traditiona l
African culture s for terms they might offer." 35

Miller's argument invites us to focus on two major issues. On the one hand—and
this is the direction that his own inquiry takes—the invocation of anthropology as a
model fo r theory i s bound to pose questions, a t the ver y least , o f tact . As Africa n
critics hav e complained, anthropologica l readin g ofte n grow s ou t o f a  view of th e
texts that regards African literature as a sociological datu m simply because it does not
deserve or require a literary reading. But that invites the more general question of the
constitution o f an African criticism, whic h will itself depend , finally , o n facing th e
second proble m posed by Miller's piece—namely , the question of the specificity of
what is called literar y theory to particular text-milieux. Miller' s characterization o f
theory as "self-reflexivity" raise s immediately the issue of the complex dependenc y
of what is called literary theory on particular bodies of texts; if we are to begin to find a
place for the term theory in African literary studies, this is a problem we shall have to
address. And, as we shall see, centra l to this problematic is precisely the issue of what
it is to carry out a literary reading .

Yet, t o pos e th e questio n o f theory' s textua l specificity , is t o presuppos e a
historically rathe r recent—though very powerful and very seductive—conception of
what literary theory is or might be. Even as ambitious a study as Georg Lukacs's Die
Theorie des Romans is, finally, a historically conceived accoun t of (some) novels; the
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work remains, from the viewpoint of this contemporary conceptio n o f theory, mer e
(but not, therefore, unmagnificent) theoria. What we have been introduced to , in the
last two decades, is an epistemology o f reading that is truly imperial: both more fine-
grained and more general—more, as it were, "universal"—i n scope. The object of
study may be the nature of the linguistic ac t itself (or , alternately , th e nature of the
"literary'') rather than a particular literary formation that is thematically or formally
delineated.

This conceptio n o f theory ha s found perhaps it s most powerful exemplar i n the
late Pau l de Man: when, for example, h e announces that literariness—the propert y
that' 'emerges'' in a literary reading of any text—consists, at least in part, in' 'the use
of languag e tha t foreground s th e rhetorica l ove r th e grammatica l an d th e logica l
function."36 Readin g Prous t s o tha t " a vas t themati c an d semioti c networ k i s
revealed tha t structure s th e entir e narrativ e an d tha t remain s invisibl e to a  reade r
caught in naive metaphorical mystification, " d e Man remarks tha t

the whole of literature would respond in similar fashion, althoug h the techniques
and the patterns would have to vary considerably, of course, from author to author.
But there is absolutely no reason why analyses of the kind here suggested for Proust
would not be applicable, with proper modifications of technique, to Milton or to
Dante or t o Holderlin. This will , i n fact , b e the task o f literar y criticis m in th e
coming years.37

Yet this Euro-American conception o f theory de Man represents i s riven precisely by
these claim s t o a  determine d universality . O n th e on e han d i s thi s d e Mania n
conception of literary theory as a discourse abou t literature in general—a discours e
that attempts to characterize textualit y itself, rather than to explore thi s sonnet or that
novel. O n th e othe r i s the equally familia r notio n tha t "theories " shoul d b e i n a
certain sens e text-specific—shoul d someho w address , tha t is , particularl y interre -
lated bodies of writing. We confront the question that Denis Kambouchner has posed
so starkly: "How  i s generality in literary theory possible?—or even more simply, if
we persis t i n recognizin g generalit y a s th e fundamenta l conditio n o f theoretica l
discourse: how is a theory of literature possible?"38 And, as Kambouchner argues, to
answer this question we must first distinguish two senses of the term literary theory.

In its broader and more diluted sense this term, or title, would denote the totality of
texts, theoretical in nature, devoted to literature, without discriminating as to their
object, orientation, or validity . In its second stricter and stronger sense, it would
designate only the general constitution of a coherent, unified theory. 39

Consider, now, the tension between proposition an d example—the sort of disruptive
intertwining de Man himself finds everywhere—in the grand passage cite d just now,
in which the "whol e of literature" mysteriousl y collapses int o the high canonical :
Milton, Dante , Holderlin . Th e fac t i s that , despit e thi s tal k o f th e "whol e o f
literature," ther e is , a s Cynthi a Chas e ha s argued , a  comple x interdependenc y
between de Manian literary theory and a specific body of—largely Romantic—texts ,
which sit s uneasil y wit h th e clai m o f epistemologica l universalit y tha t tal k o f
' 'theory'' inevitably implies.40 In short, those who accept the relevance of poststruc-
turalist though t for Europea n text s fro m th e Enlightenmen t o n hav e reaso n t o b e
uncomfortable wit h thei r extensio n t o text s fro m outsid e thi s tradition—texts , a s
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Christopher Mille r put s i t wit h perhaps a  trac e o f a  smile , "tha t migh t no t b e a
rewriting of Hegel (or even of Kant)."41

It is hardly outrageous, I think, to suggest that literary theory in Kambouchner's
stricter sense, taking for its subject the "text in general," is not, after all , somethin g
we need to be especially concerned with if our interest is in the peculiar characteristics
of the African written text. It does not follow that we must think the project of literary
theory, agai n in Kambouchner's stron g sense , i s uninteresting; far from it . T o th e
extent tha t African writing fails t o conform to a literary theory i n this strong sense ,
that is a problem for the theory, revealing it as yet another local principle masquerad -
ing as universal, and this is a problem we can begin to address only and precisely by a
serious analysi s of African texts .

But sinc e thi s theoretica l tas k is  motivate d not  at  all  by  an  interes t in  the
particularities o f individual genres and styles, it can take African texts as exemplars
only at the cost of ignoring what might matter most to us about them. And, in fact, one
can distinguish here, i n a way made familia r by methodological discussion s o f the
relations betee n histor y and sociology , betwee n tw o fundamenta l motivations fo r
theoretical activity : th e nomotheti c an d th e idiographic . Th e positivist s sough t t o
apply thei r model s o f natura l scientifi c explanatio n t o th e disciplin e o f history ,
attempting t o force historical  explanatio n int o th e Procrustean mol d o f thei r "de -
ductive-nomological'' model ; i t is a familiar objection that in so doing they ignored
the fundamentally differen t urges  of historical and scientific explanation.

The deductive-nomological model , yo u wil l recall, seek s t o see explanation in
terms of a reduction of some particular events to be explained to a general pattern: a
derivation of this specific pattern of events from th e wider pattern of laws of nature.
And thoug h there is , n o doubt , trut h i n th e clai m tha t on e wa y t o understan d a
historical event is to see it as fitting into a general pattern—perhaps the aftermath of
the French Revolution just is better understood a s part of a pattern that is found als o
in the Russian Revolution—it is also true that the historian's concer n remains ofte n
with the particular event. Historians do not need to confirm or discover th e patterns
that nomotheti c sociolog y seek s t o discover , fo r the y ma y us e know n pattern s t o
explore the minute particularity of some local configuration of fact. If the nomothetic
impulse is to seek general patterns , cal l them laws or what you will, we might gloss
the idiographic  impulse—the chronicler's impulse—as the desire to put our general
knowledge to the service of a particular narrative.

This issu e i s importan t i n th e presen t theoretica l conjunctur e because w e ar e
sometimes sai d to be in a poststructuralist age, an d structuralism began, a t least on
many accounts, with the application of Saussurean linguistics to the question of the
literary text . But—a s I once remarked i n a discussion o f structuralist criticis m an d
African literature—i f yo u thin k Saussurea n linguistic s works, i t shoul d wor k fo r
African language s as well as the Indo-European ones that were its model. If you are
interested, however , by contrast, i n acquainting yourself with the particularities o f
Twi, surely something like Saussurean linguistics is simply the wrong level, too high
a level, o f abstraction wit h which to begin.42

What we should begin with is a firm contrast between a sense of literary theory—
the stric t o r nomothetic—i n whic h i t purport s t o b e a  genera l theor y o f literatur e
independent o f particular text-milieux , an d th e humble r aims o f literary criticism ,



Topologies ofNativism  6 5

which is concerned wit h the specificity of particular texts and literatures and may be
concerned wit h what we value in reading as an encounter wit h specific texts.

We shall not, of course, dissolve our problem with a definition. On the one hand,
there is no such thing as a "naive" reading innocen t of all theoretical presumptions ;
however carefully we distinguish between theory and criticism, we will not be able to
eradicate theor y fro m ou r readings . And , on th e other , ther e i s surel y somethin g
appealing in the notion of African theories for African texts. Indeed, you might think
that this possibility exerts a n especially stron g pull in light of the fact tha t (as many
critics complain) contemporary theor y has often sponsored technique s of reading that
yield somewhat homogeneous results . Our modern theories are too powerful, prov e
too much . We have learned t o read Baudelair e s o as to instantiat e the disjunctio n
between rhetoric a s trope and rhetoric a s persuasion, but it is surely with a feeling of
ennui that we greet the same outcome in reading Rilke and Holderlin and Proust and
Wordsworth and Yeats and Nietzsche and Locke and Hegel and Blanchot. Doubtless,
then, the particularist's stance has been strengthened by the fact that deconstruction—
which, as it has been institutionalized in the United States, i s widely identified with
"theory" itself—is a  mode of reading that seems to share its motto with the Holiday
Inn: th e best surpris e is , apparently , n o surprise.

At an y rate, theor y i n the grand sens e i s surely yielding increasingly to a  mor e
particularized historica l method . Today , a s Marilyn Butler, fo r example, ha s sug-
gested, the question is:' 'How are we to write historical criticism?' '43 And ' 'history''
here is—as it should be—the occasion fo r a more political styl e of reading. Critic s
with thes e sympathie s ma y b e mor e attune d t o th e distinctiv e circumstance s o f
composition of postcolonial literatures .

But wha t exactly—i n th e postcolonia l context—i s th e conten t o f th e nativist' s
injunction to read literature by means of a theory drawn from the text's own cultural or
intellectual inheritance ? Initiall y it would seem tha t to accep t thi s principle woul d
have wide-ranging consequences fo r the way we read al l literature. Fo r i t seems t o
accord to  Africa n literatur e a  deference tha t we  do  not  accor d the  high-canonica l
works of European literature . Mos t of us are inclined to think that our insights into
(say) th e cultural production of genre and gender are not to be kept for our own age
and region; we do not think that a feminist or marxian reading of Milton is merely an
exercise in cultural imperialism (a temporal imperium corresponding to the geograph-
ical). A  boo k tha t i s widel y regarde d a s havin g revitalize d moder n Wordswort h
criticism ( I refe r t o Hartman' s stud y Wordsworth's  Poetry,  1787-1814)  draw s
extensively o n th e categorie s o f Jun g and o f th e Germa n phenomenologists—no t
because anyon e supposed thes e wer e part o f Wordsworth's intellectua l climate but
because i t was thought they might help explicate the nature of Wordsworth's poeti c
achievements.

Then again, we could indeed replace such a pluralism of critical perspectives with
a criticis m grounde d o n th e text' s (o r it s author's ) ow n cultura l o r intellectua l
foundations, bu t there woul d be nothing recherche abou t that attempt either . J . R .
Caldwell's classi c John Keats's  Fancy  (th e examples ar e take n almos t entirel y a t
random) read s Keat s i n term s o f th e categorie s o f associationism , categorie s tha t
featured large in Keats's own literary and intellectual inheritance and were part of the
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general intellectua l an d literary legac y o f the eighteenth century . Tony Nuttal l has
read Wordsworth i n terms of Lockean psychology—again, something indigenous t o
the poet's own intellectual climate; something, s o to speak, fro m th e inside .

One trouble with this rationale for nativism, though, is precisely that it ignores the
multiplicity o f the heritage o f the moder n Africa n writer . T o insis t on nativism on
these ground s woul d b e to ignore plai n facts : t o ignore th e undeniable datu m tha t
Soyinka's reference s t o Euripide s ar e a s rea l a s hi s appea l t o Ogu n (an d als o t o
Brazilian syncretism s o f Yorub a an d Christia n religions) ; o r th e certaint y that ,
whatever thei r ethica l o r lega l relations , Ouologuem' s Le Devoir  d e Violence  i s
intimately bound up with Graham Greene's It's a  Battlefield;44 o r Achebe's report,
apropos of his reading as a child, that' 'the main things were the Bible and the Book of
Common Praye r and the [English] Hym n Book."45

No on e shoul d contes t th e poin t tha t a n adequat e understandin g o f a  wor k o f
literature will involve an understanding of its cultural presuppositions. Does i t matter
to Madame Bovary how adultery matters in the France of her day? Then it matters (as
we shall see in the next essay) to Soyinka's Death and the King's Horseman tha t the
death of the title is a death whose meaning the king's horseman accepts, a death he has
chosen. Bu t each of these cases makes a crucial point for us, which is that we do not
always need to be told what we do not know. For the text itself may show us .

We coul d tak e examples  fo r almos t anywhere , bu t consider , fo r th e sak e o f
example, Oko t p'Bitek' s wonderfu l poeti c cycl e Song  o f Lawino,  i n whic h a
"traditional" Acoli wife laments the loss of her husband to the White Man's world.
Lawino say s a t on e point , a s sh e discusse s he r feeling s abou t he r co-wife , th e
Europeanized Clementine , Tina for short :

Forgive me, brothe r
Do not think I am insulting
The woman with whom I share my husband!
Do not think my tongue
Is being sharpened by jealousy.
It is the sight of Tina
That provokes sympathy from m y heart .
I do not deny that
I am a little jealous
It is no good lying,
We all suffer fro m a  little jealousy.
It catches you unawares
Like the ghosts that bring fevers;
It surprises peopl e
Like earth tremors :
But when you see the beautiful woma n
With whom I share my husband
You feel a  little pity for her!

Her breasts are completely shrivelle d up ,
They are all folded dry skins ,
They have made nest s of cotton woo l
And sh e folds th e bits of cow-hid e
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In the nests
And calls them breasts!

O! my clansmen
How aged modern women
Pretend t o be young girls!46

Now anyone who reads the poem may wonder whether the device of addressing the
narration to a "brother" or a "clansman" comes from Acoli traditional oral poetry ,
and (for the record) i t does. But we do not need to be told after reading this passage
that Acoli marriage is polygynous, that Acoli tradition holds that ghosts bring fevers,
that the Acoli traditionally expected peopl e to "grow old gracefully." The informa-
tion is available to us in the poem—and in its extremely popular Acol i original—and
we cannot argue that it is there because p'Bitek is addressing foreigners .

Part o f wha t i s mean t b y calling , say , Achebe' s Things  Fall  Apart  "anthro -
pologizing" is that the narrator tell s us so much about the culture that could, in this
way, have been shown . I  have already suggeste d on e reason wh y this fact require s
careful interpretation , for what I earlier called "th e gestur e of writing for and about
oneself' i s not simply a matter of creating texts addressed to a European Other . Fo r
those of us raised largel y with texts that barely acknowledged th e specificity of our
existence, eac h work that simply places before us the world we already know—and
this is a point that has been made eloquently by feminism—can provide a moment of
self-validation; I  shall return later to the role of such recognitions i n reading.

To offer suc h explanations of Achebe's metanarrative is surely not to engage in
negative criticism. Nobody thinks that Scott's explication inlvanhoe  of the historical
realities (as he imagined them) of Anglo-Saxon and Norman culture is irresponsibl e
or unliterary. Achebe's account of Ibo life is to be compared wit h Scott's tale because
each i s a  for m o f historica l novel . B y the tim e Acheb e wrote , th e worl d h e wa s
describing was gone, a s Gerald Moore has pointed out :

Achebe had to strive for objectivity in evoking a world he had never known. .  .  .
Achebe's childhoo d a s the so n of a  leading Christian conver t ha d been spen t in
considerable isolation from the vestiges of traditional culture still surviving around
him. It was only as an adult that he gained the orientation which made him frequent
the old , th e shrines , th e festivals , an d al l othe r availabl e mean s toward s th e
recreationof a  credible, actua l past.47

Achebe is acutely conscious of his distance from this world and of the role of colonial
pedagogy in enforcing it. As he once wrote: "Here, then, is an adequate revolution
for m e t o espouse—t o hel p m y societ y regai n belie f i n itsel f an d pu t awa y th e
complexes of the years of denigration and self-abasement."48 I f Achebe sometime s
tells us too much (and in this there are many worse offenders) he is a skillful showe r
too.

I have suggested tha t the context tha t we need ma y b e presupposed—and thu s
communicated—by th e text to anyone willing to exercise a modicum of effort (th e
reviews of the 1987 production of Soyinka's Death and the King's Horseman i n New
York should remind us, however , tha t some European an d American critic s are not
willing t o undertak e thi s modes t task) . Bu t eve n whe n th e reade r o r audienc e i s
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willing, there are aspects of context that a reader whose culture is not that of the fiction
may fail to grasp, and it seems to me nothing more than commonsensical to provide
the alien reader with the needed information .

But, of course, non e of this is news. Indeed, the history of the reception o f Africa n
literature i n the Wes t suggest s tha t providin g a  socia l contex t ha s neve r bee n th e
problem; on the contrary, people have been all too eager to attend to the ethnographic
dimension of African literature.49 And, as I have suggested, it would be another thing
altogether to hold that a critical perspective that simulates the author's will guarantee
a reading mor e adequat e to th e text . Dr . Johnso n ha d undoubte d advantage s a s a
reader of his contemporaries, and we benefit from his insights, but that does not mean
that we will—or that we should—afford hi m the last word (oh, how he would have
loved that) on the subject.

There is, at all events, a fundamental reason why nativism in theory is unlikely to
lead us away from wher e we already are. Tim e and time again, cultura l nationalism
has followe d th e route o f alternat e genealogizing . W e en d u p alway s in th e sam e
place; th e achievemen t is t o have invente d a  differen t pas t fo r it . I n th e fervo r of
cultural reassertion , a s Immanue l Wallerstei n ha s observed , "th e antecedent s o f
scientificity were rediscovered unde r many different names" ;50 today certain Africa n
intellectuals are doing the same for literary theory. I f we start with a conception of
hermeneutics borrowed from th e Euro-American academy, we may well succeed in
producing an '' elegant variation,'' inserting the odd metaphor from indigenous oracle
interpretation, say.51 But the whole exercise puts me in mind of a certain disreputable
trading concern I once visited in Harare—a product of the frankly desultory attempts
at sanction s agains t th e Republi c o f Sout h Africa . Thei r specialt y wa s stamping
"Made in Zimbabwe" ont o merchandis e imported , more o r less legally, fro m th e
South. Perhaps a few are really fooled, but the overall effect o f the procedure is only
to provide a thin skein of legitimacy to stretch over existing practices.

For all our gestures of piety toward the household gods cannot disguise the fac t
that the'' intellectual'' is the product of a particular social formation—that, as Gayatri
Spivak ha s observed, ther e i s a  sense i n which the "third-worl d intellectual" i s a
contradiction in terms precisely because, as I said at the start, intellectuals fro m th e
Third Worl d ar e a  produc t o f th e historica l encounte r wit h th e West . An d th e
problematic fro m whic h th e theoretica l discours e abou t literatur e arise s i s no t a
universal one—not, at least, unti l it is made universal. Literary theory is not only an
intellectual project, i t is also a genre; and genres have histories, which is to say times
and places. Her e again , the covert universalism within the rhetoric o f particularism
rears its head, for it is surely Eurocentric presumptio n to insist on a correspondence
within African cultur e to the institutionalized discourses o f the West .

But there is another difficulty wit h this nativism in theory—namely, that (in keeping
with the rhetoric of contemporary theory generally) it grounds a politics of reading on
a spurious epistemolog y of reading. An d the talk of theoretical adequacy—whic h is
here both the carrot an d the stick—is seriously misleading .

In place of this, I think we shall be better off in our choice of theory if we give up
the search fo r Mr. Righ t and speak, more modestly, of productive modes  of reading.
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Here, especially  i n approachin g thes e text s fo r whic h w e lac k well-develope d
traditions of  reading , we  hav e the  opportunit y to  rethin k the  whol e activit y of
reflection o n writing . S o tha t befor e I  turn , finally , t o som e o f th e particular s o f
African literar y production , I  wan t t o sa y a  littl e abou t a n alternativ e t o th e
epistemology o f reading tha t informs much of our current rhetoric .

To focu s o n the issu e o f whethe r a  reading i s correct  i s t o invit e the questio n
"What i s i t tha t a  readin g i s suppose d t o giv e a  correc t accoun t of?"  Th e quick
answer—one that, as we shall immediately see, tells us less than it pretends to—is, of
course, "th e text. " But the text exists as linguistic, as historical, a s commercial, a s
political event . An d whil e each o f these way s o f conceiving th e ver y sam e objec t
provides opportunitie s fo r pedagogy , eac h provide s differen t opportunities —
opportunities between which we must choose. We are inclined at the moment to talk
about this choice as if the purposes by which it is guided were, in some sense, given.
But were that true, we would have long agreed on the nature of a literary reading, and
there is surely little doubt that the concept of a " literary reading,'' like the concept of
"literature," is what W. B . Gallic used to call an "essentially contested concept. "
To understan d what a reading is , i s to understand that wha t counts a s a reading is
always up for grabs.

By what purposes, then , should we judge our readings? To offer an answer to this
question is not to rise above the contest but to engage in it: to take a stand and to argue
for it . An d I  thin k i t wil l b e clea r enoug h why—a t thi s point , a t least—th e
overwhelming differences between th e sociopolitical situation s of teachers of litera-
ture in Africa, on the one hand, and in the various traditions of the West, on the other,
may ver y wel l sugges t differen t stands , diferen t argument s an d thu s differen t
conceptions o f reading.

Consider, then , thes e difference s (wit h the Unite d States take n a s th e specific
Western point of contrast). The African teacher of literature teaches students who are,
overwhelmingly, th e product s o f a n educationa l syste m tha t enforces a  syste m of
values that ensures that, in the realm of culture, the West in which they do not live is
the term o f value ; the America n teache r o f literature , b y contrast , ha s student s for
whom the very same West is the term of value but for whom that West is, of course,
fully conceived of as their own. While American students have largely internalized a
system of values that prohibits them from seein g the cultures of Africa as sources of
value for them—despite ritualized celebrations of the richness of the life of savages—
they hav e also acquire d a  relativist rhetoric that allows them, a t least i n theory, t o
grant that, "for th e Other," his or her world is a source of value. American students
would thus expect Africa n students to value African culture, because  i t is African,
while African students , raised withou t relativism, expect American s t o value their
own cultur e because i t is , b y som e objectiv e standard , superior . (Obviousl y these
generalizations admit many exceptions.)

These sociologica l facts , reflexe s of asymmetrie s o f cultura l power, hav e pro-
found consequences fo r reading. I f one believes that the kinds of cultural inferiority
complexes represented in the attitudes of many African students need to be exorcised ,
then the teaching of literature in the Westernized academ y i n Africa will require an
approach tha t does three crucial things: first, identify accuratel y the situation of the
modern African text as a product of the colonial encounter (and neither as the simple
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continuation o f an indigenous tradition nor as a mere intrusion from th e metropole) ;
second, stres s that the continuities between precolonial form s of culture and contem-
porary one s ar e nevertheles s genuin e (and thus provide a  modality throug h whic h
students can value and incorporate th e African past); and third, challenge directly the
assumption o f th e cultura l superiorit y o f th e West , bot h b y underminin g th e
aestheticized conception s of literary value that it presupposes an d by distinguishing
sharply between a domain of technological skil l in which—once goals are granted—
comparisons o f efficienc y ar e possible , an d a  domai n o f value , i n whic h suc h
comparisons ar e b y no mean s s o unproblematic. (Wha t I  have i n min d her e i s an
argument that begins with the modest observation tha t it is surely a very odd idea that
there is one currency of literary value, an "aesthetic quality," which accounts for our
choices i n an d o f reading. ) Thi s fina l challenge—t o th e assumptio n o f Wester n
cultural superiority—requires us, in the last analysis, to expose the ways in which the
systematic character of literary (and, more broadly, aesthetic ) judgments of value is
the product of certain institutiona l practices and not something tha t simply reflects a
reality that exists independently of those practice s an d institutions.

In the American academy , on the other hand , the reading o f African writing is
reasonably directe d b y othe r purposes : b y th e urg e t o continu e the repudiatio n o f
racism; b y th e nee d t o exten d th e America n imagination—a n imaginatio n tha t
regulates much of the world system economically and politically—beyond the narrow
scope of the United States; by the desire to develop views of the world elsewhere tha t
respect mor e deeply the autonomy of the Other, view s that are not generated b y the
local politica l needs of America's multipl e diasporas .

To stres s suc h purposes i n reading i s t o argu e that , fro m th e standpoin t o f a n
analysis of the current cultural situation—an analysis that is frankly political—certain
purposes ar e productively served b y the literary institution s of the academy .

But having made these distinctions, i t may be as well to insist that some of our critical
materials can be put to use on both sides of the Atlantic. Thus, for example, there are
distinctive forma l feature s tha t arise , a s ha s ofte n bee n pointe d out , fro m th e
particular closenes s o f Africa n reader s an d writer s t o livin g tradition s o f ora l
narration. Addressing the incorporation o f orality in writing allows us to meet bot h
the need to connect modern African student s with their geographical situations , and
the concern to expand the American student' s imagination of the world .

And—to provide anothe r less-familia r example—Africa n writin g raises a  set of
difficulties that stem from one of the characteristics of the cultural situation of African
writers i n the colonia l languages : namely , th e fac t tha t the y normally conceiv e o f
themselves as addressing a readership that encompasses communitie s wider than any
"traditional" culture . To address thes e issue s productively i s to allow student s t o
explore the space of cultural politics: to allow students both African and American to
learn to resist facile reductions of modern African cultura l production; and so it will
be well to exemplify my claims i n this specific area .

The most-often-discusse d consequence s o f th e situatio n I  ,have jus t outline d
appear at the thematic level. When authors write in English or French abou t lives in
their own countries in all their specificity, they necessarily find themselves account -
ing for features of those lives that derive from that specificity. This entails the use of



Topologies o f Nativism  7 1

particular concepts of , for example, kinship and family, marriage an d status. As we
have seen, the presentation o f such details has often been read, especially b y people
outside Africa , a s anthropologizing. We are tol d tha t Achebe's Arrow o f God,  fo r
example, fails , i n part, becaus e i t cannot take its setting for granted; that Achebe is
always telling us what we need to know, acknowledgin g the reader's distance fro m
Ibo traditions, an d thus, allegedly , identifyin g th e intended reader a s a foreigner. I
have heard the same point made about Soyinka's dramas, an d I confess to finding it
difficult t o accept. Fo r there ar e reasons, reasons highly specific to the situation of
black African writing in metropolitan languages , wh y this is a mistake.

There is one trivial reason. Achebe and Soyinka are very consciously writin g for
Nigerian—and not just Ibo or Yoruba—audiences. The fact that a certain amount of
detail is introduced in order to specify a thick description o f the cultural milieu simply
does not imply a foreign—if that means a non-African—reader. That is the first point.

But it is, essentially, trivial because of a second point. To make that point I should
begin wit h a  not-to-be-neglected fact : Acheb e an d Soyink a ar e popula r writer s a t
home. I f the presence o f these accumulations of allegedly ethnographi c detai l wer e
indeed a  way of identifying a n alien reader, wh y do Nigerian (and more specifically
Yoruba or Ibo) readers no t find them alienating? The fact i s that the accumulation of
detail is a device not of alienation but of incorporation. The provision, in traditional
narrations, of information already known to the hearer does not reflect a  view of the
hearer as alien. Otherwise, ora l narrations would not consist of twice-told tales. The
function o f a  rehearsal o f th e familia r in narratio n ofte n depend s precisel y o n ou r
pleasure in recognizing i n a tale what we already know.

The centrality of this issue—of the inscription of the social world out of which one
writes—is onl y an example , o f course , o f th e sor t o f circumstance w e need to b e
aware of if we are to write intelligently about modern African writing. And it depends
essentially upon seeing the writer, the reader, an d the work in a cultural—and thus a
historical, a  political, an d a social—setting.

So let me end with an observation tha t derives fro m just such a contextualizing
grasp, one that identifies the dual sources of the situation of the modern African text.
In a passage that provides the epigraph of Chapter 4, Chinua Achebe reflects on the
necessity for a modern African writer to examine intelligently the various identities he
or she inhabits. And he ends by interrogating his identity as an African in these words:
"What does Africa mean to the world? When you see an African what does it mean to
a white man?"52 Notice the presupposition o f the second question : the recognitio n
that a specifically Africa n identit y began as the product of a  European gaze .

Anthropologizing modes of reading would stress the sources of Achebe's "socia l
vision'' in an African setting.53 It seems to me, by contrast, essential to insist that the
nationalist dimensions of public history that are central to so much modern Africa n
writing are not mere reflexes of the epic mode of oral history and myth; they grow out
of the world situation of the African writer and not out of a purely local eccentricity.
Achebe is a fine example of someone who draws on the reserves of his native orature,
but we misunderstand those uses if we do not see them in their multiple contexts .

We nee d t o transcen d th e banalitie s o f nativism—it s image s o f purgation , it s
declarations, in the face of international capital, of a specious '' autonomy," its facile



72 I n My Father's House

topologies. The language of empire—of enter and periphery, identity and difference ,
the sovereig n subjec t an d he r colonies—continue s t o structur e th e criticis m an d
reception of African literature i n Africa a s elsewhere. An d this makes the achieve-
ment o f critical balance especially difficul t t o maintain . On the one hand, w e find
theorists wh o emphasize the processes o f demonization and subjection, the ways in
which the "margin" is produced by the "cultural dominant"—Europe defining he r
sovereignty b y insisting o n the othernes s o f her colonies . On the other—Other? —
hand, talk about the production of marginality by the culture of the center is wholly
inadequate by itself. For it ignores the reciprocal nature of power relations; it neglects
the multiform varieties of individual and collective agency available to the African
subject; an d i t diminishe s bot h th e achievement s an d th e possibilitie s o f Africa n
writing.

The poin t t o be born e i n mind here i s not tha t ideologies , lik e cultures , exis t
antagonistically, but that they only exis t antagonistically; domination and resistance
are a large part of what they ar e for. I n the ferment of present-day Africa n literary
debate, i t i s a s wel l to remember tha t the ver y meaning of postcolonia l discours e
subsists on these conflictua l relations . Indeed , the y are the topos o f contemporar y
African literature .

Yet I, a t least, worr y about our entrancement with the polarities of identity and
difference; partly because the rhetoric of alterity has too often meant the evacuation of
specificity; partly because too many African intellectuals, captivated by this Western
thematic, seek to fashion themselves as the (image of the) Other. We run the risk of an
ersatz exoticism, like the tourist trinkets in the Gifte Shoppes of Lagos and Nairobi .

Nativism invite s us to conceive of the nation as an organic community , bound
together b y th e Sprachgeist,  b y th e share d norm s tha t are th e legac y o f tradition ,
struggling to throw off the shackles of alien modes of life and thought. ' 'Here I am,''
Senghor once wrote,' 'trying to forget Europe in the pastoral heart of Sine.' '54 But for
us to forget Europe is to suppress the conflicts that have shaped our identities; since it
is too late for us to escape each other, we might instead seek to turn to our advantage
the mutual interdependencies histor y has thrust upon us.



F O U R

The Myth of an
African World
I'm a n Ibo writer , becaus e thi s i s my basi c culture ; Nigerian, Africa n an d a
writer .  .  .  no , black first, then a writer. Each of these identities does call for a
certain kind of commitment o n my part. I  must see what it is to be black—and
this means being sufficientl y intelligen t to know how the world is moving and
how the black people fare in the world. This is what it means to be black. Or an
African—the same : wha t does Afric a mean t o the world ? When yo u se e an
African wha t does it mean to a white man?1

CHINUA ACHEB E

L he African-Americans whose work I discussed in Chapters 1  and 2 conceived their
relation to Africa through the mediating concept of race, a concept they acquired from
a Euro-American cultural matrix. As a result, as I have argued, i t was inevitable that
their answer to the question o f the African identit y should have been rooted in the
romantic racisms that have been s o central to the European an d American national-
isms of the past century and a half; and their thinking provided the starting point for
those Africans who took up the banner of a Pan-Africanist blac k nationalism in the
period since the Second World War. The nativism of Towards the Decolonization o f
African Literature  i s simply the reflection of these forces in the domain of academi c
literary criticism.

Yet Africans were bound also to start with a deeper knowledge of and sympathy
with their local traditions. Blyden and Crummell may have been Liberians, but their
sympathies wer e limite d b y thei r America n upbringings , an d D u Bois , thoug h a
Ghanaian a t hi s death , neve r sough t a  deep understandin g of th e culture s among
which h e live d i n hi s fina l years . Whe n w e tur n t o th e europhon e African s wh o
inherited thei r mantle, w e se e a shif t i n focus, in attitude, in perspective, tha t is of
crucial importance in understanding their cultural politics. If there is one perspective
above all that epitomizes these changes in the anglophone world, it is not that of the
Christian priest and missionary (like Blyden or Crummell), not that of the sociologis t
(like Du Bois), not  that of the critic (like Chinweizu and his colleagues), but  that of
the writer. Chinu a Achebe has put the matter characteristically concisely :

It is, of course true that the African identity is still in the making. There isn't a final
identity tha t is African . But , a t th e sam e time , ther e i s a n identit y coming int o
existence. And it has a certain context and a certain meaning. Because if somebody
meets me, say, in a shop in Cambridge [England], he says "Are you from Africa? "

7T
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Which means that Africa means something to some people. Each of these tags has a
meaning, and a penalty and a responsibility. Al l these tags , unfortunatel y for the
black man, are tags of disability. .  .  .

I think i t is part o f the writer's role to encourage th e creation o f an African
identity.2

There is no better point of entry to the issue of the African intellectuals' articulatio n of
an African identity than through the reflections of our most powerful creative writers .
Of these none, I  believe, has been a  more powerfu l literary, cultural , an d political
force, a t least in anglophone Africa, than the Nigerian writer Wole Soyinka.

Wole Soyink a write s in English. Bu t this , lik e man y obvious facts , i s one whos e
obviousness ma y lead us to underrate it s importance an d its obscurities. For i f it is
obvious tha t Soyinka's language i s English, i t is a hard question whos e English he
writes. Amos Tutuola accustomed the Western ear to "Nigerian English"; Soyinka' s
English i s "Nigerian " onl y whe n he i s listening t o Nigerians , an d then his ea r i s
exact. Bu t with the same precision h e captures th e language of the colonial, matte r
and manner; only someone who listened would have the British district officer's wif e
say, a s her husban d goes of f t o deal wit h "th e natives " i n Death an d th e King's
Horseman: "Be careful , Simon, I mean, be clever."3 Yet the very same text recalls ,
on occasions, th e English of Gilbert Murray's translations from the Greek—Soyinka,
we remin d ourselves , ha s translate d (or , w e ha d bette r say , transformed ) Th e
Bacchae—as here in the first recital of the play:

Death came calling.
Who does not know the rasp of reeds ?
A twilight whisper in the leaves before
The great arab a falls. 4

The resonance is one among a multitude. In reading Soyinka we hear a voice that has
ransacked th e treasuries o f English literary an d vernacular diction, wit h an eclecti -
cism that dazzles without disconcerting, and has found a language that is indisputably
his own. For—and this is what matters—however many resonances we hear, Soyinka
writes i n a  wa y tha t n o contemporar y Englis h o r America n write r could . I t i s
important t o understan d why thi s is . Fo r th e answe r lie s a t th e roo t o f Soyinka' s
intellectual and literary project .

Though h e write s i n a  European language , Soyink a i s no t writing , cannot b e
writing, with the purposes of English writers of the present. And it is for this reason
above al l that Soyinka's languag e may mislead. I t is exactly because the y can have
little difficult y i n understanding what Soyinka say s tha t Europeans an d American s
must lear n t o b e carefu l i n attendin g t o hi s purpose s i n sayin g it . Fo r ther e i s a
profound differenc e betwee n th e project s o f contemporar y Europea n an d Africa n
writers: a  difference I  shall summarize , fo r the sak e o f a  slogan, a s the differenc e
between the search fo r the self an d the search fo r a culture.

The idea tha t modern Europea n writer s have been engaged i n the search fo r the
self is a critical commonplace. That it is a commonplace offer s us no guarantee that it
is true. But there is much to be said fo r the idea as it is expounded, fo r example, i n
Lionel Trilling' s argumen t in his classic essay Sincerity  and Authenticity.
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For Trilling, sincerity was no longer the problem for the European writer. Gone is
the obsession with the attempt to bring what one is (one's self) and what one appears
to be (one's role) int o some kind of accommodation: Leavi s wit h his "engagingl y
archaic .  .  .  seriousness" 5 is the last, late hero of sincerity, an d the sin of sins for
him is hypocrisy. Enter authenticity, the paradoxically histrionic concern of existen-
tialism and the beat poets, which is also central, to give a measure o f its extent, t o
Proust and psychoanalysis—the obsession wit h the transcendence o f what one seems
to be by what one really is, beyond sincerity and hypocrisy. Authenticity is an escape
from wha t society , the  school , the  state, wha t history,  has  tried to make of us;  the
authentic ma n i s Nietzsche , hi s si n o f sin s fals e consciousness . I n th e worl d o f
authenticity, Freu d stand s a s a giant witness to the impossibl e pai n o f discoverin g
one's inner , deeper, mor e real, simpllciter  one's authentic, self .

The artist—as he comes to be called—ceases to be the craftsman or the performer,
dependent upon the approval of the audience. His reference is to himself only, or to
some transcendent power which—or who—has decreed his enterprise and alone is
worthy to judge it.6

The very fact that Trilling's languag e here will strike many European and American
literary critics as old-fashioned is in itself evidence about the character of intellectual
life in the industrialized world. (I shall return to this issue—in Chapter 7.) In the years
since hi s death , the languag e o f criticism an d o f critica l theor y ha s changed . Bu t
literary historians and historians of ideas in the West are likely to agree that there is in
their tradition a sense of the writer as oppositional, whose roots can be traced back at
least t o th e Renaissance . Stephe n Greenblat t ha s argued—i n Renaissance  Self-
fashioning—that Renaissanc e writers fashioned "selves" from "among possibilitie s
whose range was strictly delimited by the social and ideological system in force' '7 so
that the sense of a self fashioned against the culture is a fiction. Literary history, by
the very fact of attempting to give an account of the writer in terms of a history within
society, challenge s th e writer' s claim—whic h w e fin d i n Europ e a t leas t sinc e
romanticism—to be simply oppositional. But it is exactly this pervasive sense of the
creative sel f a s oppositional—so pervasive tha t Greenblatt's wor k is interesting in
part because it challenges it—that I take as the datum in my contrast with contempo-
rary African writers. 8

We can find this conception articulated in Trilling's preface to The Opposing Self,
a collection of essays on various European writer s from Keat s to Orwell. Trillin g is
discussing Matthew Arnold' s oft-cite d maxi m that literatur e is a  criticism of life .
Arnold, Trilling argued, "meant, in short, that poetry is a criticism of life in the same
way tha t the Scholar Gipsy was a criticism of the life o f an inspector o f elementary
schools."

The Scholar Gipsy is poetry—he is imagination, impulse and pleasure: he is what
virtually ever y write r o f th e moder n perio d conceives , th e experienc e o f ar t
projected into the actuality and totality of life as the ideal form of the moral life. His
existence is intended to disturb us and make us dissatisfied with our habitual life in
culture.9

Trilling's particula r concer n wit h th e transitio n fro m sincerit y t o authenticit y a s
moralities of artistic creation is part of a wider and distinctive pattern. Authenticity is
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but on e o f th e idea s throug h whic h th e ide a o f th e artis t a s outside r ha s bee n
articulated.

For Africa, by and large, this authenticity is a curiosity: though trained in Europe
or in schools an d universities dominated b y European culture, the African writers '
concern i s not wit h the discovery o f a  self tha t is the object  o f an inne r voyage o f
discovery. Thei r problem—though not, of course, their subject—is findin g a  public
role, no t a  private self . I f Europea n intellectuals , thoug h comfortable insid e thei r
culture an d it s traditions , hav e a n imag e o f themselve s a s outsiders , Africa n
intellectuals ar e uncomfortabl e outsiders , seekin g t o develo p thei r culture s i n
directions that will give them a role.

The relatio n o f Africa n writers t o th e Africa n pas t i s a  web o f delicat e ambi -
guities. I f they have learned neithe r to despise i t nor to try to ignore it—and ther e
are many witnesses to the difficult y o f this decolonization o f the mind—they have
still to learn how to assimilate and transcend it. They have grown up in families for
which the past is, i f not present, at least not far below the surface. That past and their
people's myths of the past are not things they can ignore. When Ngugi wa Thiong' o
says tha t "th e novelist , a t hi s best , mus t fee l himsel f hei r t o a  continuous tradi -
tion," h e does no t mean, a s the Westerner migh t suppose, a  literary tradition : h e
means, a s an y Africa n woul d know , "th e mainstrea m of hi s people' s historica l
drama."10 It is this fundamentally sociohistorical perspective that makes the Euro-
pean proble m o f authenticit y something distan t an d unengagin g for mos t Africa n
writers.

We mus t no t overstat e th e distanc e fro m Londo n t o Lagos : th e concep t o f
authenticity, though often dissociated fro m its roots in the relation of reader or writer
to society, is one that can only be understood against the social background. I t is the
fact tha t we are social beings, afte r all , that raises the problem of authenticity. The
problem of who I really am is raised by the facts of what I appear to be, and though it is
essential t o th e mytholog y of authenticit y that thi s fac t shoul d be obscure d b y it s
prophets, wha t I  appea r t o b e i s fundamentall y how I  appea r t o other s an d onl y
derivatively how I  appear t o myself . Robinson Crusoe befor e Friday coul d hardl y
have had the problem o f sincerity, bu t we can reasonably doubt that he would have
faced issue s of authenticity either.

Yet, an d her e i s th e crux , fo r Europea n writer s thes e other s wh o defin e th e
problem are "my people, " and they can feel that they know who these people are ,
what they are worth. For African writers the answer is not so easy. They are Asante ,
Yoruba, Kikuyu , bu t wha t doe s thi s no w mean ? The y ar e Ghanaian , Nigerian ,
Kenyan, but does this yet mean anything? They are black, and what is the worth of the
black person? They are bound, that is, to face the questions articulated in my epigraph
by Achebe. So that though the European may feel that the problem of who he or she is
can be a private problem, th e African asks always not "who a m I?" bu t "who ar e
we?" an d "my" problem i s not mine alone but "ours."

This particular constellation of problems and projects i s not often found outsid e
Africa: a  recen t colonia l history , a  multiplicity of diverse  subnationa l indigenous
traditions, a foreign language whose metropolitan culture has traditionally defined the
"natives'' by their race as inferior, a  literary culture still very much in the making. It
is because they share this problematic tha t it makes sense to speak of a Nigerian write r
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as an African writer, with the problems of an African writer, an d it is because he has
attempted with subtlety and intelligence to face some of these common problems tha t
Soyinka deserves th e attention o f Africans.

I wan t to try to identif y a  problem i n Soyinka's account o f his cultural situation : a
problem with the account he offers of what it is to be an African writer de nos jours, a
problem that appears i n the tension betwee n wha t his plays show and wha t he says
about them.

We could start in many places in his dramatic oeuvre; I have chosen Death and the
King's Horseman. "Theplay, " Soyinkasays, "i s base d on events which took plac e
in Oyo, ancient Yoruba city of Nigeria, in 1946. Tha t year, the lives of Elesin (Olori
Elesin), hi s son , an d th e Colonia l Distric t Office r intertwine d wit h the disastrou s
results set out in the play."'' The first scene opens with a praise singer and drummers
pursuing Elesin Oba as he marches through the marketplace. W e gradually discover
that he is the' 'King's Horseman''—whose pride and duty is to follow the dead king to
ride with him to the ' 'abode of the gods.''12 In the words of Joseph, th e ' 'houseboy''
of the British district officer, "I t i s native law and custom. Th e King die last month.
Tonight i s his burial . Bu t befor e the y ca n bur y him , th e Elesi n mus t di e s o as t o
accompany hi m t o heaven." 13 Whe n a  colonia l officia l intervene s t o sto p Elesi n
Oba's "ritual suicide," his son, newly returned from England for the king's funeral ,
dies for him, and the Elesin responds b y strangling himself in his cell with the chain
with which the colonial police hav e bound his hands. The district officer's interven -
tion to save one life ends with the loss of two and, as the people of Oyo believe, with a
threat to the cosmic order .

The issue is complicated by the fact that Elesin Oba has chosen to marry on the eve
of hi s death—s o that , a s h e put s it , "M y vita l flow , th e las t fro m thi s fles h i s
intermingled wit h the promis e o f futur e life." 14 W e ar e awar e fro m th e ver y first
scene that this act raises doubts—expressed by lyaloja, mother of the market—about
the Elesin's preparedness fo r his task. When the Elesin fails, he himself addresses this
issue, a s he speaks to his young bride :

First I blamed the white man, then I blamed my gods for deserting me. Now I feel I
want to blame you for the mystery of the sapping of my will. But blame is a strange
peace offering for a man to bring a world he has deeply wronged, and to its innocent
dwellers. Oh little mother, I  have taken countless women in my life, but you were
more than a desire o f the flesh. I  needed yo u as the abyss across whic h my body
must be drawn , I  filled it  with earth and  dropped my  see d in  it  at  the momen t of
preparedness fo r my crossing . . . . I  confes s t o you , daughter , m y weaknes s
came not merely from the abomination of the white man who came violentl y into
my fading presence, ther e was also a weight of longing on my earth-held limbs . I
would have shaken it off, already my foot had begun to lift but then, the white ghost
entered and all was defiled. 15

There ar e so many possible readings here, and the Elesin's uncertainties as to the
meaning of his own failure leave us scope to wonder whether the intervention of the
colonizer provides only a pretext. Bu t what is Soyinka's ow n reading ?

In his author's not e to the play Soyinka writes :
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The bane of themes of this genre is that they are no sooner employed creatively than
they acquire the facile tag of "clash of cultures," a prejudicial label, which , quite
apart fro m it s frequent misapplication, presuppose s a  potential equalit y in every
given situation  o f the alie n culture and the indigenous , o n the actua l soi l o f th e
latter. (I n the area of misapplication, th e overseas priz e for illiteracy an d menta l
conditioning undoubtedly goes to the blurb-writer for the American edition of my
novel Season  o f Anomy  wh o unblushingl y declares tha t thi s wor k portray s th e
"clash betwee n th e ol d value s an d ne w ways , betwee n Wester n method s an d
African traditions"!) .  . .  I  find it necessary to caution the would-be producer of
this pla y agains t a sadly familiar reductionis t tendency , an d to direc t hi s visio n
instead t o the fa r mor e difficul t an d risk y tas k o f elicitin g the play' s threnodi c
essence. .  .  .

The Colonia l Facto r i s an incident , a  catalyti c inciden t merely . .  .  .  Th e
confrontation i n the play is largely metaphysical .

I find the tone of this passage strained , the claim disingenuous. We may, of course ,
make distinction s mor e carefull y tha n blur b writer s an d scribbler s o f facil e tags :
Soyinka feels that talk of the clash of cultures suggests tha t colonizer an d colonized
meet on culturally equal terms. We may reject the implication. Ther e is, as Soyinka
says, somethin g so oversimple a s to be thoroughly misleading in the claim that the
novel i s "about," tha t i t "portrays," th e relation between Europea n method s an d
African traditions .

Still, i t i s absurd to deny that novel and play have something to say abou t that
relationship. The' 'Colonial Factor'' is not a catalytic incident merely; it is a profound
assault o n the consciousnes s o f the Africa n intellectual , on the consciousnes s tha t
guides this play. And it would be irresponsible, whic h Soyinka is not, to assert that
novel and play do not imply a complex (and nonreductionist) se t of attitudes to the
problem. I t is one thing to say (as I think correctly) that the drama i n Oyo i s driven
ultimately b y th e logi c o f Yorub a cosmology , anothe r t o den y th e existenc e o f a
dimension of power in which it is the colonial stat e that forms the action.

So that after all the distinctions have been drawn, we still need to ask why Soyinka
feels the need to conceal hi s purposes. Is it perhaps because he has not resolved th e
tension between the desire that arises from his enracinement in the European tradition
of authorship to see his literary work as, so to speak, authentic,' 'metaphysical,'' and
the desire tha t he must feel as an African i n a once-colonized an d merely notionally
decolonized culture to face up to and reflect the problem at the level of ideology? Is it,
to pu t i t briskly , becaus e Soyink a i s tor n betwee n th e demand s o f a  privat e
authenticity and a public commitment? Between individua l self-discovery and what
he elsewhere calls the "social vision"?

It is this problem, central to Soyinka's situation as the archetypical African writer,
that I wish to go on to discuss.

The "social vision" is, of course, the theme of two of the lectures in Soyinka's Myth,
Literature an d th e African World,  an d i t was i n this work tha t the tension s I  have
mentioned firs t caugh t m y attention . Soyinka' s essay s ar e clearl y no t directe d
particularly to an African audienc e (hardly surprising when we remember tha t they
are based on lectures given in England at Cambridge University) . References to Peter
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Brook an d Brecht , t o Robbe-Grille t an d Lorca , ar e intende d t o hel p locat e th e
Western reader. Indeed , the introduction of Lorca is glossed with the observation tha t
it is ' 'for ease of reference.''16 And it is clear from the way in which the first chapter
(on Yorub a theolog y an d it s transformation s i n Africa n an d African-America n
drama) tell s u s muc h tha t i t would be absur d t o tel l t o an y Yoruba , an d a  certai n
amount tha t i t would b e gratuitou s t o mentio n fo r almos t an y Africa n readership.

Yet, i t i s intended (an d to a  large exten t thi s intentio n is achieved) tha t Myth,
Literature and the African World  should b e a work that, like Soyinka's plays (an d
unlike, say, Achebe's novels ) takes its African—its Yoruba—background utterly for
granted. Soyinka is not arguing that modern African writers should be free to draw on
African, and , in his case, Yoruba , mythology; rather, h e is simply showing us how
this process can and does take place. H e tells us in his preface, fo r example, tha t the
literature of the "secular social vision" reveals that the "universal verities" of "th e
new ideologue'' can be ' 'elicited from the world-view and social structur e of his own
[African] people." 17 I  have every sympath y with the way Soyinka trie s to  take the
fact o f Africa fo r granted. Bu t this taking for granted is doubly paradoxical .

First, the  readership for  his dramatic text s and theoretical writings— unlike the
audience fo r hi s performances—i s largel y no t African . Myth,  Literature  an d th e
African World  i s largely to be read by people wh o see Soyinka as a guide into what
remains for them from a  literary point of view (and this is, of course, a  reflection of
political realities) the Dark Continent. How can we ask people who are not African,
do not know Africa, to take us for granted? And, more importantly, why should we?
(Observe how odd it would be to praise Norman Mailer—to take a name entirely at
random—for taking America fo r granted.)

It i s par t o f th e curiou s problemati c o f th e Africa n intellectual tha t takin g hi s
culture for granted—as politics, a s history, as culture, and, more abstractl y yet , as
mind—is, absurdly, something that does require an effort. S o that, inevitably—and
this is the second layer of paradox—what Soyinka does is to take Africa for granted in
reaction to a series of self-misunderstandings in Africa that are a product of colonial
history and the European imagination, and this despite Soyinka's knowledge that it is
Europe's fictions of Africa that we need to forget. In escaping Europe' s Africa , the
one fiction that Soyinka as theorist cannot escape i s that Africans can only take their
cultural traditions for granted b y an effort o f mind.

Yet i n Soyinka' s play s Yorub a mytholog y an d theology , Yorub a custo m an d
tradition ar e taken fo r granted . The y ma y be reworked , a s Shakespeare reworke d
English or Wagner German traditions, but there is never any hesitation, when, as in
Death and the King's Horseman, Soyink a draws confidently on the resources o f his
tradition. W e outsider s nee d surel y hav e n o mor e difficult y i n understandin g
Soyinka's dramas because they draw on Yoruba culture than we have in understand-
ing Shakespear e becaus e h e speaks fro m withi n what used t o be called th e "Eliz -
abethan world picture," and Soyinka's dramas  show that he knows this.

I think we should ask what leads Soyinka astray when it comes to his accounting
for hi s cultural situation. An d par t o f the answe r must be tha t h e i s answering th e
wrong question. For what he needs to do is not to take an African worl d for granted but
to take for granted his own culture—to speak freely not as an African but as a Yoruba
and a  Nigerian . Th e righ t question , then , i s no t "Wh y Afric a shouldn' t tak e it s
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traditions fo r granted?" but "Wh y I  shouldn't tak e mine?" The reason tha t Africa
cannot take an African cultural or political or intellectual lif e for granted is that ther e
is no such thing: there are only so many traditions with their complex relationships—
and, a s often, their lack of any relationship—to each other .

For thi s reason , Soyinka' s situatio n i s eve n mor e comple x tha n i t i s likel y t o
appear t o the Westerner—or to the African enmeshed i n unanimist mythologies. For
even i f hi s writin g wer e addresse d solel y t o othe r Africans , Soyink a coul d no t
presuppose a  knowledge of Yoruba traditions—and these are precisely what we need
to understan d i f w e ar e t o follo w th e argument s o f hi s firs t lecture . Eve n whe n
addressing othe r Africans , tha t is , h e ca n onl y tak e fo r grante d a n interes t i n hi s
situation, and a shared assumption that he has the right to speak fro m within a Yoruba
cultural world . H e cannot tak e fo r granted a  common stoc k o f cultural knowledge.

These issues are important for my own project in these essays. A s I have alread y
said, i t is simply a mistake to suppose tha t Africa's cultures are an open book t o each
other. Tha t i s one reason why , as we saw in Chapter 3 , the fact tha t I explain this or
that Asante custom or belief does not by itself show that I am talking for the West. We
cannot, therefore , infe r a  Western audienc e for Soyinka's—brilliant and original—
exposition of Yoruba cosmology. What shows that Soyinka's audience is Western i s
the sorts of  references he  makes, the  sorts of Yoruba customs he chooses to explain.

Now, of course, th e only way that the misunderstandings I have been discussin g
can b e overcom e i s b y acknowledgin g an d transcendin g them ; nothin g i s t o b e
achieved b y ignoring them. And , despit e th e remarks i n the author' s not e Soyink a
knows this well . Wha t I want to argue, however , i s that the "Africa n World " tha t
Soyinka counterposes as his fiction of Africa is one against which we should revolt—
and that we should do so, t o return to my earlier argument , because i t presupposes a
false accoun t o f th e prope r relationship s betwee n privat e "metaphysical " authen -
ticity an d ideology ; a  false accoun t o f th e relation s between literature , on th e on e
hand, an d the African world, on the other .

We can approach Soyinka's presuppositions by asking ourselves a question: what has
Yoruba cosmology, the preoccupation of the first lecture of Myth,  Literature  an d the
African World,  t o do with African literature ? It is not enough to answer that Yoruba
cosmology provide s both the characters and the mythic resonances o f some Africa n
drama—notably, of course, Soyinka's—as it does of some of the Afro-Caribbean and
African-American dram a that Soyinka himself discusses in Myth, Literature  an d the
African World.  Fo r thi s i s n o answe r fo r th e Aka n write r o r reade r wh o i s mor e
familiar with Ananse than Esu-Elegba as trickster, and who has no more obligation s
to Ogun than he does t o Vishnu. "Africa minu s the Sahara North"—an d this is an
observation o f Soyinka's—"is still a very large continent, populated by myriad races
and cultures."18

It i s natural , afte r readin g th e firs t lectur e of Myth,  Literature  an d th e African
World, t o suppos e tha t Soyinka' s answe r t o ou r questio n mus t b e this : "Yorub a
mythology is taken by way of example because, a s a Yoruba, i t happens to be what I
know about. " I n hi s interestin g discussio n o f th e difference s (an d similarities )
between Gree k myt h an d dram a an d Yoruba , fo r example , h e says : "tha t Gree k
religion shows persuasive parallels with, to stick to our example, th e Yoruba, is by no



The Myth  o f an African  World  8 1

means denied"19—as if the Yoruba case is discussed a s an example of (what else?)
the African case. Many other passages would support thi s interpretation.

Now i f thi s i s Soyinka' s presupposition—an d i f i t i s not , i t i s certainl y a
presupposition o f his text—then it is one that we must question. For, I  would suggest,
the assumption that this system of Yoruba ideas is—that it could be—typical, is too
direct a  reaction t o the European conceptio n o f Africa a s wha t Soyinka elsewher e
nicely terms a'' metaphysical vacuum ":20 and the correct response to this absurdity is
not to claim tha t what appears t o Europe a s a  vacuum is in fact a  uniform medium
populated wit h certain typica l metaphysica l notions , o f which Yoruba conception s
would be one particularization, but rather to insist that it is a plenum richly populate d
with the metaphysical thought worlds of (in his own harmles s hyperbole ) "myria d
races an d cultures."

I d o no t wan t t o represen t Soyinka' s apparen t positio n a s a  kin d o f Yorub a
imperialism of the thought world. The motive is nobler, and I think it is this: Soyinka
recognizes that, despite the differences between the histories o f British, French, and
Portuguese ex-colonies, ther e is a deep and deeply self-conscious continuity between
the problems and projects of decolonized Africans , a continuity that has, as he shows,
literary manifestations, and he wants to give an account of that continuity that is both
metaphysical and endogenous. Th e desire to give an account that is endogenous is, I
think, primary. As we saw with Du Bois, there is something disconcerting for a Pan-
Africanist in the thesis (which I here state at its most extreme) that what Africans have
in common is fundamentally that European racism failed to take them seriously, that
European imperialism exploited them. Soyinka will not admit the presupposition of
Achebe's question:' 'When you see an African what does it mean to a white man?''—
the presuppositon that the African identity is, in part, the product of a European gaze .

I had better insist once more that I do not think that this is all that Africans have
culturally i n common. I t i s obviou s that , lik e Europ e befor e th e Renaissanc e an d
much of the modern Third World, African cultures are formed in important ways by
the fac t tha t they had unti l recently no high technology an d relatively low levels of
literacy. And , despite th e introduction of high technology an d th e rapid growt h of
literacy, thes e fact s o f th e recen t pas t ar e stil l reflecte d i n th e conception s eve n
of those of us who are most affected by economic development and cultural exposure
to th e West . I  shal l retur n t o thes e issue s i n th e fina l essays . Bu t eve n i f thes e
economic an d technica l similaritie s wer e t o b e foun d onl y i n Africa—an d the y
aren't—they woul d not , eve n wit h the similaritie s i n colonia l history , justify th e
assmuption o f metaphysica l o r mythi c unity , excep t o n th e mos t horrifyingl y
determinist assumptions.

In denying a metaphysical and mythic unity to African conceptions, then , I have
not denied that' 'African literature' ' is a useful category. I have insisted from the very
beginning that the social-historical situatio n of African writers generates a  common
set o f problems . Bu t notic e tha t i t i s precisel y no t a  metaphysica l consensu s tha t
creates this shared situation. It is, inter alia, the transition from traditional to modern
loyalties; the experience of colonialism; the racial theories an d prejudices of Europe,
which provide bot h th e language and the tex t of literary experience ; th e growt h of
both literacy and the modern economy. And it is, as I say, because these are changes
that wer e to a  large exten t thrus t upo n African peoples b y European imperialism ,



82 I n My Father's House

precisely becaus e the y are exogenous , tha t Soyinka , i n m y view , revolt s agains t
seeing them as the major determinants of the situation of the African writer .

Once he is committed to an endogenous account of this situation, what is left b y
unity in metaphysics? Shaka and Osei Tutu—founders, respectively, o f the Zulu and
the Asante nations—do not belong in the same narrative, spok e different languages ,
and had conceptions of kinship (to bow to an ethnographer's idol) that were centrally
patrilineal an d matrilineal , respectively . Soyink a coul d hav e give n a n accoun t o f
what they had in common that was racial. But , as I have argued and Soyinka know s
well, we have passed the time when black racism is possible as an intelligent reaction
to white racism. So , a s I say, we are lef t wit h common metaphysica l conceptions .

Though I think that the appeal o f the myth of Africa's metaphysical solidarity is
largely due to Soyinka's wish for an endogenous account, there is, I suspect, anothe r
reason wh y h e i s tempted b y thi s story . Soyinka , th e ma n of Europea n letters , i s
familiar with the literature of authenticity and the account of it as an exploration o f the
metaphysics o f th e individua l self , an d h e i s tempted , b y on e o f thos e rhetorica l
oppositions tha t appea l t o abstrac t thinkers , t o play agains t thi s them e an African
exploration o f the metaphysics of the community.

But i n accepting suc h an account Soyink a i s once mor e enmeshed i n Europe' s
myth of Africa. Because h e cannot se e either Christianity or Islam a s endogenou s
(even i n thei r mor e syncreti c forms) , h e i s lef t t o reflec t o n Africa n traditiona l
religions, and these have always seemed fro m Europe's point of view to be much of a
muchness.

Some thread s need tying together. I  began thi s chapter by asserting tha t the central
project o f tha t Pan-Africa n literar y cultur e t o whic h Soyink a belong s coul d b e
characterized as the search for a culture—a search for the relation of the author to the
social world. I then suggested that we could detect in a preface of Soyinka's a  tension
between a  privat e "metaphysical " accoun t o f hi s pla y Death  an d th e King's
Horseman an d it s obvious ideologica l implications . Soyinka , I  wen t on t o claim ,
rejects any obviously "political" account of his literary work, because he wishes to
show how an African writer can take Africa for granted in his work, drawing on ' 'the
world-view . . . o f his own people," and because he wishes to represent wha t is
African abou t his and other African writing as arising endogenously out of Africa's
shared metaphysical resources. Most recently I have argued that we cannot accept a
central presupposition of this view, namely the presupposition tha t there is , even at
quite a high level of abstraction, an African worldview .

My argument will be complete when I have shown why Soyinka's view of African
metaphysical solidarity i s an answer to the search for a culture, an d what, since we
must rejec t hi s answer , shoul d replace it . T o thi s latter question, I  shal l offe r th e
beginnings of an answer that is sketched ou t further i n later chapters.

African writers share, as I have said, both a social-historical situatio n and a social-
historical perspective. One aspect of the situation is the growth both of literacy and of
the availability of printing. This generates the now-familiar problem of the transition
from fundamentall y ora l to  literar y cultures , and  in  doin g so  it  give s rise to  tha t
peculiar privac y tha t i s associate d wit h th e writte n an d persisten t text , a  privac y
associated wit h a new kind of property in texts, a new kind of authorial authority, a
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new kind of creative persona. I t is easy to see now that, in generating the category of
the individual in the new world of the public—published—text, i n creating the private
"metaphysical" interiorit y o f th e author , thi s social-historica l situatio n tear s th e
writer out of his social-historical perspective ; the authorial "I" struggle s to displace
the "we" o f the oral narration .

This struggle is as central to Soyinka's situation as it is to that of African writer s
generally. At the same time, and again typically, Soyinka, the individual, a Nigerian
outside the traditional, more certain world of his Yoruba ancestors, struggles with the
Soyinka who experiences the loss of that world, of these gods of whom he speaks with
such lov e and longing in the first lecture. Onc e agai n the "I " seek s t o escape th e
persistent and engulfing "we."

And wit h this dialectic o f self-as-whole and self-as-part, w e reach the core: fo r
this struggle is, I  suggest, the source o f the tension in his author's note—the tension
between Soyinka's account of his drama and the drama itself. But it is also at the root
of the project of Myth, Literature  and the African World.

For Soyinka's search for a culture has led him, as the title of the book indicates ,
away from the possibility of a Yoruba or a Nigerian' 'we'' to an African, a continental
community. His solution to the problem of what it is that individuates African cultur e
(which h e sense s a s a  problem becaus e h e realizes tha t Africans have so much in
common) i s tha t African literatur e is unite d in it s drawing on th e resource s o f a n
African conceptio n o f communit y growin g ou t o f a n Africa n metaphysics . Th e
tension i n Myth,  Literature  an d th e African  World  i s between thi s thesi s an d th e
Soyinka o f th e dramas , implici t in hi s accoun t o f Yorub a cosmolog y i n th e firs t
lecture, the Soyinka whose account of Yoruba cosmology is precisely not the Yourba
account; who has taken sometimes Yoruba mythology, but sometimes the world of a
long-dead Greek , and demythologized them to his own purposes , makin g o f them
something new, more "metaphysical," and, above all, more private and individual.

Once we see that Soyinka's accoun t of his literary projec t i s in tension with his
literary corpus, we can see why he has to conceal, a s I have suggested he does, th e
ideological role that he sees for the writer. If African writers were to play their social
role in creating a new African literature of the "secular social vision" drawing on an
African metaphysics , then th e colonial experienc e would  be a  "catalyti c inciden t
merely"—it coul d onl y b e th e impetu s t o uncove r thi s metaphysica l solidarity .
Furthermore, his own work, viewed as an examination of the "abyss of transition,"
serves it s ideological purpos e just by being a  metaphysical examination, an d lose s
this point when reduced t o an account of the colonial experience. Paradoxically, it s
political purpose—in the creation o f an African literary culture , th e declaratio n o f
independence o f th e Africa n mind—i s serve d onl y b y concealin g it s politica l
interpretation.

We cannot , then , accep t Soyinka' s understandin g o f th e purpose s o f Africa' s
literatures today. And yet his oeuvre embodies, perhaps more than any other body of
modern Africa n writing , the challeng e o f a  new mod e o f individualit y in African
intellectual life. I n taking up so passionately the heritage of the printed word, he has
entered inevitably into the new kind of literary self that comes with print, a self that is
the product, surely, of changes in social life as well as in the technology of the word.
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This novel self is more individualist and atomic than the self of precapitalist societies;
it is a creature of modern economic relations. I do not know that this new conception
of the self was inevitable, but it is no longer something that we in Africa could escape
even if we wanted to. And if we cannot escape it, let us celebrate it—there is surely a
Yoruba proverb with this moral—and celebrate i t in the work of Wole Soyinka, who
has provide d i n his play s a  literar y experience whos e individualit y i s a n endles s
source of insight and pleasure.21



F I V E

Ethnophilosophy
and Its Critic s
By "Africa n philosophy " I  mea n a  se t of texts , specificall y th e se t o f texts
written by Africans themselves and described as philosophical by their authors
themselves.1

PAULIN HOUNTONDJ I

M,Ly epigrap h i s a  definitio n propose d b y th e Beninoi s philosophe r Pauli n
Hountondji—a definition that knowingly sidesteps what has been one of the cruces of
philosophical debat e in postcolonial blac k Africa. As we have puzzled over whether
philosophers wh o happen t o shar e a  continent shoul d fo r tha t reason b e classified
together, we have wondered, too, wha t sorts of intellectual activity should be called
"philosophy." And , despit e Hountondji , w e kno w tha t no t an y answe r t o tha t
question will do. If Sir Isaac Newton had lived in Africa, Principia woul d be, by this
criterion, a  work of African philosophy: for Newton called this the first great text of
modern theoretica l physics , a  work of natural philosophy. And thousands o f book s
published eac h yea r i n th e Unite d State s o n astrolog y o r bogu s Hind u mysticism
would count by an analogous criterion a s American philosophy .

Yet there is something to be said for Hountondji's strategy. While philosophers in
Africa are seeking a role for themselves—or wondering, perhaps, whether they have
any rol e a t all—i t ma y b e a s wel l no t t o rely  to o muc h on restrictiv e definitions .
The wors t tha t can  be  said , afte r all , agains t someon e who  call s a  cookboo k a
contribution t o th e philosoph y o f cooking is , perhaps , tha t philosophy i s a  rathe r
grandiose word .

We d o wel l t o b e especially carefu l in applying definitions borrowed fro m th e
European philosophical traditions in which contemporary Africa n university philoso-
phers have been trained , because eve n within these tradition s there i s a notoriously
wide rang e o f opinio n abou t th e task s an d th e topic s o f philosophy . An d th e
disagreements withi n the Western academ y abou t the character o f philosophy pal e
into insignificance when we seek t o give a unitary explanation o f what makes bot h
Confucius an d Plato philosophers o r of what makes certai n Indian and Chinese an d
Latin writing s all philosophical texts .

So that, though we could try to approach th e question o f African philosophy by
the method of definitions, asking what "philosophy" means and what it means to be
African, settling the issue by definitional fiat is unlikely to be productive. A cookbook
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might bette r no t be calle d "th e philosoph y o f cooking, " bu t i t migh t b e a  goo d
cookbook nevertheless . I  suggest we start instead by examining the range of things
that hav e com e t o b e calle d "Africa n philosophy " an d askin g whic h o f thes e
activities is worthwhile or interesting—and in what ways.

Since I  d o no t wis h t o prejudg e th e issu e o f wha t shoul d coun t a s Africa n
philosophy, I  shall not assume, a s Hountondji does, tha t it has to be written. As we
shall see in Chapter 6, there is something to be said for—and a  good dea l to be said
against—a view of written African philosoph y as continuous with earlier preliterat e
forms o f intellectual activity . Bu t my concern i n these essay s i s primarily wit h the
situation of African intellectuals.2 And because, as I have already said, the training of
African universit y philosopher s ha s bee n i n th e tradition s o f th e West , w e ma y
begin—here a s elsewher e i n th e characterizatio n o f Africa n intellectua l life—b y
relating the situation of the contemporary Africa n intellectua l to the cultures of their
former colonizers . Provided w e keep open minds , that need not blind us to the way
that philosophy in Africa grows also out of her own indigenou s traditions.

Western academi c philosoph y ma y have a hard time agreeing on its own definition,
but an y definitio n mus t be responsible t o certain fact s abou t the applicatio n o f th e
concept. I n th e Euro-America n traditio n nothin g ca n coun t a s philosophy , fo r
example, i f i t doe s no t discuss problems tha t have a  famil y resemblanc e t o thos e
problems tha t have centrally concerned those we call "philosophers. " And nothing
that does addres s itsel f to suc h problems bu t doe s s o in ways that bear n o famil y
resemblance t o traditiona l philosophica l method s ough t t o coun t either . An d th e
Wittgensteinian notio n o f famil y resemblance , here , i s especiall y appropriat e be -
cause a tradition, like a family, i s something that changes from one generation to the
next. Just as there may be no way of seeing me as especially like my remote ancestors ,
even thoug h there ar e substantia l similarities between th e member s o f succeedin g
generations, so we are likely to be able to see the continuities between Plato and Frege
only i f we trace th e steps i n between. Contemporary philosophica l discours e i n the
West is, like all discourse, the product of a history, and it is that history that explains
why it s many styles and problems han g together.

It would be difficult t o give an exhaustive list of the problems that have come to be
at the core of the Western tradition. But they can all, I think, be seen as growing out of
a history of systematic reflection on widespread, prereflective beliefs about the nature
of humankind, about the purposes, and about our knowledge of and our place in the
cosmos. When these beliefs are not subjected to systematic and critical analysi s we
speak of "folk philosophy." But in Western academic philosophy—b y contrast, fo r
example, wit h anthropolog y or the history o f ideas—what i s required i s not just a
concern with the issues that are the topic of folk philosophy but a critical discourse, in
which reason an d argument play a central role.

We cannot, however, characterize philosophy simply as the discourse that applies
to our folk belief s the techniques of logic and reason. No t only because others—i n
physics and sociology an d literary theory—mak e such arguments too , bu t because
academic philosophy has come to be defined by a canon o f subjects as well as by its
argumentative method . I f w e understan d "philosophy " a s th e traditio n t o whic h
Plato an d Aristotle, Descarte s and Hume, Kan t and Hegel belong , then a t least th e
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following concepts ar e bound to be regarded as central to that canon: beauty, being ,
causation, evil , God, gods , good, illusion, justice, knowledge , life , meaning, mind,
person, reality, reason, right , truth , understanding, and wrong.

Now, no doubt, no t all cultures have exactly these concepts , bu t all of them will
probably hav e concepts tha t bea r a  family resemblanc e t o them. N o human being
could think about action who did not have a concept like our concept of causation; or
think abou t why things happen i n the world withou t such a  concept. N o one could
have socia l norm s withou t concepts a t leas t somethin g lik e good,  evil,  right,  an d
wrong, an d a  societ y withou t norm s coul d hardl y exist—no t simpl y becaus e th e
concept o f a society is connected wit h the idea of shared norms but because without
common norm s i t is difficul t t o conceive o f any collective action . Similarly , ever y
culture ha s ha d view s abou t wha t i t i s t o hav e somethin g lik e a  min d an d o f it s
relationship to the body; almost every culture has had a concept that plays some of the
roles of concepts of divinity. And even if there were a human culture where nothing
like any of these concepts was present, i t is hard to make sense of the idea of a culture
that did not have any crucial organizin g concepts.

There is , then , i n ever y cultur e a  fol k philosophy , an d implici t i n tha t fol k
philosophy are all (or many) of the concepts tha t academic philosopher s hav e made
central t o thei r stud y in the West . O f course , ther e migh t not b e i n every societ y
people wh o pursued a  systemati c critica l conceptua l inquiry , but a t leas t i n ever y
culture there is work for a philosopher, shoul d on e come along, to do.

There are many reasons for supposing that the task might be difficult; many too for
doubting that every society would come, withou t exogenous intervention, to take up
the project. But in the actual world, there has been an exogenous intervention, and it
has lef t peopl e wit h Wester n philosophica l training s i n Africa . Becaus e the y ar e
Africans roote d to at least some degree in their traditional cultures and, at the same
time, intellectuals trained in the traditions of the West, the y face a special situation .
They may choose t o borrow th e tools o f Western philosoph y fo r their work . But if
they wis h to pursu e suc h conceptua l inquirie s i n th e though t worlds o f thei r ow n
traditions, the y ar e boun d t o d o s o wit h a  highl y develope d awarenes s o f th e
challenges of Western ideas .

They are bound also to have to make choices within Western traditions . Not only is
there a considerable difference in the styles of philosophy in France and in Germany,
on the one hand, and in the anglophone world, on the other, but there is in Britain and
in North America a wide divergence betwee n the practice—and the metaphilosophi-
cal theory—of the dominant Anglo-American tradition and the theory and practice of
those whose work is conceived as closer to the traditions that remain strong in France
and Germany. 3 Tha t th e wor k o f thes e latte r philosopher s i s ofte n referre d t o a s
"Continental" philosoph y i s a  reflection of th e essentiall y English origin s o f thi s
dichotomization.

When, i n the first decades o f this century, Frege began to replace Hege l a s the
tutelary spiri t o f English philosophy, the ethos o f Continenta l historicis t modes of
thought was gradually eliminated fro m th e philosophy facultie s of English (though,
curiously, no t fro m Scottish ) universities . I n England th e mos t influentia l bod y of
philosophical practic e throug h th e midcentur y derive d fro m th e transfer , through
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such figures as Ludwig Wittgenstein and Alfred Ayer, of the logical positivism of the
Vienna circl e to Oxford an d Cambridge int o the context provide d by the critique of
idealism that had been begun by G. E. Moore and Bertrand Russell. The tradition that
resulted cam e t o be known as analytical philosophy.

This win d fro m Austri a ble w les s vigorousl y i n th e Unite d States , wher e
pragmatism provided an indigenous alternative to the influences of the Vienna circle .
But W. V. O. Quine, one of the most potent influences in the formation of the modern
idiom o f America n philosophy , ha d bee n influenced , lik e Alfre d Ayer , b y hi s
contacts wit h the Viennes e school , eve n if , a s he acknowledged , pragmatis m wa s
another o f hi s majo r influences . While Wittgenstei n brough t th e gospe l t o Cam -
bridge, th e influenc e of Morit z Schlick , a  central figur e i n the organizatio n o f the
circle, and , abov e all , o f Rudol f Carnap—fro m on e perspective , th e greates t
systematic philosopher o f the century—also left their impress on American academi c
philosophy.

For th e man y wh o resiste d thes e strain s o f though t i n th e Unite d States , th e
founding figur e o f thei r traditio n remaine d no t Freg e bu t Hegel , an d th e mos t
influential o f th e modern s wer e no t Wittgenstei n an d Carna p bu t Husser l an d
Heidegger. Thos e i n this tradition fel t a t ease with Sartre, wh o had introduce d int o
French philosophy the influence of the German phenomenologists an d turned it, as he
claimed, t o goo d existentialis t use . The y continue d t o rea d Schopenhauer . The y
rediscovered Nietzsche—decontaminate d of his Nazi associations—after the Secon d
World War . Th e analytica l philosophers , meanwhile , wer e readin g Russel l an d
Moore and the early Wittgenstein—and later on Carnap and the later Wittgenstein and
Quine—and spending mor e and more o f their time on something called the philoso-
phy of  language.

Far more striking to the casual observer tha n the differences in doctrines o f these
groups—for neithe r "Continental " no r "analytical " philosoph y i s easily charac -
terized by a creed—are their differences in method and idiom. They share, of course,
a vocabulary of key words that belong to the language of the Western philosophica l
tradition—truth and meaning, fo r example, being familiar lexical presences for each,
but they often put these shared words to radically different uses; and words like being
(for the analytical), and reference (fo r the Continentals), which were important for
the other tradition , became fo r a period virtuall y taboo.

For an outsider this fuss may seem simply preposterous: what is at stake, after all ,
is only the right to the label' 'philosophy.'' Why should i t matter to anyone (analytic
or Continental) whether someone else (Continental or analytic) cares to call what they
are doing by this label? But the answer is simple: "philosophy" is the highest-status
label o f Western humanism . The clai m to philosophy i s the clai m t o wha t is mos t
important, mos t difficult , mos t fundamenta l i n th e Wester n tradition . An d th e
enduring powe r o f tha t clai m i s reflecte d i n th e commones t respons e fro m th e
inquisitive Frenc h or Britis h o r American strange r wh o ask s wha t I  do: "Philoso -
phy?" Pause . "Yo u trus t b e ver y clever. " T o admi t t o a  Wester n audienc e tha t
philosophers, lik e al l intellectuals , can b e witles s a s wel l a s smart ; an d tha t th e
questions we ask and answer are hard, but no harder than the questions in physics or
literary theory; to admit that—our darkest secret—would be to throw away a couple
of millennia of cultura l capital .
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We can characterize the divided house of anglophone academi c philosoph y no t only
by its double idiom but also by a double self-image. Analytica l philosophers thin k of
themselves a s on the side of logic, science, and method agains t supersitition ; on the
side of a modest and careful search for truth against bombast. Fo r them philosophy is
often a  technica l subject , an d a  gras p o f thes e technicalitie s i s a  conditio n o f
professional competence . Continental s believ e tha t the  issue s the y dea l wit h are
difficult an d important and that their tradition i s continuous with the best and deepest
of the Western tradition of humanistic scholarship. The y are likely to see philosophy
as continuous not with the sciences but with literature and the arts. If  they complain
about the analytical, they complain tha t their work i s shallow, cold , dry , inconse -
quential; tha t the y evad e th e difficult y o f th e centra l philosophica l question s b y
reducing the m t o trivial , ofte n semantic , debates ; tha t the y lac k a  sens e o f th e
historical development of the life of reason. And, in return, the analytical are likely
to object that Continentals mistake obscurantism fo r profundity .

These self- (and other) images are, I suppose, stereotypes. Few, on either " side,"
express themselves as clearly and strongly as this; most analytica l philosophers wil l
agree tha t ther e i s som e interes t in , say , Sartre' s mora l psychology , an d mos t
Continentals wil l agree tha t analytical philosophy o f logic and language , whil e not
nearly a s importan t a s i t i s suppose d t o be , i s ofte n th e wor k o f subtl e an d gifte d
minds. Bu t though these image s ar e stereotypes, the y ar e not, i n my view, carica-
tures. Bernar d Williams , a  leadin g Britis h analytica l philosopher , ha s writte n
recently that analytical philosophy "ha s n o distinctive subject matter."

What distinguishe s analytical philosoph y fro m othe r contemporar y philosoph y
(though no t fro m muc h philosophy of other times) is a  certain wa y o f going on,
which involves argument, distinctions, and, so far as it remembers to try to achieve
it an d succeeds , moderatel y plai n speech . A s a n alternativ e t o plai n speech , i t
distinguishes sharply between obscurity and technicality. It always rejects the first,
but the second it sometimes finds a necessity. This feature peculiarly enrages som e
of it s enemies. Wantin g philosophy to be a t once profoun d and accessible , the y
resent technicality but are comforted by obscurity.4

"A certai n way of going on": n o choice o f phrasing could more vividl y display the
laid-back tone of much analytical philosophizing, the sense that we shall go further,
faster, i f we do not make too much fuss. The "enemies" are bound to be enraged by
someone wh o speak s o f " a certai n wa y o f goin g on, " whe n wha t i s a t issu e i s
philosophical methodology , no t leas t becaus e thi s conversational ton e attempt s t o
claim a s natura l and uncomplicate d wha t i s often , fro m anothe r poin t o f view , a
profoundly challenging philosophical claim. For anyone who has watched the Anglo-
American philosophical scene, even from afar , it will not be hard to guess who these
"enemies" are .

In th e United States thi s discourse o f mutua l incomprehension an d distast e has
become mor e complicate d i n the recent years . Fo r many younger philosophers se e
little point in the labels. There is a tendency more an d more to speak—as Williams
does here—of differences of idiom and to hope for some sort of common ground. But
in the academy, as in politics, true detente requires more than the regular expression
of a desire for rapprochement .
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The Continentals in the United States, though drawing on the canon of academic
philosophy in France and Germany, differed from their literally European cousins in
one major respect. Fo r political philosophy, and in particular, various readings of and
reactions to Marxism, have never had the central place in the American tradition tha t
they have had in Europe. In Europe, figures such as Althusser and Sartre in France, or
Adorno o r Haberma s i n Germany , hav e develope d a  philosophica l reflectio n o n
politics tha t takes Marxism seriously, howeve r much it is criticized .

Not onl y have the recent rapprochement s mad e th e work of European philoso -
phers increasingl y familia r to Anglo-America n philosophers , bu t ther e i s als o i n
Europe a growing interest in the work of the British, North American, an d Australian
philosophers who constitute the canon of analytical philosophy. Nevertheless, for the
first twenty-fiv e year s o f th e postwa r er a w e mus t recogniz e tw o powerfu l an d
powerfully distinc t philosophical tradition s in the West. An d it was in those decades
that the philosophy departments of anglophone and francophone Africa were estab -
lished.

Philosophers i n Africa n philosoph y department s inherited , then , th e tw o warrin g
Western traditions, and one thing that we can say with certainty is that if we accep t
Paulin Hountondji' s proposa l w e shal l have , a s a  result , t o coun t a s Africa n
philosophy many texts whose connection with Africa is no more (and, one should no
doubt say , n o less ) profoun d tha n th e nationalit y o f thei r authors . Thi s i s a
consequence Hountondj i accepts. Hi s definition, wit h which I began, i s intended to
restore '  'the simple, obvious truth that Africa is above all a continent and the concept
of Africa an empirical, geographica l concep t and not a metaphysical one."5 But the
important question s fo r a n Africa n schola r abou t he r involvemen t wit h Wester n
academic philosophy are not to be settled by facts of geography. For she will want to
ask, first , i f there is anything distinctive she can bring to the Western traditio n fro m
her history, her culture, her language, and her traditions and, second, what , in Africa,
is the teaching and writing of Western-style philosophy for ?

Now many contemporary philosophers i n the West would treat the question what
philosophy is for wit h the special disdain reserved fo r philistinism. Of course, the y
have their reasons for doing philosophy, and most believe that the fact that philosophy
is studied in their universities is a positive good for their culture. But they are inclined
to regard a s a complex questio n what positive good i t is. And, since the practice of
philosophy is not seriously threatened, however tight the purse strings of the academy
are drawn, they do not spend much time on answering it.  Grante d tha t philosoph y
serves som e purpose, th e task is not to justify i t but to do it .

In Africa th e question of the usefulness of philosophy i s not so easily put aside .
Universities compet e wit h othe r area s o f nationa l lif e fo r th e scarc e resource s o f
development. For the politicians, for the populace generally, it is easy to see why it is
worth having doctors, engineers, economists, even lawyers; it is easy, too, to believe
that the theoretical sciences, from physics to jurisprudence, are inextricably bound up
with the applied ones. But the humanities, and above all, philosophy, are not so easily
valued. For philosophy as it is practiced in the university is peculiarly remote from the
thoughts of ordinary individuals, in Africa as elsewhere, about truth and reason, gods
and good, matter and mind.
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The worth of any formal philosophy is especially hard to see outside the Islamized
regions, because there is no indigenous formal tradition. Muslims have a long history
of philosophical writing, much of it written in Africa, so that the study of philosophy
can b e see n a s traditiona l (an d therefor e holy ) an d endogenou s (an d therefore
nationalistic). Bu t in much of black Afric a ther e i s no Islamic tradition , indeed n o
written tradition at all. The sense i n which there is a philosophical traditio n is, a s I
suggested earlier, that there is an oral folk philosophy, whose authority lies largely in
its purported antiquity , not i n the qualit y of the reasoning—or the evidence—tha t
sustains it, and which is usually unable to treat critical activity as disinterested. Given
the not-unreasonable postcolonial skepticis m about everything foreign, i t is natural
that ther e shoul d be a  growin g literature , writte n by African s trained i n Wester n
philosophy, that asks what African philosoph y i s for.

Not only is this natural, it is surely also salutary; even if this means that much time
is taken up, in the words of the Ghanaian philosopher Kwasi Wiredu, "talking about
African philosoph y as distinct from actuall y doing it."6

On Wiredu' s conception , whic h grow s ou t o f th e Anglo-America n tradition ,
African philosoph y may borrow an d refine th e methods of Western philosoph y an d
apply them to the analysis of the conceptual problems of African life. To do this, on
his view , i t i s necessary firs t t o develop a  sympathetic reflective understanding of
traditional modes of thought. And, to a large extent, our modes of thought remain (as
I shal l argu e later ) muc h close r t o traditiona l idea s tha n man y ar e willin g t o
acknowledge. Sinc e th e specifi c idea s o f differen t Africa n culture s vary , eac h
philosopher mus t speak fro m withi n some specifi c tradition ; the project i s African
only because the philosopher is, say, Akan, and the Akan are geographically African.

But others have sought to make their philosophy African in a different way. They
have asked the question "I s ther e a n African philosophy? " and answered i t in the
affirmative. Since  philosophy is so equivocal a word, however, there are a number of
ways in which the question might be taken.

If it means "Is there folk philosophy in Africa?" the answer is: "Africa has living
people and cultures and therefore, of necessity, folk philosophies." But i f African  i n
African philosophy  is meant to distinguish a natural kind, there seems no terribly good
reason fo r supposin g tha t th e answe r shoul d b e yes . Wh y shoul d th e Zulu , th e
Azande, the Hausa, and the Asante have the same concepts or the same beliefs about
those matters which the concepts are used to think about and discuss? Indeed, it seems
they do not. I f similarities are expected, i t should be on the basis of the similaritie s
between the economies and social structures of traditional societies or as the result of
cultural exchanges; but the cultural exchange across the continent at the level of ideas
has been limite d by the absence o f writing, and the socioeconomic similarities ar e
often exaggerated. Many African societies have as much in common with traditional
societies that are not African as they do with each other .

The question may, however, be intended as one about philosophy in the sense of
the Western academic canon: the sense in which Socrates or Thales is reputed to be
the firs t Wester n philosopher . An d i n thi s sens e th e questio n i s mor e difficult .
Certainly th e elder s o f man y Africa n societie s discus s question s abou t righ t an d
wrong, lif e an d death, th e person an d immortality. The y even discuss the question
whether an argument is a good argument or a consideration a  weighty consideration.
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And thi s i s a t leas t th e beginnin g o f philosoph y a s a  reflectiv e activity . Bu t ofte n
difficult problem s ar e put aside by appealing to "what the ancestors hav e said" in a
way tha t i s reminiscent o f argument from authorit y i n the Middl e Ages i n Europe.
And just as those philosophers i n the scholastic traditio n who argued tha t somethin g
must be so because "th e Philosopher"—Aristotle—ha d said it was so were arguin g
badly, s o it seems t o me that the elders wh o argue thi s way are simply making ba d
arguments. Bu t the idea o f a discourse fre e fro m th e constraints of the authorit y of
tradition i s an extraordinarily moder n conceptio n i n Europe—and it should not be a
matter of shame and reproach tha t those elders wh o have faced the question whethe r
the ancestor s migh t hav e bee n wron g hav e been , i n al l probability , quit e few .
Creative, critica l philosopher s hav e been fe w in the histor y o f the West , an d thei r
bravery has often been made easier by their access to a written critical tradition. Ora l
traditions hav e a habit of transmitting only the consensus, th e accepted view : thos e
who are in intellectual rebellion (and European anthropologists and missionaries hav e
met plenty of these) often hav e to begin in each generation al l over again .

I have alread y said tha t there i s no reason t o think that the folk philosophie s o f
Africa are uniform. What account can we give, then, of the belief tha t there i s a role
for somethin g tha t i s importantl y Africa n t o b e don e i n philosophy ? Par t o f th e
explanation mus t lie, a s we have seen, i n racialism: wha t more natura l reaction to a
European cultur e tha t claims—wit h Hum e an d Hegel—tha t th e intellec t i s th e
property o f men with whit e skins, than to insist there i s something importan t i n the
sphere of the intellect that belongs to black men? If there is white philosophy, why not
also blac k philosophy ? Th e origin s o f th e argumen t ar e intelligible—an d i t i s
somehow healthie r than the view of the apostles o f negritude, that black men shoul d
give the intellec t over t o whites an d explore th e affective real m tha t is their specia l
property. Unlik e Cesair e w e nee d no t say , "Ei a fo r thos e wh o neve r invente d
anything."7

But black philosophy must be rejected, fo r its defense depends o n the essentially
racist presuppositions of the white philosophy whose antithesis it is. Ethnocentrism—
which is an unimaginative attitude to one's own culture—is in danger of falling into
racism, whic h is an absurd attitud e to the color o f someone else' s skin .

So that i f the argument for an African philosophy i s not to be racist, the n som e
claim must be substantiated to the effect tha t there are important problems o f moral s
or epistemology o r ontology that are common i n the situation of those on the African
continent. And the source of that common problematic , if it cannot be racial, must lie
in the African environment o r in African history .

Now yo u migh t sa y tha t I  have just assumed  tha t a n argumen t fo r a n Africa n
philosophy mus t be an argument that there are problems in philosophy tha t are either
crucially or uniquely raised in the African situation, and that I have assumed this even
though it is clear that differences in styles of philosophy ar e often, a s I have said, no t
so much differences in matter as in method. Bu t these assumption s ar e surely quit e
reasonable. For what reasons could there be in the African situation for supposing tha t
we must deal wit h philosophy i n a particular way ? The most that can be said i s that
what our problems are will determine what methods are appropriate—and perhaps the
problems tha t concern us now are so different from European philosophica l problem s
that we will have to develop a  radically differen t methodology . If , however, Africa n
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philosophy shares neither the problems nor the methods of Western philosophy , one
is bound to wonder what the point is of calling the activity ' 'philosophy'' at all. There
is, surely , n o mor e reaso n t o suppos e tha t ever y intellectua l activity in th e Wes t
should hav e a n Africa n twin than there i s t o suppos e tha t w e mus t hav e Africa n
harpsichords o r African sonnets .

But, of course, I  have left somethin g out of account. "Philosophy," as I said earlier ,
is the highest-status label of Western humanism. The urge to find something in Africa
that "live s up to" th e label is , i n part, a  question of wanting to find something i n
Africa that deserves the dignity; that warrants the respect that we have been taught (in
our Western or Westernized schools and colleges) is due to Plato and Aristotle, Kant
and Hegel. And part of a proper response to this impulse is to demystify that canonical
respect; somethin g tha t require s only , surely , tha t w e remar k th e preposterou s
foundations upo n which it is established .

Our textbook histories of Western culture may insist that Plato and Aristotle are at
the root of its central insights. But if we ask ourselves what is most valuable in Euro-
American culture , w e shal l surel y wan t t o mention , fo r example , democracy , t o
which Plat o an d Aristotle—and , fo r tha t matter , Kan t an d Hegel—were opposed;
applied scienc e an d technology , t o whic h Plato contribute d nothin g and Aristotl e
provided a long false start whose overthrow in the Renaissance finally made possibl e
the scientific revolution ; and a literary culture that refers back to Plato and Aristotl e
almost exclusivel y i n moment s o f Christia n religiosit y (whic h the y woul d hav e
repudiated) o r snobbism or hocus-pocus . Th e point is not that these ar e authors we
should not read—reading them has provided me, as it has provided many others, with
some of the greatest pleasures of my reading life—but rather that we should not read
them as repositories of forgotten truth or sources of timeless value. Plato and Aristotle
are often interesting because they are wicked and wrong; because they provide us with
access t o worlds of thought that are alien, stretchin g our conception o f the range of
human thought ; because w e ca n trace , i n tracing the histor y of reflectio n o n their
work, a  single fascinating strand in the history of the mental lif e of  our species.

Even i f the philosophica l cano n were  the fan s e t origo  o f al l valu e in Wester n
culture—and even if there were nothing to match up to it in Africa—what, more than
a moment' s regre t tha t we ca n shar e prid e i n i t only a s huma n beings an d no t a s
Africans, woul d hang on it? Surely not that we would thereby be deprived o f som e
rights against the West? There i s no reason t o accept th e astonishing hyperbole tha t
what i s most o f value to Westerners (o r to anyone else) i n their culture—what will
justify i t a t the Las t Judgment—is t o be foun d in a  few-score philosophica l work s
written ove r a  couple o f millennia by a  small company o f Western Europea n men .
It is not as members o f the national (or racial or intellectual) community from which
these writers sprun g that Europeans deserv e equalit y of respect or claim their rights
under the  Unite d Nation s Declaratio n of  Huma n Rights , and  not  to  belon g to
that communit y is , i n consequence , n o ba r t o claimin g thos e right s fo r th e res t
of us .

If we want to find a place fo r philosophy i n Africa, let us begin with a sense of
proportion abou t it s significance; I am all in favor of keeping my job, bu t not at the
price of an ignoble lie .



94 I n My Father's House

What projects, then, should philosophers concerned with the intellectual health of the
continent pursue? Richard Wright has provided an accurate survey of the answers to
this question that are currently on offer :

(1) The thought of the African people is intrinsically valuable and should be studied
for tha t reason, i f for no other ; (2 ) i t i s important t o the history o f idea s tha t w e
discover and understand the relation between (or influence of) African thought and
the thought of the Western world. For, i f Western civilization had its origin on the
African continent .  . .  th e correct pattern of intellectual development .  .  .  wil l
become clea r onl y a s w e begi n t o understan d th e basi s an d directio n o f tha t
development . . . (3 ) it is important i n understanding practical affair s tha t we
clearly delineate thei r underlying philosophical motivation. 8

The first of  thes e option s lead s swiftl y to  wha t Pauli n Hountondj i call s "eth -
nophilosophy," th e attemp t t o explor e an d systematiz e th e conceptua l worl d o f
Africa's traditiona l cultures . I t amounts , i n effect , t o adoptin g th e approac h o f a
folklorist: doing the natural history of traditional folk thought about the central issue s
of human life. 9

The founding text of ethnophilosophy is La Philosophic Bantoue, a book in which
the Belgian missionar y Father Placid e Tempel s sough t to characterize th e essentia l
features of the thought of the Bantu-speaking peoples of central and southern Africa.
Tempels argue d that the Bantu way of thought had at its center a  notion of Force, a
notion that occupied the position of privilege o f the notion o f Being in Western (b y
which, as a Catholic, he meant Thomist) thought. I do not myself believe that this way
of formulating his claim has been helpful. Bu t Tempels's influential formulation can
at least be seen as registering the crucial role played by concepts of agency in many
traditional African cultures, in places where the West has come to see only efficient—
that is, impersonal—causation . (This is a question I  follow up on in Chapter 6.)

Though muc h ethnophilosophical materia l i s indee d ver y interesting—a t leas t
where i t i s not , a s i t too ofte n is , woefull y inaccurate—w e shoul d g o carefull y i n
discussing how to put it to philosophical use . For though anthropology (lik e travel)
may broade n th e mind, the kind of analytical work tha t needs to be done o n thes e
concepts i s not something that is easily done secondhand, an d most anthropologica l
reports—though not, perhaps, th e best ones—are pretty philosophically naive . This
would b e mer e carpin g (ther e is , afte r all , to o littl e writte n abou t Afric a tha t i s
philosophically serious) were it not for the fact that the view that African philosophy
just is ethnophilosophy has been largely assumed b y those who have thought about
what African philosopher s should study.

Now th e descriptio n o f someon e else' s fol k philosophy , withou t an y seriou s
analysis of its concepts or any critical reflection on how understanding the world with
those concept s allow s u s t o appreciat e wha t ma y no t b e appreciate d i n othe r
conceptual schemes , i s surel y a  mer e curiosity . I t might , I  suppose , lea d t o
intellectual tolerance, bu t it might just a s easily lead t o chauvinism or total incom-
prehension: "S o the y believe all that; so what? They're wrong, aren' t they?"

Of course, wher e the beliefs are those of our own cultures, we cannot make this
response. Yo u cannot intelligibly say: "We believ e al l that; so what? We're wrong,
aren't we?'' But the fact is that philosophers i n Africa are bound, by their position as
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intellectuals educated i n the shadow of the West, to adopt an essentially comparativ e
perspective. Even if it is their own traditions they are analyzing, they are bound to see
them in the context of European (an d often Islamic) as well as other African cultures.
No one can be happy celebratin g he r own tradition i n the knowledge tha t i t make s
claims inconsistent with other systems, without beginning to wonder which system is
right about which issues. A cozy celebration o f one's own conceptual an d theoretica l
resources i s a simple impossibility . For one has to live one's life throug h concepts,
and, despit e th e fact tha t people everywhere constantl y inhabit inconsistent presup -
positions, i n one life a t one time there can sometimes b e space for only one system .
That syste m doe s no t hav e t o b e eithe r "Western " o r "traditional" : i t ca n tak e
elements of each and create new ones of its own. But the lif e of reason require s the
integration of elements: i f elements in different systems or within the same system are
incompatible, something has to go.

Most existin g ethnophilosoph y is  predicated on  two majo r assumptions . The  first,
which Paulin Hountondji has dubbed' 'unanimism,'' is the factual assumption, which
I have already rejected, tha t there is some central body of ideas that is shared by black
Africans quite generally. The second is the evaluative assumption that the recovery of
this tradition is worthwhile.

Against the dominant strea m of ethnophilosophy runs a current of recent work ,
which explicitl y denie s on e o r bot h o f th e presupposition s o f ethnophilosophy .
Hountondji's African Philosophy:  Myth an d Reality—originally published in French,
with th e subtitl e "a critiqu e o f ethnophilosophy," i n 1976—an d Marcie n Towa's
1971 Essai  sur  l a problematique philosophique dans  I'Afrique  actuelle, 10 i n fran -
cophone Africa , an d Kwas i Wiredu's 198 0 Philosophy  an d an African Culture,  i n
anglophone Africa , are the major texts of this second tradition .

Towa an d Wiredu have made a  sustained assault on the evaluative assumption:
Wiredu, by arguing persuasively that there is no philosophical interes t in a recovery
and preservation of traditional ideas that is not critical; Towa in suggesting, following
Cesaire, that the mere accumulation of traditions is a diversion from engagement with
the real political issues facing Africa, issues her philosophers ough t to articulate and
address. Hountondj i endorses both these lines of attack, but he combines them with a
sustained attack on the unanimism that undergirds the project o f ethnophilosophy. I
shall return to the work of Hountondji and Wiredu at the end of this essay. But we can
examine both the prospects an d the pitfalls of ethnophilosophy b y examining some
representative wor k in this tradition.

If there is one question, above all, that is almost never satisfactorily addressed by
such work, i t is what the point i s of this cataloging of thought worlds. Wiredu ha s
argued that i t serves n o philosophical purpose : wha t other purpose s coul d i t serve ?
Consider a couple of the papers Richard Wright has collected i n African Philosophy:
An Introduction —John Ayoade' s discussio n o f "Tim e i n Yorub a Thought " an d
Helaine Minkus's essay, apropo s o f Ghana, o n "Causal Theory in Akwapim Akan
Philosophy"—and as k th e questio n a s sharpl y a s i t ca n b e phrased : since , i n
Hountondji's words, "African tradition s are no more homogeneous tha n those of any
other continent," 11 wh y shoul d anyon e wh o i s neithe r fro m Akwapi m no r fro m
Yorubaland take an interest in these papers ?
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This questio n i s raised particularl y urgentl y for m e becaus e th e Twi-speakin g
peoples o f Akwapi m shar e mos t o f th e concept s an d th e languag e o f Asante , m y
home. At the points of divergence between Akwapim beliefs (as reported by Minkus)
and Asante beliefs, even an unphilosophical Asante might wish to raise the questio n
Minkus neve r addresses , the question whethe r wha t the Akwapim Akan believ e i s
true. Minkus has a paragraph of discussion of the fact that Akan thought—like natural
science, Christianity, Islam, and the quantum theory—has features that "insulate it
from attack and doubt,"'2 in effect observing that this way of looking at the world has
the properties that the great French philosopher-physicis t Pierr e Duhem, noticed in
physical theory. Bu t what conclusions ar e we supposed t o draw from this—th e only
critical observatio n sh e makes?

I shal l retur n to Duhem' s thesi s i n Chapte r 6 , arguin g tha t it s applicabilit y t o
traditional religio n i s a  mar k o f certai n underlyin g similaritie s o f Wester n an d
traditional—in short, of human—modes of thought. But here I want simply to make
the point that since, a s I have argued, th e African philosophe r i s bound to adopt an
essentially comparative perspective , Minkus , in adopting a n essentially descriptiv e
enterprise, stop s precisel y a t th e poin t wher e th e question s tha t ar e urgen t fo r u s
begin.

The beginnings of a more comparative analysis are to be found i n an interesting
paper o f Ben Oguah's: "Africa n an d Western Philosophy : A Comparative Study. "
Oguah argue s tha t th e material s fo r reflectin g o n certai n perennia l problem s o f
Western philosophy are available in the Fanti conceptual vocabulary. Thus he shows
convincingly (as I, at  least, would expect) that the concepts necessar y to discuss the
nature o f th e person , o f othe r minds , o f freedo m o f th e will , o f immortality , o f
rationalism and empiricism—in short of the whole gamut of philosophical question s
familiar i n the West, exis t in the Fanti vocabulary. To organize these concept s an d
their relations into a coherent system is the task of what the English philosopher Si r
Peter Strawson—one of Oguah' s teachers—has called " descriptive metaphysics."'3
But, as many philosophers have observed i n discussing Strawson's work , though this
sort of careful conceptual analysis is indeed a helpful preliminary to the philosophical
project, i t is surely only a preliminary to the ' 'revisionary metaphysics'' that seeks to
assess our most general concepts and  beliefs, to  look for system in them, to evaluate
them critically, and, where necessary, t o propose an d develop new ways of thinking
about the world.

More tha n this, the systematization of what exists prior to the sort of organized ,
written collaborativ e discours e tha t academi c philosoph y represent s inevitabl y
changes th e characte r o f our ideas . Th e imag e o f philosoph y presente d by Britis h
conceptual analysi s in the 1950s and 1960s as an activity that takes as its material the
raw stuff of everyday conceptual life, merely organizing and articulating it, is false to
the experience o f doing philosophy. We may agree with J. L. Austin that the structure
of the concepts wit h which people ordinaril y operate i s highly complex an d subtly
nuanced, without agreeing that the process o f making the implicit explicit leaves the
prereflective textur e of our thought unchanged.

A simpl e exampl e wil l mak e th e poin t fo r me . I f w e wer e reporting , a s
ethnographers, the views of rural French men and women, we should have to accep t
that many of them believe tha t something of them—their spirit, a s we might say—
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survives the death of their bodies. But to systematize this sort of view, we should have
to decide whethe r this entity had a location i n the ordinary worl d of space an d time.
Many of these people, if asked, would be likely, if they took any view of the matter at
all, to answer that it did not. We can imagine that, for them, the idea of disembodie d
existence i s essentially subjectivel y conceived a s the having of experiences without
the possessio n o f a  body . Bu t philosophica l reflectio n stretchin g bac k throug h
Wittgenstein t o Descarte s ha s le d man y o f u s t o conclud e tha t thi s notion i s just
incoherent. An d since anyone with a Western philosophical trainin g knows that there
are ground s fo r thinkin g i t incoherent , ther e i s somethin g les s tha n san e i n th e
intellectual project of recovering thi s notion without at least considering whether , in
the end, i t makes sense .

We know there are mystical traditions, in Catholicism or Buddhism, for example,
that have at their core a  belief i n the ultimate unintelligibility of the deepest truths
about ou r huma n situation ; each believe s tha t ther e ar e "mysterie s i n th e stric t
sense." John Skorupski summarizes the Catholic position thus:

In a  nutshell, a  "mystery" is a doctrine whose truth cannot be demonstrated bu t
must be taken on faith; a  mystery "i n th e strict sense" is a doctrine suc h that not
merely the fact that it is true, but also the fact that it has definite coherent sens e must
betaken on faith. 14

But even in these traditions the class of such mysteries is restricted, and their truth and
intelligibility have the sanction not of evidence and argument, it is true, but, in the one
case, o f divin e revelatio n and , i n th e other , o f a  certai n kin d o f contemplativ e
experience.

There is one other crucial example of an acceptance o f unintelligibility, which is
of importance to an understanding of Western intellectual life—namely, the quantum
theory. Here the acceptance o f indeterminism requires us also to accept the ultimate
inexplicability of certain events—they are simply and irreducibly random—and thus
to give up the Laplacean vision of a world whose motions are completely predictable
and determine d b y intelligibl e laws . Bu t ther e i s a  tremendou s resistance —
epitomized i n Einstein's paine d exclamatio n tha t God doe s no t pla y dice wit h the
world—to accepting this. And if the ultimate unintelligibility of some aspects o f the
world is  accepted , it  is  accepted onl y reluctantly and in  the  fac e of  ver y powerfu l
evidence. I f science accept s unintelligibility , i t is in the name of truth.

In the Catholic tradition too, there is no question but that the truth of the mysteries
is conceived of as the source o f their importance. Perhaps th e Western Catholic , in
religious moments, can accept this restricted domain of doctrines beyond our capacity
for interpretation, but an intellectual, a university woman or man, formed a t least in
part in the Western tradition cannot allow the proliferation of unintelligibility. If the
Buddhist sag e reall y doe s simpl y accep t th e unknowabilit y o f th e world , i t i s a n
acceptance tha t most African intellectual s will find as hard as most European ones to
share.

Because th e issues of truth and intelligibility are thus bound to be central to any
intellectual projec t conceive d o f b y someon e wit h a  Wester n conceptio n o f a
reflective life , Ogua h faces, a s a result, the following dilemma. If , on the one hand,
his vie w i s tha t Europea n an d Fant i concept s ar e th e sam e bu t thei r belief s ar e
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different, a  crucial question, which he hardly raises, i s who is right. And if , o n the
other, th e concept s ar e different , th e interestin g questio n i s whethe r th e Fant i
concepts ar e more appropriate t o the world than European ones , or , i f not, a t least
more appropriate to the problems and form of life of the Fanti. In either case, to refuse
to go beyond mere description of the conceptual situation seems at best eccentric, at
worst simply irresponsible.

These problems are, of course, problems in the natural and biological sciences or
in anthropolog y o r comparative thought . Bu t a  philosopher , wit h a  philosopher' s
training, is at least in a better position to see and say what Fanti concepts are and how
they wor k tha n man y socia l scientists—i n particula r i f tha t philosophe r is , lik e
Oguah, a  Fanti. And, at all events, i n the present Africa n situatio n this preliminary
work must be done by somebody, if the inescapable tas k of deciding who is right —
and therefore whether or not to give up traditional Fanti modes of thought— is to be
rationally accomplished. Not to address this issue is to leave the outcome in the hands
not of reason but of chance; or, perhaps , to leave the intellectual future of the Fanti-
speaking peoples , an d tha t o f othe r Africans , t o b e decide d b y th e fac t o f th e
technological superiorit y o f th e alread y hegemoni c culture s o f th e metropolita n
world.

There is, therefore, in my view, no possibility of not bringing a Western philosophi -
cal training to bear. Wha t we must be careful of is simply projecting Western ideas,
along wit h these Western-derived methods , int o the indigenous conceptua l frame -
work, an d Oguah seems t o me not to have successfully negotiated thi s problem. I
want t o conside r thi s issu e i n th e contex t o f hi s interestin g discussio n o f Fant i
philosophy of mind, but for reasons that will become clear, I  shall begin by saying a
little abou t the philosophical psychology of the Asant e people, whose cultur e an d
language belong to the same Akan culture area as the Fanti.

According t o mos t traditional  Asant e people , a  perso n consist s o f a  bod y
(nipadua) mad e fro m th e blood o f the mother (the mogya)\ a n individual spirit, th e
sunsum, which is the main bearer of one'spersonality;andathird entity, theofcra. The
sunsum derives from the father at conception. The skra, a sort of life force, departs the
body only at the person's last breath; is sometimes, as with the Greeks and Hebrews,
identified with breath; and is often said to be sent to a person at birth, as the bearer of
one'snkrabea, or destiny, from God. Thesunsum, unlike the o/fera, may leave the body
during lif e an d doe s so , fo r example , i n sleep , dream s bein g though t t o b e th e
perceptions o f a person's sunsum  on its nightly peregrinations. Since the sunsum is a
real entity, dreaming that you have committed a n offense i s evidence tha t you have
committed it, and, for example, a man who dreams that he has had sexual intercourse
with anothe r man' s wif e is  liabl e for  the  adulter y fee s tha t are  pai d for  daytim e
offenses.15

Since Asante-Tw i and Fanti-Twi ar e largely mutuall y intelligible, it i s reason -
able, I think, to consider Oguah's account in the light of these Asante conceptions.16

Oguah asserts that the Fanti conceptual schem e is dualist—in fact, Cartesian. But at
least three caveats need to be entered abou t this claim. First, since Fanti i s an Akan
language and the word 3km, which Oguah translates as "soul" is, of course, the same
as the word for what, in Asante, I identified not with the mind but with the life force ,
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we might wonder why there i s no mention, i n Oguah, o f the sunsum.  There is, o f
course, no reason wh y the Fanti should have precisely th e tripartite syste m we find
among the Asante (and other Akan peoples in, for example, Akwapim), and there is
some tendenc y among modern Asant e speaker s a s well to use the words 3kra  an d
sunsum almost interchangeably, even while insisting, when asked, on the distinctness
of their referents . But Oguah's access, a s a  contemporary nativ e speaker of Fanti-
Twi, is to these terms as mediated by the many Christian influences that have settled
in th e coasta l region s o f Ghana , afte r fou r centurie s o f trad e an d mission s fro m
Europe, and over a century of an extensive British cultural presence in the Gold Coast
colony. Even if, therefore, there is, for the Fanti, no sunsum, we are not free to infer
that thi s i s a  fac t abou t unadulterate d Fant i traditions : i t migh t b e th e resul t o f
Christianization.

I emphatically do not wish to imply that Christian beliefs are in se un-African. But
the Fanti live on the coast of modern Ghana, and this case allows us to focus on the
question whether, in cultures that have exchanged goods, people, and ideas with each
other and with Europe (or , i n East Africa, with the Middle an d Far East) for many
centuries, i t makes sense to insist on the possibility of identifying som e precolonia l
system of ideas as the Fanti tradition. Of course, for a Fanti speaker today the beliefs
of he r ancestor s ar e surel y not intrinsicall y more valuabl e than the belief s o f he r
contemporaries, an d it is perfectly reasonable fo r Oguah to treat the concepts a s he
finds them—now—in his own culture. But the fact that there is reason to suppose that
these beliefs are the product of a history of cultural exchanges, that they are probably
not, as the elders sometimes claim, the unadulterated legacy of immemorial tradition,
does bring into sharp relief the question why these particular beliefs should be granted
a specia l status . I f ou r ancestor s believe d differently , wh y shoul d not ou r descen -
dants? Such reflection is bound to make especially compelling the demand, to which I
have returned again and again, for African intellectuals to give a critical—which does
not mean an unsympathetic—reading of the modes of thought of their less Western-
influenced sister s and brothers .

Second, however—an d puttin g aside the question whether this reportage is, by
itself, wha t is needed—the evidence tha t the Fanti are now dualists, and Cartesia n
dualists at that, is surely not very compelling. For a Cartesian dualist, mind and body
are separate substances, and this doctrine—which I admit to finding less than easy to
understand—is no t on e I  woul d expec t t o fin d amon g th e Fanti . Th e Fanti , fo r
example, accordin g to Oguah's own account, hold that "what happens to the okra
takes effect i n the honam"11—that is, the body. And Oguah offers n o evidence that
they find this idea at all problematic. But if that is so, their dualism must be at least in
some respects different fro m Descartes's, since, for a Cartesian, the relation of mind
and body is fel t a s problematic.

More than this, there is, as Kwame Gyekye—another distinguished Twi-speaking
philosopher—has pointe d out , a  goo d dea l o f evidenc e tha t th e Aka n regar d th e
psychic component o f the person a s having many rather physical-sounding proper -
ties. So that even if there were not these problems with the general notion of the Fanti
as Cartesian interactionists , Oguah' s insistenc e tha t th e "okra,  lik e th e Cartesia n
soul, is not spatially identifiable,"18 looks to me like a projection o f Western ideas .
For if, as I suspect, my Fanti stepgrandmother would have agreed that the o&ra leaves
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the bod y a t death, 19 the n ther e i s n o doub t tha t a t leas t sometimes—namely , a s i t
leaves the body—it is thought of as having a spatial location; even if, most of the time,
it would be thought strange to ask where it was since the answer, for a living person, is
obvious—in the body; and for a dead perso n i s likely to be regarded a s speculative at
best.

But, third, it seems to me that the imputation of philosophical doctrines as specific
as Cartesian dualis m to a whole people in virtue of their possession of a notion that has
some o f th e characteristic s o f a  Cartesia n min d i s intrinsicall y not ver y plausible .
Were Descartes's peasant contemporarie s dualists , because the y used suc h words as
penser? Oguah offers evidence on these issues in the form of proverbs, an d this is part
of a n established traditio n in African ethnophilosophy.20

I do not myself believe that any of Ghana's Akan peoples ar e dualist. But I do not
think tha t i t makes sens e t o sa y they ar e monist s either : lik e mos t Westerners—al l
Westerners, i n fact , withou t a  philosophica l training—mos t simpl y d o no t hav e a
view abou t th e issu e a t all. 21 For , a s I  hav e argue d already , th e examinatio n an d
systematization of concepts ma y require us to face questions that , prior to reflection,
simply have no t been addressed . What th e Fant i hav e i s a  concept—r>kra—ripe fo r
philosophical work. Wha t is needed i s someone who does for this concept th e sort of
work that Descartes did for the concept o f the mind, and, in doing this, like Descartes,
this Fant i philosophe r wil l be covering ne w territory .

Ethnophilosophy, then, strikes me as a useful beginning : a point from which to strike
out in the direction o f negotiating th e conceptual lives—whic h is , i n a sense, to say
the live s tou t court—o f contemporar y Africans . But , a s I  have argued , withou t a n
impetus toward such interventions (or, worse , a s a substitute for them), i t is merely a
distraction.

In the catalog I  cited fro m th e philosopher Richard Wright, both the firs t option
(studying African conceptual systems for their own sake) and the third (studying them
because i n "understanding practica l affairs " w e need t o "delineate their underlying
philosophical motivation") can lead naturally to ethnophilosophy (though, as I shall
argue at the end of this chapter, the latter argument can also lead in other directions).
Nevertheless, ethnophilosoph y is , a s Wright' s accoun t suggests , onl y on e o f th e
options tha t have engaged Africa n philosophers . An d hi s second option—or , mor e
precisely, it s rationale—strike s m e a s eve n mor e dubiou s tha n th e projec t o f a n
uncritical ethnophilosophy.

Consider th e passage onc e more :

it i s important t o the histor y of idea s tha t we discove r an d understan d the relatio n
between (o r influenc e of ) Africa n thought and th e though t of th e Western world .
For, i f Wester n civilizatio n ha d it s origi n o n th e Africa n continen t .  . .  th e
correct patter n o f intellectua l developmen t .  . .  wil l becom e clea r onl y a s w e
begin t o understand th e basi s an d direction o f tha t development .

It is , o f course, crucial , a s I have argued myself , that we understan d (as the second
option proposes ) "th e relatio n betwee n (o r influenc e of ) Africa n though t and th e
thought o f the Western world. " Bu t Wright , like numerous others , take s thi s a s a
reason fo r raising the question whether Egyptian philosophy, as the genuine prehis-
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tory o f philosoph y i n Africa , shoul d no t b e studie d i n Africa n philosophy depart -
ments.

For, i f Wester n civilizatio n had it s origi n o n th e Africa n continen t . . . th e
correct patter n o f intellectua l developmen t .  .  .  wil l becom e clea r onl y a s we
begin to understand the basis and direction of that development .

I object  t o thi s argumen t no t onl y becaus e I  thin k wha t matte r ar e answers , no t
histories of answers, but also because i t is absurd t o argue that because a  thought is
African, an d the prehistory of European though t lies in Africa, that thought will help
us to understand Western thought . Should we conduct a  study of Italian peasantry in
the twentieth century as a preliminary to the study of Cicero? O r go to the mayor of
Athens for understanding of Plato's Republic?

The importance o f ancient Egyptian philosophy fo r contemporary Africa n intel-
lectual lif e has been argued wit h most vigor in the writings of the Senegalese ma n of
letters Cheikh Anta Diop, whos e work make s clear , I  think, th e motivations of the
school. I n Th e African  Origins  o f Civilization,  Dio p summarize d hi s claims :
"Ancient Egypt was a Negro civilization. .  .  .  Th e moral fruit of their civilization
is t o b e counte d amon g th e asset s o f th e Blac k world. " Because , "[a]nthropo -
logically and culturall y speaking , th e Semitic worl d wa s bor n durin g protohistoric
times fro m th e mixtur e o f white-skinne d an d dark-skinne d peopl e i n Wester n
Asia .  .  .  [and ] all races descended fro m the Black race,"22 it followed that the first
great huma n civilization—on e fro m whic h th e Greeks , amon g others , borrowe d
much—was a  black civilization . Since h e had also argue d i n L' Unite culturelle de
I'Afrique Noire  fo r th e existenc e o f "feature s commo n t o Negr o Africa n civiliza-
tion,"23 Dio p exhibits , i n ou r ow n day , th e essentia l element s o f th e romanti c
racialism o f Crummel l an d Blyde n and D u Bois , an d h e make s quit e explici t th e
connections betwee n claim s abou t Egyptia n philosoph y an d th e projects  o f Pan -
African nationalism. For it is, of course, the historical depth of the alleged tradition,
along with its putative negritude, that makes Egyptian thought a suitable vehicle for
contemporary racia l pride . An d sinc e philosopher s hav e succeede d i n persuading
many i n the Wes t tha t philosophica l idea s ar e centra l t o an y culture— a tric k tha t
depends on an equivocation between "philosophy," the formal discipline, and "folk
philosophy"—and since these men are Western-trained intellectuals , it is natural that
they should see in Egyptian philosophy th e continent's proudes t achievement .

Yet i t seem s t o m e tha t Diop—whos e wor k i s clearl y amon g th e bes t i n this
tradition—offers littl e evidence that Egyptian philosophy is more than a systematized
but fairly uncritica l folk philosophy, makes no argument that the Egyptian problem-
atic i s tha t o f th e contemporar y African , an d allow s fo r a  hovering , i f inexplicit ,
suggestion that the Egyptians are important because the originators o f the Pharaonic
dynasties were black .

I hav e neve r see n an y particula r poin t i n requiring  Europea n an d America n
philosophers—qua philosophers—to study the pre-Socratics: their work is a mixture
of early "science," poetry, and myth, and if it is important for modern philosophy at
all it is important partly because i t creates the world of texts in which Plato began24—
or, shoul d w e say , too k th e firs t faltering steps toward?—the business o f system -
atically reflecting on and arguing about the concepts of folk philosophy , an d partly
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because i t ha s bee n th e subjec t o f sustaine d attentio n fro m philosopher s i n th e
Western tradition. 25 No analogous argumen t exists for the study of ancient Egyptia n
thought i n contemporary Africa : ther e ar e no foundin g texts , ther e i s no direc t o r
continuous tradition.

Even wha t w e migh t cal l th e historicis t vie w tha t understandin g a  concep t
involves understandin g it s histor y doe s no t justif y th e stud y o f eithe r Gree k o r
Egyptian "philosophy": for the transformations that the conceptual worl d of Africa
and Europ e hav e undergon e since,  respectively , th e fift h centur y B.C . and th e
eighteenth dynast y ar e so great, an d our forms o f life s o different, tha t the leve l o f
understanding t o b e gleane d b y historica l researc h i s surel y ver y limited . Th e
understanding of the prehistory of a concept is helpful i n present conceptual inquirie s
only i f the prehistory i s genuinely and deeply understood , an d the distance an d the
paucity o f dat a fro m ancien t Greec e o r Egyp t ar e enoug h t o preclud e an y dee p
historical understanding , certainly if the study of that history is regarded merel y a s a
propaedeutic. Beside s which , the historicist claim i s only plausible wher e there ar e
important socia l an d intellectual continuitie s between th e various stage s of society in
which a  concep t i s studied . An d I  den y tha t thi s conditio n i s satisfie d i n th e
relationship betwee n ancien t Egyp t an d moder n Africa , o r ancien t Greec e an d
modern Europe . Eve n i f I  a m wrong , I  fin d nothin g i n Dio p t o persuad e m e
otherwise.26

If Diop and his followers—a group we might call the ' 'Egyptianists''—are right,
then ancient Egypt deserves a  more central place than it currently has in the study of
ancient thought: and if they are right then it should be studied intensel y in Africa and
Europe an d Americ a an d Australasia , whereve r ther e i s a n interes t i n th e ancien t
world. I f European o r American or Australasian intellectuals are too blinkered or too
deeply chauvinisti c to accept this , then maybe these matter s wil l only be studied in
Africa. Bu t that would be a matter for regret .

The onl y pape r i n Wright' s collectio n tha t exemplifie s the critica l analysi s tha t
characterizes th e best philosophy—the only paper that seems to me to offer a  standard
for African philosophy to aim at—is Kwasi Wiredu's "Ho w No t to Compare African
Thought with Western Thought.'' In essence what he argues is that the common view
that there i s something particularl y puzzling about African thought about "spirits"
derives from a  failure to notice that these beliefs are very like beliefs widely held in
the European past . Hi s presupposition tha t what makes a  concept interestin g i s not
whose i t i s but wha t i t is and how i t deals wit h the realities tha t fac e those whos e
concept i t is, is one that I find thoroughly sympathetic. We can put the issue betwee n
Wiredu an d th e ethnophilosopher s simpl y enough : analysi s an d expositio n ar e
necessary preliminarie s t o th e critiqu e o f concepts , bu t withou t th e critiqu e th e
analysis is Othello withou t the Moor o f Venice .

With the exception o f Hountondj i and Diop, th e work s I  have discussed s o fa r
come fro m th e anglophon e tradition . An d i n discussin g th e structur e o f Africa n
philosophical debate , w e have, as I have said, t o distinguish the two major distinc t
traditions of modern philosophica l wor k on the African continent. But I do not think
that, so far as the issues that I am discussing are concerned, thi s divide is now of the
same significance , say, a s the (diminishing ) intellectual ga p betwee n Londo n an d
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Paris. Africa n philosopher s ar e no w significantl y aware o f eac h othe r acros s th e
anglophone-francophone divide . Ther e is a great deal of ethnophilosophy publishe d
in French, for example, i n the francophone Cahiers des religions Africaines a s in the
bilingual Africa, an d it provides material for philosophical reflection . But without the
further ste p o f critica l reflectio n o n th e ethnophilosophica l material , thi s is , a s
Hountondji ( a francophone from Benin ) and Wiredu (a n anglophone fro m Ghana )
have both insisted, of no direct interest to philosophy, i n that sense of "philosophy"
that distinguishe s those wh o pursu e philosoph y i n th e university . An d uncritical
ethnophilosophy fails, in the end, as I have argued, to face the truly urgent questions
that would be faced by a critical tradition.27

I do not, however, wish to minimize the importance or deny the intelligibility of
one important motivation for the work of the ethnophilosophers: namely, the desire to
recover for Africa a history in philosophy, to deny Robin Horton's claim that' 'Logic
or Philosophy" 28 ar e absen t fro m th e continent' s traditiona l thought . Bu t th e
objection to this strategy has been wel l stated by Marcien Towa:29

Le concept de philosophic ainsi elargi est coextensif a celui de culture. II est obtenu
par opposition au comportement animal. II se differencie don e d'un tel comporte-
ment mai s demeur e indiscernibl e d e n'import e quell e form e culturelle : mythe ,
religion, poesie, art, science , etc.30

To make a case for "philosophy" by eliminating what is distinctive in philosophical
thinking is to fight for a word only.

Yet, so it seems to me, there are reasons for philosophers in Africa to continue to
analyze th e natur e of th e precolonia l conceptua l world s o f ou r cultures—reason s
essentially captured in Wright's formulatio n of the third option: "I t i s important in
understanding practical affairs tha t we clearly delineate their underlying philosophi-
cal motivation."31 For (as I shall argue in detail in Chapter 6) some of the common
features that there are in many of the traditional conceptual worlds of Africa plainly
persist in the thinking of most Africans , even after moder n schoolin g i n secondar y
schools an d universities . The y provid e th e basi s fo r a  commo n se t o f Africa n
philosophical problems: for where we differ fro m the West, only a careful examina-
tion of the merits of our own traditions can allow us to escape the complementary
dangers of adopting too little and too much of the intellectual baggage of our former
colonizers.

Wiredu and Hountondji share this belief; in exploring Africa's current philosophi-
cal options, i t is right to return to them.

Kwasi Wiredu's rejection of ethnophilosophy reflects his opposition to the claim that
for philosophy to be acceptably African, its  subject matter or its claims or its methods,
or all three, must differ from those of philosophy in the cultures that colonized Africa.
As we saw in Chapter 4, other s have often assumed , where they have not asserted ,
that the distinctive features of philosophy in Africa will be African—and not  Kikuyu
or, say, Yoruba—reflecting a  continental (or a racial) metaphysical community.

As a believer in the universality of reason, Wiredu holds the relevance of his being
African to his philosophy to be both, in one sense, more global and, in another, more
local; more local in that, as his title implies, h e speaks as a Ghanaian for an African
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culture, more global in that he asks what it is that the particularity of his Ghanaian
experience ca n offe r t o th e philosophica l communit y outsid e Africa . Fo r Wired u
there are no African truths , only truths—some of them about Africa.

It is with these assumptions that he asks "what a contemporary Africa n philoso-
pher is to make of his background." If his reply to this question has a central theme, it
is that modernization, the central project of black Africa, is essentially a  philosophi-
cal project . Development , h e argues , i s to be measure d b y th e "degre e t o which
rational method s hav e penetrate d throug h habits. " Fo r Wired u "th e ques t fo r
development .  .  .  shoul d b e viewe d a s a  continuin g world-historica l proces s i n
which al l peoples, Wester n an d non-Western alike , ar e engaged." Looke d a t this
way, modernization is not" unthinkingly jettisoning'' traditional way s of thought and
adopting foreign habits, rather it is a process in which ' 'Africans, along with all other
peoples, see k to attain a specifically human destiny."

Wiredu's ton e i n thi s boo k i s strongl y humanist—morall y seriou s bu t no t
moralistic. He criticizes the apostles of negritude, observing that people die daily in
Ghana because they prefer traditional herbal remedies to Western medicines , so that
"any inclinatio n to glorify the unanalytical cast o f mind is not just retrograde; i t is
tragic." He articulates and endorses th e communalism of traditional society whil e
deploring th e authoritarianis m that seem s t o g o wit h it , sayin g that "i t i s impor -
tant .  .  .  t o see what contribution philosophical thinking can make "to the question
whether the former can be preserved withou t the latter .

Wiredu makes explicit the connection between an understanding of tradition and
his concer n fo r th e possibilitie s o f modernization : "Obviousl y i t i s o f prim e
philosophical importanc e t o distinguis h between traditional , pre-scientific though t
and modern , scientifi c though t by means o f a  clearly articulate d criterion o r se t of
criteria."32 While sharing the view that traditional thought involves literal belief in
quasi-material agents—he remarks upon the "ubiquity o f references to gods and all
sorts of  spirits"33—he thinks it helpful to  take the "folk thought " of  the West as a
model. For, a s he claims, what is distinctive in African traditional thought is that it is
traditional; there is nothing especially Africa n about it. Wired u argues tha t what is
called the "traditional" mode of thought is not especially African , and he is highly
critical o f it s rationality. He says, fo r example, i n Chapter 3  of Philosophy  an d a n
African Culture:

Many traditiona l African institution s and cultura l practices .  . .  ar e base d o n
superstition. By "superstition" I mean a rationally unsupported belief in entities of
any sort 34 .  . .  Fol k though t can be comprehensive an d interesting o n it s own
account, but its non-discursiveness remains a drawback.35

The proble m i s no t wit h the content s o f th e belief s expressed , however , o r eve n
whether they are comprehensive, but that they are held superstitiously:' 'The attribute
of being superstitious attaches not to the content of a belief but to its relation to other
beliefs."36 I t i s thi s lac k o f a n interes t i n reasons , wit h the appea l t o "wha t ou r
ancestors said," 37 which is part of the "authoritarianism"38 of traditional thought,
that differentiates traditional from scientifi c thought. So this critique gives rise to an
urgent cal l fo r th e "cultivatio n o f rationa l enquiry . On e illuminatin g (becaus e
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fundamental) way of approaching the concept of 'development' is to measure it by the
degree to which rational methods have penetrated though t habits."39

Wiredu's boo k is , a s I  have said, mos t ofte n see n a s belonging with Hountondji' s
African Philosophy:  Myth an d Reality; a book that collects the major papers in which
he has pursued his attack on ethnophilosophy.

Hountondji's make s hi s majo r objection s t o ethnophilosophy i n the firs t thre e
essays, whic h appea r i n thei r origina l orde r o f publication . Beginnin g wit h a
recapitulation of Cesaire's political critique of Tempels as a "diversion," he moves
on t o discus s th e wor k o f Kagame , Tempels' s majo r Africa n follower , whos e
Philosophie Bantou-Rwandaise deL'Etre' 'expressly and from the outset, establishes
its point o f vie w i n relation t o Tempels ' wor k a s an attemp t b y a n autochthonou s
Bantu Africa n t o 'verif y th e validit y o f th e theor y advance d b y thi s excellen t
missionary.' "40 While endorsing some of Kagame's specifi c criticism of Tempels ,
Hountondji objects  to their shared unanimism .

It is in these objections t o Kagame tha t Hountondji's argument seems weakest .
For Kagame explicitly roots his analysis in language. And though it is indeed odd to
suppose, with some unanimists, that a people should share the same beliefs on all the
major issue s in their lives, i t is not at all odd t o suppose tha t people wh o speak th e
same language should share concepts , an d thus those a  priori beliefs whose posses-
sion i s constitutive of a grasp of concepts. I f this view—which was just the officia l
theory o f ordinary languag e philosoph y and i s the unofficia l assumptio n of a  great
deal o f conceptual analysis—i s wrong , i t cannot b e refute d b y Hountondji' s argu-
ments, which show only that a whole people i s unlikely to share all their important a
posteriori beliefs .

Along wit h hi s attac k o n ethnophilosophy , Hountondj i ha s a  plausibl e an d
unflattering analysi s of it s motivations. Ethnophilosophy , he alleges, exist s "for  a
European public."41 I t is an attempt to cope with feelings of cultural inferiority by
redefining folklore as '' philosophy," so as to be able to lay claim to an autochthonous
philosophical tradition.

The mos t origina l o f Hountondji' s objection s t o the ethnophilosophers derive s
from a n essentiall y Althusseria n vie w o f th e plac e o f philosophy . Th e appea l t o
Althusser—which contrast s rathe r strikingl y wit h Wiredu' s appeal s t o Dewey —
reflects the distinction between francophone and anglophone traditions with which I
began. Hountondj i cites a passage fro m Lenin and Philosophy where Althusser says
that philosophy ' 'has been observed only in places where there is also what is called a
science o r sciences—i n th e stric t sens e o f theoretica l discipline , i.e . ideatin g and
demonstrative, no t an aggregate o f empirical result s .  .  .  "42 and then goes on to
argue himself that if " the development of philosophy is in some way a function of the
development of the sciences, then .  .  .  w e shall never have, in Africa, a philosophy
in the strict sense , unti l we have produced a  history of science."43 Hountondji then
develops i n Althusserian language a version o f Wiredu's insistenc e on the develop -
ment of that critical tradition, whic h literacy for the first time makes possible .

This explicit Marxism differentiates Hountondj i from Wiredu. For when Wiredu
discusses th e relationship between philosophica l reflectio n on politics and political
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life, h e i s concerned abov e al l t o challeng e th e hegemon y o f Marxist s i n Africa n
political philosophy. But I take this no-doubt-significant difference between them to
be less fundamental for my purposes her e than their agreement abou t what is special
about the African philosopher's position.

Hountondji's critique of method and motivation leads naturally on to his prescrip-
tions. His primary prescription is that we should think of African philosophy as being
African no t (as the ethnophilosophers claim) because it is about African concepts o r
problems, but because (and here he agrees with Wiredu) it is that part of the universal
discourse o f philosoph y tha t i s carrie d o n b y Africans . Indeed , thi s clai m i s
announced i n th e first—extremel y well-known—sentenc e o f th e firs t essay , th e
sentence with which I began myself: "By 'Africa n philosophy' I mean a set of texts,
specifically th e se t of texts written by Africans themselves an d described a s philo-
sophical by their authors themselves."44 This sentence foreshadows the ful l burde n
of much of his argument. The definition of African philosophy as simply philosophy
written by Africans is the first step in an argument for a discourse in African languages
addressed t o Africans. 45 An d th e stres s o n "texts " wit h "authors " anticipate s
Hountondji's objection both to the idea of ethnophilosophy as the property o f whole
communities an d t o th e possibilit y o f a n ora l traditio n o f philosophy . Oralit y i s
inconsistent with the demands of what Althusser calls "science" : writing liberate s
the individual mind "to mak e innovations that may shake established idea s and even
overthrow the m completely."46

In rejecting the possibility that there are specially African topics and concepts that
deserve philosophical study, Hountondji seems to me to draw too radical a conclusion
from hi s critique of ethnophilosophy.47 For if philosophers ar e to contribute—at the
conceptual level—to the solution of Africa's rea l problems, the n they need to begin
with a  deep understanding of the traditional conceptual worlds the vast majority of
their fellow nationals inhabit. I n this , I  believe, i t i s Wiredu wh o i s right : wha t is
wrong with the ethnophilosophers is that they have never gone beyond this essentially
preliminary step . "Th e test, " Wired u says , "o f a  contemporary Africa n philoso -
pher's conception of African philosophy is whether it enables him to engage fruitfull y
in th e activit y o f moder n philosophisin g wit h a n Africa n conscience." 48 Goin g
beyond th e descriptive project o f ethnophilosophy i s the rea l challenge o f philoso -
phers engage d wit h th e problem s o f contemporar y Africa ; lik e Wiredu—an d
Hountondji—I aspire to a more truly critical discourse. And so, in these final chapters
I shall attempt to pursue this elusive discourse further. I begin with two chapters that
reflect o n rather different way s of thinking about contemporary Africa n intellectual
life: one, i n the philosophical discourse on "tradition and modernity"; the other, i n
discussions of the postcolonial condition . In the final chapters I first explore the issues
that surroun d nationalis m an d attachment s t o th e moder n state ; then , mor e spec -
ulatively, I sketch the possibilities of a rethought Pan-African identity. 49



S I X

Old Gods,
New Worlds
Bima ya beto ke dya—bambuta me bikisa.
Ce que nous mangeons—les ancetres nou s 1'ont indique .
Explication: "Nous connaissons c e qui est comestible parce
que les ancetres nou s 1'ont montre. Nous ne faisons que
suivre les ancetres."1

MBIEM PROVER B

In comin g t o term s wit h wha t i t mean s t o b e modern , Wester n an d Africa n
intellectuals hav e interest s the y shoul d share . Fo r th e natur e an d meanin g o f
modernity i s a  topos tha t recur s i n th e moder n Wester n imagination . Whethe r i n
reactionary romanticism s o r i n Futuris t celebration s o f th e new , whethe r i n a
confident optimis m in the ameliorativ e capacitie s o f modern scienc e o r a  nostalgic
longing for the unalienated, unhurried—and, by now, unfamiliar—traditional sens e
of community , muc h o f Wester n though t abou t intellectua l an d socia l lif e i s
predicated upo n a n understandin g o f wha t i t i s t o b e modern , an d o n reactions ,
whether positive or negative, t o the fact o f modernity.

For the African intellectual , of course, the problem is whether—and, if so, how—
our cultures are to become modern. What is for the West a fait accompli—indeed, we
might define modernit y as the characteristic intellectua l and social formation of the
industrialized world—offer s mos t Africans at best vistas of hope, at worst prospect s
to fear. But , plainly, the question wha t it is to be modern i s one that Africans and
Westerners ma y ask together. And , as I shall suggest, neithe r of us will understand
what modernity i s until we understand each other .

Since I  am a philosopher—and, i n consequence, intellectuall y perverse—I wil l
begin by trying to understand the modern through its antithesis, the traditional. I want
to tr y t o expos e som e natura l error s i n ou r thinkin g abou t th e traditional-moder n
polarity, and thus help toward an understanding of some of the changes i n progress in
Africa, an d th e way s in which they have—and have not—made he r more lik e th e
West. I  wan t t o examin e som e aspect s o f traditiona l culture—understandin g thi s
simply to mean culture before the European empires—as it manifested itsel f in one
place i n Africa , an d the n t o loo k a t som e o f the way s i n which the experienc e o f
colonization and  extende d interactio n wit h the  Wes t has  produce d a  cultur e in
transition from tradition to modernity, a culture that, for want of a better word, I shall
call nontraditional.2

107
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But I  propos e t o begi n i n a  plac e whos e strangenes s fo r mos t European s an d
Americans an d whose naturalness for many Africans are a measure of the distanc e
between Nairob i and New York; namely, with what, with some unhappiness , I shall
call " religion.'' For one of the marks of traditional life is the extent to which beliefs,
activities, habit s o f mind , an d behavio r i n genera l ar e sho t throug h wit h wha t
Europeans and Americans would call' 'religion.'' Indeed, it is because understanding
traditional religion is so central to the conceptual issues that modernization raises that
philosophical discussio n o f the statu s of traditiona l religion ha s bee n s o centra l i n
recent Africa n philosophy. An d the urgency and the relevance o f the issue to central
questions of public policy is one of the reasons why there is greater excitement t o be
found in philosophical discussion of religion in Africa than in philosophy of religion
in the West .

If I  a m reluctan t to us e th e ter m religion  withou t qualification, i t i s becaus e
religion i n the contemporary Wes t is , b y an d large , s o differen t fro m wha t i t i s in
traditional life tha t to report i t in Western categorie s is as much to invite misunder-
standing as to offer insight . But the examples I want to discuss should help make this
point for me. Le t us begin, then, with an account of a traditional ceremony.

The place i s somewhere i n rural Asante. The time is the ethnographic present—
which is to say, the past. As we arrive, a  male figure dressed i n a fiber skirt and with
charms abou t hi s neck i s dancing to the accompaniment o f drumming and singing .
Suddenly he leaps into a nearby stream and emerges clasping something to his breast.
This he places in a brass pan and pounds with clay (which we later discover come s
from th e sacred river Tano) and the leaves or bark of various plants, some gold dust,
and an aggrey bead .

During the pounding, the figure utters words, which we may translate as follows:

God, Kwame, Upon-whom-men-lean-and-do-not-fall; Earth Goddess, Yaa ; Leop-
ard an d al l beast s an d plants of th e forest , toda y i s sacre d Friday : an d you , T a
Kwesi, we are installing you, we are placing you, so that we may have life, that we
may not die, that we may not become impotent. To the village head of this village,
life; t o the young men of the village , life; t o those who bear children , life; t o the
children of the village , life .

Spirits of the trees, w e call upon you all, to let you come here now, and let all
that i s in our heads b e placed i n this shrine .

When we call upon you in darkness, when we call upon you in the day, if we
say to you "Do thi s for us," that wil l be what you will do .

And these are the rules that we are placing here for you, god of ours: if a king
comes from somewhere and comes to us or our children or our grandchildren, and
says he is going to war, and he comes to tell you; and if he is going to fight and will
not have a victory, it is necessary tha t you should tell us; and if he is going and he
will have a victory, tell the truth also .

The peroration continues, and the spirit is asked repeatedly t o tell the truth about
the sources o f the evil that make men ill . The pries t ends by saying:

We have taken sheep and a chicken, we have taken palm-wine, which we are about
to give you that you may reside i n this village and preserve its life. .  .  .

Perhaps on some tomorrow the King of Asante may come and say "My chil d
So-and-so i s sick," or perhaps "Some elder is sick"; or he may send a messenge r
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to ask you to go with him; and in such a case you may go, and we will not think you
are fleeing from us .

The mouths of all of us speak thes e thing s together .

Then the sacrifices of the animals are made, and their blood i s allowed to flow into the
brass pan . Whil e this i s going on , perhap s som e othe r priest wil l go into trance and
sing the song of some other minor local spirit .

This account is a rough paraphrase o f one that Captain R. S. Rattray published in
the 1920s 3 and, wit h few modifications, you could find just suc h a ceremony a t the
installation of a spirit—an obosom—in a shrine today .

Perhaps ther e i s nothin g puzzlin g i n th e ritua l I  hav e described . I  hav e trie d
deliberately to give an account of a series of actions that people outside the culture are
unlikely t o believ e coul d possibl y succeed , bu t tha t al l o f u s coul d surel y a t least
imagine believing in. Ye t this ritual is part of a religious worl d that is typical of the
many traditional cultures whose modes of thought have struck Western ethnography
and philosophy as puzzling.

We can begin to see why, if we ask ourselves not what it is that is believed by these
actors but how they could have come to believe it . Most intellectuals outside Asante
think they know, after all, that there are no such spirits. That, for all the requests in the
priest's prayer, no unseen agent will come to inhabit the shrine; no one will answer the
questions "What made thi s person ill?"  or "Would we win if we went to war?" or
"How shoul d w e cure th e king' s elder? " Ye t her e i s a  culture where, fo r a t least
several hundred years, people have been setting up just such shrines and asking them
just such questions and asking the spirits they believe are in them to perform just such
tasks. Surel y by now they should know, i f they are rational, tha t it won't work?

Now it is the appeal t o a notion of rationality in this last question that will lead us
into characteristically philosophical territory: and it is, in part, because of what it tells
us about rationality, about the proper scope and function o f reason, that these ritual s
are of philosophical significance . And if we press the question how these beliefs can
be sustained in the face of a falsity that is obvious, at least to us, we shall return, in the
end, t o the question whether we have really understood wha t is going on .

It is as well, however, to begin with some distinctions . I  have already made wha t is
the first crucial distinction: between understanding the content of the beliefs involved
in th e actions i n a religious performance , o n the one hand, an d understanding how
those beliefs became establishe d i n the culture, on the other. But we shall need mor e
distinctions than this. For we need, I think, to bear in mind at least these three separate
types of understanding: first , understanding the ritual and the beliefs that underlie it;
second, understandin g th e historica l source s o f bot h ritua l an d belief ; and , third ,
understanding what sustains them .

One of the advantages of making such distinctions—exactly the sort of distinction
that i s ofte n hel d u p a s typica l o f th e trivia l logi c choppin g tha t make s academi c
philosophy so unpleasing to those wh o do not practice it—i s that it allows us to set
some question s t o one side. S o we can say, to begin with , that to understand these
ritual act s wha t is necessary i s what i s necessary i n the understandin g o f any acts :
namely t o understand wha t belief s an d intention s underlie them , s o that w e kno w
what the actors think they are doing, what they are trying to do. Indeed if we cannot do
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this we cannot even say what the ritual is. To  say  that what is going on here is  that
these peopl e ar e invitin g a  spiri t t o take u p it s place i n a  shrin e i s alread y t o say
something about their beliefs and their intentions. It is to say, for example, tha t they
believe tha t there i s a spirit, T a Kwesi, an d believe too that asking the spiri t to do
something is a way of getting that spirit to do it; it is to say that they want the spirit to
inhabit the shrine.

Perhaps this is obvious; perhaps there are no behaviorists lef t i n the world, or at
least in the little portion of it that might read this book. So perhaps I do not need to say
that it is not just the performance of certain bodily movements by the priest an d the
other villagers that makes up this ritual. But it is important to remember that you and I
could carry out these very movements in order to demonstrate the form of the ritual ,
and that if we did it in that spirit, w e should not be inviting anyone—least of all Ta
Kwesi—to do anything. It is thus precisely because we think these particular Asante
acts are intended i n a certain wa y that we know what is going on is a religious act .
What makes it religious is what the people are trying to do.

Any theoretica l accoun t o f thi s ritua l mus t begi n b y tryin g t o understand ,
therefore, what the beliefs and intentions are that inform it. But that is not, of course,
all there is to understanding the ritual. For there are certainly features of it—the use of
gold dus t an d th e aggre y bea d i n makin g u p th e content s o f th e bras s pan , fo r
example—that may stil l remain in need of explanation. W e may well discover that
though the priest means to put the gold dust into the pot, he does so only because this
is, as he might say, part of' 'how the ancestors called a spirit"—that is, he might have
no specia l reaso n o f his own for using the gold dust .

What does it mean to say that this still needs explaining? The priest does lots of
things in the performance o f th e ritua l fo r no specia l reaso n o f hi s own. H e raise s
a stick up and down as he dances, and he does so deliberately: i t is part of his inten-
tion in dancing to raise the stick up and down. Yet we may find nothing to explain in
this.

I thin k the firs t step i n answering th e question "Wh y doe s th e gol d dus t need
explaining?'' i s to distinguish between two kinds of things that the priest does in the
performance of the ritual. On the one hand, there are such things as the addition of the
gold dust, which the priest believes are an essential part of what he is doing. To leave
out the gold dust would be to fail to do something that is essential if the performance is
to succeed in bringing the spirit to its new shrine. These essential components o f the
ritual ar e t o b e contraste d wit h wha t w e ca n cal l th e "accidental " components .
Maybe the priest wipes the sweat off his nose as the dancing rises in crescendo, and ,
when asked , h e tells us that this is, o f course, somethin g that the ritual could have
done without. If the raising of the stick and the wiping of the sweat are accidental to
the performance, the n that is why we do not need to explain them to understand the
ritual. S o that part of why the gold dust needs explaining is that it is essential to the
ritual action.

Now in saying that the gold dus t is essential, we have already give n part o f its
explanation. I t is there because withou t it the act is believed t o be less efficacious,
perhaps not efficacious a t all. Bu t a question remains. Why does adding i t make a
difference? Afte r all , al l o f u s probabl y hav e ancestors , great-grandmothers , fo r
example, who had remedies for the common cold, of which we take little or no notice.
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Why shoul d the priest thin k that this piece of ancestra l lor e is worth holding onto ,
especially i f he has no idea why the ancestors though t it an essential part of calling a
spirit?

Here, I think, many cultural anthropologists wil l be disposed to say that the gold
dust attracts our attention because it plainly symbolizes something . W e can make up
our own stories. Let us suppose, for the sake of argument, that what it symbolizes is
the giving of riches to the spirit, a sort of spiritual sweetener for the contract between
village and spirit that is in the making. The plausibility of this suggestion shoul d not
distract us from what is problematic in it. For if this is why the gold dust is there, why
doesn't the priest know it? The obvious answer is that he doesn't know it because he is
only carryin g ou t th e prescribe d form. 4 Th e peopl e wh o designe d th e ritual , th e
people th e priest calls the ancestors, knew why the gold dust was there. They put it
there because they thought that part of a proper invitation to a powerful spirit was to
give it some of your riches. For to do this is to do what you would do when asking any
powerful person for a favor. It is true that spirits have no use for money—the spiritual
economy is greased by something other than gold—but in handing over this gold dust
you ar e treating the spiri t a s you would treat a  human being you respect. Fo r thes e
ancestors, then, the handing over of the gold dus t is an act whose efficacy depends
upon the spirit's recognition tha t it is an expression o f respect.

I do not know if anything like thi s is true; i t would be a  hard thin g to find out
simply because' 'the ancestors'' are not around to ask. But notice that this explanation
of the presence of the gold dust as symbolic takes us out of the arena of understanding
the ritual acts themselves int o examining their origins. This resort t o origins is not,
however, wha t makes i t true tha t the gold dus t function s symbolically . Ou r pries t
might himself have been aware that the gold dust functions symbolically in this way.
And I  shal l try i n a  momen t t o sa y a  littl e more abou t wha t thi s means. Bu t i t i s
important to see that treating an element of a ritual as symbolic requires that there be
someone who treats it symbolically—and that this someone be either the actor him- or
herself, o r the originator of the form of ritual action. Finding that the priest does not
see the act as symbolic, we needed to look for someone who did. There are more and
less sophisticate d version s o f thi s sor t o f symbolis t treatment . Durkheim , fo r
example, appears to have thought that religious practices can symbolize social reality
because, though the agent is not consciously aware of what they symbolize, he or she
may be unconsciously aware of it.5 Levi-Strauss, I think, believes something similar.
I happen to think that this is a mistake, but whether or not Durkheim was right , he
recognized, at least, that a symbol is always somebody's symbol : it is something that
means something to someone.

But wha t i s i t exactly to us e th e gol d dus t as a  symbo l o f respect ? W e ar e s o
familiar with this sort of symbolic act that we do not often reflect upon it. Here again,
it is useful to make a distinction. Some symbols, of which words are the paradigm, are
purely conventional . I t is because ther e exists a complex interactio n o f beliefs and
intentions between speaker s o f the same language that it is possible fo r us to use our
words t o expres s ou r thought s t o eac h other . Thi s comple x backgroun d make s i t
possible for us to refer to objects, an d thus to use words to stand fo r those objects
symbolically. But words are not the only purely conventional symbols, and speaking
is not the onl y purely conventiona l symboli c act . I n salutin g a superio r officer , a
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soldier expresses hi s recognition of the officer's superiority . An d i t is only because
such a convention exists tha t the act of saluting has the meaning i t has.

Now the gold dus t is not a purely conventional symbol . I t is possible t o use the
gold dust in this context as a symbol of respect, because in other contexts the giving of
gold dust is a sign of respect. After all , the reason that giving gold dust to a powerful
figure i n Asante i s a  sign of respect i s not tha t ther e i s a  convention t o thi s effect .
People give gold dust to powerful people because gol d dust is money, and money i s
something that powerful people, like others, have a use for. To give someone money
when you need him or her to do something for you is to seek t o influence their acts,
and thus to acknowledge tha t they hav e i t in their power t o do something fo r you .
They kno w tha t yo u thin k the y hav e tha t powe r becaus e yo u bot h kno w tha t yo u
would not be giving them the money otherwise. I f the giving of gold dust along with a
request occurs regularly in contexts where people require something of someone with
powers they do not themselves have; and if, as in Asante, to ask someone in a position
of powe r t o d o somethin g fo r yo u i s t o sho w respect ; the n offerin g gol d dus t i n
conjunction wit h a request becomes a sign of respect—in the simple sense that i t is
something whos e presenc e give s evidence tha t the giver respects the receiver.

It is thus not arbitrary that the ancestors in my story chose gold dust as a symbol of
respect, eve n though they realized that in placing the gold dust in the pan they wer e
not in fact giving the spiri t something that i t could use.

Many symboli c ritual acts have this character. The y ar e not arbitrary signs , lik e
words or salutes; they are acts that draw their meaning from the nonritual significance
of relevantly similar performances. Wha t makes them symbolic is the recognition b y
the agents that these acts in ritual contexts do not work in the standard way. The spiri t
comes no t becaus e w e hav e give n i t som e mone y bu t becaus e w e hav e don e
something that shows respect, and giving the gold dust shows respect because outsid e
these ritua l context s the giving of gold dus t is standardly accompanied b y respect .

I have spent some time discussing the role of this symbol in this ritual because t o
many i t has seemed tha t it is the distinguishing character o f these religious act s that
they are symbolic. Clifford Geert z has famously remarked tha t religion is "a syste m
of symbols.' '6 Now it is, of course, an impressive fact about many religious practices
and beliefs that they have symbolic elements: the Eucharist is loaded with symbolism,
and so is the Passover meal . But I want to argue that the symbolism arises out of the
fundmental natur e o f religiou s beliefs , an d tha t thes e fundamenta l beliefs ar e no t
themselves symbolic.

All my life, I  have seen an d heard ceremonies lik e the one with which I began. Thi s
public, ritual appeal to unseen spirits on a ceremonial occasion i s part of a form of life
in which such appeals are regularly made i n private. Whe n a man opens a  bottle of
gin, he will pour a little on the earth, asking his ancestors to drink a little and to protect
the family and its doings. This act is without ceremony, withou t the excitement of the
public installatio n o f a n obosom  i n a  ne w shrine , ye t i t inhabit s th e same  world .
Indeed, i t is tempting to say that, just as the public installation of a spirit i s like the
public installation of a chief, the private libation is like the private pouring of a drink
for a  relative. The element of  ceremonial is  not what is essential; what is essential is
the ontology of invisible beings. S o that in the wider context of Asante life i t seem s
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absurd to claim that what was happening, when my father casually poured a few drops
from th e top of a newly opened bottl e o f Scotch ont o the carpet, involve d anything
other than a literal belie f i n the ancestors. The pouring o f the drink may have been
symbolic: there is no general assumption in Asante that the dead like whiskey. But for
the gesture of offering the m a portion of a valued drink to make sense, th e ancestor s
who are thus symbolically acknowledged mus t exist. I t is true, as Kwasi Wiredu has
expressed th e matter, tha t the proposition "tha t our departed ancestor s continu e to
hover around in some ratified form ready now and then to take a sip of the ceremonia l
schnapps is .  .  .  [one ] tha t I have never heard rationally defended."7 But that it is
never rationally defended i s not, perhaps , s o surprising: i t is, afte r all , not usually
rationally attacked. (Nor , as I say, do we need to suppose that a literal sip is at stake.)
The proposition tha t there are planets hovering around the sun, larger than the earth,
however small they may appear as we ponder the night sky, is not in the usual course
of things rationally defended in Europe or America. I t is not rationally defended not
because anyone thinks there could be no rational defense but because it is taken, now,
to be obviously true. And, in traditional Asante culture the existence of disembodie d
departed spirit s is equally uncontroversial. I  shall return to this issue later .

If I am right , and it is (as Tylor claimed) a  commitment to disembodied agenc y
that cruciall y defines th e religious belief s tha t underlie ritual s lik e th e on e I  hav e
described, then there is, of course, an important question that needs to be answered—
namely, wh y i n many suc h ritual s symbolis m play s s o importan t a  part . An d th e
answer i s implici t i n th e accoun t I  gav e earlie r o f th e relationshi p betwee n th e
installation of a chief and the installation of a spirit.

For, a s any Asante could tell you, symbolism is a major feature of both of these
ceremonies. And though there is a religious component i n the installation of a chief,
as there i s in any public ceremony i n Asante, that does not make the installation an
essentially religiou s act . Symbolis m i s i n fac t a  featur e o f al l majo r ceremonia l
occasions i n an y culture , an d th e presenc e o f symbolis m i n religiou s ceremonia l
derives fro m it s nature as ceremonial and not from it s nature as religious. In private
and less ceremonial religiou s act s in  a traditional culture (such as, for  example, an
appeal at a household shrine to the ancestors), there is still, of course, an element of
symbolism. Bu t i t i s importan t to recal l her e tha t in Asant e cultur e relations wit h
living elder s wher e a  reques t i s bein g mad e i n privat e ar e als o ceremonious . Al l
important contacts between individuals in traditional cultures are ceremonious. When
Rattray reporte d a  seanc e a t th e Tan o shrin e i n th e earl y par t o f thi s century , h e
described how , when the priest with the shrine "containing " the spiri t on his head
entered the trance in which he would speak fo r the spirit,  th e assembled priest s and
elders said, "Nana, maakye" (Sir, good morning), as they would have done if a chief
(or an elder) had entered. The formality of the response i s somehow less striking to me
than it s naturalness, the sens e it gives that the Tano spiri t i s simply a being among
beings—addressed with ceremony for its status or its power and not because the scene
is set apart from th e everyday.

And once we  have seen tha t the ritual setting is  ceremonious, we  need only the
further premise that all ceremony has elements of symbolism to complete a syllogism:
ritual entails symbolism. I  do not myself have theories a s to why human beings so
closely bind together ceremony and symbolism. I t is something man y of us begin to
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do in our play as children, and it is surely as much a part of our natural history as, say,
language. But that the prevalence of symbolism in religious ritual in Asante derive s
from th e conceptio n o f relation s betwee n peopl e an d spirit s a s relation s betwee n
persons seems to me, in the light of these facts, hard to deny. Case by case, the same
claim can be made for religion in most nonliterate cultures—in Africa and elsewhere.

If th e emphasi s i n Wester n theor y o n th e distinctivel y symbolic characte r o f
traditional religious thought and practice is misleading, it is worth taking a moment to
consider wh y i t should have been s o pervasive. And the answer lies, I  think, in the
character o f religion in the industrial cultures in which this theorizing abou t religio n
takes place.

Christianity is areligion that defines itself by doctrine; heresy, paganism, and atheism
have been, a s a result, at various times central topoi  of Christian reflection . In this
respect Christianity i s not, o f course, unique ; Islam, too, i s defined b y its doctrin e
and, lik e Christianity , it s Book. Islami c evangelist s have sometimes hel d tha t the
simple acceptance of two items of doctrine—that God is one, and that Muhammad is
his prophet—was sufficien t t o constitute conversion , thoug h Christian missionarie s
have usually insisted on at least token assent to some more complex credo. Bu t these
differences see m relatively unimportant when we come to contrast Christianity and
Islam, on the one hand, with many of the other systems of ritual, practice, and belief
that w e cal l religions . Neve r ha s th e contras t bee n mor e sharpl y draw n than i n a
remark of Chinua Achebe's: " I can' t imagine Igbos traveling four thousand miles to
tell anybody their worship was wrong!"8

The extraordinary importance attached to doctrine in the Christian churches is not
a modern phenomenon; growing up between Roman and Hellenistic paganism, on the
one side and Judaism, on the other, and divided bitterly and regularly from th e very
beginning o n topic s tha t may see m t o u s wonderfull y abstruse, th e histor y of th e
church is, t o a great extent, the history of doctrines. But , though doctrine i s indeed
central t o Christianit y i n thi s way , i t i s importan t t o remembe r wha t thi s means .
' 'Doctrine'' does not mean, precisely, beliefs (for it is easy to show, as Keith Thomas
does i n his marvelous Religion an d th e Decline o f Magic,  tha t the characte r o f th e
actual proposition s believe d b y Christian s ha s change d radicall y i n th e las t tw o
millennia); rathe r i t mean s th e verba l formula e tha t expres s belief . An d thi s ha s
proved somethin g of an embarrassment fo r many Christians i n the worl d since th e
scientific revolution .

It is a familiar theme in the history of theology that Christianity has followed in
some measur e Osca r Wilde' s epigram : "Religion s die when they are proved true .
Science i s the record o f dead religions." 9 One powerfu l reaction amon g Christia n
intellectuals has been to retreat in the face of science into the demythologization of the
doctrines whos e central place in  the definition of  his religious tradition they cannot
escape. And—a s I  think the wor k o f Keit h Thomas, amon g others , shows—i t i s
correct to say that the effect of demythologization has been to treat doctrines that were
once taken literally as metaphorical or, to return to my theme, symbolic. This has led
us, if I may caricature recent theological history , to the position where the statement
that "Go d i s love" can be claimed b y serious men—Paul Tillich, fo r example—to
mean somethin g lik e "Lov e i s tremendousl y important, " an d t o treatin g th e



Old Gods,  New Worlds  11 5

traditional doctrine o f the triumph of the kingdom of God as a "symbolic" way of
expressing a  confidence that "love will win in the end." And similar demythologiz-
ing tendencie s ca n b e detecte d i n libera l (o r otherwis e counternormative ) Jewis h
theology (certainl y the y ar e foun d i n Marti n Buber) . I t i s no t m y busines s t o sa y
whether this is a healthy development, though it will no doubt be clear which way my
sympathies lie. But even if, a s I doubt, this is consistent wit h the main traditions of
Christianity or Judaism, to treat the religious beliefs of traditional cultures as likewise
symbolic i s radically to misrepresent thei r character.

The intellectua l reformulatio n o f Christianit y coexist s wit h a  chang e i n th e
character o f Christia n la y life , a t leas t insofa r a s i t concern s intellectuals . Fo r
educated Christian s i n Europ e prio r t o th e scientifi c revolution an d the growt h of
industrial capitalism, the belief in spiritual beings—saints, angels, principalities, and
powers—had i n man y respect s jus t th e characte r I  clai m fo r traditiona l Asant e
religion. Through acts at shrines tha t Westerners woul d call magical in Asante, the
faithful sough t cures for their ills, answers to their questions, guidance in their acts.
As technologica l solution s t o illnes s an d a  scientifi c understandin g o f i t hav e
developed, man y people (and, especially, many intellectuals) have turned away from
this aspect of religion, though, as we should expect, i t remains an important part of
Christianity i n th e nonindustria l worl d an d i n those—significant—part s o f th e
industrial world where the scientific worldview remains ungrasped .

But in the industrial world, the religious life of intellectuals has turned more and
more towar d the contemplative , conceive d o f a s spiritua l intercours e wit h God. If
God's answer is sought to any questions of a technical character, i t is those questions
that hav e remaine d recalcitran t t o scientifi c managemen t (questions  abou t one' s
relations with others) and questions that could not even in principle be addressed b y
science (questions of value). This is itself a  very interesting development, but it has
driven a great wedge between the religion of the industrial world and the religion of
traditional cultures.

There is a further chang e in the nature of contemplative religion i n the West. I t
connects wit h th e observatio n I  mad e earlie r tha t symbolis m characterize s th e
ceremonious, an d that social relations of importance requir e ceremony i n traditional
cultures. As our relations with each other have become less ceremonious, so have our
private religious acts. Prayer has become for many like an intimate conversation. But
so it is for Asante tradition. I t is just that the understanding of intimacy is different .

I have largel y been addressin g th e first group o f questions I  posed abou t religiou s
ritual: those about the nature of the ritual and the beliefs that underlie it . I  have said
little about the origins o f these beliefs ; i n predominantly nonliterat e cultures , suc h
questions often cannot be answered because the evidence i s lacking. For Christianity
or Judaism i t is possible t o discuss suc h questions becaus e w e have records of the
councils o f Nice a an d Chalcedon , o r because w e hav e th e extensiv e traditions o f
literate Jewis h reflection . Bu t i f w e ar e t o fac e th e questio n o f th e rationalit y o f
traditional belief we must turn, finally, to my third set of questions: those about what
keeps these beliefs, whic h outsiders judge so obviously false , alive .

It is in asking these questions that some have been led by another route to treating
religion symbolically . Th e Britis h anthropologis t Joh n Beattie , fo r example , ha s
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developed a  "symbolist " vie w o f Africa' s traditional  religions , whos e "centra l
tenet," as Robin Horton (a philosopher-anthropologist, who is a British subject and a
longtime Nigerian resident) puts it, "i s tha t traditional religious thought is basically
different fro m an d incommensurable wit h Western scientifi c thought"; s o that the
symbolists avoi d "comparison s with science and turn instead to comparisons wit h
symbolism and art."10

The basic symbolist thought is neatly (if ironically) captured in this formulation of
the Cameroonian philosopher M. Hegba :

Une premiere approche des phenomenes de la magie et de la sorcellerie serait de
supposerque nous nous trouvons la en face d'un langage symbolique. .  . .  U n
homme qui vole dans les airs, qui se transforme en animal, ou qui se rend invisible a
volonte .  .  .  pourraien t n'etr e alor s qu'u n langag e cod e don t nou s devrion s
simplement decouvrir la clef. Nou s serions alors rassures.11

Simply put , the symbolist s ar e abl e t o trea t traditiona l believer s a s reassuringl y
rational onl y because the y deny tha t traditional people mea n wha t they say. Now
Robin Horton has objected—correctly—that this tale leaves completely unexplained
the fac t tha t traditiona l peopl e regularl y appea l t o th e invisibl e agencie s o f thei r
religions i n their explanations of events i n what we would call the natural world.12

Horton could usefully have drawn attention here to a fact that Hegba observes, when
he moves fro m characterizin g symbolis m to criticizing it , namel y that "le langag e
symbolique e t esoteriqu e es t for t e n honneu r e n notr e societe." 13 I t i s peculiarl y
unsatisfactory t o trea t a  syste m o f proposition s a s symboli c whe n thos e whos e
propositions the y are appear to treat the m literally an d display, in other contexts, a
clear grasp of the notion of symbolic representation.

I have mentioned Durkheim once already, and it is in his work that we can find the
clearest statement of the connection between the urge to treat religion as symbolic and
the question why such patently false beliefs survive. For Durkheim cannot allow that
religious beliefs are false, because he thinks that false beliefs could not survive. Sinc e
if they are false they would not have survived, it follows that they must be true: and
since they are not literally true, they must be symbolically true. 14 This argumen t is
based o n a  misunderstanding of the relationship between the rationality of beliefs ,
their utility and their truth; it is important t o say why.

Rationality is best conceived of as an ideal, both in the sense that it is something worth
aiming for and in the sense that it is something we are incapable of realizing. It is an
ideal that bears an important internal relation to that other great cognitive ideal, Truth.
And, I suggest, we might say that rationality in belief consists in being disposed so to
react to evidence and reflection that you change your beliefs in ways that make it more
likely that they are true. If this is right, then we can see at once why inconsistency in
belief is a sign of irrationality: for having a pair of inconsistent beliefs guarantees that
you hav e a t least one fals e belief , a s inconsisten t belief s ar e precisel y belief s tha t
cannot all be true. But we can also see that consistency, as an ideal, is not enough. Fo r
someone could have a perfectly consistent se t of beliefs about the world, almost every
one o f which was no t only false bu t obviously false . I t is consistent  t o hold , wit h
Descartes in one of his skeptical moments , tha t all my experiences are caused by a
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wicked demon, and, to dress the fantasy in modern garb, there is no inconsistency in
supporting the paranoid fantasy that the world is ' 'really'' a cube containing only my
brain i n a bath, a  lot of wires, an d a wicked scientist . But , though consistent, thi s
belief is not rational: we are all, I hope, agreed that reacting to sensory evidence in this
way does not increase th e likelihood that your beliefs wil l be true.15

Now the  questio n of  the  utility , the  surviva l value, of  a  set  of  belief s is  quite
separate fro m tha t o f bot h thei r trut h an d thei r reasonableness , thu s conceived .
Anyone wh o ha s rea d Evans-Pritchard' s elegan t discussio n o f Zand e witchcraf t
beliefs—to which I shall return later—will remember how easy it is to make sense of
the idea that a whole set of false beliefs could nevertheles s be part of what holds a
community together . Bu t the point does not need laboring : sinc e Freu d w e can all
understand why , fo r example , i t migh t b e mor e usefu l t o believ e tha t yo u lov e
someone tha n to recognize tha t you do not.

With such an account of reasonableness, w e can see why the apparently obvious
falsehood o f the belief s o f th e Asante priest migh t be regarded a s evidence o f hi s
unreasonableness. For how could he have acquired and maintained such beliefs if he
was following the prescription always to try to change his beliefs in ways that made it
more likely that they were true? The answer is simple. The priest acquired his beliefs
in the way we all acquire the bulk of our beliefs: by being told things as he grew up. As
Evans-Pritchard says of the Zande people, the y are "born into a culture with ready-
made patterns of belief whic h have the weight of tradition behind them."16 And of
course, so are we. On the whole, little has happened in his life to suggest they are not
true. S o too, i n our lives.

Now it may seem strange to suggest that accepting beliefs from one's culture and
holding onto them in the absence of countervailing evidence ca n be reasonable, i f it
can lead to having beliefs that are, fro m the point of view of Western intellectuals , so
wildly false. And this is especially so if you view reasonableness a s a matter of trying
to develo p habit s o f belie f acquisitio n tha t mak e i t likel y tha t yo u wil l reac t t o
evidence an d reflection in ways that have a tendency to produce truth . But to think
otherwise is to mistake the relatively deplorable nature of our epistemic position in the
universe. I t i s just fundamentall y correct tha t ther e i s n o requiremen t othe r tha n
consistency tha t we can place on our beliefs i n advance, i n order to increase thei r
likelihood o f being true; and that a person wh o starts with a consistent se t of beliefs
can arrive, by way of reasonable principles of evidence, a t the most fantastic untruths.
The wisdom of epistemological modest y is, surely, one of the lessons of the history of
natural science; indeed, i f there i s one great lesson of the failure of positivism as a
methodology of the sciences, i t is surely, as Richard Miller has recently argued, that
there are no a priori rules that will guarantee us true theories.17 The success of what
we call "empirica l method" seems, in retrospect, to have been, lik e evolution, the
result of capitalizing on a series of lucky chances. I f the priest's theory i s wrong, we
should see this as largely a matter of bad luck, rather than of his having failed culpably
to observe th e proper rule s of an a priori method .

We may also fai l to see how reasonable th e priest's views should seem, because , in
assessing th e religious beliefs of other cultures , we start, a s is natural enough, fro m
our own. But it is precisely th e absence of this, our alien, alternative point of view in
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traditional culture , that makes i t reasonable t o adopt th e "traditional " worldview .
The evidence that spirits exist is obvious: priests go into trance, people get better after
the application of spiritual remedies, peopl e die regularly from the action of inimical
spirits. Th e reinterpretation of this evidence, i n terms o f medical-scientific theorie s
or of psychology, requires that there be such alternative theories and that people have
some reaso n t o believe i n them; but agai n an d again , an d especially i n the are a o f
mental and social life, the traditional view is likely to be confirmed. We have theories
explaining some of this, the theory of suggestion and suggestibility, for example, and
if w e wer e t o persuad e traditiona l thinkers o f thes e theories , the y migh t becom e
skeptical of the theories held in their own culture. But we cannot begin by asking them
to assum e thei r belief s ar e false , fo r the y ca n alway s mak e numerou s move s i n
reasonable defens e of their beliefs. I t is this fact tha t entitles us to oppose th e thesis
that traditional beliefs are simply unreasonable.

The classica l accoun t o f thi s proces s o f defens e i n th e ethnograph y o f Africa n
traditional though t is Evans-Pritchard's Witchcraft,  Oracles  an d Magic among  th e
Azande. Toward the end of the book, he says, "I t ma y be asked why Azande do not
perceive the futility o f their magic. It would be easy to write at great length in answer
to this question , bu t I  will content myself wit h suggesting as shortl y a s possible a
number o f reasons." 18 H e the n list s twenty-tw o such reasons . H e mentions , fo r
example, tha t sinc e "magi c i s ver y largel y employe d agains t mystica l power s
. . . it s action transcends experience" and thus "cannot easily be contradicted by
experience,"19 reinforcing a point made a  few pages earlier : "W e shal l not under-
stand Zande magic .  .  .  unles s we realize that its main purpose i s to combat othe r
mystical powers rather than to produce change s favourable to man i n the objectiv e
world."20 He says that the practices of witchcraft, oracles , and magic presuppose a
coherent syste m of mutually supporting beliefs .

Death i s proof of witchcraft. It is avenged by magic. Th e accurac y of the poiso n
oracle i s determined b y the king' s oracle , whic h is above suspicion . .  .  .  Th e
results whic h magi c i s suppose d t o produc e actuall y happen afte r th e rite s ar e
performed. .  .  .  Magi c is only made to produce events which are likely to happen
in an y cas e .  .  .  [and ] i s seldo m aske d t o produc e a  resul t b y itsel f bu t i s
associated wit h empirical actio n that does in fact produc e it—e.g . a  prince give s
food t o attract followers and does no t rely on magic alone. 21

And, thoug h h e acknowledge s tha t Azand e notic e failure s o f thei r witchcraft , h e
shows too how they have many ways to explain this failure: there may have been an
error in executing the spell, there may be an unknown and countervailing magic, and
so on.

It is the fact tha t it is possible t o make exactly these sorts of moves in defense of
traditional religiou s beliefs that has led some t o draw the conclusion tha t traditiona l
religious belief should be interpreted as having the same purposes as those of modern
natural science, whic h are summarized i n the slogan "explanation , prediction, an d
control." For when scientific procedures fail , scientist s do not normally react—as I
once hear d a  distinguishe d physicis t reac t t o a n hou r i n a  la b wit h th e allegedl y
parapsychological phenomen a produce d b y Ur i Geller 22—by sayin g tha t w e mus t
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"begin physics all over again.'' Rather, they offer explanations as to how the failure
could hav e occurre d consistentl y wit h th e theory . Biochemist s regularl y ignor e
negative results, assuming that test tubes are dirty, or that samples are contaminated,
or tha t i n preparin g th e sampl e the y hav e faile d t o tak e som e precautio n tha t i s
necessary to prevent the action of those enzymes that are always released when a cell
is damaged. A  skeptical Zande could well make the same sorts of observation about
these procedures as Evans-Pritchard makes about Azande magic:' 'The perception of
error in one mystical notion in a particular situation merely proves the correctness of
another and equally mystical notion."

Philosophers of science have names for this: they say that theory is "underdeter-
mined" by observation, an d that observation i s "theory-laden." And they mean by
underdetermination the fact that French philosopher-physicist Pierre Duhem noticed
in the early part of this century: that the application of theory to particular cases relies
on a  whole host o f other beliefs , no t al l of whic h can be checke d a t once. B y th e
theory-ladenness of observation, relatedly , they mean that our theories both contrib-
ute to forming our experience and give meaning to the language we use for reporting
it. Sir Karl Popper's claim that science should proceed by attempts at falsification, a s
we all know after reading Thomas Kuhn, is incorrect.23 If we gave up every time an
experiment failed, scientifi c theor y woul d get nowhere. The underdetermination of
our theories by our experience means that we are left eve n by the most unsuccessful
experiment with room for maneuver. The trick is not to give up too soon or go on too
long. In science, as everywhere else, there are babies and there is bathwater.

I have suggested we might assimilate the theories that underlie traditional religion
and magi c t o thos e tha t ar e engendere d i n th e natura l science s becaus e bot h ar e
explanatory systems of belief that share the problem of underdetermination. But there
are other routes to this assimilation, and if we are to explore th e plausibility of this
idea, i t will help if we assemble a few more pieces of the evidence.

For the sake of comparison with the ceremony with which I began this chapter, let me
describe another ceremony, in which I participated some years ago in Kumasi. It was,
as it happens, my sister's wedding, and the legal ceremony occurred in a Methodist
church, i n the context of a  service i n the language of the old English prayer book .
"Dearly Beloved," it began "we ar e gathered here together in the sight of God." I n
the front row sat the king of Asante, his wife, the queen mother, and the king's son,
Nana Akyempemhene, as grand a collection of the Asante traditional aristocracy as
you could wish for. Afterwards we went back to the private residence of the king, and
there we had a party, with the queen mother's drummers playing, and hundreds of
members of the royal household.

But, not long after we began, the Catholic archbishop of Kumasi (remember, this
is after a Methodist ceremony) said prayers, and this was followed (and remember this
was a Catholic archbishop) by the pouring of libations to my family ancestors, carried
out by one of the king's senior linguists. The words addressed to those ancestors were
couched in the same idiom as the words of the priest that Rattray heard. And the king
of Asante is an Anglican and a member of the English bar; his son, a lawyer then in the
Ghanaian Diplomatic Service, has a Ph.D. from Tufts; and the bride and groom met at
Sussex Universit y in Englan d (an d eac h ha d anothe r degre e a s well ) an d were ,
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respectively, a  medical sociologist an d a Nigerian merchant banker. These, then, are
modern Africans , no t merely in the sense that they are alive now, but they have that
essential credentia l o f the modern ma n or woman—a university's letters afte r your
name. I  shal l argue , i n a moment, that these letters ar e of more than metaphorica l
importance.

What are we to make of all of this? Or rather, what are Europeans and Americans
to make of it, since it is all so familiar to me—to most contemporary Africans—that I
find it hard to recover the sense of contradiction between the elements of this no-doubt
remarkable "syncretism. "

These ceremonie s ar e what I  wan t to cal l "nontraditional"—the y ar e no t tra -
ditional because they coexist both with some degree of belief i n the Christianity that
came with the colonials, on the one hand, and with some familiarity with the vision of
the natural sciences , o n the other. Bu t they are not "modern" either—because the
meanings attache d t o these act s ar e no t thos e o f th e purel y symboli c Eucharis t o f
extreme libera l theology . Th e question , o f course , i s ho w al l thes e element s ca n
coexist, what it is that makes this conceptual melee not a source of intellectual tension
and unease but a resource for a tremendous range of cultural activity.

The key to this question is, I  think, to be found i n following up the idea that we
were led to earlier, the idea that traditional religious theory is in certain respects mor e
like modern science than modern religion—in particular, that it shares the purposes of
modern natura l science , whic h w e ma y summariz e i n th e sloga n "explanation ,
prediction, an d control." I t is his systemati c developmen t o f the analog y betwee n
natural science and traditional religion that has made the work of Robin Horton s o
important in the philosophy o f African traditional religions, and it will be usefu l t o
begin with him.24

Morton's basic point is just the one I  made earlier: th e fundamental characte r of
these religiou s system s is tha t th e practice s aris e fro m th e belief , litera l an d no t
symbolic, in the powers of invisible agents. Horton argues persuasively, and I believe
correctly, that spirits and such function i n explanation, prediction, and control much
as d o othe r theoretica l entities : they diffe r fro m thos e o f natura l science i n bein g
persons an d no t materia l force s an d powers , bu t th e logi c o f thei r functio n i n
explanation and prediction is the same .

Morton's view , then , i s tha t religiou s belief s o f traditiona l people s constitut e
explanatory theories and that traditional religious actions are reasonable attempts to
pursue goals in the light of these beliefs—attempts, in other words, at prediction an d
control of the world. In these respects, Horton argues, traditional religious belief and
action are like theory in the natural sciences and the actions based on it. As Hegba, in
the francophone African tradition , says:

Sans meconnaitre ses limites ni freiner l a marche vers le progres, l a science et la
liberation, il faut admettre que 1'explication africaine des phenomenes de la magie
et de  la  sorcellerie est  rationelle . Nos  croyance s populaire s son t deconcertantes
certes, parfois fausses , mai s ne serait-ce pas une faute methodologique grave que
de postuler 1'irrationnel au point de depart de  1'etude d'une societe? 25

Morton's thesis is not that traditional religion is a kind of science but that theories i n
the tw o domain s ar e simila r in thes e crucia l respects . Th e majo r difference  i n th e
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contents of the theories, he argues, is that traditional religiou s theory i s couched i n
terms o f persona l forces , whil e natura l scientifi c theor y i s couche d i n term s o f
impersonal forces . Th e basic claim strikes me as immensely plausible .

Yet there is in the analogy between natural science an d traditional religio n much
to mislead also. A first way in which the assimilation risks being deceptive comes out
if w e remin d ourselve s tha t mos t o f u s ar e quit e vagu e abou t th e theoretica l
underpinnings of the medical theories that guide our doctors and the physical theories
that are used to make and mend our radios. In this we are, of course, like the average
nineteenth-century Asante , wh o was, presumably, quite vague abou t the bases o n
which herbalists and priests practiced their arts. In application, i n use by nonspecial-
ists in everyday life , ou r theories abou t how the world works ar e often relie d o n in
general outlin e in a practical way , without much articulation and without any deep
investment in the details. I n much contemporary Africa n religious practice (and this
includes the ceremony I  have described) there is (within each community of practice,
each sec t or cult or community) a great deal more consensus o n the proper form s of
ritual and liturgical action than there is as to what justifies it; in this, religious practice
in Afric a differ s littl e enoug h fro m religiou s practic e i n th e contemporar y indus -
trialized world . Though  th e exten t o f litera l belie f i n invisibl e agenc y ma y b e
somewhat greater i n Africa than in the United States (and is probably muc h greater
than in , say , Britain o r Norway) , ther e i s bot h ther e an d her e a  sens e i n which
religious lif e can continue and be participated i n with little curiosity about the literal
beliefs of fellow participants, and little theoretical commitment on our own parts. In
insisting on the role of theory, here , one is bound, as a result, to seem to be focusing
on somethin g tha t i s fa r fro m centra l fo r thos e whos e religiou s practice s w e ar e
discussing, an d thu s distorting thei r experience i n order t o draw th e analog y wit h
natural science. But provided we bear in mind that no claim is being made beyond the
claim tha t these religious practices operat e on the assumption of a certain theory—
that ther e ar e spiritua l agencie s o f variou s kinds—an d tha t this theor y allow s fo r
explanation and prediction in the sort of way that scientific theories do, I  do not think
we nee d b e le d int o misjudgin g the relativ e importanc e o f theor y an d practic e i n
traditional religion in this way.

Still, thi s worr y come s clos e t o a  secon d difficult y wit h th e assimilatio n of
traditional religion and natural science, one Kwasi Wiredu has pointed out—namely,
that i t is, prima facie, very odd to equate traditional religious belie f i n West Africa
with moder n Wester n scientifi c theory, whe n the obviou s analogu e i s traditiona l
Western religious belief.261 think it will be obvious from what I have already said that
it seem s t o m e tha t there nee d b e n o contes t here : fo r th e explanator y functio n o f
religious beliefs in traditional Europe seems to me to be identical in its logic with that
of scientifi c theor y also .

What is misleading is not the assimilation of the logics of explanation of theories
from religio n an d scienc e bu t th e assimilatio n o f traditional  religio n an d natura l
science as institutions. This is, first of all, misleading because of the sorts of changes
that I sketched in Western religious life. For the modern Westerner, a s I have shown,
to call something "religious" i s to connote a great deal that is lacking in traditional
religion an d no t t o connot e muc h tha t i s present . Bu t ther e i s a  muc h mor e
fundamental reason why the equation of religion and science i s misleading. An d it is
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to do with the totally different social organization of enquiry in traditional and modern
cultures. I  shall return to this issue at the end of the chapter .

Horton himsel f is , o f course , awar e tha t traditiona l religiou s belief s ar e certainl y
unlike those of natural science in at least two important respects. First of all, as I have
already insisted, he points out that the theoretical entities invoked are agents and not
material forces . An d he offers u s an account of why this might be. H e suggests that
this difference arises out of the fundamental nature of explanation as the reduction of
the unfamilia r to the familiar . In traditional  culture s nature, the wild , i s untamed,
alien, an d a source of puzzlement and fear. Socia l relations and persons are, on the
contrary, familia r and well understood. Explaining the behavior of nature in terms of
agency is thus reducing the unfamiliar forces of the wild to the familiar explanatory
categories of personal relations .

In the industrial world, on the other hand, industrialization and urbanization have
made socia l relation s puzzling and problematic. W e move between socia l environ -
ments—the rura l and the urban , the workplac e an d the home—i n whic h different
conventions operate; i n the new, urban , factory , marke t environmen t we deal with
people whom we know only through our common productive projects. As a result the
social is relatively unfamiliar. On the other hand, our relations with objects in the city
are relations that remain relatively stable across all these differin g socia l relations .
Indeed, if factory workers move between factories, the skills they take with them are
precisely thos e tha t depen d on  a  familiarit y not  wit h othe r peopl e but  wit h the
workings of material things. It is no longer natural to try to understand nature through
social relations ; rather , we understand i t through machines , throug h matter whos e
workings we find comfortably familiar. I t i s well known that the understanding of
gases i n the nineteent h century was modeled o n th e behavior o f miniature billiard
balls—for nineteenth-century scientists in Europe knew the billiard table better than
they knew, fo r example, thei r servants. Alienation i s widely held to be the charac-
teristic stat e of modern man: the point can be overstated, bu t it cannot be denied.

In complex , rapidl y changing industria l societies, th e huma n scen e i s i n flux .
Order, regularity, predictability, simplicity, all these seem lamentably absent. I t is
in th e worl d o f inanimate things that such qualities ar e mos t readil y seen . An d
this .  . .  I  suggest, is why the mind in quest of explanatory analogies turns most
readily to the inanimate. In the traditional societie s o f Africa w e find the situation
reversed. Th e human scene i s the locu s par excellence  o f order , predictability ,
regularity. I n th e worl d o f th e inanimate , thes e qualitie s ar e fa r les s evi -
dent .  .  .  here , th e min d i n ques t o f explanator y analogie s turn s naturall y to
people and their relations.27

Horton relie s her e o n a  pictur e o f th e functio n o f scientifi c theory a s essentiall y
concerned t o develo p model s o f th e unified , simple , ordered , regula r underlyin g
features o f reality i n order t o account fo r th e diversity , complexity , disorder , an d
apparent lawlessness of ordinary experience.28 His story works so well that it is hard
not to feel that there is something right about it; it would indeed explain the preference
for agenc y ove r matter , th e firs t o f th e majo r difference s Horto n acknowledge s
between traditiona l religion and science.
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And yet this cannot be quite right. All cultures—in modest mood, I might say, all the
cultures I  hav e knowledg e of—hav e th e conceptua l resource s fo r a t leas t tw o
fundamental sort s o f explanation. On the one hand, al l have some sor t of notion of
what Aristotle called "efficient " causation : the causality of push and pul l through
which we understand the everyday interactions of material objects and forces. On the
other, each has a notion of explanation that applies paradigmatically to human action,
the notio n tha t th e America n philosophe r Danie l Dennet t ha s characterize d a s
involving th e "intentiona l stance." 29 Thi s sor t o f explanatio n relate s action s t o
beliefs, desires, intentions, fears, an d so on—the so-called propositional attitudes —
and is fundamental (i n ways I suggested earlier) to folk psychology . W e might say,
analogously, tha t efficien t causalit y i s central t o what cognitive psychologists now
call "naive" or "folk physics. "

These kind s of explanation are , o f course , interconnected : whe n I explain th e
death of the elephant by talking of your need for food, your hunt, your firing the gun,
there are elements of folk physics an d of folk psycholog y involve d in each stag e of
this narrative . T o sa y tha t mechanica l explanatio n i s unfamilia r t o preindustria l
peoples is, of course, to say something true. Mechanical explanation is explanation in
terms of machines, whic h are, o f course, exactl y what preindustrial cultures do not
have. Bu t mechanica l explanatio n i s by n o mean s th e onl y kind o f nonintentional
explanation: there is more to folk physics than a view of machines. And the fact is that
the stability of the causal relations of objects in the preindustrial world is surely quite
substantial: not only do people make tools and utensils, using the concepts of efficient
causation, bu t thei r regula r physica l interaction s wit h th e world—i n digging ,
hunting, walking , dancing—are a s stabl e an d a s wel l understoo d a s thei r familia l
relations. Mor e tha n this , preindustria l Homo  is  alread y Homo  faber,  and  the
making of pots and of jewelry, for example, involve intimate knowledge of physical
things an d an expectation o f regularity i n their behavior . Pot s and ring s an d neck -
laces break , o f course, and they often d o so unpredictably. Bu t in this they are not
obviously less reliable than people, who, after all , are notoriously difficul t t o predict
also.

What we need to bring back into view here is a kind of explanation that is missing
from Horton's story: namely, functional explanation, which we find centrally (but by
no means uniquely) in what we might call' 'folk biology.'' Functional explanation is
the sort of explanation that we give when we say that the flower is there to attract the
bee that pollinates it ; that the liver is there to purify th e blood; that the rain fall s t o
water the crops.

This sort of explanation is missing from Horton' s story for a very good reason—
namely, that the positivist philosophy of science on which Horton relies sought either
to eradicate functiona l explanatio n o r to reduce i t to other sort s of explanation , i n
large part because it reeked of teleology—of the sort of Aristotelian "final" causation
that positivism took to have been show n to be hopeless by the failure o f vitalism in
nineteenth-century biology. And , surely , what is most striking abou t the "unscien-
tific" explanation s that most precolonia l Africa n culture s offer i s not just that they
appeal to agency but that they are addressed t o the question "Why?" understood as
asking what the event in question wa s for. Evans-Pritchar d in his account o f Zande
belief insist s that the Azande do not think that "unfortunate events " ever happen by
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chance:30 thei r frequen t appea l t o witchcraft—i n th e absenc e o f othe r acceptabl e
explanations of misfortune—demonstrates their unwillingness to accept the existence
of contingency. But to reject the possibility of the contingent is exactly to insist that
everything that happens serves some purpose: a view familiar in Christian tradition in
such formulas as "And w e know that all things work together fo r good t o them that
love God" (Rom . 8:28), o r in the deep need people feel—in Europe and America as
in Africa—for answer s to the question ' 'Why do bad things happen to good people?''
Zande witchcraft beliefs depend on an assumption that the universe is in a certain sor t
of evaluativ e balance ; i n short , o n th e sor t o f assumptio n tha t lead s monotheisti c
theologians t o develop theodicies .

What Zande people wil l not accept, as Evans-Pritchard's account makes clear, is
not tha t "unfortunat e events" have n o explanation—the granary fall s becaus e the
termites hav e eaten through the stilts that support it—but that they are meaningless ;
that there is no deeper reason why the person sitting in the shade of the granary was
injured. An d i n that sense the y share a n attitude that we find in Christian theodic y
from Irenaeus to Augustine to Karl Earth: the attitude that the cosmos works to a plan.
Precolonial African cultures , pre- and nonscientific thinkers everywhere are inclined
to suppose that events in the world have meaning; they worry not about the possibility
of th e unexplaine d (what has n o efficien t caus e no r agen t explanation ) bu t o f th e
meaningless (what has no function, n o point). And this marks those who accept the
scientific worldview—a minority, of course, eve n in the industrialized world—fro m
almost al l othe r human s throughou t history . Fo r i t i s a  distinctiv e featur e o f tha t
scientific worldvie w tha t i t accepts  tha t no t everything tha t happens ha s a  human
meaning. To explain this  difference between scientifi c and nonscientific visions we
need, I  think, to begin wit h the fac t tha t the world, a s the sciences conceive o f it ,
extends so hugely far beyond the human horizon, i n time as in space. As Alexandr e
Koyre indicated in the title of his well-known study of the birth of modern celestia l
physics, the Newtonian revolution took the intellectual path From the Closed World
to the Infinite Universe,  and the Victorian dispute between science and religion had at
its center a  debate about the age of the earth, with geology insistin g that the biblical
time scale of thousands of years since the creation radically underestimated the age of
our planet . Copernicu s turne d Europea n scientist s awa y fro m a  geocentri c t o a
heliocentric vie w of the universe and began a process, which Darwin continued, that
inevitably displaced humankind from the center of the natural sciences. A recognition
that the universe does not seem t o have been made simply for us is the basis of the
radically nonanthropocentri c characte r o f scientifi c theorie s o f th e world . Thi s
nonanthropocentrism is part of the change i n view that develops with the growth of
capitalism, o f science, an d of the modern state , th e change to which, for example ,
Weber's account of modernization wa s addressed, an d i t contributes profoundl y to
the sense of the universe as disenchanted that Weberians have taken to be so central a
feature o f modernit y ( a claim tha t makes mor e sens e a s a  claim abou t th e lif e o f
professional intellectual s than as one about the culture as a whole). To these issues I
shall return in Chapter 7.

But Horto n i n hi s origina l wor k made , a s I  said , a  secon d importan t clai m fo r
difference: h e summarize d i t by callin g th e cognitiv e worl d o f traditiona l culture s



Old Gods,  New Worlds  12 5

' 'closed" and that of modern cultures ' 'open.''' 'What I take to be the key difference
is a  ver y simpl e one, " h e writes . "I t i s tha t i n traditiona l culture s ther e i s n o
developed awarenes s o f alternative s t o th e establishe d bod y o f theoretica l tenets ;
whereas i n scientificall y oriente d cultures , suc h a n awarenes s i s highl y devel -
oped."31 And it is here, when we turn from questions about the content and logic of
traditional an d scientifi c explanatio n to the socia l context s i n which those theorie s
are constructe d an d mobilized , tha t Morton' s accoun t begin s t o see m les s ade-
quate.

We should begin, however , by agreeing that there clearly are important differ -
ences between the social contexts of theory formation and development in precolonial
Africa, on the one hand, and post-Renaissance Europe, on the other. Modern science
began in Europe just when her peoples wer e beginning to be exposed to the hitherto
unknown culture s of th e Orient , Africa , an d th e Americas . Th e firs t vernacula r
scientific works—Galileo' s dialogues, for example—were written in Italy at a time
when th e Italia n trading cities ha d bee n fo r som e tim e a t the cente r o f commerc e
between the Mediterranean, the Near and Far East, the New World, an d Africa. I n
such a climate, it is natural to ask whether the certainties of your ancestors are correct,
faced with cultures such as the China Marco Polo reported, whose technical ingenuity
was combined with totally alien theories o f nature.

This challenge to traditional Western beliefs occurs not only in terms of the theory
of nature but als o recapitulates Greek discussion s of th e ways in which matters of
value seem to vary from place to place; discussions that lead very naturally to moral as
well a s scientifi c skepticis m o f exactl y th e kin d tha t w e fin d i n th e earl y moder n
empiricists. An d it seems n o coincidence tha t those earlier Greek discussion s were
prompted b y a n awarenes s o f th e existenc e o f alternativ e Africa n an d Asia n
world views, a n awarenes s t o b e foun d i n th e firs t historians , suc h a s Herodotus .
(Herodotus's account of the Persian Wars begins with an extended discussion of the
variety of religious and social customs found within the Persian empire.) It is, in other
words, the availability of alternative theories of morals and nature that gives rise to
the systemati c investigatio n o f nature , t o th e growt h o f speculation , an d t o th e
development o f tha t crucia l elemen t tha t distinguishes the open society—namely ,
organized challenges to prevailing theory.

Remember the answer the priest gave to the question about the gold dust:' 'We do
it because the ancestors did it." In the open society this will no longer do as a reason.
The earl y moder n natura l scientists, th e natura l philosophers o f th e Renaissance ,
stressed often th e unreasonableness o f appeals to authority. And if modern scholar -
ship suggests that they overstressed the extent to which their predecessors were bound
by a  hidebound traditionalism , i t i s stil l tru e that there i s a  difference—if onl y in
degree—in the extent to which modernity celebrates distance from our predecessors,
while the traditional world celebrates cognitiv e continuity.

Now Horton's account of the sense in which the traditional worldview is closed
has—rightly—been challenged . Th e complexitie s o f wa r an d trade , dominanc e
and clientage, migratio n an d diplomacy, in much of precolonial Afric a are simply
not consisten t wit h the image of peoples unawar e that there i s a world elsewhere.
As Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch, a leading French historian of Africa, has pointed
out:
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In fact , thes e reputedl y stabl e societie s rarel y enjoye d th e lovel y equilibrium
presumed t o have been disrupte d b y the impac t of colonialism. Wes t Africa , for
example, had been seething with activity even since the eighteenth-century waves
of Fulani conquest and well before the creation o f units of resistance t o European
influence. .  . .  Th e Congoles e basi n wa s th e sit e o f stil l mor e profoun d up -
heavals linked to commercial penetration . In such cases the revolution in produc-
tion rocked the very foundations of the political structure. As for South Africa, the
rise of the Zulus and their expansion had repercussions up into central Africa. How
far back do we have to go to find the stability alleged to be ' 'characteristic" of the
precolonial period : befor e the Portuguese conquest , before th e Islamic invasion,
before the Bantu expansion? Each of these great turning points marked the reversal
of long-term trends, within which a whole series of shorter cycles might in turn be
identified, as, for example, the succession of Sudanic empires, or even such shorter
cycles as the periods of recession (1724-1740, 1767-1782, 1795-1811, and so on)
and th e upswin g of th e slave-trad e econom y o f Dahomey . I n short , th e stati c
concept o f "traditional" society canno t withstand the historian's analysis. 32

In particular—a s Horto n himsel f ha s insiste d i n " A Hundre d Years o f Chang e i n
Kalahari Religion"—Africa n historian s ca n trac e change s i n religiou s an d othe r
beliefs in many places long before the advent of Christian missionaries an d colonia l
educators. The Yoruba were aware of Islam before they were aware of England, of
Dahomey before they heard of Britain. But Yoruba religion has many of the features
that Horto n propose d t o explai n b y referenc e t o a  lac k o f awarenes s o f just suc h
alternatives.

It i s als o possibl e t o fin d first-rat e speculativ e thinker s i n traditiona l societie s
whose individual openness i s not to be denied. I  think here o f Ogotemmeli, whos e
cosmology Griaul e ha s capture d i n Dieu d'eau,  an d Barr y Halle n ha s provide d
evidence from Nigerian sources of the existence, within African traditional modes of
thought, of styles of reasoning that are open neither to Wiredu's stern strictures nor to
Horton's milder ones.33 To begin with, Hallen says, when Yoruba people answer the
question "Wh y d o yo u believ e x? " b y sayin g that "thi s i s wha t th e forefather s
said,' '34 in the way that Wiredu objects to and Horton also takes to be typical, they are
not trying to offer a  reasoned justification fo r believing x. Rathe r they are

taking the question as one about the origin of a belief or custom. They are giving the
same sor t o f response Westerner s woul d be likely to i f asked ho w they came t o
believe in shaving the hair off their faces. Howeve r if one goes further an d asks a
Yoruba to explain what a  belief "means " a  more sophisticated respons e i s ofte n
forthcoming.35

And, Hallen goe s o n to argue, i n Yoruba culture this more sophisticate d respons e
often meet s standards for being critica l an d reflective. Halle n takes as a model Kar l
Popper's36 characterization o f critical reflectio n on tradition, a  gesture al l the mor e
significant give n th e Popperia n provenanc e o f th e open-close d dichotomy . Thi s
requires:

1. identifyin g th e tradition as a tradition;
2. displayin g a n awareness o f its consequences; an d
3. bein g aware of at least one alternative and, on some critical basis, choosing to

affirm o r to reject it.37
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By thi s tes t th e Yorub a babalawo—the divine r and healer—who m Halle n cite s i s
critically appreciative of the tradition he believes in.

Hallen is right, then, to challenge the structure of Horton's original dichotomy of
the open and the closed. On the one hand, as I said earlier, there is in post-Kuhnian
history an d sociolog y o f scienc e a  goo d dea l o f evidenc e tha t thes e Popperia n
desiderata ar e hardly met in physics, th e heartland of Western theory.  On the other,
Morton's original stress on the "closed" nature of traditional modes of thought does
look less adequate in the face of Africa's complex history of cultural exchanges and of
Hallen's babalawo, or in the presence of the extraordinary metaphysical synthesis of
the Dogo n elder , Ogotemmeli. 38 I n a  recen t book—writte n wit h th e Nigeria n
philosopher J. O . Sodipo—Halle n insists on the presence among Yoruba doctors of
theories of witchcraft rather different from those of their fellow countrymen.39 Here,
then, among the doctors, speculatio n inconsisten t with ordinary fol k belie f occurs ,
and there is no reason to doubt that this aspect of contemporary Yorub a culture is, in
this respect, lik e many precolonial cultures .

But i n rejecting altogether Horton' s characterizatio n o f the traditional world as
' 'closed,'' we risk losing sight of something important. Such thinkers as Ogotemmeli
are individuals—individual s lik e Thale s an d th e othe r earl y pre-Socratic s i n th e
Western tradition—and there is little evidence that their views have a wide currency
or impac t (indeed , i t seem s clea r tha t th e babalawos  o f Halle n an d Sodipo' s
acquaintance are not especially concerne d to share or to spread their speculations).
If "traditional " though t is more aware of alternatives and contains more moments
of individua l speculation tha n Horton' s origina l pictur e suggested , i t i s als o tru e
that it differs fro m the thought of both theorists and ordinary folk in the industrialized
world i n it s responses t o thos e alternative s an d it s incorporation o f these specula -
tions.

Horton has recently come—in response, i n part, t o Hallen's critique—to speak
not of the closedness of traditional belief systems but, borrowing a term from Wole
Soyinka, of their being "accommodative." He discusses work by students of Evans-
Pritchard's that not only addresses th e kind of static body of belief that is captured in
Evans-Pritchard's picture of the Azande thought world but also stresses the dynamic
and—as Horton admits—' 'open" way in which they ' 'devise explanations for novel
elementsin .  .  .  experience , "and "their capacity to borrow, re-work and integrate
alien ideas in the course of elaborating such explanations." "Indeed" he continues,
"it i s this 'open-ness ' tha t ha s given the traditional cosmologies such tremendous
durability in  the  fac e of  immens e change s tha t the  20t h centur y has  brough t
to th e Africa n scene. " Horto n the n contrast s thi s accommodativ e styl e wit h
the "adversary " styl e o f scientifi c theory, whic h i s characterize d b y th e wa y i n
which th e mai n stimulu s t o chang e o f belie f i s no t "nove l experienc e bu t riva l
theory."40

And i t seems to me that this change from th e Popperian terminolog y of "open"
and "closed " allow s Horton t o capture something importan t abou t the difference
between traditiona l religio n an d science ; somethin g t o d o no t wit h individua l
cognitive strategies but with social ones. If we want to understand the significance of
social organization in differentiating traditiona l religion and natural science, we can
do no better than to begin with those of Evans-Pritchard's answers to the question why
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the Azande do not see the falsity of their magic beliefs that mention social facts about
the organization of those beliefs.

Evans-Pritchard wrote:

Scepticism, far from being smothered, is recognized, even inculcated. But it is only
about certain medicines and certain magicians. By contrast it tends to support other
medicines and other magicians.

. .  .  Eac h man and each kinship group acts without cognizance of the actions
of others. People d o not pool thei r ritual experiences.

. .  .  The y ar e not experimentally inclined. 41 .  .  .  No t being experimen -
tally inclined, they do not test the efficacy o f their medicines .

And, h e added , "Zand e beliefs ar e generally vaguel y formulated. A  belief, t o be
easily contradicte d b y experienc e .  .  .  mus t be clearl y share d an d intellectuall y
developed."42

Whatever th e practice s o f imperfec t scientist s ar e actuall y like , non e o f thes e
things is supposed to be true of natural science. I n our official pictur e of the sciences,
skepticism i s encouraged eve n about foundational questions—indeed, that is where
the bes t student s ar e suppose d t o b e directed . Scientifi c researcher s conceiv e o f
themselves as a community that cuts across political boundaries as divisive as the (late
and unlamented) cold war Iron Curtain, and results,' 'experiences,'' are shared. The
scientific communit y is experimentally inclined, and, o f course, scientifi c theor y i s
formulated as precisely as possible in order that those experiments ca n be carried ou t
in a controlled fashion .

That, of course, is the only official view . Three decades of work in the history and
sociology o f scienc e sinc e Thomas Kuhn' s iconoclastic Th e Structure  o f Scientific
Revolutions have left us with a picture of science as much more messy and muddled—
in short, as a more human business. Yet while this work has had the effect of revising
(one i s incline d t o sa y "tarnishing" ) ou r imag e o f th e institution s of scientifi c
research, i t ha s no t revise d th e fundamenta l recognitio n tha t th e productio n o f
scientific knowledg e i s organized around competing theoretica l positions , an d that
the deman d fo r publicatio n t o establis h th e succes s o f laboratorie s an d individual
scientists expose s eac h competin g theor y t o review b y ambitiou s countertheorists
from othe r laboratories , wit h othe r positions . Wha t w e hav e learned , howeve r
(though it should have been obvious all along), is that there are serious limits placed
on the range of positions that will be entertained. In 1981, for example, when Rupert
Sheldrake's A  Ne w Science  o f Life  wa s published , a  corresponden t i n Nature
suggested i t might usefully b e burned; this was inconsisten t with official ideolog y
because Sheldrake, a former research fellow of the Royal Society who had studied the
philosophy of science, had constructed a proposal, which , though provocative, wa s
deliberately couched in terms that made it subject to potential experimental test. Still,
it outraged man y biologists (and physicists), an d i f there ha d no t been a  challeng e
from the  New Scientist  magazin e to design experiments , his  proposal, lik e most of
those regarde d a s in one way or the other the work of a  "crank," would probably
simply have been ignored by his professional peers. (Ther e is some conclusion to be
drawn from th e fac t tha t the copy of Sheldrake's book listed i n the catalog a t Duke
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University appears to be in the divinity school library!) The development of science is
not a free-for-all with all the participants cheering each other on with the cry: "An d
may the best theory win." But science is , crucially , adversarial , an d the norms of
publication and reproducibility of results, even though only imperfectly adhered to ,
are explicitly intended to lay theories and experimental claims open to attack by one's
peers, and  thus make competitio n fro m the  adventurou s "youn g Turk" possible .

More important than the hugely oversimplified contrast between an experimental,
skeptical, science and an unexperimental, "dogmatic" traditional mode of thought is
the difference in images of knowledge that are represented in the differences in the
social organizatio n o f inquir y i n moder n a s oppose d t o "traditional"  societies .
Scientists, like the rest of us, hold onto theories longe r than they may be entitled to,
suppress, unconsciousl y or hal f consciously , evidenc e the y d o no t kno w ho w t o
handle, li e a  little; i n precolonial societie s there were , w e can be sure , individual
doubters who kept their own counsel, resisters agains t the local dogma. Bu t what is
interesting abou t modern mode s o f theorizing i s that they are organized aroun d an
image o f constan t change: w e expect ne w theories , w e rewar d an d encourage  th e
search fo r them , w e believ e tha t today' s bes t theorie s wil l b e revise d beyon d
recognition i f th e enterpris e o f scienc e survives . M y ancestor s i n Asant e neve r
organized a specialized activit y that was based around this thought. They knew that
some people know more than others, an d that there are things to be found out . But
they do not seem to have thought it necessary t o invest social effor t i n working out
new theorie s o f ho w th e worl d works , no t fo r som e practica l en d (thi s the y di d
constantly) but, as we say, for its own sake.

The difference s betwee n traditiona l religiou s theor y an d th e theorie s o f th e
sciences reside in the social organization of inquiry, as a systematic business, and it is
differences in social organization that account, I think, both for the difference we feel
in th e characte r o f natura l scientific and traditiona l religious theory—the y ar e th e
products of different kinds of social process—and for the spectacular expansion of the
domain of successful prediction and control, an expansion that characterizes natura l
science but is notably absent in traditional society. Experimentation, the publication
and reproductio n o f results , th e systemati c developmen t o f alternativ e theories i n
precise terms , al l these ideals , howeve r imperfectl y the y ar e realized i n scientific
practice, ar e intelligible only in an organized socia l enterpris e of knowledge.

But what can have prompted this radically different approach to knowledge? Why
have the practitioners of traditional religion, eve n th e priests , wh o are the profes -
sionals , never developed the organized'' adversarial'' methods of the sciences ? There
are, n o doubt , man y historica l sources . A  few , familia r suggestion s strik e on e
immediately.

Social mobilit y lead s t o politica l individualism , o f a  kin d tha t i s rar e i n th e
traditional polity ; politica l individualis m allows cognitive authority  t o shift , also ,
from pries t an d kin g to commoner ; an d socia l mobilit y is a  featur e of industrial
societies.

Or, in traditional societies, accommodating conflicting theoretical views is part of
the general process o f accommodation necessary fo r thos e wh o ar e bound to eac h
other as neighbors for life . I  remember once discussing differences between Ghana
and America in cultural style with a fellow Ghanaian and an American. The American
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student aske d wha t ha d struc k u s bot h a s th e mos t importan t cultura l differenc e
between Ghana  an d the United State s when we first arrived. "Yo u ar e so aggres -
sive," sai d m y Ghanaian friend . "I n Ghana , we woul d no t think tha t ver y goo d
manners.'' Of course, what he had noticed was not aggression but simply a different
conversational style . I n Ghana , bu t no t i n America , i t i s impolit e t o disagree , t o
argue, t o confute. And this accommodating approac h t o conversation i s part of the
same range of attitudes that leads to theoretical accommodations .

We could thin k of more difference s in social , economic , an d ecologica l back -
ground, which together may help to account for this difference in approach to theory;
in Chapte r 7 , I  wil l say somethin g abou t the significanc e for thi s questio n o f th e
growth of the market economy. But it seems to me that there is one other fundamental
difference betwee n traditional West African cultur e and the culture of the industrial
world, an d tha t it plays a fundamental role i n explaining why the adversaria l styl e
never establishe d itsel f i n Wes t Africa . An d i t i s tha t these culture s were largel y
nonliterate.

Now literac y has , a s Jac k Good y ha s pointe d ou t i n hi s influentia l boo k Th e
Domestication o f the Savage Mind, importan t consequences; among them is the fac t
that i t permits a kind of consistency that oral culture cannot and does not demand .
Write dow n a  sentence and i t is there, i n principle, forever ; tha t mean s tha t if you
write down another sentence inconsistent with it, you can be caught out. It is this fact
that is at the root of the possibility of the adversarial style. How often hav e we seen
Perry Mason—on television in Ghana or the United States or England (for television,
at least, there is only one world)—ask the stenographer to read back from the record?
In the traditional culture the answer can only be: "What record?" In the absence of
written records, i t is not possible t o compare the ancestor's theories in their actua l
words with ours; nor, given the limitations of quantity imposed by oral transmission,
do we have a detailed knowledge of what those theories were. We know more about
the thought of Isaac Newton on one or two subject s than we know about the entire
population o f his Asante contemporaries.

The accommodativ e styl e is possible becaus e oralit y makes i t hard t o discover
discrepancies. An d s o it is possible t o have an image o f knowledge as unchanging
lore, handed down from the ancestors. It is no wonder, with this image of knowledge,
that ther e i s n o systemati c research : nobod y nee d eve r notic e tha t th e wa y tha t
traditional theory is used requires inconsistent interpretations. It is literacy that makes
possible the precise formulatio n of questions that we have just noticed as one of the
characteristics o f scientifi c theory , an d i t i s precis e formulatio n tha t point s u p
inconsistency. This explanation, which we owe to Horton, is surely very plausible.

Given the orality of traditional culture, it is possible to see how the accommoda -
tive approach can be maintained. With widespread literacy, the image of knowledge
as a body of truths always already given cannot survive. Bu t the recognition o f the
failures o f consistency of th e traditiona l worldview does no t automatically lead t o
science; ther e are , a s I  hav e alread y observed , man y othe r contributin g factors .
Without widespread literacy it is hard to see how science could have got started: it is
not a  sufficien t conditio n fo r science, bu t i t seems certainl y necessary . Wha t else,
apart fro m a  lot of luck , accounts for the beginnings o f modern science ? So many
things: the Reformation, itself dependent not merely on literacy but also on printing
and the wider dissemination of the Bible and other religious writings, with its transfer
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of cognitiv e authorit y fro m th e Churc h t o th e individual ; th e experienc e wit h
mechanism, with machinery, in agriculture and warfare; the development of f univer-
sities. M y claim i s no t tha t literacy explain s moder n scienc e (Chin a i s a  standin g
refutation o f that claim); it is that it was crucial t o its possibility. An d the very low
level of its literacy shaped the intellectual possibilities o f precolonial Africa .

For literacy has other significant consequences. Those of us who read and write learn
very quickly how different i n style written communication i s from oral; we learn it so
early and so well that we need to be reminded of some of the differences—reminded ,
in fact, o f the differences that are really important. Here is one, whose consequence s
for the intellectual life o f literate people s are , I think, considerable .

Suppose you found a  scrap of paper, whic h contained the following words: "O n
Sundays here, we often do what Joe is doing over there. But it is not normal to do it on
this day. I asked the priest whethe r it was permissible to do it today an d he just did
this." A  reasonable assumptio n woul d be that you were readin g a  transcription o f
words someone had spoken. An d why? Because al l these words—here, there, this,
today, an d even Joe and the priest—are what logicians call indexicals. You need the
context in which the sentence i s uttered to know what they are referring to.

Every Englis h speake r know s tha t /  refer s t o th e speaker , yo u t o hi s o r he r
audience: that here and now refer to the place and time of the utterance. And when we
hear someone speak we are standardly in a position to identify speaker an d audience,
place and time. Bu t when we write we have to fill in much of what context provides
when w e speak . W e hav e t o d o thi s no t onl y s o tha t we avoi d th e uncertaint y of
indexicals but because we cannot assume that our readers will share our knowledge of
our situation , and because, i f they do not, they canno t as k us. Bu t thinking about
this—and trying to rephrase speech into writing to meet these demands—is bound to
move you toward the abstract and the universal, and away from the concrete an d the
particular.

To see why literacy moves you toward universality in your language, consider the
difference betwee n th e judgments o f a  traditiona l oracle an d those of expert s i n a
written tradition. A traditional thinker can get away with saying that if three oracle s
have answered tha t Kwame has engaged i n adultery, the n he has. Bu t in a  written
tradition, all sorts of problems ca n arise. Afte r all, everybody knows of cases wher e
the oracle s hav e bee n wron g thre e time s becaus e the y wer e interfere d wit h b y
witchcraft. To escape this problem, the literate theorist has to formulate principles not
just fo r the particular case bu t more generally . Rathe r than saying, "Thre e oracles
have spoken : i t is so"—or, a s the Akan proverb ha s it , "Oboso m anim, yek o no
mprensa" (One consults a spirit three times)—he or she will have to say something
like the following:

Three oracle s constitut e good prima facie evidence tha t something i s so; but they
may have been interfere d with by witchcraft. This i s to be revealed b y such and
such means. I f they have been interfered with by witchcraft, it is necessary firs t to
purify th e oracle .

And so on, listin g those qualifying clauses tha t we recognize a s the mark of written
scholarship.

And to see why literacy moves you toward abstraction i n your language, listen to
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traditional proverbs, orally transmitted. Take the Akan proverb '  'Aba a eto nyinaa na
efifiria, ankaobirennyaduaasekwan, " which means (literally) "If all seeds that fall
were t o grow, the n no one could follow th e path unde r the trees." It s message i s
(usually) that if everyone were prosperous, no one would work. But it talks of seeds,
trees, paths through the forest. The message i s abstract, but the wording is concrete .
The concretenes s make s th e prover b memorable—an d i n ora l tradition  al l tha t i s
carried o n is carried on in memory; there are, a s I said, no records. But it also means
that to understand the message—as I am sure only Twi-speaking people did before I
explained it—yo u hav e t o shar e wit h th e speake r a  knowledg e o f hi s o r he r
background assumptions to a  quite specifi c extent . The proverb work s because , i n
traditional societies, yo u talk largely with people you know; all the assumptions that
are needed to unpack a proverb are shared. An d it is because they are shared tha t the
language of oral exchange can be indexical, metaphorical, context-dependent .

Write, then , and the demands impose d b y the distant , unknown reader requir e
more universality , more abstraction . Becaus e our reader ma y not share the cultural
assumptions necessar y t o understan d them , i n context s wher e communicatio n o f
information i s central our written language becomes les s figurative . And so another
nail is beaten into the coffin o f the inconsistencies o f our informal thought.

For if we speak figuratively , then what we say can be taken and reinterpreted in a
new context; the same proverb, precisely because its message is not fixed, can be used
again and again. And if we can use it again and again with different messages, we may
fail to notice that the messages are inconsistent with each other. After all, the proverb
is being used now in this situation, and why should we think of those other occasion s
of it s use here and now?

The impulse to abstract and universal and away from figurative language, and the
recognition o f th e failure s o f consistenc y o f th e traditiona l worldvie w d o no t
automatically lea d t o science ; ther e are , a s I  hav e alread y observed , man y othe r
contributing factors. But, like literacy itself, these traits of literate cultures, while not
sufficient t o make for science, ar e ones it is hard to imagine science doing without.

In characterizing the possibilities o f literacy, there is, as we have seen in many of
the attempt s to oppose tradition an d modernity, a  risk of overstating th e case; our
modernity, indeed, consist s in part in our wishing to see ourselves as different fro m
our ancestors. Th e communities of specialized knowledge that produce new physics
and new ecolog y an d new chemistry are smal l world s of their own, wit h comple x
codes and practices into which ephebes are inducted not merely by the transmission of
writings. Literate culture is still the culture of people who speak, and the mark of the
autodidact, th e perso n wh o ha s onl y boo k learning , i s a n unfamiliarit y wit h th e
context o f conversation yo u need to make a  sound professional judgment. Physic s
textbooks d o not tell you how to operate in the sociology an d politics of the lab, and
nowhere will you find it written exactly what it is about the major theorists i n a field
that makes their work important. More than this, the kind of checking for consistency
that writin g (and , now , th e computer ) make s possibl e i s n o guarante e tha t tha t
possibility will be actualized or that, once inconsistencies are identified (as they seem
to have been at the heart of the quantum theory), it will be clear what to do about them.

On the othe r side , there ar e many devices fo r supporting th e transmission o f a
complex an d nuance d bod y o f practice an d belie f withou t writing. I n Asante , fo r
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example, the figurative brass weights used for weighing gold dust are associated with
proverbs that they represent, i n ways that mean that the daily conduct of trade offered
reminders o f ideas o f societ y an d nature ; and the same sort s of cultural coding ar e
found i n the patterns imprinted on the Adlnkra cloth , or carved int o our stools .

Still, intellectual style in cultures without widely distributed literacy was for that
reason radicall y differen t fro m th e styl e o f contemporar y literat e cultures . And ,
complex as the real story is, the sorts of differences I  have been discussing are real and
have been important.

Literacy, then , makes possible the "modern" image of knowledge as something
that is constantly being remade; what drives the culture to take up this possibility is, I
believe, the economic logic of modernity, to whose operations I  shall devote attention
in the next essay.

Once i t di d start , scientifi c activit y followe d th e patter n o f al l othe r activit y i n
industrial society: it became subjec t to a division of labor. Firs t a class of scientists;
then of biologists, then of zoologists, the n of embryologists, in an endless hierarchy
of proliferating species . Thi s differentiation has its own important consequences fo r
the nature of science and those theories that are its product.43 The division of labor in
the West is so highly developed that , as Hilary Putnam has pointed out, we even leave
the task of understanding some part s of our language to experts: i t is because word s
like electron have precise meanings for physicists that I, who have no very good grasp
of their meaning, can use them, and the same goes for the word contract and lawyers.
These words, a s my tool, only do their business for me because their meanings are
sharpened by others.44

The literac y o f th e perio d immediatel y precedin g th e scientifi c revolutio n i n
Europe differed i n at least one crucial respect from that of the High Middle Ages and
of antiquity : it wa s beginnin g t o b e widespread . Throug h printin g i t ha d becom e
possible for people other than clerics and the very rich to own books. There are many
factors—some o f whic h I have alread y mentioned—tha t mad e possibl e th e break -
down of the cognitive authority of the Church in the Reformation, but for the purposes
of a comparison with contemporary Africa , indeed with the contemporary developin g
world, printing, with the independence o f mind that it breeds, is crucial.

We al l know of the significance of printing in the spread o f Bible-based Protes -
tantism in the European Reformation, but the importance o f widespread literacy for
modern Afric a wa s anticipate d i n nineteenth-century Asante . Som e a t th e Asant e
court i n th e lat e nineteent h centur y wer e oppose d t o th e transcriptio n o f thei r
language, in part because they were able, in a nation without literacy, to maintain, as
they thought, greater control of the flow of information. When they did want to send
written messages, the y used the literate Islamic scholars who were to be found in the
major towns of the West African interior, relying on translation from Twi into Arabic
or Hausa , an d the n bac k int o th e languag e o f thei r correspondents . Now , onl y a
hundred or so years later, a significant majority of the children of Kumasi can write—
in English and (to a lesser extent) in Twi. And they can read books, from libraries, and
newspapers and pamphlets, on the street, which effectively make it impossible for the
authority of Asante tradition to remain unchallenged.

Let m e say , finally , wh y I  thin k tha t th e ga p betwee n educate d African s and
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Westerners ma y not be so wide for much longer, an d why all of us will soon find it
hard to know, from within, the nature of the traditional. The answer is simple enough:
we now have a few generations o f literate African intellectuals, and they have begun
the process of examining our traditions. They ar e aided in this by the availability of
Western traditions , thei r acces s t o which , throug h writing , i s n o differen t fro m
Westerners'. Thi s proces s o f analysi s wil l produc e new , unpredictable , fusions .
Sometimes, somethin g will have to give. What it will be, I  cannot predict , though I
have my suspicions, and you will be able to guess what they are if I say that it seems to
me that the overwhelming political and economic dominatio n of the Third World by
the industrialized world will play it s part .

The fact tha t our culture's futur e ha s the chance of being guided b y a theoretica l
grasp o f ou r situatio n i s an extraordinary opportunity . In 188 2 Willia m Lecky , a n
English scholar , publishe d a  History  o f th e Rise  an d Influence  o f th e Spirit  o f
Rationalism i n Europe. Leck y wrote :

If w e ask why i t is that the worl d has rejecte d wha t was once s o universally and
intensely believed, why a narrative of an old woman who had been seen riding on a
broomstick, or who was proved to have transformed herself into a wolf, and to have
devoured th e flock s o f he r neighbours , i s deeme d s o entirel y incredible , mos t
persons would probably be unable to give a very definite answer to the question. I t
is not always because w e have examined the evidence and found it insufficient. 45

When I  first came across this passage i t struck me at once as wonderfully apt to the
situation o f Africa n intellectual s today . Thi s paragrap h record s a  sens e tha t th e
intellectual secularizatio n o f Lecky' s culture—th e "growt h o f rationalism" —
occurred without a proper examination of the evidence. I  have enough faith in the life
of reason t o believe that Africans will have better prospects i f we do not follow tha t
example. An d w e have th e grea t advantag e o f having before u s the Europea n an d
American—and th e Asia n an d Lati n American—experiment s wit h modernit y t o
ponder as we make our choices.

Why should the issues I have discussed be thought important? There are, fo r me, two
reasons: a  practical one (for us Africans), a  moral one (for everybody). The moral one
is simple : unles s al l o f u s understan d eac h other , an d understan d eac h othe r a s
reasonable, w e shal l no t trea t eac h othe r wit h th e prope r respect . Concentratin g
on th e noncognitiv e feature s o f traditiona l religion s no t onl y misrepresent s the m
but als o lead s t o a n underestimatio n of the rol e o f reaso n i n the lif e o f traditiona l
cultures.

The practical reason i s this. Most Africans , now , whether converted t o Islam or
Christianity or not, still share the beliefs of their ancestors in an ontology of invisible
beings. (This is, of course, true of many Europeans and Americans a s well.) There is
a story—probably apocryphal—of som e missionaries in northern Nigeria who were
worried abou t the level of infan t mortalit y du e to stomach infection s transmitted in
drinking water. They explained to' 'converts'' at the mission tha t the deaths were due
to tiny animals in the water, and that these animals would be killed if they only boiled
the water before giving it to the children. Talk o f invisible animals produced onl y a
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tolerant skepticism : th e babie s wen t o n dying . Finall y a  visitin g anthropologis t
suggested a remedy. There were, he said, evil spirits in the water; boil the water and
you coul d se e them goin g away , bubblin g ou t t o escap e th e heat . Thi s tim e th e
message worked . Thes e peopl e wer e "converts" ; fo r th e missionaries ' appea l t o
spirits was appeal t o demons, t o what the New Testament call s "principalitie s and
powers." For the "converts," the Christian messag e wa s from th e High God they
had know n existe d (ther e i s a  kin g i n ever y kingdom , the n wh y no t amon g th e
spirits?), and the injunction to abjure other spirits was a reflection only of the usual
jealousy of the priests of one god for those of another .

It i s this belief i n the pluralit y of invisible spiritua l force s that make s possibl e
the—to Wester n eyes—extraordinar y spectacl e o f a  Catholi c bisho p praying a t a
Methodist wedding in tandem with traditional royal appeal to the ancestors. For most
of th e participant s a t th e wedding , Go d ca n b e addresse d i n differen t styles —
Methodist, Catholic , Anglican , Moslem , traditional—an d th e ancestor s ca n b e
addressed also . Detail s about the exact nature of the Eucharist, abou t any theological
issues, are unimportant: that is a theoretical question, and theory is unimportant when
the practical issue is getting God on your side. Afte r all , who needs a theory abou t
who it is that you are talking to, i f you hear a voice speak ?

These belief s i n invisibl e agent s mea n tha t most African s cannot full y accep t
those scientifi c theorie s i n the West tha t are inconsistent with it. I  do not believe ,
despite what many appear to think, that this is a reason for shame or embarrassment.
But i t is something to think about. If modernization i s conceived of , i n part, a s the
acceptance of science, we have to decide whether we think the evidence obliges us to
give up the invisible ontology. We can easily be misled here by the accommodation
between scienc e an d religio n tha t ha s occurre d amon g educate d peopl e i n th e
industrialized world, in general, an d in the United States, in particular. For this has
involved a  considerabl e limitatio n o f th e domain s i n whic h i t i s permissibl e fo r
intellectuals to invoke spiritual agency. The question how much of the world of the
spirits we intellectuals must give up (or transform into something ceremonial without
the old literal ontology) is one we must face: and I do not think the answer is obvious.

"Tout Africain qu i voulait faire quelque chose de positif devai t commencer par
detruire toutes ces vieilles croyances qui consistent a creer le merveilleux la ou il n'y a
que phenomene natural: volcan, foret vierge, foudre, soleil, etc. "46 says the narrator
of Ak e Loba' s Kocoumbo,  Vetudiant  noir.  Bu t even i f we agree d tha t al l our ol d
beliefs wer e superstitions , w e should need principle s t o guide ou r choice s o f new
ones. Further, there is evidence that the practical successes of technology, associate d
with the methods and motives of inquiry that I have suggested, ar e largely absent in
traditional culture. The question whethe r we ought to adopt these methods is not a
purely technica l one. We cannot avoid th e issue of whether it i s possible t o adopt
adversarial, individualistic cognitive styles, and keep, as we might want to, accom -
modative, communitarian morals. Cultures and peoples hav e often no t been capable
of maintaining such double standards (and I use the term nonpejoratively, for perhaps
we need different standard s for different purposes), so that if we are going to try, we
must fac e u p t o thes e difficulties . Scientifi c method ma y lea d t o progres s i n ou r
understanding of the world, but you do not have to be a Thoreauvian to wonder if it
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has led only to progress in the pursuit of all our human purposes. In this area we can
learn togethe r wit h othe r cultures—including , fo r example , th e Japanes e culture ,
which has apparently managed a certain segregation of moral-political and cognitive
spheres. In this respect, i t seems to me obvious that the Ghanaian philosopher Kwasi
Wiredu is right. We will only solve our problems if we see them as human problems
arising out of a special situation, and we shall not solve them if we see them as African
problems, generate d by our being somehow unlik e others.



S E V E N

The Postcolonial and
The Postmodern
You were called Bimbircoka k
And al l was wel l that way
You have become Victor-Emile-Louis-Henri-Joseph
Which
So far as I recall
Does no t reflect you r kinship with
Rockefeller.1

YAMBO OUOLOGUEM

In 198 7 th e Cente r fo r Africa n Ar t i n Ne w Yor k organize d a  sho w entitle d
Perspectives: Angles on African Art. 2 The curator, Susa n Vogel, had worked with a
number o f "cocurators, " who m I  lis t i n order o f thei r appearanc e i n the tabl e of
contents: Ekp o Eyo , quonda m directo r o f th e Departmen t o f Antiquitie s o f th e
National Museum of Nigeria; William Rubin, director of painting and sculpture at the
Museum o f Moder n Ar t an d organize r o f it s controversia l Primitivis m exhibit ;
Romare Bearden, African-American painter; Ivan Karp, curator of African ethnology
at th e Smithsonian ; Nanc y Graves , European-America n painter , sculptor , an d
filmmaker; James Baldwin, who surely needs no qualifying glosses; David Rockefel-
ler, ar t collector an d friend of the mighty; Lela Kouakou, Baule artis t and diviner,
from Ivory Coast (this a delicious juxtaposition, richest and poorest, side by side); Iba
N'Diaye, Senegales e sculptor ; and  Rober t Farri s Thompson , Yal e professo r and
African and African-American art historian. Vogel describes th e process of selection
in her introductory essay. The one woman and nine men were each offered a  hundred-
odd photographs of "African Ar t as varied in type and origin, and as high in quality,
as we could manage" and asked t o select te n for the show.3 Or, I  should say more
exactly, that this is what was offered to eight of the men. For Vogel adds,' 'In the case
of the Baule artist, a  man familiar only with the ar t of his own people, onl y Baule
objects wer e placed i n the pool o f photographs." At this point we are directed to a
footnote to the essay, whic h reads:

Showing hi m th e sam e assortmen t o f photo s th e other s sa w woul d hav e bee n
interesting, but confusing i n terms of the reactions w e sought here. Field aestheti c
studies, m y ow n an d others , hav e show n tha t African informant s wil l criticiz e
sculptures from other ethnic groups in terms of their own traditional criteria, often
assuming that such works are simply inept carvings of their own aesthetic tradition.

137
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I shall return to this irresistible footnote in a moment. But let me pause to quote
further, thi s tim e fro m th e word s o f Davi d Rockefeller , wh o woul d surel y neve r
"criticize sculpture s fro m othe r ethni c group s i n term s o f [his ] ow n traditiona l
criteria," discussing what the catalog call s a "Fante female figure": 4

I own somewhat similar things to this and I have always liked them. This is a rather
more sophisticated version than the ones that I've seen, and I thought it was quite
beautiful . . . th e total composition has a very contemporary, ver y Western loo k
to it. It's the kind of thing that goes very well with contemporary Western things. It
would look good i n a modern apartmen t or house.

We may  suppos e tha t Davi d Rockefelle r was  delighte d to  discove r tha t his  final
judgment was consistent with the intentions of the sculpture' s creators. For a footnote
to the earlier' 'Checklist'' reveals that the Baltimore Museum of Art desires to' 'make
public th e fac t tha t the authenticit y of th e Fant e figur e i n it s collectio n ha s bee n
challenged." Indeed, work by Doran Ross suggests this object is almost certainly a
modern piece introduced in my hometown of Kumasi by the workshop of a  certain
Francis Akwasi , which "specializes in carvings for the international marke t i n the
style of traditional sculpture. Many of its works are now in museums throughout the
West, an d were published as authentic by Cole an d Ross"5 (yes , the sam e Dora n
Ross) i n their classic catalog The Arts o f Ghana.

But then it is hard to be sure what would please a  man who gives as his reason fo r
picking another piece (this time a Senufo helmet mask), " I hav e to say I picked this
because I  ow n it . I t wa s give n t o m e b y Presiden t Houphoue t Boign y o f Ivor y
Coast."6 Or one who remarks, "concernin g the market in African art" :

The best pieces are going for very high prices. Generall y speaking, the less goo d
pieces i n terms of quality are not going up i n price. An d that's a fine reason fo r
picking the goo d one s rathe r than the bad. The y hav e a  way o f becoming mor e
valuable.

I like African ar t as objects I  find would be appealing t o use in a home o r an
office. .  . .  I  don't think it goes with everything, necessarily—although the very
best perhaps does . Bu t I think it goes well with contemporary architecture. 7

There i s somethin g breathtakingly unpretentiou s i n Mr. Rockefeller' s eas y move -
ment betwee n considerations  o f finance , o f aesthetics , an d o f decor . I n thes e
responses w e have surely a microcosm o f the site of the African in contemporary—
which is, then, surely to say, postmodern—America.

I have given so much of David Rockefeller not to emphasize the familiar fact that
questions of what we call "aesthetic'' value are crucially bound up with market value;
not even to draw attention to the fac t tha t this i s known by those wh o pla y the ar t
market. Rather , I want to keep clearly before u s the fac t tha t David Rockefeller i s
permitted t o sa y anything at all abou t the art s o f Afric a because he i s a  buyer an d
because h e i s at the center,  whil e Lela Kouakou, wh o merel y make s ar t an d wh o
dwells a t th e margins , i s a  poo r Africa n whos e word s coun t only a s part s o f th e
commodification8—both fo r those of us who constitute the museum public and fo r
collectors, like Rockefeller—of Baul e art.9 I  want to remind you, in short, of how
important i t is that African art is a commodity.

But the cocurator whose choice will set us on our way is James Baldwin—the only
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cocurator who picked a piece that was not in the mold of the Africa of the exhibition
Primitivism, a sculpture that will be my touchstone, a  piece labeled b y the museum
Yoruba Man with  a Bicycle. Her e i s some of what Baldwin said abou t it :

This is something. This has got to be contemporary. He's really going to town. It's
very jaunty, ver y authoritative . Hi s errand migh t prove t o be impossible . H e is
challenging something—o r somethin g ha s challenge d him . He' s grounde d i n
immediate reality by the bicycle. .  .  .  He' s apparentl y a  very proud an d silent
man. He' s dresse d sor t of polyglot. Nothing looks like it fits him too well.

Baldwin's readin g o f thi s piec e is , o f cours e an d inevitably , "i n term s o f [his ]
own .  . .  criteria, " a reaction contextualized only by the knowledge tha t bicycles
are new in Africa and that this piece, anyway, does not look anything like the works
he recalls seein g from hi s earliest childhoo d a t the Schomburg museum in Harlem.
And his response torpedoes Vogel' s argumen t for her notion that the only "authen-
tically traditional" African—the only one whose responses, as she says, could have
been foun d a  century ago—mus t b e refuse d a  choice amon g Africa' s ar t cultures
because he, unlike the rest of the cocurators, who are Americans an d the European-
educated Africans , wil l us e hi s "ow n .  .  .  criteria. " Thi s Baul e diviner , thi s
authentically Africa n villager , th e messag e is , doe s no t kno w wha t we , authenti c
postmodernists, no w know: tha t the first and last mistak e i s to judge the Other on
one's own terms. An d so, i n the name of this, the relativist insight , we impose our
judgment that Lela Kouakou may not judge sculpture from beyond the Baule culture
zone because he will—like all the other Africa n "informants " w e have met in the
field—read them as if they were meant to meet those Baule standards.

Worse than this, i t is nonsense to explain Lela Kouakou's responses as deriving
from an ignorance of other traditions—if indeed he is, as he is no doubt supposed t o
be, like most'' traditional'' artists today, if he is like, for example, Francis Akwasi of
Kumasi. Kouako u may judge other artist s by his own standards (wha t on earth els e
could he, could anyone, do, save make no judgment at all?), but to suppose that he is
unaware that there are other standards within Africa (let alone without) is to ignore a
piece of absolutely basic cultural knowledge, common to most precolonial a s to most
colonial and postcolonial culture s on the continent—the piece of cultural knowledge
that explains why the peopl e w e now cal l "Baule " exis t a t all . T o b e Baule , fo r
example, is , fo r a  Baule , no t t o b e a  whit e person , no t t o b e Senufo , no t t o b e
French.10 The ethnic groups—Lele Kouakou's Baule ' 'tribe,'' for example—within
which all African aesthetic lif e apparently occurs, are (as I shall be arguing in Chapter
8) the products of colonial an d postcolonial articulations . An d someone who knows
enough to make himsel f u p as a Baule for the twentieth century surel y knows tha t
there ar e other kinds of art .

But Baldwin's Yoruba Man with a Bicycle does more than give the lie to Vogel's
strange footnote; it provides us with an image of an object that can serve as a point of
entry to my theme: a piece of contemporary Africa n art that will allow us to explore
the articulation of the postcolonial and the postmodern. Yoruba Man with a Bicycle is
described a s follows in the catalog:

Page 124
Man with a Bicycl e
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Yoruba, Nigeria 20th century
Wood an d paint H. 35 3/4 in.
The Newark Museum

The influenc e o f the Western world  i s revealed i n the clothes an d bicycle of thi s
neo-traditional Yoruba sculpture which probably represents a  merchant en route to
market.11

And it is this word neotraditional—a word that is amost right—that provides, I think,
the fundamental clue.

But I do not know how to explain this clue without saying first how I keep my bearings
in the shark-infested waters around the semantic island of the postmodern. And since
narratives, unlik e metanarratives , ar e allowe d t o proliferat e i n these seas , I  shal l
begin wit h a story abou t my friend the lat e Margare t Masterman . Sometim e i n the
midsixties Margare t wa s aske d t o participat e a t a  symposium , chaire d b y Kar l
Popper, a t which Tom Kuhn was to read a  paper and then she, J. M . W . Watkins ,
Stephen Toulmin , L . Pearc e Williams , Imre Lakatos , an d Paul Feyerabend woul d
engage i n discussion o f Kuhn's work . Unfortunatel y for Margaret , sh e develope d
infective hepatitis in the period leadin g up to the symposium and she was unable, as a
result, to prepare a  paper. Fortunately for all of us, though , she was able to sit in her
hospital bed—i n Block 8, Norwich hospital, to whose staf f the paper she finally did
write is dedicated—and create a  subject index to The Structure o f Scientific  Revolu-
tions. In the course of working through the book with index cards, Margaret identifie d
no "less than twenty-one senses, possibl y more , no t less" in which Kuhn uses the
word paradigm. Afte r her catalog of these twenty-one uses, she remarks laconicall y
that "not all these senses of 'paradigm' are inconsistent with one another"; and she
continues:

Nevertheless, give n the  diversity , it  is  obviousl y reasonabl e to  ask : "Is ther e
anything in common betwee n all these senses? I s there, philosophically speaking,
anything definite or general about the notion of a paradigm which Kuhn is trying to
make clear? O r is he just a  historian-poet describin g differen t happening s which
have occurred in the history of science, and referring to them all by using the same
word 'paradigm'?" 12

The relevance of this tale hardly needs explication. And the task of chasing the word
postmodernism throug h the pages of Lyotard and Jameson and Habermas, in and out
of the Village Voice and the T.L.S. and even the New York Times Book Review, makes
the tas k o f pinnin g dow n Kuhn' s paradigm loo k lik e wor k fo r a  minut e befor e
breakfast.

Nevertheless, there is, I think, a story to tell about all these stories—or, of course,
I should say, there are many, but this, for the moment, i s mine—and, as I tell it, the
Yoruba bicyclist will eventually come bac k int o view.

Let me begin with the most-obvious and surely one of the most-often-remarke d
features o f Jean-Francoi s Lyotard' s accoun t o f postmodernity : the fac t tha t i t i s a
metanarrative o f the end of metanarratives.13 To theorize certai n centra l feature s of
contemporary cultur e as post anything, is, of course, inevitably to invoke a narrative ,
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and, fro m th e Enlightenmen t on, i n Europ e an d European-derive d cultures , that
"after" ha s also meant "above and beyond" and to step forward (in time) has been
ipso fact o t o progress. 14 Bria n McHal e announce s i n hi s recen t Postmodernist
Fiction:

As for  the  prefi x POST , her e I  wan t to  emphasiz e the  elemen t of  logica l and
historical consequence  rathe r tha n shee r tempora l posteriority.  Postmodernis m
follows from  modernism , i n som e sense , mor e tha n i t follow s after  modern -
ism. .  . .  Postmodernis m i s the posterity o f modernism, that is tautological.15

My point, then, is not the boring logical point that Lyotard's view—in which, in the
absence of "grand narratives of legitimation," we are lef t wit h only local legitima-
tions, imminent in our own practices—might seem to presuppose a "grand narrative
of legitimation" o f its own, in which justice turns out to reside, unexcitingly, in the
institutionalization of pluralism. It is rather that his analysis seems to feel the need to
see th e contemporar y conditio n a s ove r agains t a n immediatel y anterio r se t o f
practices and as going beyond them. Lyotard's postmodernism—his theorization of
contemporary lif e a s postmodern—i s after  modernis m becaus e i t reject s aspect s
of modernism. An d in this repudiation of one's immediat e predecessors (or , mor e
especially, o f thei r theories of themselves ) i t recapitulates a  crucial gestur e of th e
historic avant-garde : indeed , i t recapitulate s th e crucia l gestur e o f th e moder n
"artist"; in that sense o f modernity characteristic o f sociological usag e i n which it
denotes "an er a that was ushered in via the Renaissance, rationalis t philosophy, and
the Enlightenment, on the one hand, and the transition fro m th e absolutis t state t o
bourgeois democracy , o n th e other"; 16 i n tha t sens e o f "artist " t o b e foun d i n
Trilling's accoun t o f Arnold' s Scholar  Gypsy,  whos e "existenc e i s intende d t o
disturb us and make us dissatisfied with our habitual life i n culture."17

This strainin g fo r a  contrast— a modernit y o r a  modernis m t o b e against —is
extremely striking given the lack of any plausible account of what distinguishes the
modern fro m th e postmodern tha t is distinctively formal. In a recent essay , Fredric
Jameson grant s a t one point , afte r reviewin g recent Frenc h theorizing s (Deleuze ,
Baudrillard, Debord) tha t it is difficult t o distinguish formally the postmodern fro m
high modernism:

Indeed, one of the difficulties i n specifying postmodernism lies in its symbiotic or
parasitical relationship to [hig h modernism]. I n effect wit h the canonization or a
hitherto scandalous, ugly , dissonant, amoral, antisocial , bohemian high modern-
ism offensive t o the middle classes, its promotion to the very figure of high culture
generally, an d perhap s mos t importantly , it s enshrinemen t i n th e academi c
institution, postmodernism emerges as a way of making creative space fo r artists
now oppresse d b y those hencefort h hegemonic categorie s o f irony , complexity ,
ambiguity, dense temporality , and particularly, aesthetic an d Utopian monumen-
tality.18

Jameson's argument in this essay i s that we must characterize th e distinction not in
formal terms—i n terms , say , o f a n "aestheti c o f textuality,"  o r o f "th e eclipse ,
finally, of all depth, especially historicity itself," or of "the 'death ' of the subject,"
or' 'the culture of the simulacrum," or' 'the society of the spectacle''19—but in terms
of "th e socia l functionality of culture itself."
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High modernism , whateve r it s over t politica l content , wa s oppositiona l an d
marginal withi n a  middle-clas s Victoria n o r philistin e o r gilde d ag e culture .
Although postmodernism is equally offensive i n all the respects enumerated (think
of punk rock o r pornography), i t is no longer a t all "oppositional" in that sense;
indeed, i t constitute s th e ver y dominan t o r hegemoni c aestheti c o f consume r
society itself and significantly serves the latter's commodity production as a virtual
laboratory o f ne w form s an d fashions . Th e argumen t fo r a  conception o f post -
modernism as a periodizing category is thus based on the presupposition that, even
if all the formal feature s enumerated above were already present i n the older high
modernism, th e very significance o f those feature s changes whe n they become a
cultural dominant wit h a  precise socio-economic functionality. 20

It is the "waning'' of the "dialectical opposition'' between high modernism and mass
culture—the commodification and , if I may coin a barbarism, th e deoppositionaliza -
tion, of those cultural forms once constitutive of high modernism—that Jameson sees
as key to understanding the postmodern condition .

There i s no doubt much to be said for Jameson's theorizin g of the postmodern.
But I  d o no t thin k w e shal l understan d wha t i s i n commo n t o al l th e variou s
postmodernisms i f w e stic k withi n Jameson's omnisubsumptiv e vision. Th e com -
modification of a fiction, a stance, of oppositionality that is saleable precisely because
its commodification guarantees fo r the consumer that i t is no substantial threat was ,
indeed, centra l to the cultural role of' 'punk rock'' in Europe and America. Bu t what,
more tha n a  wor d an d a  conversation , make s Lyotar d an d Jameso n competin g
theorists of the same postmodern ?

I do not—this will come a s no surprise—have a definition o f the postmodern t o
put in the place of Jameson's o r Lyotard's. Bu t there is now a rough consensus about
the structur e o f th e modern-postmoder n dichotom y i n th e man y domains—fro m
architecture t o poetr y t o philosoph y t o roc k t o th e movies—i n whic h i t ha s bee n
invoked. In each of these domains there is an antecedent practic e that laid claim to a
certain exclusivit y of insigh t and i n each o f them postmodernism i s a  name for th e
rejection of that claim to exclusivity, a rejection that is almost always more playful —
though not necessarily less serious—than the practice it aims to replace. That this will
not do as a definition o f postmodernism follows from the fact that in each domain this
rejection o f exclusivit y takes u p a  certai n specifi c shape , on e tha t reflect s th e
specificities o f it s setting .

To understand the various postmodernisms thi s way is to leave open the question
how their theories o f contemporary social , cultural , and economic lif e relat e t o the
actual practice s tha t constitut e that life ; t o leav e open , then , the relations betwee n
postmodernw/n an d postmoderm'ry . Wher e th e practic e i s theory—literar y o r
philosophical—postmodernism as a theory of postmodernity can be adequate only if
it reflect s t o som e exten t the realitie s o f tha t practice, becaus e th e practic e i s itself
fully theoretical . Bu t when a postmodernism addresses , say , advertising or poetry, it
may be adequate as an account of them even if it conflicts with their own narratives,
their theories o f themselves. For , unlik e philosophy and literary theory , advertisin g
and poetr y ar e no t largel y constituted  b y thei r articulate d theorie s o f themselves .

It i s a n importan t questio n wh y thi s distancin g o f th e ancestor s shoul d hav e
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become so central a  feature of our cultural lives. An d the answer, surely , has to do
with the sense in which art is increasingly commodified . T o sell oneself an d one's
products as art in the marketplace, i t is important, abov e all , to clear a space in which
one is distinguished fro m other producers an d products—and one does this by the
construction and the marking of differences .

It is this that accounts for a certain intensification of the long-standing individual-
ism o f post-Renaissanc e ar t production : i n th e ag e o f mechanica l reproduction ,
aesthetic individualism—th e characterizatio n o f th e artwor k a s belongin g t o th e
oeuvre of an individual—and the absorption o f the artist's life into the conception o f
the work can be seen precisel y a s modes o f identifying objects fo r the market. Th e
sculptor of the bicycle, by contrast, wil l not be known by those who buy this object;
his individua l life wil l make n o difference to it s future history . (Indeed , h e surel y
knows this, in the sense in which one knows anything whose negation one has never
even considered. ) Nevertheless , ther e i s something abou t th e objec t tha t serve s t o
establish i t fo r th e market : th e availabilit y of Yorub a cultur e an d o f storie s abou t
Yoruba cultur e t o surroun d th e objec t an d distinguis h i t fro m "fol k art " fro m
elsewhere. I  shall return to this point.

Let me confirm this proposal b y instances :

1. I n philosophy, postmodernism i s the rejection o f the mainstrea m consensu s
from Descarte s throug h Kant to logical positivis m on foundationalism (there i s one
route t o knowledge , whic h i s exclusivis m in epistemology ) an d o f metaphysica l
realism (there is one truth, which is exclusivism in ontology), each underwritten by a
unitary notion of reason; it thus celebrates suc h figures as Nietzsche (no metaphysical
realist) and Dewey (no foundationalist). The modernity that is opposed here can thus
be Cartesian (in France), Kantia n (in Germany), and logical positivis t (in America).

2. I n architecture, postmodernism i s the rejection o f an exclusivism of functio n
(as well as the embrace of a certain taste for pastiche). The modernity that is opposed
here i s the "monumentality, " "elitism, " an d "authoritarianism " o f th e interna -
tional styl e of Le Corbusier or Mies.21

3. I n "literature, " postmodernis m react s agains t the hig h seriousnes s o f high
modernism, which mobilized "difficulty " a s a mode of privileging its own aestheti c
sensibility and celebrated a  complexity and irony appreciable only by a cultural elite.
Modernity here is , say , and in no particular order, Proust , Eliot , Pound , Woolf .

4. I n political theory, finally , postmodernis m i s the rejection o f the monism of
Big-M Marxist (though not of the newer little-m marxist) and liberal conceptions of
justice, an d thei r overthrow b y a  conception o f politics a s irreducibl y plural , with
every perspective essentially contestable from othe r perspectives. Modernit y here is
the great nineteenth-century political narratives , o f Marx and Mill but includes, for
example, such latecomers a s John Rawls's reconstruction of The Liberal Theory  of
Justice.

These sketch y example s ar e mean t t o sugges t ho w w e migh t understan d th e
family resemblance of the various postmodernisms as governed by a loose principle.
They als o sugges t wh y i t migh t b e tha t th e hig h theorist s o f postmodernism —
Lyotard, Jameson , Habermas, 22 shal l w e say—ca n see m t o b e competin g fo r th e
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same territory : Lyotard' s privileging o f a certain philosophica l antifoundationalis m
could surely be seen as underwriting (though not, I think, plausibly, as causing) each
of thes e moves ; Jameson' s characterizatio n o f postmodernis m a s the logic o f lat e
capitalism—with the commodification of' 'cultures'' as a central feature—might well
account for many features of each of these transitions also; and Habermas's project i s
surely intende d (thoug h i n th e nam e o f a  mos t un-Lyotardia n metanarrative ) t o
provide a  modus operand! in a world in which pluralism is, so to speak, a  fact waiting
for som e institutions .

Postmodern cultur e i s the culture i n which al l o f the postmodernisms operate,
sometimes in synergy, sometimes in competition. An d because contemporary cultur e
is, i n certai n sense s t o whic h I  shal l return , transnational , postmoder n cultur e i s
global—though that does not by any means mean that it is the culture of every perso n
in the world .

If postmodernism i s the project of transcending some species of modernism—which
is t o sa y som e relativel y self-consciou s self-privilegin g projec t o f a  privilege d
modernity—our neotraditional  sculpto r o f th e Yoruba  Ma n with  a  Bicycle  i s
presumably to be understood, by  contrast , as  premodern, that is, traditional . (I  am
supposing, then, that being neotraditional is a way of being traditional; what work the
"neo" does i s matter for a later moment). And the sociological and anthropologica l
narratives of tradition through which he or she came to be so theorized is dominated,
of course, b y Weber .

Weber's characterization of traditional (and charismatic) authority in opposition
to rational authority is in keeping with his general characterization o f modernity as the
rationalization o f th e world , an d h e insiste d o n th e significanc e o f thi s charac -
teristically Wester n proces s fo r th e res t o f humankind . Th e introductio n t o Th e
Protestant Ethic  begins :

A produc t o f moder n Europea n civilization , studying any proble m o f universal
history, i s boun d to as k himsel f t o wha t combination o f circumstance s th e fac t
should be attributed that in Western civilization , and in Western civilization only,
cultural phenomen a hav e appeare d whic h (a s w e lik e t o think ) lie i n a  lin e o f
development having universal significance and value.23

There is certainly no doubt that Western modernity now has a universal geographical
significance. Th e Yoruba bicyclist—like Sting and his Amerindian chieftains of the
Amazon rain fores t o r Paul Simo n an d the Mbaqanga musician s of Graceland —is
testimony to that. But, if I may borrow someone else's borrowing, the fact is that the
Empire of Signs strikes back. Weber's "a s w e like to think" reflects his doubts about
whether the Western imperium over the world was as clearly of universal value as it
was certainly of universal significance, an d postmodernism surely fully endorse s hi s
resistance t o this claim. The bicycle enters our museums to be valued by us (David
Rockefeller tell s u s how i t i s to b e valued) . Bu t just a s the presence o f the objec t
reminds u s of this fact, it s content reminds us that the trade i s two-way.

I wan t to argu e tha t to understan d our—our human—modernit y w e mus t firs t
understand why the rationalization of the world can no longer be seen as the tendency
either of the West or of history; why, simply put, the modernist characterization o f
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modernity must be challenged. T o understand our world is to reject Weber's claim for
the rationality of what he called rationalization and his projection of its inevitability; it
is, then, to have a radically post-Weberian conception o f modernity .

We can begin with a pair of familiar and helpful caricatures: Thoma s Stearns Eliot is
against th e soullessnes s an d th e secularizatio n o f moder n society , th e reac h o f
Enlightenment rationalis m int o th e whol e world . H e share s Weber' s accoun t o f
modernity an d mor e straightforwardl y deplore s it . L e Corbusie r i s in favo r of ra -
tionalization—a house i s a "machin e for living in"—but he , too , shares Weber' s
vision o f modernity . And , of course , th e grea t rationalists—th e believer s i n a
transhistorical reaso n triumphin g i n th e world—fro m Kan t o n ar e th e sourc e o f
Weber's Kantia n vision. Modernis m i n literature an d architectur e an d philosophy
(the account of modernity that, on my model, postmodernism in these domains seeks
to subvert) may be for reason o r against it : but in each domain rationalization—the
pervasion o f reason—is see n a s the distinctiv e dynami c o f contemporary history .

But the beginning of postmodern wisdom is to ask whether Weberian rationaliza-
tion is in fact what has happened. Fo r Weber, charismatic authority—the authority of
Stalin, Hitler , Mao , Guevara, Nkrumah—i s antirational , ye t modernit y ha s bee n
dominated b y just suc h charisma . Secularizatio n seem s hardl y t o b e proceeding :
religions grow in all parts of the world; more than 90 percent of North Americans still
avow some sort of theism; what we call " fundamentalism " is as alive in the West as it
is in Africa an d the Middle and Far East ; Jimmy Swaggart and Billy Graham have
business in Louisiana and California as well as in Costa Ric a and Ghana .

What we can see in all these cases, I  think, is not the triumph of Enlightenment
capital-R Reason—which would have entailed exactly the end of charisma an d the
universalization of the secular—not even the penetration of a narrower instrumental
reason int o al l sphere s o f life , bu t wha t Webe r mistoo k fo r that : namely , th e
incorporation o f all areas of the world and all areas of even formerly "private" lif e
into the money economy. Modernity has turned every element of the real into a sign,
and th e sig n read s "fo r sale" ; thi s i s tru e eve n i n domain s lik e religio n wher e
instrumental reason would recognize tha t the market has at best an ambiguous place.

If Weberian tal k of the triumph of instrumental reason ca n now be seen to be a
mistake, wha t Weber though t of a s th e disenchantmen t of th e world—tha t is , th e
penetration o f a  scientifi c visio n o f things—describe s a t mos t th e tiny , an d i n th e
United State s quite marginal, world of the higher academy and a few islands of its
influence. The world of the intellectual is, I think, largely disenchanted (even theistic
academics largel y do not believe i n ghosts and ancestor spirits) , an d fewer peopl e
(though still very many) suppose the world to be populated by the multitudes of spirits
of earlier religion. Still , what we have seen in recent times in the United States is not
secularization—the en d o f religions—bu t thei r commodification ; wit h tha t corn -
modification, religion s hav e reache d furthe r an d grown—thei r market s hav e
expanded—rather than dying away.

Postmodernism can be seen, then, as a new way of understanding the multiplica-
tion o f distinctions that flows from th e need t o clear onesel f a  space; the need that
drives the underlying dynamic of cultural modernity. Modernism saw the economiza-
tion of the world as the triumph of reason; postmodernism rejects that claim, allowing
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in the realm of theory the same multiplication of distinctions we see in the cultures it
seeks to understand.

I anticipat e tha t objectio n tha t the Weber I  have bee n opposin g i s something o f a
caricature. An d I  woul d not be unhapp y to admi t tha t there i s som e trut h i n this .
Weber foresaw, for example, that the rationalization of the world would continue to
be resisted, an d his view that each case of charisma needed t o be "routinized" was
not mean t to rule ou t the appearanc e o f new charismati c leader s i n ou r time a s in
earlier ones : ou r politic s o f charism a would , perhaps , no t hav e suprise d him. 24

Certainly, too , hi s conceptio n o f reaso n involve d fa r mor e tha n instrumenta l
calculation. Sinc e much of what I have noticed here would have been anticipated by
him, it may be as well to see this as a rejection of a narrow (if familiar) misreading of
Weber tha n an argument against what is best i n the complex an d shiftin g view s of
Weber himself .

But I  think we could also construe this misreading—which we find, perhaps, in
Talcott Parsons—as in part a consequence of a problem with Weber's own work. For
part of the difficulty wit h Weber's work is that, despite the wealth of historical detai l
in his studies of religion, law , and economics, h e often mobilize s theoretical term s
that are of a very high level of abstraction. As a result, it is not always clear that there
really are significant commonalities among the various social phenomena he assimi-
lates under such general concepts as' 'rationalization'' or' 'charisma.'' (This is one of
the general problems posed by Weber's famous reliance on '' ideal types.") Reinhard
Bendix, one of Weber's mos t important and sympathetic interpreters, remarks at one
point in his discussion of one of Weber's theoretical distinctions (the distinction, as it
happens, between patrimonialism and feudalism) that "this distinction is clear only
so long as it is formulated in abstract terms. "25 In reading Weber i t is a feeling that
one has over and over again. The problem i s exemplified in Weber's discussio n of
"charisma" in The Theory  o f Social and Economic Organization:

The ter m "charisma " wil l b e applie d t o a  certai n qualit y o f a n individua l
personality b y virtu e of whic h he i s se t apar t fro m ordinar y me n an d treate d a s
endowed wit h supernatural , superhuman , o r a t leas t specificall y exceptiona l
powers o r qualities. These ar e .  .  .  regarde d a s of divine origin or examplary,
and on the basis of them the individual concerned i s treated as a leader.26

Notice ho w charism a i s her e define d disjunctivel y a s involvin g either magica l
("supernatural, superhuman, " "o f divin e origin") capacities, o n the one hand, or
merely "exceptional " o r "exemplary" qualities on the other. Th e first disjunct in
each cas e happil y covers th e man y cases o f priestl y an d prophetic leadershi p that
Weber discusses , fo r example , i n hi s stud y Ancient Judaism.  Bu t i t i s th e latter ,
presumably, that we should apply in seeking to understand the political role of Hitler,
Stalin, o r Mussolini, who though no doubt "exceptional" an d "exemplary" wer e
not regarded a s having "supernatural" powers "o f divin e origin." The point is that
much of what Weber has to say in his general discussion of charisma in The Theory of
Social and Economic Organization and in the account of "domination" in Economy
and Society requires that we take its magical aspect seriously. When, however, we do
take it seriously, we find his theory fails to apply to the instances of charisma that fall
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under the secon d disjunc t of his definition . In short , Weber' s accoun t of charism a
assimilates too closely phenomena—such as the leadership of Stalin, at one end of the
spectrum, and of King David or the emperor Charlemagne , a t the other—in which
magico-religious ideas seem, to put it mildly, to play remarkably different roles. If we
follow out the logic of this conclusion by redefining Weberian charisma in such a way
as t o insis t o n it s magica l component , i t wil l follow , b y definition , tha t th e
disenchantment of the world—the decline of magic—leads to the end of charisma.
But we shall then have to ask ourselves how correct it is to claim, with Weber, tha t
magical views increasingly disappear wit h modernity. And i f he is right in this, we
shall als o have to give u p th e claim that Weber's sociolog y o f politics—in which
charisma play s a  centra l conceptua l role—illuminate s th e characteristi c politica l
developments of modernity.

There i s a  similar set of difficulties wit h Weber's account of rationalization. I n
The Protestant  Ethic  an d th e Spirit  o f Capitalism, 21 Webe r wrote : "I f thi s essa y
makes an y contributio n a t all , ma y i t b e t o brin g ou t th e complexit y o f th e only
superficially simple concept of the rational." But we may be tempted to ask whether
our understanding of the genuine complexities of the historical developments of the
last fe w centuries of social , religious , economic, and political history i n Western
Europe is truly deepened b y making use of a  concept o f rationalization that brings
together a  supposed increas e i n means-end calculation (instrumenta l rationality); a
decline in appeal to "mysterious,  incalculable forces " an d a correlative increasing
confidence in calculation (disenchantment or intellectualization);28 and the growth of
"value rationality," which means something like an increasing focus on maximizing
a narro w range o f ultimat e goals.29 Here , seekin g t o operat e a t this high level of
generality, assimilatin g unde r on e concep t s o many , i n m y view , distinc t an d
independently intelligible processes, Weber' s detailed an d subtle appreciation of the
dynamics of many social processe s i s obscured b y his theoretical apparatus ; i t is, I
think, hardly surprising that those who have been guided by his theoretical writings
have ascribed to him a cruder picture than is displayed in his historical work.

I hav e bee n explorin g ho w modernit y look s fro m th e perspectiv e o f th e Euro -
American intellectual. But how does it look from the postcolonial spaces inhabited by
the Yoruba Man with a Bicycle? I shall speak about Africa, with confidence both that
some of what I have to say will work elsewhere in the so-called Third World and that,
in some places , i t will certainly not . An d I shal l speak firs t abou t the producers of
these so-called neotraditional artworks and then about the case of the African novel,
because I believe that to focus exclusively on the novel (as theorists of contemporary
African culture s have been incline d to do) is to distort th e cultural situation and the
significance within it of postcoloniality.

I d o no t know whe n the Yoruba  Man with  a Bicycle  wa s mad e o r b y whom ;
African ar t has, until recently, been collected a s the property of '' ethnic'' groups, not
of individual s and workshops, s o it is not unusual that not one of the pieces i n the
Perspectives sho w was identified in the "Checklist " by the name of an individual
artist, even though many of them are twentieth-century; (and no one will have been
surprised, b y contrast , tha t mos t o f them are kindl y labeled wit h the name o f th e
people wh o own the largely private collections wher e they now live). As a result I
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cannot say if the piece is literally postcolonial, produced after Nigerian independence
in 1960. But the piece belongs to a genre that has certainly been produced since then:
the genre that is here called neotraditional. And, simply put, what is distinctive about
this genre is that it is produced for the West .

I should qualify . O f course, many of the buyers of first instance liv e in Africa,
many o f the m ar e juridicall y citizen s o f Africa n states . Bu t Africa n bourgeoi s
consumers of neotraditional art are educated i n the Western style , and, if they want
African art, they would often rather have a' 'genuinely'' traditional piece—by which
I mean a piece that they believe to be made precolonially, o r at least in a style and by
methods that were already established precolonially. And these buyers are a minority.
Most o f thi s art , whic h i s traditional  becaus e i t use s actuall y o r supposedl y
precolonial techniques , bu t i s neo—this, fo r wha t i t is worth, i s the explanation I
promised earlier—because it has elements that are recognizably fro m th e colonial or
postcolonial i n reference, ha s been made for Western tourist s and other collectors.

The incorporation of these works in the West's world of museum culture and its
art market has almost nothing, of course, to do with postmodernism. By and large, the
ideology throug h which they ar e incorporate d i s modernist : i t i s the ideolog y tha t
brought something called "Bali" to Artaud, something called "Africa" t o Picasso,
and somethin g called "Japan" to Barthes. (This incorporatio n a s an official Othe r
was criticized, of course, from it s beginnings: Oscar Wilde once remarked that "the
whole of Japan is a pure invention. There is no such country, no such people.")30

What is postmodernist is Vogel's muddled conviction that African ar t should not be
judged ' 'in terms of [someone else's] traditional criteria.'' For modernism, primitive
art was to be judged by putatively universal aesthetic criteria, and by these standards
it wa s finall y foun d possibl e t o valu e it . Th e sculptor s an d painters wh o foun d i t
possible were largely seeking an Archimedean point outside their own cultures for a
critique o f a  Weberia n modernity . Fo r postmortems,  b y contrast , thes e works ,
however the y are to be understood , canno t be see n a s legitimated by culture - and
history-transcending standards.

What is useful i n the neotraditional object as a model—despite its marginality in
most Africa n lives—i s tha t it s incorporatio n i n th e museu m worl d (whil e many
objects mad e b y th e sam e hands—stools , fo r example—liv e peacefull y i n non-
bourgeois homes ) reminds one that in Africa, by contrast , th e distinction betwee n
high culture and mass culture, insofar as it makes sense at all, corresponds b y and
large to the distinction betwee n those with and those withou t Western-style forma l
education as cultural consumers.

The fact that the distinction is to be made this way—in most of sub-Saharan Africa
excluding th e Republi c of Sout h Africa—means tha t the opposition betwee n hig h
culture and mass culture is available only in domains where there is a significant body
of Wester n forma l training, and this excludes (i n most places) th e plastic arts an d
music. Ther e ar e distinction s o f genr e an d audienc e i n Africa n musics , an d fo r
various cultural purposes there is something that we call' 'traditional'' music that we
still practic e an d value . Bu t villag e an d urba n dweller s alike , bourgeoi s an d
nonbourgeois, listen, through discs and, more importantly, on the radio, to reggae, to
Michael Jackson , an d to King Sonny Ade.

And this means that by and large the domain in which it makes most sense is the
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one domai n wher e that distinction is powerful and pervasive—namely , i n African
writing i n Wester n languages . S o tha t i t i s here tha t w e find , I  think, a  place fo r
consideration of the question of the posfcolonality of contemporary African culture.

Postcoloniality i s th e condition of wha t we migh t ungenerousl y call a  comprado r
intelligentsia: of a relatively small, Western-style, Western-trained, group of writers
and thinkers who mediate the trade in cultural commodities of world capitalism at the
periphery. In the West they are known through the Africa they offer; their compatriots
know them both through the West they present to Africa an d through an Africa they
have invented for the world, for each other, an d for Africa.

All aspect s o f contemporar y Africa n cultural life—including musi c an d som e
sculpture an d painting , eve n som e writing s wit h whic h th e Wes t i s largel y no t
familiar—have bee n influenced , ofte n powerfully , b y th e transitio n o f Africa n
societies through colonialism, but they are not all in the relevant sense postcolonial.
For the post i n postcolonial , lik e th e post i n postmodern i s the post o f th e space -
clearing gestur e I  characterize d earlier : an d man y areas o f contemporar y Africa n
cultural life—what has come to be theorized as popular culture, in particular—are not
in this way concerned wit h transcending, with going beyond, coloniality . Indeed, i t
might be said to be a mark of popular culture that its borrowings from internationa l
cultural forms are remarkably insensitive to—not so much dismissive of as blind to—
the issu e o f neocolonialis m o r "cultura l imperialism. " Thi s doe s no t mea n tha t
theories o f postmodernism ar e irrelevant to these form s of culture: for the interna-
tionalization of the market and the commodification of artworks are both central to
them. But it does mean that these artworks are not understood b y their producers or
their consumers in terms of a postmodern ism: there is no antecedent practice whose
claim t o exclusivit y of visio n i s rejecte d throug h thes e artworks . Wha t i s calle d
"syncretism" here is made possible b y the international exchange of commodities,
but is not a consequence of a space-clearing gesture .

Postcolonial intellectuals in Africa, by contrast, are almost entirely dependent for
their suppor t o n tw o institutions : th e Africa n university—a n institutio n whos e
intellectual life i s overwhelmingly constituted as Western—and the Euro-American
publisher and reader. (Even when these writers seek to escape the West—as Ngugi wa
Thiong'o di d in attempting to construct a  Kikuyu peasant drama—thei r theories of
their situation are irreducibly informed by their Euro-American formation. Ngugi's
conception of the writer's potential in politics is essentially that of the avant-garde, of
Left modernism. )

Now this double dependence on the university and the European publisher means
that th e firs t generatio n o f moder n Africa n novels—th e generatio n o f Achebe' s
Things Fall Apart and Laye' s L' Enfant noir —were written in the context of notions of
politics an d culture dominant i n the Frenc h an d Britis h universit y an d publishing
worlds in the fifties and sixties. This does not mean that they were like novels written
in Western Europe at that time: for part of what was held to be obvious both by these
writers and by the high culture of Europe o f the day was that new literatures in new
nations should be anticolonial and nationalist. These early novels seem to belong to
the worl d o f eighteenth - an d nineteenth-centur y literar y nationalism ; the y ar e
theorized a s the imaginative recreation of a common cultural past that is crafted into a
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shared tradition by the writer; they are in the tradition of Scott, whose Minstrelsy of
the Scottish Border was intended, as he said in the preface, to ' 'contribute somewhat
to th e histor y o f m y nativ e country; the peculia r feature s o f whos e manner s an d
character ar e daily meltin g and dissolving into those o f her siste r an d ally. " Th e
novels of this first stage are thus realist legitimations of nationalism: they authorize a
' 'return to traditions" whil e at the same time recognizing the demands of a Weberian
rationalized modernity.

From th e late r sixtie s on , thes e celebrator y novel s o f the firs t stage becom e rarer :
Achebe, for example, moves from the creation of a usable past in Things Fall Apart to
a cynical indictment of politics in the modern sphere in A Man o f the People. Bu t I
should like to focus on a francophone novel of the later sixties, a novel that thematizes
in an extremely powerful way many of the questions I have been asking about art and
modernity: I  mean , o f course, Yamb o Ouologuem's L e Devoir  de Violence.  Thi s
novel, like many of this second stage, represents a challenge to the novels of this first
stage: it identifies the realist novel as part of the tactic of nationalist legitimation and
so it is (if I may begin a catalog of its ways-of-being-posf-this-and-that) postrealist.

Now postmodernism is, of course, postrealist also. But Ouologuem's postrealism
is surely motivated quite differently fro m tha t of such postmodern writer s as, say ,
Pynchon. Realis m naturalizes : the originar y "Africa n novel " of  Chinu a Acheb e
(Things Fall Apart) and of Camara Laye (L'Enfant noir)  is ' 'realist.'' So Ouologuem
is agains t it , rejects—indeed , assaults—th e conventions  o f realism . H e seek s t o
delegitimate th e forms o f the realist African novel , in part, surely , because what it
sought to naturalize was a nationalism that, by 1968, had plainly failed. The national
bourgeoisie that took on the baton of rationalization, industrialization, bureaucratiza-
tion in the name of nationalism, turned out to be a kleptocracy. Their enthusiasm for
nativism was a rationalization of their urge to keep the national bourgeoisies of other
nations—and particularly the powerful industrialize d nations—out of their way. A s
Jonathan Ngate has observed, "Le  Devoir de Violence .  .  .  deal[s]  with  a world in
which the efficacy  o f the call to the Ancestors as well as the Ancestors themselves is
seriously called into question."31 That the novel is in this way postrealist allow s its
author to borrow, when he needs them, the techniques of modernism, which , as we
learned fro m Fre d Jameson , are ofte n als o the techniques of postmodernism. (I t is
helpful to remember at this point how Yambo Ouologuem is described on the back of
the Edition s D u Seui l firs t edition : "N e e n 194 0 a u Mali . Admissibl e a  1'Ecol e
normale superieure. Licencie es Lettres. Licenci e en Philosophic. Diplome d'etudes
superieures d'Anglais . Prepar e un e thes e d e doctora l d e Sociologie. " Borrowin g
from European modernism is hardly going to be difficult fo r someone s o qualified, to
be a Normalien is indeed, i n Christopher Miller' s charmin g formulation, "roughl y
equivalent to being baptized by Bossuet.")32

Christopher Miller' s discussion—i n Blank Darkness—of Le devoir de violence
focuses usefull y o n theoretica l question s o f intertextualit y raise d b y th e novel' s
persistent massagin g of one text after anothe r int o the surface of its own body. Th e
book contains, for example, a translation of a passage fro m Graham Greene's 193 4
novel It's a  Battlefield  (translate d and improved , accordin g t o some readers! ) an d
borrowings fro m Maupassant' s Boule de suif  (hardl y an unfamilia r work fo r fran -



The Postcolonial and Th e Postmodern 15 1

cophone readers; if this latter is a theft, it is the adventurous theft of the kleptomaniac,
who dares us to catch him at it).

And th e book' s firs t sentenc e artfull y establishe s th e ora l mode—b y the n a n
inevitable convention of African narration—with words that Ngate rightly describes
as having the "concisio n an d the strikin g beaut y and power o f a  proverb."33 and
mocks u s i n thi s momen t becaus e th e sentenc e echoe s th e beginnin g o f Andr e
Schwartz-Bart's decidedly un-African 195 9 holocaust novel Le Dernier desjmtes, an
echo tha t more substantia l later borrowings confirm. 34

Our eye s drin k th e flas h o f th e sun , Ou r eyes receive the light of dead stars,
and, conquered,  surpris e themselve s A  biography o f my friend Ernie coul d
by weeping . Maschallah!  ou a bi - easil y begi n i n th e secon d quarte r o f
smillah! . . . A n accoun t o f th e th e 20th century; but the true history of
bloody adventure of the niggertrash— Erni e Levy begins much earlier, in the
dishonor to the men of nothing—could ol d anglica n cit y o f York . Mor e pre -
easily begi n i n th e firs t hal f o f thi s cisely : on the 1 1 March 1185. 36

century; bu t th e tru e histor y o f th e
Blacks begins very much earlier, with
the Saifs, in the year 1202 of our era, in
the Africa n kingdo m o f Na -
kem. .  .  , 35

The reade r wh o i s properly prepare d wil l expect a n Africa n holocaust , an d thes e
echoes ar e surel y mean t t o rende r ironi c th e statu s o f th e ruler s o f Nake m a s
descendants of Abraham El Hei't, "le Juif noir."37

The book begins , then , with a sick joke a t the unwary reader's expense agains t
nativism: and the assaul t on realism is—her e is my second signpost—postnativist ;
this book is a murderous antidote to a nostalgia for Roots. As Wole Soyinka has said
in a justly well-respected reading, ' 'the Bible, the Koran, the historic solemnity of the
griot are reduced to the histrionics of wanton boys masquerading as humans.' '38 It is
tempting to read the attack on history here as a repudiation not of roots but of Islam, as
Soyinka does whe n he goes on to say:

A culture which has claimed indigenous antiquity in such parts of Africa as have
submitted t o it s undeniabl e attraction s i s confidentl y prove n t o b e imperialist ;
worse, i t i s demonstrate d t o b e essentiall y hostil e t o th e indigenou s cul -
ture. .  . .  Ouologue m pronounces the Moslem incursion into black Africa to be
corrupt, vicious , decadent , elitis t an d insensitive . A t th e leas t suc h a  wor k
functions a s a wide swab in the deck-clearing operation fo r the commencement of
racial retrieval.39

But i t seems to me much clearer to read the repudiation a s a repudiation of national
history; to see the text as postcolonially postnationalist as well as anti- (and thus, of
course, post-) nativist. (Indeed, Soyinka's reading here seems to be driven by his own
equally representative tendency—which I discussed in Chapter 4—to read Africa a s
race and place into everything.) Raymond Spartacus Kassoumi—who, i f anyone, is
the hero of this novel—is, after all, a son of the soil, but his political prospects by the
end o f th e narrativ e ar e les s tha n uplifting . Mor e tha n this , th e nove l explicitly
thematizes, i n the anthropologis t Shrobenius—a n obvious ech o of the name of the
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German Africanis t Frobenius , whos e wor k is cited b y Senghor—the mechanism by
which th e ne w elit e ha s com e t o inven t it s tradition s throug h th e "science " o f
ethnography:

Saif made up stories and the interpreter translated, Madoubo repeated in French,
refining on the subtleties to the delight of Shrobenius, that human crayfish afflicte d
with a groping mania for resuscitating an African universe—cultura l autonomy, he
called it , whic h ha d los t al l livin g reality ; . . . h e wa s determine d t o find
metaphysical meanin g i n everythin g .  . .  Africa n life , h e held , wa s pur e
art. .  .  . 40

At the start we have been told that' 'there are few written accounts and the versions of
the elder s diverg e fro m thos e o f the griots , whic h diffe r fro m those o f th e chron -
iclers."41 No w w e ar e warne d of f th e supposedl y scientifi c discours e o f th e
ethnographers.42

Because this is a novel that seeks to delegitimate not only the form of realism bu t
the conten t o f nationalism , i t wil l t o tha t exten t see m t o u s misleadingl y t o b e
postmodern. Afwleadingly , becaus e wha t we hav e her e i s no t postmodernw w bu t
postmodernizaft'on; no t an aesthetic s but a  politics , in the mos t litera l sens e o f th e
term. Afte r colonialism , th e modernizers said , come s rationality ; that is the possi -
bility the novel rules out. Ouologuem's novel is typical of this second stage in that it is
not written by someone wh o is comfortable with and accepted b y the new elite, the
national bourgeoisie. Fa r from bein g a celebration o f the nation, then, the novels of
the second stage—the postcolonial stage—are novels of delegitimation: rejecting the
Western imperium , i t i s true , bu t als o rejectin g th e nationalis t project  o f th e
postcolonial national bourgeoisie. And , so it seems to me, the basis for that project of
delegitimation i s very much not the postmodernis t one : rather , i t is grounded i n an
appeal t o a n ethica l universal ; indee d i t i s based , a s intellectua l response s t o
oppression i n Africa largel y are based, i n an appeal t o a  certain simpl e respect fo r
human suffering , a  fundamental revolt agains t the endles s miser y o f the las t thirty
years. Ouologuem is hardly likely to make common cause with a relativism that might
allow tha t th e horrifyin g new-ol d Afric a o f exploitatio n i s t o b e understood —
legitimated—in it s own local terms.

Africa's postcolonia l novelists—novelist s anxiou s to escape neocolonialism —
are no longer committed to the nation, and in this they will seem, as I have suggested,
misleadingly postmodern. Bu t what they have chosen instea d of the nation is not an
older traditionalism but Africa—the continen t and its people. Thi s is clear enough, I
think, in Le Devoir de violence,  a t the end of which Ouologuem writes :

Often, i t is true, the soul desires to dream the echo of happiness, an echo that has no
past. Bu t projected int o the world, one canno t hel p recalling tha t Saif , mourne d
three million times, is forever reborn to history beneath the hot ashes of more than
thirty Africa n republics. 43

If we are to identify wit h anyone, in fine, it is with "l a negraille"—th e niggertrash,
who have no nationality. For these purposes one republic is as good—which is to say
as bad—as any other. If this postulation of oneself as African—and neithe r as of this
or that allegedly precolonial ethnicity nor of the new nation-states—is implicit in Le
Devoir de violence,  i n the important novels of V. Y . Mudimbe , Entre les  Eaux, Le
Bel immonde—recently made available in English as Before th e Birth o f the Moon—
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and L'Ecart, this postcolonial recours e to Africa is to be found nearer the surface and
over and over again.44

There is a moment in L'Ecart, fo r example, whe n the protagonist, whos e journal the
book is , recall s a  conversation wit h the French girlfrien d o f his studen t days—th e
young woma n o n who m h e reflect s constantl y a s h e become s involve d wit h a n
African woman .

"You can' t know, Isabella , how demanding Afric a is. "
"It's importan t for you, isn' t it? "
"To tell you the truth, I don't know .  . .  Ireallydon' t .  .  .  I  wonder if I'm not

usually just playing around with it."
"Nara . . . I  don' t understand . Fo r me, the important thin g i s to be myself.

Being european isn' t a flag to wave."
"You've never been wounde d like . . . "
"Your dramatizing, Nara. You carry your african-ness lik e a martyr. .  . .  Tha t

makes one wonder. . . . I' d b e treating you with contempt i f I played along
with you."

"The differenc e i s tha t Europ e i s abov e al l els e a n idea , a  juridica l institu -
tion .  . .  whil e Africa .  .  . "

"Yes? .  .  . "
"Africa i s perhaps mostly a body, a multiple existence. .  .  .  I' m no t expressing

myself very well."45

This exchang e seem s t o me to capture th e essentia l ambiguit y o f the postcolonia l
African intellectual' s relatio n t o Africa . Bu t le t m e pursu e Africa , finally , i n
Mudimbe's firs t novel , Entre  les  eaux,  a  novel tha t thematize s th e questio n mos t
explicitly.

In Entre les eaux—a first-person narrative—our protagonist i s an African Jesuit,
Pierre Landu, who has a "doctoral ne theologie et [une] licence e n droit canon"46

acquired as a student in Rome. Landu is caught between hi s devotion to the church
and, as one would say in more protestant language, to Christ; the latter leads him to
repudiate the official Roman Catholic hierarchy of his homeland and join with a group
of Marxist guerrillas, inten t on removing the corrupt postindependence state . When
he first tells his immediate superio r in the hierarchy, Father Howard, who is white, of
his intentions , the latte r respond s immediatel y an d remorselessly tha t this wil l be
treason.

"You are going to commit treason," the father superior said to me when I informed
him o f my plans .

"Against whom?"
"Against Christ. "
"Father, isn't it rather the West that I'm betraying . Is it still treason? Don't I have

the righ t t o dissociat e mysel f fro m thi s Christianit y tha t ha s betraye d th e
Gospel?"

"You ar e a priest, Pierre."
"Excuse me, Father, I'm a  black priest."47

It is important, I think, not to see the blackness here as a matter of race. It is rather the
sign of Africanity. To be a black priest is to be a priest who is also an African and thus
committed, nolens-volens , to an engagement wit h African suffering . Thi s demand
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that Afric a make s ha s nothin g t o d o wit h a  sympath y fo r Africa n culture s an d
traditions; reflecting—a little later—on Father Howard's alienating response, Landu
makes this plain .

Father Howard is also a priest like me. That's the tie that binds us. Is it the only one?
No. There's our shared tastes.

Classical music. Vivaldi. Mozart. Bach. .  .  .
And then there was our reading. The books, we used to pass each other. Our

shared memories of Rome. Our impassioned discussions on the role of the priest,
and on literature and on the mystery novels that we each devoured. I am closer to
Father Howard than I am to my compatriots, even the priests.

Only one thing separates us: the color of our skins.48

In the name of this "couleur de la peau," which is precisely th e sign of a solidarity
with Africa, Landu reaches fro m Roma n Catholicism to Marxism, seeking t o gather
together th e popula r revolutionar y energ y o f th e latte r an d th e ethical—an d
religious—vision of the former; a project h e considers i n a later passage, wher e he
recalls a  long-ag o conversatio n wit h Monseigneu r Sanguinett i in  Rome . "Th e
Church and Africa," th e Monseigneur tell s him, "ar e countin g on you."49 Land u
asks in the present:

Could the church really still count on me? I would have wished it and I wish it now.
The main thing meanwhile is that Christ counts on me. Bu t Africa? Which Afric a
was Sanguinett i speaking of? That of my black confreres wh o have stayed on the
straight and  narrow , or tha t of  my  parent s whom I  hav e alread y betrayed? Or
perhaps he was even speaking of the Afric a tha t we defend i n this camp?50

Whenever Landu i s facing a crucial decision , i t is framed fo r him as a question abou t
the meaning o f Africa .

After h e i s accuse d o f anothe r betrayal—thi s tim e b y th e rebels , wh o hav e
intercepted a  letter to his bishop (a letter in which he appeals to him to make common
cause with the rebels, to recover them for Christ)—Landu is condemned to death. As
he await s execution, h e remembers somethin g an uncl e ha d said t o hi m a  decad e
earlier abou t "the ancestors. "

"You'll be missed by them .  . .  , " my uncle had said to me, ten years ago. I had
refused t o be initiated. What did he mean? It is I who miss them. Will that be their
curse? Th e formul a invade d me , a t firs t unobtrusively , bu t the n i t dazzled me ,
stopping me fro m thinking : "Wai t til l the ancestors come down. Your head wil l
burn, your throat will burst, your stomach will open and your feet will shatter. Wait
till the ancestors come down. . . . " They had come down. And I had only the
desiccation of a rationalized Faith to defend mysel f agains t Africa. 51

The visio n o f modernit y i n thi s passag e i s not , I  think , Weberian . I n bein g
postcolonial, Pierr e Land u is against the rationalizing thrust of Western modernit y
(that modernity here, i n this African setting, is represented b y Catholicism confirms
how little modernity has ultimately to do with secularization). And even here, when
he believes h e is facin g hi s own death , the question "What does i t mean to be an
African?" i s at the center of his mind.

A raid on the camp by government forces saves Pierre Landu from execution; the
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intervention of a bishop and a brother powerfully connected withi n the modern state
saves him from the fate of a captured rebel. He retreats from the world to take up the
life o f a  monasti c wit h a  ne w name—n o longe r Peter-on-whom-I-will-build-my -
church bu t Mathieu-Mari e d e L'Incarnation—i n a  different , mor e contemplativ e
order. As we leave him his last words, the last of the novel , ar e 'Thumilit e de ma
bassesse, quelle gloire pour I'homme!"52 Neither Marx nor Saint Thomas, the novel
suggests—neither of the two great political energies of the West in Africa—offers a
way forward . Bu t thi s retrea t t o th e otherworldl y canno t b e a  politica l solution .
Postcoloniality has , also, I think, become a  condition of pessimism.

Postrealist writing ; postnativis t politics ; a  transnational  rathe r than a  national
solidarity. And  pessimism: a kind of postoptimism to balance the earlier enthusiasm
for Th e Suns  o f Independence.  Postcolonialit y i s after  al l this : an d it s post, lik e
postmodernism's, is also a post that challenges earlier legitimating narratives. And it
challenges them in the name of the suffering victims of' 'more than thirty republics.''
But it challenges them in the name of the ethical universal; in the name of humanism,
"le gloir e pou r I'homme. " An d o n tha t groun d i t i s no t a n all y fo r Wester n
postmodernism bu t a n agonist , fro m whic h I  believ e postmodernis m ma y hav e
something to learn .

For what I am calling humanism can be provisional, historically contingent, anties -
sentialist (i n othe r words , postmodern) , an d stil l b e demanding . W e ca n surel y
maintain a  powerful engagement wit h th e concern t o avoi d cruelty and pain while
nevertheless recognizing th e contingency o f that concern.53 Maybe , then , w e can
recover within postmodernism the postcolonial writers ' humanism—the concern for
human suffering , fo r th e victim s o f th e postcolonia l stat e ( a concer n w e fin d
everywhere: in Mudimbe, as we have seen; in Soyinka's A Play of Giants;  in Achebe,
Farrah, Gordimer , Labo u Tansi—th e lis t i s difficul t t o complete)—whil e stil l
rejecting the master narratives of modernism. This human impulse—an impulse that
transcends obligation s to churches and to nations— I propose we learn fro m Mud -
imbe's Landu.

But ther e i s also somethin g to rejec t in the postcolonial adherenc e t o Africa of
Nara, the earlier protagonist of Mudimbe's L'Ecart: the sort of Manicheanism that
makes Africa " a body"  (nature ) against Europe's juridical reality (culture) and then
fails to acknowledge—even as he says it—the full significance of the fact that Africa
is als o "a  multiple  existence."  Entre  les  eaux  provide s a  powerfu l postcolonia l
critique of this binarism: we can read i t as arguing that if you postulate an either-o r
choice betwee n Africa and the West , ther e i s no place fo r you i n the real worl d of
politics, and your home must be the otherworldly, th e monastic retreat.

If there is a lesson in the broad shape of this circulation of cultures, it is surely that we
are all  already contaminated by eac h other , tha t there is  no  longe r a  full y autoch -
thonous echt~African  cultur e awaitin g salvag e b y ou r artist s (jus t a s ther e is , o f
course, n o American cultur e withou t African roots). An d ther e i s a  clear sens e i n
some postcolonia l writin g tha t th e postulatio n o f a  unitar y Afric a ove r agains t a
monolithic West—the binarism of Self and Other—is the last of the shibboleths of the
modernizers that we must learn to live without.
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Already i n L e Devoir  d e violence,  i n Ouologuem' s witherin g critiqu e o f
"Shrobeniusologie," there were the beginnings of this postcolonial critique of what
we migh t call "alteritism, " th e construction and celebration o f onesel f a s Other .
Ouologuem writes , " . .  .  hencefort h Negr o ar t wa s baptize d 'aesthetic ' an d
hawked in the imaginary universe of 'vitalizing exchanges.' "54 Then, afte r describ -
ing the phantasmic elaboration o f some interpretative mumb o jumbo "invente d by
Sai'f," he announces that ". .  .  Negr o art found it s patent of nobility in the folklore
of mercantil e intellectualism, oye , oye , oy e .  .  ." 55 Shrobenius, the anthropolo -
gist, as apologist for "his" people ; a  European audience that laps up this exoticized
other; Africa n trader s and producers of African art , who understand the necessity to
maintain the "mysteries" tha t construct their product a s "exotic"; traditional and
contemporary elite s wh o require a  sentimentalize d pas t t o authoriz e thei r presen t
power: al l are exposed i n their complex and multiple mutual complicities.

"Witness the splendor of its art—the true face of Africa is the grandiose empires of
the Middl e Ages , a  societ y marke d b y wisdom , beauty , prosperity , order ,
nonviolence, and humanism, and i t i s here that we mus t seek th e true cradle o f
Egyptian civilisation.

Thus drooling, Shrobenius derived a twofold benefit on his return home: on the
one hand, he mystified the people of his own country who in their enthusiasm raised
him t o a  loft y Sorbonnica l chair , whil e o n th e othe r han d h e exploite d th e
sentimentality of the coons, only too pleased to hear from the mouth of a white man
that Africa wa s 'the womb of the world and the cradle of civilization.'

In consequence the niggertrash donated masks and art treasures by the ton to
the acolytes of 'Shrobeniusology.' 56

A little later, Ouologuem articulates more precisely the interconnections of Africanis t
mystifications wit h tourism , an d th e production , packaging , an d marketin g o f
African artworks .

An Africanis t schoo l harnesse d to the vapors of magico-religious, cosmological ,
and mythical symbolism had been born : wit h th e resul t that for three year s me n
flocked to Nakem—and what men!—middlemen, adventurers, apprentice bankers,
politicians, salesmen , conspirators—supposedl y 'scientists, ' bu t i n realit y en -
slaved sentrie s mountin g guard befor e th e 'Shrobeniusological ' monumen t o f
Negro pseudosymbolism.

Already it had become more than difficult to procure old masks, for Shrobenius
and the missionaries had had the good fortune to snap them all up. And so Saif —
and the practice is still current—had slapdash copies buried by the hundredweight,
or sunk into ponds, lakes, marshes, and mud holes, to be exhumed later on and sold
at exorbitant prices to unsuspecting curio hunters. These three-year-old masks were
said to be charged wit h the weight of four centuries of civilization.57

Ouologuem here forcefully expose s the connections w e saw earlier in some of David
Rockefeller's insights into the international system of art exchange, the international
art world: we see the way in which an ideology of disinterested aestheti c value—-the
"baptism" o f "Negr o art " a s "aesthetic"—meshe s wit h the internationa l corn -
modification o f African expressiv e culture , a commodification tha t requires, b y the
logic of the space-clearing gesture , the manufacture of Otherness. (It is a significan t
bonus tha t i t als o harmonize s wit h th e interio r deco r o f moder n apartments. )
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Shrobenius, "c e marchand-confectionneu r d'ideologie, " th e ethnographe r allie d
with Saif—image o f the "traditional" African rulin g caste—has invented an Afric a
that is a body over against Europe, the juridical institution, and Ouologuem is urging
us vigorously to refuse t o be thus Other.

Sara Suleri has written recently, in Meatless Days, of being treated as an' 'Otherness-
machine"—and o f bein g heartil y sic k o f it. 58 I f there i s n o wa y ou t fo r th e post -
colonial intellectua l i n Mudimbe' s novels , i t is , I  suspect , becaus e a s intellec -
tuals—a category instituted in black Africa by colonialism—we are always at risk of
becoming Otherness-machines . I t risk s becomin g ou r prinicpa l role . Ou r onl y
distinction in the world of texts to which we are latecomers is that we can mediate it to
our fellows. This is especially true when postcolonial meets postmodern, for what the
postmodern reader seems to demand of its Africa is all too close to what modernism—
as documented in William Rubin' s Primitivism exhibit of 1985—demanded of it. The
role tha t Africa, lik e th e res t o f th e Thir d World , play s fo r Euro-America n post -
modernism—like its  better-documente d significanc e for  modernis t art—mus t be
distinguished from the role postmodernism migh t play in the Third World. What that
might be it is, I think, too early to tell. And what happens will happen not because we
pronounce upon the matte r in theory bu t ou t o f the changing everyday practices of
African cultura l life.

For all the while, in Africa's cultures, there are those who will not see themselves
as Other. Despit e the overwhelming reality of economic decline ; despite unimagin-
able poverty ; despite wars , malnutrition , disease, an d political instability , African
cultural productivit y grows apace : popula r literatures , ora l narrativ e an d poetry ,
dance, drama, music, and visual art all thrive. The contemporary cultura l production
of many African societies—and the many traditions whose evidences s o vigorously
remain—is an antidote to the dark vision of the postcolonial novelist .

And I am grateful to James Baldwin for his introduction to the Yoruba Man with a
Bicycle—a figur e who is, as Baldwin so rightly saw, polyglot, speaking Yoruba and
English, probabl y som e Haus a an d a  littl e Frenc h fo r hi s trip s t o Cotono u o r
Cameroon; someone whose "clothes do not fit him too well." He and the other men
and women among whom he mostly lives suggest to me that the place to look for hope
is not just to the postcolonial novel—which has struggled to achieve the insights of a
Ouologuem o r Mudimbe—bu t t o th e all-consumin g visio n o f thi s less-anxiou s
creativity. I t matters littl e wh o i t was made for; wha t we should learn fro m i s the
imagination that produced it . The Man with  a Bicycle i s produced by someone who
does not care that the bicycle is the white man's invention—it is not there to be Other
to the Yoruba Self; it is there because someone cared for its solidity; it is there because
it will take us further than our feet will take us; it is there because machines are now as
African a s novelists—and as fabricated as the kingdom of Nakem.59



E I G H T

Altered State s
Aban eegu a, Efiri  yam.
If the state i s going to fall , i t is from th e belly. 1

ehen I was a child in Asante, there were, I suppose, onl y about a million of us and
there would soon be 1 0 million Ghanaians, but we knew that Kumasi, the country's
second-largest cit y (built , my father said, lik e Rome , lik e s o many grea t cities , on
seven hills ) had a longer and nobler histor y tha n the capital, Accra . Kumas i was a
proud, bustling , bus y place , a  cit y o f gorgeou s park s an d flowere d roundabouts ;
people all along the west coast knew i t as the capital of our famous kingdom, a s the
'' garden city of West Africa." I  grew up knowing that I lived in Asante and that the
Asantehene wa s ou r king . I  als o gre w u p singin g enthusiasticall y th e Ghanaia n
national anthem—' 'Lift High the Flag of Ghana''—and knowing that Nkrumah was,
first, our prime minister, then, our president. I t did not occur to me as a child that the
"we," o f which this "our " wa s the adjective, wa s fluid, ambiguous, obscure .

I knew my father was, and cared that he was, an Asante man, and that he was, and
cared that h e was , a  Ghanaian nationalist : proud o f his rol e i n the struggle fo r ou r
independence fro m Britain ; committed, nevertheless , t o our learning English, no t as
the tongu e o f the colonize r bu t a s the unifyin g languag e o f ou r ne w an d polyglo t
nation. I t did not occur to me—it never occurred to him—that these identities might
be in conflict: though it occurred t o others (many of them journalists from Europe and
North America ) t o say that of hi m when h e joined th e opposition t o his old frien d
Nkrumah an d entered Ghana's first independent parliamen t in the United party, with
J. B. Danquah and Kofi Busia; and it occurred to many in Asante when he did not join
Busia's Progres s party , a s it , i n turn , cam e t o power , a  cou p an d a  coupl e o f
constitutions later, when I was in my teens. I grew up knowing that we were Ghanaian
nationalists an d that we were Asante .

I grew up also believing in constitutional democracy, o r to speak more precisely,
believing tha t what these word s stoo d fo r was important . Whe n m y father an d hi s
friends wer e locked u p by Kwame Nkrumah in the early sixties , I  was too young to
think of it as anything more than a family tragedy. By the time they came out, I knew
that the abolition of the legal opposition i n 1960 had been a blow against democracy,
that i t had led naturally to imprisoning thos e wh o disagreed wit h our president an d
what my father called the ' 'gaping sycophants'' who surrounded him, that all this evil
began when multipart y electoral democrac y ended . O f course, I  also kne w tha t we
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owed respect to the chiefs of Asante (indeed, o f other regions o f Ghana), tha t their
role in controlling the allocation of land, and in the settlement of family disputes, was
an essential part of life. I  grew up knowing we were democrats and that we respected
chieftaincy.

And by the time I was old enough to be for democracy , I knew we were also for
development and modernization; tha t this meant roads and hospitals and schools (a s
opposed to paths through the bush, and juju and ignorance); cities (as opposed t o the
idiocy of rural life); mone y and wages (as opposed t o barter an d domestic produc -
tion). None of which, of course, did we take to rule out the proper pouring of libation
to the ancestors, or the complex multilayered practices o f the Asante funeral . I f you
had to wear a white coat to be a doctor, you did not have to give up ntoma, the togalike
cloth my father wore almost always, in the world outside the hospital. I n a slogan: I
grew up believing in development and in preserving the best of our cultural heritage.

I doubt that these experience s wer e unusual in the (admittedly itsel f somewhat
unusual) situation of a young person growing up around independence in sub-Saharan
Africa in the household of professional people.2 Yet it is natural enough for someone
looking from Europe or North America at the political history of sub-Saharan Africa n
states since independence to see this cluster of beliefs and commitments as inconsis-
tent. Perhap s i t migh t b e possibl e t o hol d togethe r ethnoregiona l an d nationa l
allegiances (African-American , souther n in the United States; Welsh or northern in
Britain; perhaps more controversially, Quebecoi s in Canada); perhaps it may even be
possible (with enough constitutional theory to paper over the problems) to combine
social deference for a hereditary aristocracy with a form of democracy, as in Britain;
perhaps postmodernis m i n th e domai n o f expressiv e cultur e give s u s reaso n fo r
skepticism about modernization and development conceived o f as inconsistent with
older folkways. But few in the industrialized West, I think, have been able to proceed
as blithely as we did in ignoring what must be admitted a t least t o be tensions here ,
even if they do not amount to outright contradictions .

Of course, Ghana and I have grown uneasy with all of these childhood faiths. Yet,
looking back now, I can discern a pattern to these paired adherences, yoke d so uneas-
ily together—Ghana , Asante ; development , heritage ; democracy , chieftaincy —
and it is a pattern that makes a sort of sense. For, though we would not have put it this
way when I was growing up, I think that we can say that in each case, the first member
of the pair was something we took to belong to the sphere of the state, the business of
the government in the capital, Accra, while the second belonged to a sphere that we
could call society.

But this way of thinking leaves too much obscure. In Western political theory, the
state is naturally characterized i n terms that it is usual to trace back, onc e more, t o
Weber: wher e ther e i s a  stat e th e governmen t claim s suprem e authorit y ove r a
territorial domain and the right to back up that authority with coercive force. Taxe s
and conscriptio n ar e no t voluntary ; th e crimina l la w i s no t a n optiona l code .
Imprisonment, the lash, the gallows, stand behind state power. The sphere of society,
by contrast, though equally demanding, is bound together by ethical conviction, ties
of affection , share d world s o f meaning . Correlative—but , ala s fo r theoretica l
convenience, onl y roughly correlative—wit h thes e distinction s betwee n stat e an d
society are others: between law and custom, private and public life, the obligations of
citizenship an d the more electiv e worl d o f communal reciprocity. Perhaps , i n our
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theories, we imagine a state i n which only the government regularly coerces—and
only in matters of public concern; where personal affectio n an d region and ethnicity
play no role i n the assignment and execution of state offices ; where , i n a formula,
careers are open to talent. But there is a common currency of state and society, thu s
conceived, an d it is the economy. Whatever the extent of stat e involvemen t in the
economy (an d the collapse of the Soviet empire and its model of the state-manage d
economy should not lead us to lose sight of the centrality of the state in all functioning
economies in the modern world), there will always be enough economically a t stake
in the operations of the modern state for our social impulses—the call of society—to
enter inextricably into the operations o f government. Socia l relations, famil y rela-
tions, cannot always be bought and sold, bu t even in the most intimate of domesti c
relationships money ha s it s uses , an d i n the spher e of the state , socia l relations —
family, ethnicity , regional allegiances , clubs , societies , an d associations—provide
the materials of alliances.

In th e Unite d State s (a s i n Europe ) thi s i s a n all-too-familia r fact : economi c
interests, ethni c affiliations , regiona l alliances , struggl e togethe r t o shap e th e
operations o f the state . I n Europe an d North America , wit h powerfully importan t
exceptions (in Ireland and the Basque country, in "Soviet" Lithuania or in Puerto
Rico), ther e i s a n overwhelmin g consensu s tha t th e claim s o f th e stat e t o th e
monopoly of coercion are legitimate, and they are, as a result, largely effective. Even
where som e o f th e state' s specifi c injunction s do no t hav e tha t ethica l consensu s
behind them, this fact does not, by and large, threaten its other claims. Recall that in
many American cities and states, on e of the largest industrie s is the drug industry,
every step of which, from production to distribution to consumption, is illegal. Like
the so-called parallel economies of Africa, i t involves state functionaries, includin g
police officers; entails bribery and corruption of officials; mobilizes ethnic and family
loyalties; and depends on the existence of subcultures whose norms simply do not fit
with the legal norms enunciated in law and the pronouncements of officials. Stil l the
majority of Americans who use and trade drugs—and thus question a central norm of
the American government—do not go on to question their allegiance to the United
States.

But in Ghana (as in the rest of sub-Saharan Africa) something else is going on. In
Ghana, for a short period before and after independence , it  may well have been true
that many urban literate citizens (and some others) shared a similar allegiance to the
Ghanaian state. In the high days of postindependence nationalism, many of us shared
a sens e o f th e meanin g of Ghan a becaus e i t wa s clea r wha t i t wa s tha t w e wer e
against—namely, Britis h imperialism. Bu t even the n Asante had , i n the mind s of
many, legitimate claims—at least in some domains—to obedience. And a formalistic
distinction between law (enforceable, in theory, by the police power of the state) and
custom (no  longe r entitle d to  coerc e in  sphere s wher e the  law  hel d technica l
sovereignty) would help to explain nothing about how it looked t o us at all.

Nor, fo r that matter, could we have made much use of a distinction between an
ethnic private and a national public life. Public life in Ghana has consistently involved
the ceremonial of chieftaincy; and, conversely, chiefs and heads of families, whose
conceptions o f obligation do not belong t o the modem state, continu e to claim rea l
legitimacy an d exercise substantia l power i n matters o f marriage, inheritance , and
upbringing, and through all these, of wealth.
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Yet, for a time, a s I say—while we were enthusiastic for national independenc e
and Nkruma h create d th e firs t (an d last ) mas s part y i n Ghana , th e CPP , whic h
involved organization s o f marke t wome n an d first-generation-literat e "verand a
boys," products o f the expanding system of primary an d secondary education—al l
these complications faile d to diminish our enthusiasm. Bu t the "we" her e was , in
fact, rathe r limited . Nkrumah' s electora l suppor t i n th e 195 7 preindependenc e
elections in Ghana was a 57 percent majorit y of half of the population registered t o
vote, an d amounte d perhap s t o 1 8 percen t o f th e adul t population.3 Our visio n of
Nkrumah is in part one of those typical illusions of modernity: Osagyefo Dr. Kwame
Nkrumah, the "Redeemer," the organizer of rallies, the charismatic public speaker ,
the international statesman—even Nkrumah the blind tyrant—was a creature o f the
modern medi a an d al l thes e role s fi t easily int o ou r narratives ; we did no t see the
millions (especially away from th e coast) fo r whom he was almost as mysterious as
the colonia l governo r wh o had preceded him . ( I can stil l vividl y recall th e retire d
watchman, who had been long in service to colonial masters, who visited us annually
at Christma s throug h muc h of  my  childhoo d to  inquir e afte r a  calenda r wit h
photographs of the British queen. In his opinion, it was clear, independence had been
a mistake. ) B y 1966 , whe n the firs t o f ou r man y postindependenc e coup s exile d
Nkrumah, the real, if limited, enthusiasm there once had been had largely evaporated
and the complications began to take up our attention. When Jerry Rawlings came to
power in a coup after our third civilian constitution (itself his own creation) in 1981,
his nationalis t rhetoric an d th e resurrectio n o f Nkrumahism generate d enthusias m
mostly among students, who had not seen all this before. Cynicism about the state and
its rhetoric was the order of the day. It is instructive to reflect on the processes of this
disillusion.

But firs t w e shoul d recogniz e ho w surprisin g i t i s tha t ther e wa s a  momen t o f
' 'nationalism" at all. The state that inherited Ghana from the British was like most of
the twoscore-odd sub-Saharan states of postcolonial Africa. I t had a rather wide range
of cultures and language s withi n its borders (despit e th e fac t tha t much of moder n
Ghana was at one time or another within the hegemonic sphere of the Asante empire).
There was , fo r example, th e relatively centralized bureaucrati c Asante stat e itself ,
along wit h various other Aka n states of lesser siz e an d power (with , i n the case of
Akuapem, a  significant Guan-speakin g subordinate ethnicity); there were the much
less centralize d Ewe-speakin g people s o f th e southeast , whos e dialect s wer e no t
always easil y mutuall y intelligibl e an d whos e separatio n fro m thei r fello w Ew e
speakers i n Togo was an artifact of the division of Germany's colonial possessions at
the end of the First World War ; there were the significantly urbanize d Ga-Adangbe
who dominate the region of the capital; there were miscellaneous smal l chieftaincies
and acephalous societies i n what we in Kumasi called "th e North. "

In a  few case s elsewher e i n black Africa—Somalia , Lesotho , Swaziland—th e
new nationa l states corresponded t o precolonial societies wit h a single language; in
the cas e o f th e latte r two , th e moder n nation-stat e derive d fro m a  precolonia l
monarchy.4 In most places, however , th e new states brough t together people s wh o
spoke differen t languages , had different religiou s traditions and notions of property,
and were politically (and, in particular, hierarchically) integrated to different—ofte n
radically different—degrees . B y the en d of European decolonization—whe n mor e
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than 80 percent of black Africa's population was in the ten largest sub-Saharan Africa
countries an d 2 percent wa s in the smalles t ten—even the state s wit h the smalles t
populations wer e by and large not ethnically homogeneous .

Ghana also had a diverse ecology, ranging from coastal savannah (economicall y
integrated into the world economy by four centuries of sea trade), through a forest belt
(relatively ric h fro m nearl y a  centur y o f cocoa production) , t o th e savannah  an d
semiarid tropics of the northern and upper regions stretching on to Upper Volta (now
Burkina Faso) and the southern fringes of the Sahara. Here , too, i t was like many of
the anglophone and francophone states of the West African littoral , and many of the
states o f Eas t Africa—Kenya , Uganda , Malawi—ar e similarl y economicall y an d
ecologically diverse.

Out o f al l thes e divers e cultures , economies , an d ecologies , fou r Europea n
states—Britain, France, Portugal, and Belgium—constructed the national geography
of contemporar y Africa . (Spai n neve r mattere d much ; German y los t it s Africa n
possessions afte r the First World War; after the Second World War, Italy ceased to be
a player. ) I n Ghana , a s i n almos t al l others , th e colonia l languag e remaine d th e
language of government after independence, for the obvious reason that the choice of
any other indigenous language would have favored a single linguistic group. (Eve n
largely monolingual Somalia, as I pointed out in Chapter 1, took a while to get around
to using Somali.)

If th e histor y o f metropolitan Europ e i n the las t centur y an d a  half ha s been a
struggle to establish statehood for nationalities, Europe lef t Afric a at independence
with states looking for nations. Once the moment of cohesion against the British was
over (a moment whose meaning was greatest for those of us—often in the cities—who
had had most experience o f the colonizers) , the symbolic register o f national unity
was faced with the reality of our differences .

How was Nkrumah's nationalism able to ignore the fact of our diversity? Partly, I
think, because a t the level of symbolism it was rather oddly unconnected with the
Ghanaian state. Nkrumah's nationalist enthusiasms were, famously , Pan-Africanist .
In Chapter 1  I quoted a speech Nkruma h made in Liberia in 1952 : "Afric a fo r th e
Africans! .  .  .  W e wan t to b e abl e t o gover n ourselve s i n thi s countr y o f our s
without outsid e interference. 5 I t wa s natura l fo r hi m t o spea k o f "our " countr y
anywhere in (black) Africa. At the level of generality at which Africans are opposed
to Europeans, i t is easy to persuade us that we have similarities : mos t of "us " ar e
black, most of "them" white; we are ex-subjects, they are ex-masters; we are or were
recently "traditional, " the y ar e "modern" ; w e ar e "communitarian, " the y ar e
"individualistic"; and so on. That these observations are, by and large, neither very
true nor very clear does not stop them from being mobilized to differentiate, in part
because, in the end, "they" are mostly quite rich and "we" ar e mostly very poor .
Only in the richest of sub-Saharan black African countries has the average annual per
capita GNP exceeded a  thousand dollars (Gabon , with its small population, it s oil,
and its rich mineral reserves heading the list at about three thousand dollars in 1988).
More characteristi c ar e the per capit a GNP s o f a  few hundre d dollars i n Senegal ,
Ghana, Kenya, and Zambia.

It was an important part of Nkrumah's appeal, therefore, that he was central to the
foundation o f the Organization o f African Unity, tha t he represented Afric a in th e
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nonaligned movemen t an d at the UN, tha t he was consistently an d publicly preoc-
cupied with the complete liberatio n o f Africa from colonia l rule . Bein g proud to be
Ghanaian, for many of us, was tied up with what Nkrumah was doing not for Ghana
but fo r Africa . And s o i t i s not s o surprising tha t a s decolonization continue d an d
Ghana, impoverished i n part by Nkrumah's international adventures, became less of
a figure on the African scene, the post-Nkrumah state was able to appeal less and less
successfully t o this nationalist register .

Like the inheritors of the postcolonial state who followed him in other parts of Africa,
Nkrumah ha d extensiv e ambition s fo r tha t state ; the y wer e shaped , i n part , b y
Ghana's specific experience with colonialism. An d while Ghana's cultura l plurality
was typica l of the new states , the form of colonialism i t had known was no t foun d
everywhere.

Samir Amin , a  leadin g Africa n politica l economis t an d directo r o f th e Thir d
World Foru m i n Dakar , Senegal , ha s usefull y classifie d sub-Sahara n Africa' s
colonial experience s a s fallin g unde r thre e broa d headings . Countrie s lik e Ghan a
belong to the '' Africa of the colonial trade economy,'' where the slave trade had been
at the hear t o f initia l integration into the worl d economy, known mineral reserves
were no t substantia l during th e colonia l era , an d tropica l agricultura l products—
cocoa, pal m oil, coffee—were th e basis of an export-oriented agricultura l economy.
Nigeria, wit h perhap s a  quarte r o f th e populatio n o f blac k Africa , i s th e mos t
important suc h state . In  francophon e centra l Africa—Gabon , the  Centra l Africa n
Republic, Congo, an d Zaire—is "Africa of the concession-owning companies," the
creation o f France an d Belgium . Her e lo w populations an d a  difficul t climat e an d
ecology made the tropical agricultur e of West Africa a dubious proposition: conces -
sionary companie s dealin g i n timber , rubber , an d ivor y practiced a  brutal form of
exploitation, investing as little as possible and creating, as a result, no local surpluses
and offering littl e in the way of Western education . (A t independence i n 1960 ther e
were onl y thre e African s amon g the  top 4,700 civi l servant s in  Zaire.)6 The final
colonial sphere was "Africa o f the labor reserves"—including the settler plantation
economies o f German Tanganyika , Kenya, and Rhodesia, an d the whole of Afric a
south of Zaire, where the colonial economy was dominated by mining. In these areas
societies were radically disrupted by the institution of new, massive, and not-always-
voluntary migration to the mines and plantations.7

In th e Afric a o f th e colonia l trad e economy , th e developmen t o f tropica l
agricultural cash crops a s the heart o f the economy—in our case i t was cocoa that
mattered—made th e financin g o f governmen t a  matte r o f appropriatin g th e agri -
cultural surplus. Influenced as he was by notions of planning that were as likely to be
advocated in those days by liberal as by socialist development economists, Nkrumah
used th e machiner y o f a  nationa l Coco a Marketin g Boar d (originall y a  colonia l
contrivance), with a legal purchasing and trading monopoly an d a large agricultura l
extension division , t o supervis e th e state' s extractio n o f mone y fro m th e coco a
economy. Production was not nationalized; marketing (and thus access to the foreign
exchange valu e of th e commmodity ) was . I n theory th e surplu s generated b y this
monopsony was to be used to finance development; in practice it went to the cities. As
the predominant source of money profits in our economy, the Cocoa Marketing Board
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and the state that' 'owned'' it—which is to say all the politicians and bureaucrats who
had som e sor t o f leverage—wer e prim e site s fo r enrichment . I n othe r system s of
political economy , differen t method s o f financing the stat e suggeste d themselves ,
often t o much the same effect .

But despite the variations in the political economy of empire, the colonial systems
had shared a fundamental set of structuring assumptions: in each sphere the dominant
economic concern was at the center of metropolitan attention , and all colonies wer e
supposed t o be economically self-financin g unti l after the Second Worl d War; this
included the financing of their own administration. As a result, once roughly half of
the colonial government revenues had been spent on paying for expatriate bureaucrats
and another sixth had been spent on servicing loans raised fo r capital expenditures,
many of which were in the interest of control rather than development, there was little
left fo r the cultivation—through education , health , and socia l services—o f human
capital. Outsid e th e maintenance o f an economic an d political orde r withi n which
tropical agriculture or labor reserves or concessions could develop, colonial manage-
ment had very limited interests. "The formal agencies transferred to African hands
were .  .  .  alie n in derivation, functionall y conceived , bureaucraticall y designed,
authoritarian in nature and primarily concerned with issues of domination rather than
legitimacy," as a recent study observes.8 The colonial states were made for raising—
not spending—government revenues. B y 1960 only one in six adults in Africa was
literate, an d in Belgian and Portuguese possessions there were hardly any university
graduates at all.

In view of the limited aims of colonial governance, it is perhaps unsurprising how
few were the foreign administrators, the colonialists, who were required to maintain
the short-live d colonia l hegemony . Jus t a s th e Britis h ha d "ruled " th e India n
subcontinent through an Indian Civil Service with under a thousand British members,
so th e Britis h an d Frenc h an d Portugues e colonia l civi l service s wer e massivel y
outnumbered by the populations supposedly in their charge. Th e armies and police
forces tha t kep t th e colonia l peac e wer e officere d b y European s bu t manne d b y
African subjects .

The apparen t ease o f colonia l administratio n generated i n the inheritor s o f th e
postcolonial nation the illusion that control of the state would allow them to pursue as
easily their much more ambitious objectives. "Seek ye first the political kingdom,"
Nkrumah famously urged. But that kingdom was designed to manage limited goals.
Once i t was turned to the task s of massiv e developments i n infrastructure—to th e
building o f road s an d dams , school s an d governmen t offices—an d t o universa l
primary education and the enormous expansio n of health and agricultural extension
services, i t proved unequal to the task . Whe n the postcolonial ruler s inherited th e
apparatus of the colonial state, they inherited the reins of power; few noticed, a t first,
that they were not attached to a bit.

One reason, of course, was that planning and directing an economy requires not
only will but knowledge. And economic planning in sub-Saharan Africa has had to
rely o n very modes t statistica l bases . Bu t a  second crucia l reason wa s exactly the
ethnoregional loyalties with which I began.

These wer e often no t especially old , it is important to note, bein g the product,
often—in way s I  have discussed an d wil l take u p agai n finall y i n Chapter 9—o f
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responses t o colonia l an d postcolonia l experiences . Whe n peopl e fro m relate d
cultures speakin g simila r languages arrive d i n the colonia l town s and cities ; whe n
they listened to programs on the radio, transmitted i n a dialect relate d t o their own;
when they realize d tha t there wer e othe r part s o f their countrie s wher e people had
different practices , a n ol d an d vagu e bod y o f share d cultura l practic e wa s ofte n
transformed int o a new campaigning ethnicity . I n many places , then , newl y orga-
nized ethnoregional identities are extremely powerful . Here, however , wa s another
point wher e difference s i n colonia l experienc e mattered . Fo r Britis h an d Frenc h
colonial administrations were guided by very different theorie s of empire, an d while
ethnoregional affiliations ar e central across the anglophone-francophone divide, one
result of these different theorie s has been a  difference not so much in the importanc e
of ethnicity—it is crucial everywhere—as in the role it plays in the postcolonial state .

British indirect rule maintained "native administrations," attempting to regulate the
colonial states ' limite d interests in taxes and order by using the structures of existing
precolonial states. So far as was possible, attempts were made, with the aid of officia l
colonial anthropologists, to understand what came to be called' 'customary law'' and
to allow traditional elites to enforce those customs—in marriage and land rights, for
example—that were (roughly) consistent with British mores. Buganda—the kingdom
at the heart of modern Uganda that gave the new republic its capital—and the northern
Moslem states of Nigeria were like Asante in fitting with the monarchical vision of the
Indian civi l servant s fro m amon g who m wer e recruite d th e colonia l officer s wh o
invented British colonial policy in Africa. (Where there were no traditional rulers to
support, a s i n easter n Nigeri a amon g th e Igbo-speakin g peoples , th e colonia l
authorities sought to invent a form o f "chieftaincy." )

The result of this policy, of course, was that, especially in places—like Asante, in
Ghana, Buganda in Uganda, or in the Islamic states of northern Nigeria—where there
were strong precolonial stat e structures on which to build, many local elites were not
at all happy at independence to defer to the centralizing impulses of the independent
states. This process helpe d produc e i n Nigeria, fo r example, th e strong centripeta l
forces tha t gave ris e t o the Nigeria n civil wa r of the lat e sixties . Wha t began a s a
pogrom against Igbo traders in northern Nigeria led first to Igbo secession an d then to
a civi l wa r in which Yoruba peopl e aligne d wit h th e Nort h t o "sav e th e union."

In Ghana, too, when we have had civilian elections in the period sinc e Nkrumah,
parties have usually come with' 'tribal" labels; labels whose force has little to do with
the announced intentions of their leaders. Certainly, th e Asante kingdom in which I
grew up was a source of resistance to Nkrumah's vision of the nation. The party that
came to focus parliamentary opposition to Nkrumah in the late fifties, in the first years
after independence, was the United party, whose founders and electoral support were
solidly in Asante. Because of the association o f Nkrumah's opposition wit h Asante,
in particular , an d th e wide r spher e o f Akan societies i n general , Busia' s Progres s
Party in the 1969 elections was seen as Asante; the opposition to Busia, Gbedemah' s
National Alliance of Liberals, was Ewe (at least, i n Asante eyes) because Gbedema h
was. Eve n th e tin y Unite d Nationalis t part y m y fathe r founde d fo r th e secon d
republic, know n by it s Akan sloga n "Aba a base," cam e t o be identifie d wit h Ga
people and the capital. Traveling on public transport in Akan areas of Ghana, in the
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eighties, on e heard (i f one understood Twi , the language of most of Ghana's Aka n
peoples)9 th e presen t governmen t o f Jerr y Rawlings , whos e mothe r wa s Ewe,
discussed a s a n instrumen t o f Ew e dominatio n (a n accusatio n tha t seem s onl y
marginally more reasonable than the allegation tha t he represents the  domination of
Scotland, throug h his father) .

The French colonial project, by contrast with the British, entailed the evolution of
francophone Africans ; its ai m wa s t o produc e a  mor e homogeneou s francophon e
elite. School s di d not teach in "native" languages , an d the French di d no t assig n
substantial power s t o revampe d precolonia l administrations . Yo u migh t suppose ,
therefore, tha t th e Frenc h projec t o f creating a  clas s o f black "evolues " ha d lai d
firmer foundations for the postcolonial state . T o the extent that precolonial politica l
relations were successfully extirpated, they could not be the basis of resistance to the
penetration o f state power.

And it is certainly true that some of the states of the old French African Empire—
in particular, Senegal and Ivory Coast in the West, and Cameroon an d Gabon further
east—have been relatively stable. But this has not, in my view, been the result of the
eradication o f ethnicity . Th e majorit y o f Frenc h colonie s hav e chose n t o sta y
connected t o France , an d al l but Guinee (whic h hardly ha s had a  record o f stabl e
progress) hav e accepte d varyin g degree s o f "neocolonial " supervisio n b y th e
metropole. N o militar y coup s hav e bee n possibl e i n Ivor y Coast , fo r example ,
because th e defense of the state apparatus is in the hand of French troop s statione d
there (whil e reinforcements can be flown in from elsewhere) ; in Gabon, th e Frenc h
actually removed some soldiers who had the temerity to attempt to install themselves
by way of a coup. And while Dahomey (later Benin) had an average of about one coup
per year i n its first decade o f independence , the y involved the circulation of powe r
among a  small group, usually with the tacit consent of the Quai d'Orsay. (Tha t the
French have recently officially withdraw n from thi s commitment poses problems fo r
a number of states. ) The CFA franc , use d throughou t almost al l the former Frenc h
colonies in West and central Africa, is maintained convertible by France, and this also
limits the autonomy of the states, ruling out the sort o f massive inflations caused by
the printing of money that we witnessed in Ghana in the midseventies under General
Acheampong, and thus also helps to maintain political stability .

But th e fac t i s that despite thes e legacies o f the differenc e betwee n Britis h and
French approaches to colonial policy and the politics of decolonization, figures such
as Felix Houphouet-Boigny , Ivory Coast's leader sinc e independence , hav e had to
play a complex ethnoregional balancing game in managing the forces that keep them
in power. The reason is simple: because, a s I have suggested, ethnicitie s can be new
as wel l a s old , merely removin g ol d politica l institutions—chieftainc y i s largel y
ceremonial in Ivory Coast—has not wiped out the power of cultural commonalities .
(This idea should hardly surprise Americans : African-Americans hav e a politicized
ethnicity withou t any traditional systems of rule. ) President Houphouet-Boign y of
Ivory Coast hails from a  small town in the Baoule region of southeastern Ivor y Coast
(home, too, you will recall to Lela Kouakou). In the precolonial era the Baoule were a
relatively decentralized group speaking an Akan language, held together by complex
affiliations o f trad e an d marriage—certainl y no t a  grea t kingdo m lik e thei r Aka n
neighbors i n the Asante state to their east. Bu t because th e president i s Baoule, an d
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because migrants to Abidjan, the capital, discover the significance of the cultures they
bring wit h them as modes o f association in urban life , being Baoul e (and , equally
importantly, not being Baoule ) in a capital where the president i s Baoule come s t o
have profound significance . Furthermore , th e president, i n building his suppor t in
regions other than his own, has practiced a  careful policy of including representatives
of all the country's regions in his party—the Parti Democratique de la Cote d'lvoire—
and in his cabinet .

In the lusophon e state s o f Angola and Mozambique , whic h achieve d indepen -
dence through long colonial wars in which the resistance was dominated by Marxists,
their Marxism—whateve r i t amounte d to—le d th e Unite d State s (actin g ofte n i n
concert with South Africa) and the Soviet Union (acting sometimes through Cuba) to
play ou t their mutua l antagonisms with African lives. I n each of these countrie s a
major preoccupation o f the central government is an opposition tha t is, in large part,
and at least in military terms, the creation—if not the creature—of South Africa and
the United States. But here, too , ethnoregiona l affiliations hav e played a  substantial
role i n shaping these civi l wars; the National Union for the Total Independenc e o f
Angola (UNITA), the South African-backed resistanc e to the government of Angola,
for example , is strongest amon g som e southern ethnic groups .

In all their extremely varied circumstances, those who seek to control the institutions
of th e Africa n stat e hav e t o mobiliz e th e standar d repertor y o f th e resource s o f
statecraft. The y ca n us e th e symbolis m throug h whic h Nkruma h capture d th e
attention of so many; they may offer materia l rewards and the Hobbesian virtues of
security; and (when the carrot fails ) they can use the coercive stick .

Deteriorating terms of trade, the oil shocks of the seventies, droughts, and a good
deal of mismanagement—some of it careless, som e well intentioned, muc h venally
oblivious t o the common good—hav e mean t tha t the state s o f sub-Sahara n Africa
have few resources to buy loyalty and few achievements since independence t o earn it
in symbolic coin. As for coercion, this, too, requires resources for surveillance and
enforcement. To the extent that African states have continued to be able to offer both
carrot and stick, it has often been because the international community has provided
(admittedly limited) financial and military support to regimes, in large part becaus e
national government s an d multilatera l donors hav e only recently trie d t o hel p the
citizens of African states without supporting their governments. As a result of notions
of international legality, and the widespread acceptance (a t least in theory) of the idea
that relation s betwee n state s shoul d respec t principle s o f noninterferenc e i n eac h
others' internal affairs, stat e elites in Africa have been able to resist, in the name of
legality, attempts to keep their hands out of the aid pot. Bu t increasingly, under the
coordinated instrumentalitie s of the IMF and the World Bank, programs of so-called
structural adjustmen t hav e force d elite s t o accep t reduce d involvemen t i n th e
economy a s th e pric e o f th e financia l (an d technical ) resource s o f internationa l
capital.10 The price of shoring up the state is a frank acknowledgement of its limits: a
reining in of the symbolic, material , an d coercive resources o f the state .

Because of the role of the state in mediating between citizens in different countries ,
there i s a n obviou s role fo r eve n th e weakene d state s o f contemporar y Afric a i n
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facilitating th e integratio n of Africa n economies. Thi s i s a  goa l towar d whic h a
proliferation of regional organizations is allegedly aimed : the Economic Communit y
of West Africa n state s (ECOWAS); the francophone Communaute Economique de
1'Afrique de 1'Ouest (CEAO); the South African Development Coordination Confer -
ence (SADCC) ; an d 1'Organisatio n pou r l a Mis e e n Valeu r d u Fleuv e Senega l
(OMVS). These and a host of other organizations—under the broad umbrella of the
OAU—have sought such grand goals as free movement of labor (ECOWAS) and the
lifting of trade barriers (CEAO), and they have done so, on the whole, without much
success. (SADC C has set itself more modest goals and has modestly achieved som e
of them, united, in part, s o far, by their common enmity to and dependence o n the
apartheid state. )

These international organizations demonstrate the problem—which we also see in
the European community, and which Americans should remember fro m thei r Civi l
War—that the integration of states often poses a threat to those states' elites.': In fact,
far fro m wantin g to facilitat e intraregiona l trade , man y Africa n stat e elite s hav e
depended on the existence of barriers to trade and finance as a mechanism for making
money, continuing in the long tradition of African rulers who have lived off taxes on
trade. On e o f th e mos t successfu l pattern s of trad e i n southeaster n Ghan a i n th e
seventies was the smuggling of cocoa (eventually a majority of the eastern region's
production!) into the neighboring Republic of Togo, a mechanism that circumvented
the state's attempt to profit both from th e difference between the prices i t offered t o
farmers and the world market price and from artificia l exchange rates and control of
access to foreign exchange. And, conversely, one of the most valued commodities in
Ghana at many periods since independence has been the import license, which, given
artificial exchange rates and limited foreign exchange, was often mor e like a license
to print money.

And what of the Hobbesian currency of order? I n the midseventies, as the Ghanaian
state began its precipitous decline, I was teaching in Ghana. As it happens, one of my
tasks a t th e universit y was t o teac h politica l philosophy , and , i n particular , th e
Leviathan. Fo r a Hobbesian, I  suppose, th e withdrawal of the Ghanaian state, in the
face o f its incapacity to raise the income t o carry ou t its tasks , shoul d have led to
disaster. Yet , despit e th e exten t t o whic h th e governmen t wa s no t i n control ,
Ghanaian lif e wa s no t a  brutish war o f al l against all . Lif e wen t on. No t onl y di d
people not "get awa y with murder," even though the police would usually not have
been in a position to do anything about it if they did, but people made deals, bought
and sold goods , owned houses, married , raise d families .

If anything could be said about the role of state official s (includin g the army and
the police), it was that by and large their intervention was as likely to get in the way of
these arrangements as to aid them, as likely to be feared and resented a s welcomed.
For many Ghanaians, and especially thos e in the culturally more homogeneous worl d
of rural farming people—a world where one language , a  mother tongue other tha n
English, the language of our colonizers and the government that succeeded them, was
sovereign—what mattered was the regulation of life through the shared and intellig-
ible norms that grew out of the responses o f precolonial culture s to their engagemen t
with European imperialism. Dispute s in urban as well as in rural areas were likely to
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end up in arbitration, betwee n head s o f families , o r in the courts o f "traditional "
chiefs and queen mothers, in procedures that people felt they could understand and, at
least to some extent, manage: once the lawyers and the magistrates and the judges of
the colonial (and , now, with little change, th e postcolonial) legal system came into
play, mos t peopl e kne w tha t wha t happene d wa s likel y t o pas s beyon d thei r
comprehension an d control.12

In these circumstances, an argument for the state as the provider of security would
rightly have been laughed to scorn. Only in a few extreme situations—amon g them
Uganda, sinc e th e depredation s o f Id i Amin—hav e thing s reache d a  poin t o f
Hobbesian crisis . Eve n in Nigeria, wher e urban armed robber y and banditry on the
highways have become accepted inconveniences , citizens are unlikely to see the state
as a solution, since (rightly or wrongly) they seem to suspect that the rulers have allies
(or surrogates) through whom they profit fro m thes e offenses against order.

Yet despite all their limitations, African states persist , and , so it seems to me, in
Ghana, a s in a number of other places , th e decline ha s been halted . I  am not in a
position t o judge ho w muc h o f thi s ca n b e credite d t o th e policie s o f structura l
adjustment whose strictly economic effect s hav e been a  good deal less positive than
the World Ban k has sometime s claimed . Bu t i n trying to make sense o f wha t has
happened with the return of the state in Ghana, I think it is useful to point to the way in
which the government has become a facilitator, rather than a director, mobilizing and
enabling socia l allegiance s tha t are largely autonomous . An d i t i s importan t to be
clear that I am not speaking only of the mobilization of ethnoregional (o r "tribal")
allegiances.

To explain what I mean, i t will help to return to Kumasi.

One o f th e mos t importan t organization s i n m y grandfather' s lif e wa s th e Asant e
Kotoko society , a  moder n Asant e organizatio n tha t engage d i n various , ofte n
charitable, activities . Equally important, I suspect, wa s the Masonic lodge of which
he was master (the picture of him that hangs in my parents' hom e shows him in his
Masonic outfit) . Al l ove r Afric a i n th e colonia l period , ne w socia l organization s
developed, drawin g sometimes , lik e th e Masons , o n importe d Europea n models ,
sometimes buildin g on traditional secre t societies , guilds , an d cults. Whe n peopl e
moved t o towns , the y ofte n forme d hometow n societie s (associations  de s
originates)—like the Umuofia Progressive Union in Chinua Achebe's No Longer at
Ease; among the most important other forms of organization were many centered on
Christian churches and Islamic mosques. 13

It became clea r in the seventies, an d increasingly in the eighties, that organiza-
tions in Kumasi like the Methodist church (to which my father belonged) and smaller
churches (such as my mother's) were becoming more and more central in organizing
the financing , building , staffing, an d equippin g of schools ; i n supportin g th e city
hospital; and working, often i n combination with each othe r and with the leaders of
the Moslem communit y and the Catholic archbishop , t o maintain orphanages an d
homes for the mentally ill and old people without families to care for them. (Indeed,
when he stopped working within state politics in the mideighties, it was to his church
and its institutional politics tha t my father, like many others, turne d his attention.)

It was not that churches and mosques ha d not done these things earlier: much of
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the best secondary schooling in Ghana has been in church schools since my father was
a boy, and mission hospitals are a familiar feature of the African landscape. Moslems
are obliged a s a matter of religious duty to support the poor. What wa s significant
about thes e change s i n th e las t decade an d a  hal f wa s tha t they involve d explici t
recognition that these organizations (and other groups, such as the Rotary Club) were
taking over functions formerly reserved to government, and that they were doing so in
circumstances wher e state officials wer e only too keen to have their aid .

But i t ha s no t onl y bee n th e churches . Chief s an d elder s hav e organize d th e
maintenance of' 'public'' roads; business organizations and other private groups have
provided food for'' state'' schools; citizens groups have bought and imported medical
equipment for "government" hospitals. Along with new but ethnically based clubs,
universalist religious organization s and transplanted societie s lik e th e Masons, th e
institutions of chieftaincy, i n Asante and elsewhere, als o began increasingly to carry
out what were formerly government functions: mediating between labor and manage-
ment in industrial disputes, for example.

So that one might say in a general way that allegiances whose salience depends on
the ways in which all the various forms of association hav e economic, affectional ,
and symbolic rewards—rewards, now often substantiall y exceeding those formerly
available t o th e state—cam e t o b e use d t o carr y ou t wha t wer e formerl y stat e
functions, and that the state acquiesced in this. The significance of the withdrawal of
the state goes beyond official announcements in the capital; local bureaucrats in towns
and village s increasingly rely on nonstate association s t o carry ou t their functions .
The management of "government" old-people's homes an d orphanages in Kumasi
depends cruciall y o n "private " support , o n th e cooperatio n o f chiefs , busines s
people, an d community leaders i n mobilizing and providing support.

To the extent that the government provides some technical assistance and serves a
coordinating function i n this process, we can speak, a s I said, of the state adopting a
role no w no t a s directing  bu t as  facilitating certai n functions ; this i s surel y to b e
welcomed to the extent that it increases the control of citizens over their own lives.14

As I  hav e suggested , i t ha s alway s bee n tru e tha t i n larg e part s o f Africa ,
"tribalism"—what, i n Ivor y Coast , i s hal f humorousl y calle d geopolitics , th e
politics o f geographica l regions , th e mobilizatio n an d managemen t o f ethni c
balancing—far fro m bein g a n obstacle t o governance , i s what makes possible an y
government a t all. And we can see this new role as facilitator—acknowledging th e
associations of society rather than trying to dominate to ignore or to eradicate them—
as an extension of this established pattern.

While it has occurred at different rate s and with different effects , th e proliferation of
nonstate organization s is, i f anythin g is, a  universa l phenomenon i n postcolonia l
Africa. And it is important to be clear that the ethnoregional and religious associations
that I  hav e bee n focusin g o n ar e onl y firs t amon g many . Sport s clubs , market -
women's groups,  professiona l organizations , trad e unions , an d farmin g coopera -
tives; al l provid e th e multifariou s reward s o f association . I n man y o f thes e
organizations—whether it be a sports club or a choir or an association des originates
or the Asante Kotoko Society—there is a remarkable degre e of formality: elections,
rules of procedure (in the anglophone world, sometimes even Robert's Rules) , and a
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considerable concer n wit h th e responsibilit y o f leaders—thos e wh o manag e th e
organization's day-to-day life and, in particular, its finances; a concern with constitu-
tions and procedure i s a key feature of churches in Ghana and elsewhere, an d where
the Catholic church sets antidemocratic procedures for the church itself, it cannot stop
the development of lay associations—a proliferation of what we might call paraec-
clesial organizations—i n whic h th e ver y sam e phenomen a occur . Women' s
"auxiliaries"—whether the y b e auxiliar y t o churc h o r unio n organization s
—allow women, who have, by and large, been much worse treated (and a good deal
worse represented) in the postcolonial state , access to the practice of something like
democratic participation . Thi s i s no t a n exclusivel y urba n phenomenon , either .
Clubs, associations, an d cooperatives aboun d in the rural sector.

These organization s an d thei r experience s wit h autonomou s an d relativel y
democratic organization are, I  believe, o f tremendous significanc e for the develop-
ment o f publi c lif e i n Africa , an d fo r th e simples t o f reasons : the y giv e peopl e a
chance to practice participatory mode s o f organizing communa l life; they offer th e
experience o f autonomy. A s a  result it will become increasingly difficul t fo r weak
states to maintain legitimacy without offering such forms of democratic participation.
In 1989 and 1990 there were riots in Ivory Coast and in Kenya (two of the stablest and
economically strongest African states), in each case plausibly connected with a sense
that the president, in particular, and the elite, more generally, were not responsive to
the concerns of his people. We have seen in Eastern Europe how the removal of the
army a s a  mechanism of contro l lead s t o resistance t o apparentl y well-establishe d
authoritarian state s with elaborate securit y apparatuses an d even the appearance of
some degree of legitimacy. Many African state s have none of these to fall back on.

Democracy in this context is not simply a matter of parliaments and elections—
though these would be welcomed by some, though not always the most thoughtful, in
every state in Africa—but entails the development of mechanisms by which the rulers
can be restrained by the ruled. And in Africa, without such a compact, citizens have
few reason s to acquiesce t o the wishes (or the whims) of those wh o claim to rule .
Paradoxically, so it seems to me, i t is the state that needs democracy, more than the
citizen.

But while it is easy to remark the inadequacy of the nation-state model in face of
the complex institution s and allegiances through whic h civil society ma y be orga -
nized, it may be too soon to pronounce on the outcome. Clearly , if the state is ever to
reverse recent history and expand the role i t plays in the lives of its subjects, i t will
have t o lear n somethin g abou t th e surprisin g persistence o f thes e "premodern "
affiliations, th e cultural and political fretwor k of relations throug h which our very
identity i s conferred.

When I was about eight, I fell very ill. Toward the end of my couple of months in bed
in the local hospital, the English queen paid her first postindependence visit to Ghana.
She and her husband and the president of Ghana, Osagyefo Dr. Kwam e Nkrumah,
duly arrived in Kumasi and made their way through the hospital, passing, as they did
so, by my bed. The queen, whose mastery of small talk is proverbial, asked me how I
was, an d I, i n a  literal fever o f excitement a t meeting my mother's quee n an d my
father's presiden t al l o n th e sam e day , mumble d wit h equal , bu t perhap s mor e



172 I n My Father's House

excusable, fatuousness, that I was quite well. Throughout all this, the president, wh o
had only recently locked up my father, stared at the ceiling tapping his foot (making,
as it turned out, a mental note to return my doctor to what was then still Rhodesia).
When they had passed through , I went, agains t th e orders o f my doctor an d to the
consternation o f th e nurses , t o th e windo w an d looke d ou t i n tim e t o se e a n
extraordinary sight : th e duk e o f Edinburg h an d th e presiden t o f Ghan a trying ,
halfheartedly, t o pul l an ancien t Asant e swor d ou t o f th e groun d i n whic h i t wa s
embedded. Th e sword, tradition had it, was put there by Okomfo Anokye, the great
priest of Asante, who with the first great king, Osei Tutu, had founded the kingdom
two and a half centuries earlier. Not long after independence , th e colonial "Centra l
Hospital,'' where I was, had been renamed Okomfo Anokye Hospital. Tradition also
said that the great pries t had declared that , with all the spells he had spoken, i f the
sword were ever to be pulled out of the ground, the Asante nation would fall apart into
the many units from whic h he and Osei Tutu had forged it .

It seemed to me, from way up above the crowd of dignitaries, that Nkrumah's tug
on the sword was even more halfhearted than the duke's. No Ghanaian ruler could
even jestingly simulate an assault on Asante unity here in the heartland. Now, lon g
after Nkruma h has gone to his ancestors, Asante , of course, remains ; refashioned ,
perhaps, but strangely obdurate. The sword, they tell me , has disappeared .



N I N E

African Identitie s
It is, of course true that the African identit y is still in the making. There isn't a
final identity that is African. But , at the same time, there is an identity coming
into existence. And i t has a certain context and a certain meaning. Becaus e if
somebody meet s me , say , in a  shop i n Cambridge, h e say s "Ar e yo u fro m
Africa?" Whic h means that Africa mean s something to some people. Each of
these tags has a meaning, and a penalty and a responsibility.1

CHINUA ACHEB E

A he cultural life of most of black Africa remained largely unaffected b y European
ideas until the last years of the nineteenth century, and most cultures began our own
century with ways of life formed very little by direct contact with Europe. Direct trade
with Europeans—an d especiall y th e slav e trade—had structure d th e economie s o f
many o f th e state s o f th e Wes t Africa n coas t an d it s hinterlan d fro m th e mid -
seventeenth century onward, replacin g th e extensive gol d trad e that had existed a t
least sinc e th e Carthaginia n empir e i n th e secon d centur y B.C.E . B y th e earl y
nineteenth century, as the slave trade went into decline, palm nut and groundnut oils
had become majo r exports t o Europe, an d these wer e followe d later b y cocoa an d
coffee. Bu t the direc t colonizatio n o f th e region bega n i n earnest onl y in the late r
nineteenth century , an d European administratio n o f the whol e of West Afric a wa s
only accomplished—afte r muc h resistance—whe n th e Sokot o caliphat e wa s con -
quered in 1903 .

On the Indian ocean, th e eastward trade , whic h sent gold and slaves t o Arabia,
and exchanged spices , incense , ivory , coconu t oil , timber , grain , an d pig iron for
Indian sil k and fine textiles, and pottery an d porcelain fro m Persi a an d China , had
dominated th e economie s o f th e Eas t Africa n littora l unti l th e comin g o f th e
Portuguese disrupted the trade in the late fifteenth century. From then on European
trade became increasingly predominant, but in the mid-nineteenth century the major
economic force in the region was the Arab Omanis, who had captured Mombasa fro m
the Portugues e mor e tha n a  centur y earlier . Usin g slav e labo r fro m th e Africa n
mainland, the Omanis developed the profitable clove trade of Zanzibar, making it, by
the 1860s , th e world's majo r producer. Bu t in most of East Africa , as in the West,
extended direct contact with Europeans was a late-nineteenth-century phenomenon,
and colonization occurred essentiall y only after 1885 .

In the south of the continent, in the areas where Bantu-speaking people predomi-
nate, few cultures had had any contact with Europeans before 1900. B y the end of the
century the region had adopted man y new crops fo r the world economy; import s of
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firearms, manufactured in the newly industrialized West, had created a  new politica l
order, base d ofte n o n force ; an d Europea n missionarie s an d explorers—of who m
David Livingston e was , fo r Westerners , th e epitome—had travele d almos t every -
where i n th e region . Th e administratio n o f souther n Afric a fro m Europ e wa s
established i n law only by the ending, i n 1902 , o f the Boer War .

Not surprisingly, then, European cultural influence in Africa before the twentieth
century wa s extremely limited . Deliberat e attempt s a t change (throug h missionar y
activity or the establishment of Western schools ) and unintended influence (through
contact with explorers and colonizers in the interior, an d trading posts on the coasts )
produced smal l enclaves of Europeanized Africans. Bu t the major cultural impact of
Europe i s largely a  product of the period since the First World War .

To understand the variety of Africa's contemporary cultures , therefore, w e need,
first, t o recal l th e variet y o f th e precolonia l cultures . Difference s i n colonia l
experience hav e also played their part in shaping the continent's diversities, bu t even
identical colonia l policie s identicall y implemente d workin g o n th e ver y differen t
cultural materials woul d surely have produced widel y varying results.

No doubt we can find generalizations at a certain abstract level, which hold true of
most o f blac k Afric a befor e Europea n conquest . I t i s a  familia r ide a i n Africa n
historigography that Africa was the last continent in the old world with an "uncap-
tured" peasantry, largel y able to use land without the supervision of feudal overlords
and able, if they chose, to market their products through a complex system of trading
networks.2 While European ruling classes were living off the surplus of peasants an d
the newly developing industrial working class, African rulers were essentially living
off taxe s on trade. Bu t if we could have traveled throug h Africa's man y cultures in
those years—from th e small groups of Bushman hunter-gatherers, wit h their stone -
age materials, to the Hausa kingdoms, rich in worked metal—we should have felt in
every place profoundl y differen t impulses , ideas, an d forms of life . T o speak o f an
African identity in the nineteenth century—if an identity is a coalescence o f mutually
responsive (i f sometime s conflicting ) mode s o f conduct , habit s o f thought , an d
patterns of evaluation; in short, a coherent kind of human social psychology—would
have been "t o giv e to aery nothing a local habitatio n and a name."

Yet there i s no doubt that now, a  century later , a n Africa n identit y i s coming int o
being. I have argued throughout these essays that this identity is a new thing; that it is
the product of a history, some of whose moments I have sketched; and that the bases
through whic h s o fa r i t ha s largel y bee n theorized—race , a  commo n historica l
experience, a  share d metaphysics—presuppos e falsehood s to o seriou s fo r u s t o
ignore.

Every human identity i s constructed, historical ; ever y one has it s share o f fals e
presuppositions, o f the errors an d inaccuracies that courtesy calls "myth," religion
"heresy," an d science "magic. " Invente d histories , invente d biologies , invente d
cultural affinitie s com e wit h every identity ; each i s a  kin d o f rol e tha t ha s t o b e
scripted, structured  b y convention s o f narrativ e t o whic h th e worl d neve r quit e
manages t o conform.

Often thos e who say this—who deny the biological reality o f races or the litera l
truth of our national fictions—are treated b y nationalists and "race men" a s if they
are proposin g genocid e o r th e destructio n o f nations , a s i f i n sayin g tha t there i s
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literally n o Negro rac e on e was obliterating al l those wh o claim t o be Negroes, in
doubting the story of Okomfo Anokye one is repudiating the Asante nation. This is an
unhelpful hyperbole , bu t i t is certainly tru e that ther e mus t be contexts i n which a
statement of these truths is politically inopportune. I  am enough of a scholar t o feel
drawn to truth telling , ruat  caelum;  enough o f a political anima l to recognize tha t
there are places where the truth does more harm than good.

But, so far as I can see, we do not have to choose between these impulses: there is
no reason t o believe that racism is always—or even usually—advanced by denying
the existence of races; and , though there i s some reason t o suspec t tha t those who
resist legal remedies for the history of racism might use the nonexistence of races to
argue in the United States, for example, against affirmative action, that strategy is, as
a matter of logic, easily opposed. For , a s Tvetzan Todorov reminds us, the existence
of racism does not require the existence of races. And, we can add, nations are real
enough, however invented their traditions.3

To raise the issue of whether these truths are truths to be uttered is to be forced,
however, t o face squarely the real politica l question : th e question, itself , as old as
political philosophy, of when we should endorse the ennobling lie. In the real world
of practical politics, of everyday alliances and popular mobilizations, a  rejection of
races and nations in theory can be part of a program fo r coherent political practice ,
only if we can show more than that the black race—or the Shona tribe or any of the
other mode s o f self-invention that Africa ha s inherited—fi t th e common pattern of
relying on less than the literal truth. We would need to show not that race and national
history ar e falsehood s bu t the y ar e useles s falsehood s a t bes t or—a t worst —
dangerous ones: that another set of stories will build us identities through which we
can make more productive alliances.

The problem, of course, is that group identity seems to work only—or, at least, to
work best—when i t is seen by its members a s natural, as "real." Pan-Africanism ,
black solidarity, can be an important force with real political benefits , bu t it doesn't
work withou t it s attendan t mystifications . (Nor , t o tur n t o th e othe r obviou s
exemplum, i s feminis m withou t it s occasiona l risk s an d mystification s either. )
Recognizing th e constructednes s o f th e histor y o f identitie s ha s seeme d t o many
incompatible with taking these new identities with the seriousness they have for those
who invent—or, as they would no doubt rather say, discover—and possess them.4 In
sum, the demands of agency seem always—in the real world of politics—to entail a
misrecognition of it s genesis; you cannot build alliances without mystifications an d
mythologies. An d thi s chapte r i s a n exploratio n o f way s i n whic h Pan-Africa n
solidarity ca n b e appropriate d b y those o f u s whos e positions a s intellectuals—as
searchers after truth—make it impossible for us to live through the falsehoods of race
and trib e an d nation , whos e understandin g o f histor y make s u s skeptica l tha t
nationalism an d racia l solidarit y ca n d o th e goo d tha t the y ca n d o withou t th e
attendant evils of racism—and other particularisms; without the warring of nations.

Where are we to start? I have argued often i n these pages against the forms of racism
implicit i n muc h tal k o f Pan-Africanism . (An d i n othe r places , especiall y i n
"Racisms" an d "Racis m and Moral Pollution," I  have offered furthe r argument s
against these racist presuppositions.)

But these objections to a biologically rooted conception of race may still seem all
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too theoretical : i f Africans can ge t together around th e idea o f the Black Person , i f
they can create through this notion productive alliances wit h African-Americans and
people o f Africa n descen t i n Europ e an d th e Caribbean , surel y thes e theoretica l
objections shoul d pale in the light of the practical value of these alliances. But there is
every reason t o doubt that they can. Withi n Africa—in th e OAU, i n the Sudan , i n
Mauritania5—racialization has produced arbitrar y boundaries an d exacerbated ten -
sions; in the diaspora alliances wit h other peoples o f color, qua victims of racism—
people of south Asian descent in England, Hispanics in the United States,' 'Arabs" in
France, Turks in Germany—have proved essential .

In short, I  think it is clear enough that a biologically rooted conception o f race is
both dangerous in practice and misleading in theory: African unity, African identity,
need secure r foundations than race.

The passage fro m Achebe with which I began this chapter continues in these words :
' 'All these tags, unfortunately for the black man, are tags of disability.'' But it seems
to me that they are not so much labels of disability as disabling labels; which is, in
essence, my complaint against Africa as a racial mythology—the Africa of Crummell
and Du Bois (from the New World) and of the bolekaja critic s (from the Old); against
Africa a s a shared metaphysics—th e Africa of Soyinka; against Africa as a fancied
past of shared glories—the Africa o f Diop and the "Egyptianists. "

Each of these complaints can be summarized i n a paragraph .
' 'Race'' disables us because it proposes as a basis for common action the illusion

that black (and white and yellow) people are fundamentally allied by nature and, thus,
without effort; i t leaves us unprepared, therefore, to handle the "intraracial" conflicts
that arise from the very different situation s of black (and white and yellow) people in
different part s of the economy an d of the world .

The African metaphysics of Soyinka disables because it founds our unity in gods
who have not served us well in our dealings with the world—Soyinka never defends
the "Africa n World " against Wiredu's charg e that since people die daily in Ghana
because they prefer traditional herbal remedies to Western medicines, "any inclina -
tion to glorify the unanalytical [i.e. the traditional] cast of mind is not just retrograde;
it is tragic." Soyinka has proved the Yoruba pantheon a powerful literary resource ,
but h e cannot explain why Christianity and Islam have so widely displaced th e old
gods, o r wh y a n imag e o f th e Wes t ha s s o powerfu l a  hold on th e contemporar y
Yoruba imagination ; nor ca n hi s mythmakin g offe r u s th e resource s fo r creatin g
economies an d polities adequate to our various places i n the world.

And the Egyptianists—like all who have chosen to root Africa's modern identity
in an imaginary history—require us to see the past as the moment of wholeness and
unity; tie us to the values and beliefs of the past; and thus divert us (this critique is as
old as Cesaire's appraisal of Tempels) from the problems of the present and the hopes
of the future .

If an African identit y is to empower us, s o it seems to me, wha t is required is not
so much that we throw out falsehood but that we acknowledge first of all that race and
history and metaphysics do not enforce an identity: that we can choose, within broad
limits se t b y ecological , political , and economi c realitie s wha t i t wil l mea n t o b e
African i n the coming years.
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I d o no t wan t t o b e misunderstood . W e ar e African s already . An d w e ca n giv e
numerous example s fro m multipl e domains o f wha t our being African means . W e
have, fo r example , i n th e OA U an d th e Africa n Developmen t Bank , an d i n suc h
regional organizations as SADDC and ECOWAS, as well as in the African caucuses
of the agencies of the UN and the World Bank, African institutions. At the Olympics
and the Commonwealth games, athlete s from African countries ar e seen as Africans
by the world—and, perhaps, more importantly, by each other. Being African already
has "a certai n context and a certain meaning."

But, as Achebe suggests , tha t meaning i s not always one we can be happy with,
and that identity is one we must continue to reshape. And in thinking about how we
are to reshape it , w e would do well to remember tha t the African identity is, fo r its
bearers, only one among many. Like al l identities, institutionalize d befor e anyon e
has permanently fixed a  single meaning fo r them—like the German identit y a t the
beginning of this century , o r the American i n the latte r eighteent h century , o r the
Indian identity at independence s o few years ago—being African is, for its bearers,
one among other salient modes of being, all of which have to be constantly fought for
and rethought. And indeed, in Africa, it is another of these identities that provides one
of th e mos t usefu l model s fo r suc h rethinking ; i t i s a  mode l tha t draw s o n othe r
identities centra l t o contemporar y lif e i n the subcontinent , namely , the constantl y
shifting redefinitio n o f "tribal " identitie s t o mee t th e economi c an d politica l
exigencies of the modern world .

Once more , let me quote Achebe :

The duration of awareness, of consciousness o f an identity, has really very little to
do with how deep i t is. You can suddenly become aware of an identity which you
have been sufferin g fro m fo r a long time without knowing. For instance, take the
Igbo people. I n my area, historically , they did not see themselves a s Igbo. The y
saw themselves a s people fro m this village or tha t village. In fac t i n some plac e
"Igbo" was a word of abuse; they were the "other" people, down in the bush. And
yet, after the experience o f the Biafran War, during a period of two years, it became
a very powerful consciousness. But it was real all the time. They all spoke the same
language, called '  'Igbo,'' even though they were not using that identity in any way.
But th e moment cam e whe n this identit y became ver y ver y powerful .  .  .  an d
over a  very short period .

A short period i t was, and also a  tragic one. The Nigerian civil war defined a n Igbo
identity: it did so in complex ways, which grew out of the development of a common
Igbo identity in colonial Nigeria , an identity that created th e Igbo traders in the cities
of northern Nigeria as an identifiable object of assault in the period tha t led up to the
invention of Biafra.

Recognizing Igb o identit y as a  ne w thin g i s no t a  wa y o f privilegin g othe r
Nigerian identities : eac h o f th e thre e centra l ethni c identitie s o f moder n politica l
life—Hausa-Fulani, Yoruba , Igbo—i s a  produc t o f th e rough-and-tumbl e o f th e
transition through colonial to postcolonial status . Davi d Laitin has pointed out that
"the ide a tha t there wa s a single Hausa-Fulan i trib e .  . .  wa s largely a  politica l
claim of the NPC [Norther n Peoples' Congress ] i n their battle agains t the South,"
while "many elders intimately involved in rural Yoruba society today recall that, as
late a s the 1930s , 'Yoruba ' wa s no t a  common for m o f politica l identification." 6
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Nnamdi Azikiwe—one of the key figure s i n the construction o f Nigerian national -
ism—was extremely popular (as Laitin also points out) in Yoruba Lagos, wher e "h e
edited hi s nationalis t newspaper , th e West  African  Pilot.  I t wa s onl y subsequen t
events tha t le d hi m t o b e define d i n Nigeri a a s a n Igbo  leader." 7 Ye t Nigeria n
politics—and the more everyday economy of ordinary personal relations—is oriented
along such axes, an d only very occasionally doe s th e fac t float into view that even
these thre e problemati c identitie s accoun t fo r a t most seve n ou t o f ten Nigerians .

And the story is repeated, even in places where it was not drawn in lines of blood.
As Johanne s Fabia n ha s observed , th e powerfu l Lingal a an d Swahili-speakin g
identities of modern Zaire exis t "because spheres of political and economic interes t
were establishe d befor e th e Belgian s too k ful l control , an d continue d t o infor m
relations betwee n region s unde r colonia l rule." 8 Moder n Ghan a witnesse s th e
development of an Akan identity, as speakers of the three major regional dialects of
Twi—Asante, Fante, Akuapem—organize themselves int o a corporation agains t an
(equally novel) Ewe unity.9

When i t i s no t the "tribe" tha t i s invested wit h ne w uses an d meanings , i t is
religion. Ye t the idea that Nigeria is composed o f a Muslim North, a Christian South,
and a mosaic of "pagan" holdovers i s as inaccurate a s the picture of three histori c
tribal identities. Two out of every five southern Yoruba people are Muslim, and, as
Laitin, tel l us:

Many northern groups, especially in what are today Benue, Plateau, Gongola, and
Kwara states, are largely Christian. When the leaders of Biafra tried to convince the
world that they were oppressed b y northern Muslims, ignorant foreigners (includ-
ing the pope) believed them. But the Nigerian army .  .  .  wa s led by a northern
Christian.10

It is as useless here, as in the case of race, to point out in each case that the tribe or the
religion is, like all social identities, based on an idealizing fiction, for life in Nigeria
or in Zaire ha s come to be live d through that idealization: the Igb o identity is rea l
because Nigerians believe in it, the Shona identity because Zimbabweans have given
it meaning. The rhetoric of a Muslim North and a Christian South structured political
discussions in the period before Nigerian independence. But it was equally important
in the debates about instituting a Muslim Court of Appeals in the Draft Constitution of
1976, and it could be found, fo r example, in many an article in the Nigerian press as
electoral registration for a new civilian era began in July 1989.

There are , I think three crucia l lesson s t o be learne d fro m thes e cases . First , tha t
identities are complex and multiple and grow out of a history of changing responses to
economic, political , an d cultura l forces , almos t alway s i n oppositio n t o othe r
identities. Second , tha t they flourish despite wha t I earlier called ou r "misrecogni -
tion" of their origins; despite, that is, their roots in myths and in lies. And third, that
there is, in consequence, no large place for reason in the construction—as opposed to
the study and the management—of identities . On e temptation, then, for those wh o
see the centrality of these fictions in our lives, is to leave reason behind: to celebrat e
and endors e thos e identitie s tha t see m a t th e momen t t o offe r th e bes t hop e o f
advancing our other goals, and to keep silence about the lies and the myths. But, as 
said earlier, intellectual s do not easily neglec t the truth, and, all things considered ,
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our societies profit , i n my view, from the institutionalization of this imperative in the
academy. So it is important for us to continue trying to tell our truths. But the facts I
have been rehearsin g shoul d imbue us al l with a strong sens e o f the marginalit y of
such work to the central issue of the resistance to racism and ethnic violence—and to
sexism, and to the other structures of difference that shape the world of power; they
should force upon us the clear realization that the real battle is not being fought in the
academy. Every time I read another report in the newspapers of an African disaster—
a famine in Ethiopia, a war in Namibia, ethnic conflic t in Burundi—I wonder how
much good i t does t o correct th e theories wit h which these evil s are bound up; the
solution is food, or mediation, or some other more material, more practical step. And
yet, as I have tried to argue in this book, the shape of modern Africa (the shape of our
world) is in large part the product, often the unintended and unanticipated product, of
theories; even the most vulgar of Marxists will have to admit that economic interest s
operate through  ideologies . W e canno t chang e th e worl d simpl y by evidence an d
reasoning, but we surely cannot change it without them either .

What we in the academy can contribute—even if only slowly and marginally—is
a disruptio n o f th e discours e o f "racial " an d "tribal " differences . For , in m y
perfectly unorigina l opinion , the inscription of difference i n Africa today plays into
the hands of the very exploiters whos e shackles we are trying to escape. "Race" in
Europe and'' tribe "in Africa are central to the way in which the objective interests of
the worst-off are distorted. Th e analogous poin t for African-Americans wa s recog -
nized lon g ago by D u Bois.' l D u Boi s argue d i n Black Reconstruction  tha t racis t
ideology had essentially blocked the formation of a significant labor movement in the
U. S., for such a movement would have required the collaboration of the 9 million ex-
slave and white peasant worker s o f the South.12 I t is , i n other words , becaus e th e
categories o f difference often cu t across our economic interest s tha t they operate t o
blind us to them. What binds the middle-class African-America n to his dark-skinned
fellow citizen s downtow n i s no t economi c interes t bu t racis m an d th e cultura l
products of resistance to it that are shared across (most of) African-American culture.

It seem s t o m e tha t w e lear n fro m thi s case wha t John Thompson ha s argue d
recently, in a powerful but appreciative critiqu e of Pierre Bourdieu: namely, that it
may be a mistake to think that social reproduction—the processes by which societies
maintain themselves over time—presupposes ' 'some sort of consensus with regard to
dominant value s or norms." Rather , th e stability of today's industrialize d societ y
may requir e " a pervasive,  fragmentation o f the socia l orde r an d a  proliferation of
divisions between its members." For it is precisely thi s fragmentation that prevents
oppositional attitude s fro m generatin g " a coheren t alternativ e vie w whic h woul d
provide a basis for political action. "

Divisions are ramified along the lines o f gender, race , qualifications and s o on ,
forming barrier s whic h obstruc t th e developmen t o f movement s whic h coul d
threaten the status quo. The reproduction of the social order may depend less upon a
consensus with regard to dominant values or norms than upon a lack of consensus  at
the ver y poin t wher e oppositiona l attitude s coul d b e translate d int o politica l
action.13

Thompson allows us to see that within contemporary industria l societies an identifica-
tion of oneself a s an African, above al l else, allows th e fact that one is, say , not an
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Asian, to be used against one; in this setting—as we see in South Africa—aracialized
conception of one's identity is retrogressive. To argue this way is to presuppose tha t
the political meanings of identities are historically and geographically relative . So it is
quite consistent with this claim to hold, a s I do, that in constructing alliances across
states—and especiall y in  the  Thir d World— a Pan-Africa n identity , whic h allow s
African-Americans, Afro-Caribbeans , an d Afro-Latin s t o all y wit h continenta l
Africans, drawin g on the cultural resources o f the black Atlanti c world, may serv e
useful purposes . Resistanc e t o a self-isolating black nationalis m within England o r
France or the United States i s thus theoretically consistent wit h Pan-Africanism as an
international project.

Because the value of identities is thus relative, we must argue for and against them
case by case. An d given the current situation in Africa, I  think i t remains clear tha t
another Pan-Africanism—the projec t o f a continental fraternity and sorority, not the
project o f a racialized Negro nationalism—however false or muddled its theoretica l
roots, can be a progressive force. It is as fellow Africans that Ghanaian diplomats (my
father amon g them) interceded betwee n th e warring nationalis t parties i n Rhodesi a
under UDI ; a s fellow Africans tha t OA U team s ca n mediat e regiona l conflicts ; as
fellow African s tha t the human rights assessors organized unde r the Banjul Declara -
tion ca n interced e for citizens o f African states agains t the excesses o f our govern -
ments. I f ther e is , a s I  hav e suggested , hope , too , fo r th e Pan-Africanis m o f a n
African diaspora once it, too, i s released fro m bondage to racial ideologies (alongsid e
the many bases of alliance available to Africa's peoples i n their political an d cultural
struggles), i t is crucial that we recognize th e independence, onc e "Negro" national-
ism i s gone, o f the Pan-Africanis m o f the diaspora  an d th e Pan-Africanis m o f th e
continent. I t is, I  believe, i n the exploration o f these issues , thes e possibilities , that
the future o f an intellectually reinvigorated Pan-Africanis m lies .

Finally, I  woul d like t o sugges t tha t i t i s really unsurprisin g tha t a  continenta l
identity is coming into cultural and institutional reality throug h regional an d subre -
gional organizations . We share a  continent and its ecological problems ; w e share a
relation o f dependency to the world economy; we share the problem of racism in the
way th e industrialized world thinks of us (and let me include here, explicitly , bot h
"Negro" Africa and the "Maghrib"); we share the possibilities o f the development
of regional markets and local circuits of production; and our intellectuals participate ,
through th e share d contingencie s o f ou r various histories , i n a common discours e
whose outlines I have tried t o limn in this book .

"Odenkyem nwu nsuo-ase mma yemmefre kwaku o se Dbey e no ayie," goes an
Akan proverb. "Th e crocodil e doe s no t die under the water s o that we can cal l the
monkey to celebrate its funeral.'' Eac h of us, the proverb can be used to say, belong s
to a group with its own customs. T o accept that Africa can be in these ways a usable
identity is not to forget tha t all of us belong to multifarious communities wit h their
local customs; it is not to dream of a single African stat e and to forget the complexly
different trajectorie s o f the continent' s s o many languages an d cultures . "Africa n
solidarity" ca n surel y b e a  vita l an d enablin g rallyin g cry ; bu t i n thi s worl d o f
genders, ethnicities , an d classes, o f families, religions, an d nations, i t is as well to
remember tha t there are times when Africa i s not the banner we need.



E P I L O G U E :

In My Father's House
Abusua d3  funu.
The matriclan loves a  corpse .

AKAN PROVER B

Ly father died, as I say, while I was trying to finish this book. His funeral wa s an
occasion fo r strengthening and reaffirming the ties tha t bind me to Ghana and "m y
father's house'' and, at the same time, for straining my allegiances to my king and my
father's matriclan—perhaps, even tearing them beyond repair. Whe n I last saw him
alive, my father asked me to help him draft a  codicil to his will describing his wishes
for his funeral. I  did not realize then that in recording thes e requests on his deathbed
and giving them legal force , h e was leaving us, his children, an almost impossibl e
mission. Fo r i n our effort s t o conduc t th e funera l in accordanc e wit h my father' s
desires—expressed in that codicil—we had to challenge, first , th e authority of the
matriclan, the abusua, of which my father was erstwhile head and, in the end, the will
of the king of Ashanti, my uncle.

And in the midst of it—when partisans of our side were beaten up in my father's
church, whe n sheep wer e slaughtere d t o cast powerfu l spells agains t us , whe n our
household was convinced that the food my aunt sent me was poisoned—it seemed that
every attemp t to understand wha t was happening too k m e further back int o famil y
history an d the history o f Asante; further away from abstractions ("tradition" and
"modernity," "state " and "society," "matriclan " and "patrician"); further int o
what would probably see m to a European o r American an almost fairytale world of
witchcraft an d wicked aunts and wise old women and men.

Often, i n the ensuing struggles, I  found mysel f remembering m y father's parting
words, years ago, when I was a student leaving home for Cambridge—I would not see
him again for six months or more. I  kissed him in farewell, and, as I stood waiting by
the bed fo r his fina l benediction , h e peered a t me over hi s newspaper , hi s glasse s
balanced on the tip of his nose, and pronounced:'' Do not disgrace the family name.''
Then he returned to his reading .

I confes s tha t I  wa s surprise d b y thi s injunction : s o muc h a n ech o o f a  hig h
Victorian paterfamilias (or perhaps of the Roman originals that my father knew from
his colonial educatio n in the classics). Bu t mostly I wondered what he meant. Did he
mean my mother's famil y (whose tradition of university scholarship h e had always
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urged me to emulate), a  family whos e name I  did no t bear? Di d he mean hi s own
abusua (not , by tradition, my family a t all) from whic h he had named me Anthony
Akroma-Ampim? Did he mean his legal name, Appiah , the name invented for him
when the British colonial authorities decided (afte r thei r own customs) that we must
have'' family'' names and that the'' family'' name should be the name of your father?
When your father's family tradition casts you into your matriclan and your mother's
claims you for your father, suc h doubts are , I  suppose, natura l enough.

Pops, b y contrast, was afflicted b y no such uncertainties. He was the head of his
matriclan, his  abusua, the  matriclan of Akroma-Ampim, for  whom, as  I say, I  am
named. I n the autobiography that was his final gift t o us, h e wrote :

My matrilinea l ancestor s wer e amon g the very early Akan s of the grea t Ekuona
(Bush Cow) clan which originally settled at Asokore, some twenty-six miles fro m
Kumasi, long before Ashanti was created a nation by the great warrior-King, Osei
Tutu an d hi s grea t Pries t Okomf o Anokye . I n th e cours e o f time , som e o f m y
ancestors move d t o Fomena an d Adanse , wher e othe r member s o f th e clan ha d
settled earlier. Of the long line of ancestors, Akroma-Ampi m ("the haw k is never
impeded i n it s flight" ) an d hi s siste r Nan a Amof a later joined thi s migration t o
Fomena an d establishe d th e famil y reputatio n an d themselve s a t Mfumena m in
Adanse sometim e wel l befor e th e beginnin g o f th e nineteent h century . .  .  .
Being a great warrior, Akroma-Ampim had acquired a thousand personal'' slaves''
as his reward for his valor in various wars. These wer e al l men captured i n battle
and therefore a great asset to a warrior-adventurer. My ancestor settled these men at
Mfumenam, a  forest-belt on the Adanse side of the Offin River . Daily, he watched
the vas t unoccupie d fores t lan d o n th e othe r sid e o f th e grea t river , unti l hi s
adventurous spirit decided him to cross over with his sister and men and to occupy it
all. .  . .  Al l precautions agains t an y eventuality having been taken , h e and his
brave band of one thousan d se t out to the new land s wit h his famous wa r fetish
Anhwere and Tano Kofi bein g carried before him. .  . .  Satisfie d with what he had
acquired, h e se t out th e boundarie s an d place d hi s wa r fetis h Tano  Kofi  o n th e
western end of the boundary. .  . .  Thi s settlemen t was named "Nyaduom " or
the place of the garden eggs.'

But if he was clear that this was his family, he was clear, too, tha t we were his family,
also. I n a notebook tha t we found afte r h e died, h e had written a message t o us, his
children, telling us about the history of his abusua, of our mother's family, and of his
father, o f his hopes for us. An d the tenderness o f his tone was all the more strikin g
since he wrote of his own father :

I did not have the good fortune to know him as intimately as you have known me
and thi s for two reasons ; he wa s reserved an d what' s more , i t was no t then th e
custom here for a father to get too acquainted with his children for fear of breeding
contempt.

In his autobiography, he also told us how he was acknowledged hea d of his abusua
after the funeral of his predecessor (th e man for whom I am also named, Yao Antory,
corrupted late r t o Ya o Antony , anglicize d o n m y Britis h baptisma l recor d t o
Anthony—dubbed the "Merchant Prince," a businessman who, though nonliterate ,
managed a  vast empire).

The nex t day' s ceremonie s starte d a t abou t 6  AM . Leading us—th e elders , m y
sister, and I—was a man carrying the sacrificial lamb and a bottle of schnapps. A
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few yards only to the broad river, I saw a huge crocodile, mouth fully open, dancing
in circles i n the middle o f the river. .  . .  Th e libation with schnapps over , th e
oldest among the elders and I, holding two legs each, flung the sheep into the river,
to be grabbed, happily for me, by the dancing crocodile. After three dives folio wed
by a circular dance, the crocodile vanished, holdin g the sheep between it s mighty
jaws. Firin g o f musketry began , ami d the singin g of war songs, as we made th e
journey back home. I  had been proved to be the rightful and true successor t o my
recently-deceased grand-uncle , i n the long line to Akroma-Ampim. Now , ever y
word of mine was an edict—never to be challenged so long as I breathed th e breath
of life. 2

My father refound his family at the funeral of his great-uncle: at his funeral I  learned
more about that family and discovered th e ways in which it was and was not mine.

In th e codici l t o hi s will , my fathe r instructe d hi s churc h an d "m y belove d wife ,
Peggy" to carry out all the rites in association with his funeral. Not much to notice in
that, you might think, but, given the centrality of the abusua in Asante (a centrality so
clearly displaye d in my father' s accoun t o f his origins ) i t i s not surprisin g tha t by
Asante custo m th e funera l i s thei r business . I n practice , thi s usuall y mean s th e
business of one' s brothers and sisters (or the children of one' s mother's sisters) alon g
with one's mother and her sisters and brothers, i f they are living. Since you belong to
your mother's abusua,  the  widow and children belong to a different family from thei r
husband and father. Of course, th e widow and children of a dead man are part of the
furniture o f an Asante funeral . Bu t they do not control it .

Naturally, i n thes e circumstances , th e codici l di d no t pleas e th e abusua.  I n
particular, i t displeased m y father's sister, my aunt Victoria, and she and her brother
Jojo were determined to wrest control of the funeral away from the  church, the wife,
and the children. Their displeasure was compounded by the inescapable publicit y of
my father' s deathbe d repudiatio n of them. Fo r the funeral , as the leave-taking o f a
Ghanaian statesman, a brother-in-law of the king, a leading lawyer, a  member of an
important abusua  was , inevitably , a  public event . Throug h a  long career i n public
life, Papa (or Paa) Joe, as he was known, was a well-known figure in Ghana. His gusts
of eloquenc e i n parliament , a t publi c rallies , whe n h e preache d a t church ; hi s
cantankerous resistance t o government policie s h e disapproved of ; his mischievous
anecdotes: a  hundre d tale s i n a  thousand mouth s woul d surroun d hi s coffin . Th e
services were an occasion fo r the cameras o f national television; fo r article s i n the
Ghanaian newspaper s tha t tol d familia r storie s demonstratin g hi s reputatio n fo r
incorruptibility; for tales of the corruption he had rooted out , the legendary bribes he
had scorned. Ther e were long obituaries in the national and international press; later
there were editorials abou t the funeral . Removin g the abusua  fro m norma l contro l
inevitably entailed an element of public disgrace .

Speculation about m y father' s motive s i n excluding hi s abusua  fro m hi s obse -
quies wa s boun d t o ru n rampant . I  speculate d also , sinc e h e neve r explaine d hi s
decision directly to me. Still, I knew, along with almost everybody in Kumasi, that he
had had a dispute with my aunt over properties lef t t o them and their sister Mabel in
the wil l of my great-great-uncle , Ya o Antony . W e al l also knew that my aun t had
refused t o come and make peace wit h her brother even on his deathbed .

My father felt strongl y about his burial rites . I n his autobiography, he wrote :
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The exhibitio n o f dea d bodie s t o al l an d sundr y prio r t o buria l an d subsequen t
unnecessary and elaborate funera l celebration s hav e always distressed me ; there -
for, I  solemnly request that these abominabl e trappings be avoided a t my passing
away. I wish my family and friends to remember m e as I was before my demise and
to clothe themselves i n white instead of the traditional black and dark browns that
portray man' s inevitable transitio n as a gloomy specter. 3

Despite m y father' s codicil , neithe r m y mothe r no r th e churc h sough t a t firs t t o
exclude the abusua from the funeral arrangements. Rather , we hoped to include them
in a public display of solidarity aroun d th e coffin . I n retrospect, i t seems altogethe r
natural that our overtures to them were rebuffed. Whatever dates w e suggested, fo r
example, th e abusua proposed others . The issue was not convenience bu t control .

Within a week of daddy's death , the world around us, i t seemed, took sides. On the
one hand, ther e were the church an d it s leaders , th e Reverend Dr . Asante-Antwi ,
district chairman , and  the  Reveren d Dr.  Asante , pasto r of  the  Wesle y Methodis t
Church; and my sisters and myself. (So far as was possible, w e kept my mother out of
the dispute.) Since the church was professionally preoccupied wit h healing breaches,
and I was my mother's eldest child an d only son , th e leadership of "our " side —
insofar a s i t involved  confrontation—devolve d upo n me . (Neve r confus e a  mar -
tilineal society wit h a society wher e women are in public control.)

Leading the opposing "side" was my father's sister , Victoria , whos e husband is
the Asantehene, our king. She is, perhaps, th e most powerful person in the kingdom.
(Never assume that individual women cannot gain power under patriarchy.) B y the
time w e bega n t o mak e arrangements , Aunti e Vi c ha d begu n t o mobiliz e th e
considerable power of the throne (or the'' stool," as we say in Asante) in an attempt to
wrest control o f the funera l fro m us .

The immediat e locu s o f debate seem s trivial . We settle d o n Thursday, 26 July
1990, a s the day fo r my father' s burial , whic h was alread y eighteen day s afte r hi s
death. That meant Wednesday night would be the wake; Friday would be a day of rest;
Saturday th e ayie,  th e traditiona l Asant e funeral ; an d Sunda y th e thanksgivin g
service. W e wer e keen t o ge t th e funera l ove r with , i n part becaus e i t seemed th e
longer we waited the more likely it was that the church would be forced to give in and
let the abusua take over; in part, fo r sundry practical considerations ; i n part, fo r the
normal reason that contemplating the funeral would continue, until it was over, to be a
source of strain and distress. We had explained our reasons to the abusua on severa l
occasions i n several forums, an d they seemed t o have acquiesced. Then , th e wee k
before the burial was due, a message came summoning my sisters and me to a meeting
at 11:00 A.M. in the palace of the king of Asante—the Asantehene—in his capital, our
hometown, Kumasi .

The summons was not altogether surprising. We had begun to hear rumors that the
Asantehene was objecting to the dates we had suggested because he was planning to
celebrate the anniversary of his accession to the stool on Friday, 27 July, which would
place it on the very next day afte r th e burial.

Even if, as we suspected, the event had been created as a pretext, we had to take
the matte r seriously , becaus e w e kne w th e churc h would . W e obeye d Nana' s
summons.4
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We wer e accompanie d t o th e palac e b y ou r father' s bes t friend , Uncl e T.D. , a
journalist, who had been with my father when he died. Afte r being kept waiting for an
interval (no doubt to establish who was in charge), we were summoned along with the
church committee into the huge sitting room of the palace; it is enormous, with its two
sitting areas , eac h centere d o n a  giant Oriental rug an d surrounde d b y expensive ,
mock-antique furnitur e tha t look s a s thoug h i t cam e fro m Harrod s i n Londo n
(probably becaus e i t did) . M y uncle , Otumfu o Nan a Opok u War e th e Second ,
Asantehene, was already seated acros s th e room.

He was surrounde d b y the larges t collection o f courtiers I  had ever see n i n the
palace. Seate d i n two rank s o n hi s righ t were five or six linguists , led by Baffuo r
Akoto, wh o had been senio r linguis t for the las t king . The Sanahene , chie f o f the
treasury, and his colleague th e Banahene were also present, an d there were others I
recognized but whose names I did not know. Behind the Asantehene and seated to his
right wa s th e Juabenhene, whos e stoo l i s the "uncle " o f the Golden Stool . Nan a
Juabenhene wa s a  schoolmat e o f min e i n primar y schoo l an d wen t o n t o stud y
engineering a t the Kumasi University of Science and Technology. Though , like me,
he i s in his midthirties, the seniority o f his stoo l an d it s relation t o the Asantehene
mean that he is a  very important chief. Ther e wer e othe r chiefs around, including
Nana Tafohene, chie f o f a town on the outskirts of Kumasi , a  lawyer dressed i n a
formal sui t that he had presumably been wearing in court that morning. To the left of
the king (who had himself studied law in England), and a few feet away, sat my aunt,
also on a thronelike chair. A s we were about to begin, Uncl e George, hea d of my
grandfather's abusua,  a  so n o f th e las t king an d henchman of m y aunt's , arrive d
through the French window s to our right and sat down on a chair beside her .

On the sofas and chairs at right angles to them and to the king, facing the serried
ranks o f linguist s an d othe r courtiers , wer e th e member s o f th e church' s funera l
committee and the Reverends Asante-Antwi and Asante.

We cam e resolve d no t t o le t th e churc h be pressure d int o changing wha t we had
agreed. Naturally , w e ha d n o intentio n o f bein g pressure d ourselves . Bu t thi s
gathering o f notable s wa s impressiv e an d designe d t o intimidate . Accordin g t o
custom, each time my uncle, the king, spoke, hi s senior linguis t would address us
with the formal version of his remarks in his beautiful courtly Twi. And as he spoke,
the others woul d utter various word s and noises t o stress the key points: "Ampa"
(That's true) , three o r fou r o f them would say; or "Hwiem!" —a kin d of auditory
punctuation, a n exclamatio n point , a t th e en d o f a  significan t utterance. (I f yo u
wanted to know where the tradition of the African-American church with its cries of
"Testify!" come s from, you could star t by looking here. )

Baffuor Akot o had clearly bee n prepared b y the Asantehene for what he had to
say. H e explained t o us , a s w e expected , th e proble m abou t th e conflic t wit h the
anniversary. Nan a obviousl y wante d t o com e t o a s man y o f th e ceremonie s i n
association with his brother-in-law's deaths as he could. But he could not come in the
white cloth of celebration to a burial service, and he could hardly come in the cloth of
mourning to celebrate his two decades on the stool. The timing was in the hands of the
church. Nana did not ask us to change anything. He had called us only to let us know
of this problem.
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It was striking to me how, even in this display of power, Asante kingship operates
nowadays (as, perhaps, i t has always operated) by a kind of euphemism. There were
no orders here ; there was no acknowledgment o f conflict . Nana would come to as
much as he could of the funeral, we were told. Obviously, if we moved it , h e could
come to all of it. Bu t the decision was up to us.

The church people tried to explain the reasoning behin d the choice of dates, and
they were interrupted from time to time by my aunt; she was rather less euphemistic in
her demands. Why were they not willing to do this little thing for Nana?

The members of the church committee responde d politel y bu t with diminishing
firmness to all the questions put to them; at a certain point, it seemed tha t they might
be beginning to waver. We faced the prospect o f a funeral delayed fo r weeks by my
aunt, while she made efforts t o undo the effects of my father's codicil .

As this spectacle continued, my sisters and I grew angry. Their murmuring in my
ear becam e increasingl y urgent . Finally , whe n indignatio n ha d turne d int o th e
unfamiliar emotion of rage, when the blood wa s pounding through my head, I  could
not take any more. This wrangling over my father's corpse (as it struck me) by people
who had ignored his suffering when he was living, apparently without any concern for
those of us who had loved and cared for him, was more than I could bear. If I believed
in possession, I  would say that I was possessed. Despite years of training in deference
to Asante kingship and it s institutions, I could no t restrain myself . I  stood up , th e
violence o f my movement interrupting, I think, poor old Baffuor Akot o (a longtime
friend and political ally of my father's), and I walked to the edge of the rug nearest the
door, wit h my sisters gathered around me, befor e I  spoke.

' 'Everybody here knows what is going on and my sisters and I are not going to sit
here and let it happen. That woman," I  said pointing at my aunt, "and tha t man, "
pointing now at her cohort Uncle George, "ar e tryin g to use Nana to get their way; to
force th e church to do what they want." We were no t going to be party t o such an
abuse of the stool; we were leaving. By now my sisters were all in tears, shouting too
at them, "Wh y ar e you doing this to us? "

Pandemonium broke out. Never, they told us later, in the history of the court had
anyone walked ou t on the king. A s w e hurrie d ou t t o ou r car , crowd s of agitate d
courtiers streamed after us, preceded by Uncle T.D. "Yo u can't go," h e said. "Yo u
can't leave like this.'' My childhood friend, the Juabenhene, joined him. '  'You must
come back . Yo u owe it to Nana." I  told him that I had indeed been brought up to
respect the stool and its occupant; that I was still trying to do so, but that the stool was
being "spoiled" by my aunt; and that after what I had seen today, it was hard for me
to hol d Nan a himsel f in respect . Nan a Juabenhene wa s sympathetic . "But, " h e
insisted, "yo u canno t leave like this. You must return."

After a few minutes that passed like hours, we had recovered enough to reenter the
palace. "Don' t worry," Uncl e T.D. said . "Wha t yo u did will have helped. No w
everyone wil l know how strongl y you feel . Bu t you mus t go back no w an d finish
this."

When we entered and everyone was settled, Nana Tafohene rose on our right. He
addressed Baffuo r Akoto , a s chie f linguist , seekin g pardo n fro m Nan a fo r th e
disgraceful exhibitio n tha t ha d jus t occurred . A t th e heigh t o f Nan a Tafohene' s
peroration he remarked on my trespass: "O f course , we should beat him with rods of



Epilogue: In My Father's  House  18 7

iron until he bleeds. But then,'' he added after a masterful pause, "he is our child, and
we would only have to tend his wounds."

Then all of the church committee and the abusua (even my aunt) rose and begged
on my behalf for forgiveness, bending the right knee, with a hand on it, and saying the
traditional formula of apology: '  'Dibim.'' I  joined in, clumsily, at the urging of Uncle
T.D. Has I disgraced th e family name after all ?

Nana spoke. "We hav e locked what happened here in a box and thrown away the
key," he said. An d he meant: the matter is closed.

He couldn't have been more wrong.
As we filed out into the sunlight and into our car, trying to calm down, preparing

to leave, on e of the palace servant s slippe d ove r to the car where we were seated .
"Waye adef.,"  h e said , smilin g and grabbin g my hand—"You hav e don e some -
thing," whic h i s th e Aka n wa y o f sayin g "Wel l done. " H e wa s no t expressin g
hostility to the king: he was telling us that he, an d many others aroun d the palace ,
thought it was time someone tol d the king's wif e to stop abusing Nana's power. H e
was speaking out of concern for the king and respect for the stool—and, perhaps, out
of love for my father.

Within a few hours, people cam e to the house from al l over town to ask for our
version o f wha t happened, an d t o sa y to me , "Way e adee."  Som e i n the famil y
suggested I  woul d no w b e th e obviou s choic e fo r a  stool—chieftaincy—a t th e
ancestral villag e of Nyaduom . (The fac t tha t I did no t belong t o thei r abusua  wa s
brushed aside. It was as if for them I had become truly an Asante in the act of opposing
Asante tradition. ) They wer e claimin g me back , claimin g back th e child they had
known as one of their own. Curiously, to many, defiance at court made me something
of a  hero.

It wa s clea r tha t many people wante d u s t o know tha t they disapprove d o f my
aunt's campaign; they came with stories of how she had influenced Nana to make bad
decisions in chieftaincy disputes; they implied that his decisions could be bought by
paying off his wife. Thes e wer e accusations I  had never heard before; before, I  had
been one of her favorite nephews, her favorite brother's only son. Now that we were
on opposite sides , I  could hear these stories. True or not, they revealed a  degree of
hostility to my aunt and contempt for the king of which I had been totally unaware.
Someone eve n said: "She better ge t out of town fast whe n Nana goes," thus both
breaking the  taboo agains t mentionin g the Asantehene' s deat h and  uttering threat s
against his wif e a t the same time.

But even I knew how difficult it  was to lock things in a box in Asante. I got used to it a
long time ago. I  remember, abou t fifteen years ago , whe n I was staying in Kumasi
with an English friend fro m college. I was teaching in those days at the University of
Ghana and my father was a minister in the government, working in "the Castle, " the
center of government in the old Dutch slaving castle of Christiansborg in Accra. My
friend James and I were alone in Kumasi for the weekend—alone, that is, except for
the driver an d the cook an d our steward—because both my parents wer e away . H e
asked t o be taken ou t to the discos o f Kumasi . "Fine, " I  said , "le t Boakye , our
driver, take you. He'l l enjoy it. "

At dawn the next morning my father, the n a  minister i n the government, calle d
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from hi s office i n the capital. Word had reached him that our car had been seen in a
' 'strange" part of town last night. What had we been doing? My father reminded me
that our car would be recognized anywher e it went, asked tha t I should bear that in
mind in deciding where to send the driver, and went back to his investigations of the
financial dealing of another crooked multinational .

At breakfast I told James about the early morning call. Where had he been? He
didn't know exactly, but the women had been very friendly. And from then on he took
himself about in a taxi. The family nam e would not be disgraced.

The abusua  di d no t limi t itsel f t o appeal s t o earthly powers . A t the heigh t of th e
tensions, my kinsman Kwaku came from the family house to tell us that a sheep had
been slaughtered and buried there, i n the main courtyard, and spells cast against us
after the sacrifice. We met with Kwaku and worried members of our household on the
landing, whispering: so as not to disturb my mother upstairs; so as not to be heard by
the crowd of mourners gathered in the hall and the dining room downstairs. Kwaku
had gone at once to find a malam, a Moslem medicine man, who could produce some
countermedicine. A  whit e chicke n an d som e dove s woul d b e sacrificed . Th e
consensus was with Kwaku; some sort of countersacrifice was obviously necessary. I
arranged for it .

It was a form of remedy with which my father was highly experienced fro m hi s
earliest childhood in Adum, "the hub and heart of Kumasi, even Ashanti."

We, the true youth of Adum, spent most of our time learning to fight in anticipation
of frequent raids that we made on the citizens of other areas of Kumasi who we fel t
were collaborators of the British usurpers in our midsts. In order to ensure victory at
all times, our leaders provided us with juju, which we rubbed into our shaven heads
and bodies and was meant to break or deflect bottles or other missiles thrown at us
by the enemy. For this and other purposes, n o chicken was really safe a t night.5

That I  mysel f d o no t believ e i n magi c wa s oddl y besid e th e point . I t wa s m y
responsibility to respond to the spiritual menace, as the local head of OU T abusua, th e
only (and thus, I suppose, th e senior) male. So what if members of "our" sid e were
beaten up in the street by loyalists of the other "side''; at least the juju was checked by
counterjuju.

Meanwhile, eve n more disquietin g stories bega n t o circulate : th e Uncl e Jojo wa s
arranging a  crowd of the notoriously tough men of Adum to "kidnap" the corps e
when i t arrived an d take i t off .

There was also talk of threats to the business interests of members of the funeral
committee, to the priests, to the district chairman; on the Sunday before the burial was
due t o tak e place , w e wer e informe d that someone ha d entere d th e vestr y o f th e
Wesley Methodist Church and tried to beat up one of the priests. They wavered; their
business wa s healing breaches , no t engaging in hostilities. The y urg e me to hav e
abotar*., a Twi virtue, usually translated as "patience." It was a word that came up
often in the ensuing days. My sisters and I agreed that if there was one word we would
like expunged from th e language, this was it. I n the name of abotar*.,  people wer e
willing to wait and listen while the abusua, in general, and Uncle Jojo, in particular,
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took advantage over and over again of our desire to meet them halfway. It was, in
part, in the name ofabotare tha t my aunt's abuses of the stool were tolerated: in time,
everyone thinks, this too will pass. To urge abotare, so it seems to me, is to do what
Moslem peasants mean when they say "if Allah wills": it is to leave in the lap of the
gods what could be in the sphere of human action. But sometimes, I  think, what they
really mean t wa s not "hav e patience" bu t "kee p lookin g fo r compromise." W e
wanted to bury our father on his terms (or, at any rate, on ours): they wanted to keep
the peace. We wanted what we thought was fair and just; they wanted a solution that
would allo w them to live together i n peace. Thi s i s an old confrontation, between
"abstract rights" and "socia l community," a n opposition muc h beloved o f those
legal anthropologists who urge us to see "African value s of community" expresse d
in our procedures of arbitration and our hostility to the colonial legal system. Yet, if I
ask myself where my own concern for abstract rights came from, my own passion for
fairness, I  think I must answer that I got it not from my British schooling but from my
father's example . And , often , s o i t seem s t o me , a s in thi s case, thos e wh o urge
compromise a s an African virtue are only supporting a compromise wit h the status
quo, a  concession t o thos e with money an d power , an d a  littl e bi t o f concern fo r
abstract rights might reflect not a colonized mind but an urge to take sides against the
mighty, and "speak the truth to power."

I had broken with my king, with my father's abusua. I had crossed my father's sister,
a powerful woman in her own right. This was not to be done lightly. When food from
the palace was conveyed to our house, we were told it was most likely poisoned (by
means of witchcraft, of course). Auntie Vic made her weight felt around town, driven
around in one of her fleet of Mercedes-Benzes, cultivating a faintly plutocratic aura.
The displeasure of the abusua was not something to be lightly incurred, either. My
cousin Nana Ama, who m I had alway s thought of a s good-hearted an d put-upon,
revealed the depth of feeling in the abusua when she warned us coldly to consider the
future welfare of our mother. "Becareful," sh e said to my sisters and I. "Youdonot
live here. W e are here wit h your mother." When my sister s challenge d he r to say
directly i f sh e was threatenin g m y mother—asked her i f sh e remembered ho w m y
mother had watched over her education—she shouted defensively that she had "said
what she had said."

On the day that we retrieved my father's remains in Accra and brought him back in a
military plane , th e lea d editoria l i n the Ghanaian  Times  wa s entitled "Pa a Joe' s
Lesson"; explicitly, it took our side against the abusua. The man's wishes should be
respected, i t insisted. Powerfu l enemies w e had, bu t i t was als o clea r that we had
popular sentiment on our side.

Flying over southern Ghana toward Kumasi, a trip I had not taken by air for nearly
two decades, w e could se e the red laterite roads snakin g through the forests to the
villages and towns of Akwapim and Asante. When our city came into view I could see
how much it had grown in the last years, gathering around it a girdle of new housing
stretching out into what had once bee n farm s in the forest . A s w e came down the
runway we saw the hundreds of people gathered at the airport in red and black cloths;
the priests in their robes; the hearse waiting on the tarmac for the coffin. Mos t of our
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party descended from the rear door of the aircraft, but a few of us gathered at the front,
by th e cargo door : I  leapt dow n the few fee t t o the tarmac , th e black clot h I  was
wearing trailing behind me, an d waited to lif t dow n the coffin. W e had done it . We
had brought Pops home. As the wails of the mourners rose and fell, Uncl e George,
head o f m y grandfather' s abusua,  steppe d forwar d t o pou r libations . (Uncl e Joj o
hovered nearby , plainl y kee n t o exercis e hi s prerogative s a s self-appointe d heir -
presumptive to the headship of the abusua but aware, too, that his participation at this
moment would be unwelcome. Not that he had been idle: we discovered late r that he
had spen t th e tim e w e wer e i n Accr a tryin g t o fin d a  lawye r wh o woul d fil e a n
injunction t o sto p th e burial . Becaus e th e ba r wa s involve d i n th e funera l
arrangements—the president of the national bar, the chairman of the Asante bar, and
other senio r lawyer s wer e t o carr y hi s coffi n fro m th e church—ever y lawye r i n
Kumasi knew what was going on, and, amazingly enough, Jojo couldn't find a single
lawyer who would file the papers.)

Home i s a house my parents buil t just before independence . Downstair s two doors
come of f th e fron t veranda : on e t o th e house , on e t o m y father' s lega l office . A s
children we would go to school i n the mornings past the many people who gathered
from early in the morning on that veranda to see him. Many of them were very poor,
and they brought chickens or yams or tomatoes in lieu of money, because they knew
my father never insisted on being paid. Sometimes , th e people who came were no t
clients bu t constituents , wh o ha d walke d mile s fro m Lak e Bosomtw i t o catc h a
"mammy-wagon" t o town , t o as k fo r hi s hel p i n dealin g wit h th e government ;
sometimes the y were not constituents but people fro m Nyaduom , seeking a decision
about land rights or help in getting a road through, so that they could take out their
crops in trucks and not in headloads.

My father' s coffi n travele d in under the tree tha t my English grandmother ha d
planted the first time she visited that house (a tree where, as a child, I had pretended to
be Tarzan, swinging from the branches, oblivious of the cultural politics of my play)
and up onto this veranda, passing by the office wher e he had been Mr. Joe Appiah,
barrister an d solicitor of the Supreme Cour t of Ghana in his Ekuona chambers; th e
HonorableMemberof Parliament for Atwima-Amansie, known as the Leopard, Ssebs,
for hi s fearles s oppositio n t o th e government ; Spanin  Kwaben a Gyamfi , hei r t o
Akroma-Ampim, elder and hereditary owner of Nyaduom. When he entered int o the
house he was once more my mother's Joe, an d our papa.

There was loud drumming and louder weeping as the body was delivered int o the
house o n th e shoulder s o f a  hal f doze n youn g men, wit h cloths tie d aroun d thei r
waists, som e fro m m y stepgrandmother' s house , som e simpl y neighbor s o n th e
street. I  wrapped my cloth around my waist and joined them . I n the dining room a
platform had been raised, surrounded by flowers, and there we placed him, the coffi n
covered i n his finest kentt, and opened the small window above his head, so that we
could see his face .

A year an d a  half after h e fel l il l in Norway, nearly  a  year afte r h e returned t o
Accra, ou r father , hei r t o Akroma-Ampi m an d Ya o Antony , Opaw' n Kwaben a
Gyamfi—alias Osebs, the Leopard; Papa Joe; Pops—was home for the last time.
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By 10:00 A.M . of the day of the funeral, the church was full, and the Asantehene and
his queen mother wer e seated in the royal seats , m y Aunt Victoria betwee n them .
(Somebody told us later that during the service at one moment, when my aunt started
weeping, th e queen mothe r turne d t o her an d asked , "Wh y ar e you crying ? Has
somebody you know died?'' It was a royal rebuke to my aunt for her attempts to block
the funeral.) The stalls we had set aside for VIPs were empty save for the president of
the Ghana Academy of Arts and Sciences, Dr. Evans-Amfom, a  family friend sinc e
his days as vice-chancellor o f Kumasi's university. As the strains of the first hymn
came to a close there was a good deal of noise outside, including sirens and the sounds
of a  cheering crowd . A n official-looking person walke d ove r fro m th e side door t o
Rev. Asant e and they whispered fo r a  moment. A t the end o f the verse h e spoke:
"Would you please al l rise,' ' h e said '  'to welcome the head of state and chairman of
the PNDC, Flight-Lieutenant Jerry Rawlings and his party."

It was an electric moment , for security considerations mean t that almost no one
had been told he was coming. The head of state entered, dressed in a civilian suit,
open at the neck, accompanied by a civilian member of the PNDC—an old friend with
whom I  ha d taugh t a t th e Universit y o f Ghana , ove r a  decad e ago—an d som e
uniformed companions . Now I knew that people would feel we had done our father
the honor he deserved of us; that at least we had honored hi s name.

Throughout the service, lawyers in their court robes stood guard at the head and
foot of the coffin, takin g five-minute turns to honor their colleague. I f I turned to my
left and scanned to the right, I could see the abusua, first; then the royal party; then the
priests of the various denominations; then , behind the head o f the chairman o f the
PNDC on the wall, the plaque in memory of my father's father, who had also served
this church. Further to the right were the serried ranks of the legal profession in their
robes. On my immediate lef t was Uncle T.D.; behind me my sisters, my Nigerian in-
laws and friends, my friends from America. And to my right, somber and dignified in
her black cloth and black scarf, was my mother. All the identities my father cared for
were embodied abou t us: lawyer, Asante man, Ghanaian, African, internationalist;
statesman an d churchman ; famil y man , father , an d hea d o f hi s abusua;  friend ;
husband. Only something so particular as a single life—as my father's life, encapsu-
lated in the complex pattern of social and personal relations around his coffin—coul d
capture the multiplicity of our lives in a postcolonial world .

"I ha d to play the man and restrain an y tears as best I  could," my father wrote
about Yao Antony's funeral. '  'It was not the done thing for the head of a family or a
leader of men to shed tears publicly.' '61 did not manage this Asante restraint as well.

Outside, the people, thousand s upon thousands who had shouted, "Pops, O, Pops,"
the watchword of m y father' s friend s whe n we arrived , turne d to shoutin g "J.J. ,
J.J." (Rawlings' s initials ) a s his cortege swep t away. Someho w w e were hurried
through the crowds (many among them dressed in the black-and-white cloth we had
asked for—celebrating hi s life, mournin g his passing; many in ordinary brown and
red an d cloths o f mourning ) toward the centra l polic e station , wher e ou r ca r wa s
parked. And then we followed the hearse, led by police motocycle s tha t cleared th e
way. We passed the law courts, wher e my father had argued s o many cases, down
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along the main street of Kumasi, Kingsway, alongside Adum, where he was born, a
curious crowd lining our way; we traveled through the Kejetia roundabouts, with the
huge central sculpture—worker, soldier, and farmer, symbolizing our nation—along
by the  lorr y par k from whic h thousands of people travel dail y out fro m Kumas i in
every direction of the compass; we drove by our house and past the houses of a dozen
of m y father' s colleague s an d friends. W e passe d th e Methodis t Wesle y College ,
where he had worked with the missionaries as a boy; we entered Tafo, domain of the
Tafohene, and the city cemetery where my father, like his father before him, was to be
buried. And as we settled in by the graveside, and the coffin was placed in the ground,
Jerry Rawlings joined us. His remarks at the graveside were terse but pointed. I f we
truly wish to honor the memory of a great man, he said, we will not disturb his widow
and children over questions of property.

In effect , hi s mere presence a t the funeral , whic h he would not ordinarily hav e
attended, was a rebuke to the Asantehene and his wife: that the words he spoke at the
graveside were addressed to the heart of the dispute between my father and his sister
only made this explicit. In the normal business of Ghana, th e head of state and the
king circl e waril y abou t eac h other , eac h awar e o f th e symboli c an d materia l
resources at the other's disposal. To come to the Asantehene's capital to deliver this
rebuke, Jerr y Rawling s had  to  hav e a  poin t to  make . In  the  contex t of  publi c
knowledge, the main political effects of his presence were three: first, to claim affinit y
with a  politicia n o f th e independenc e generation ; second , t o underlin e recen t
government decree s expandin g the propert y right s o f widows ; third , t o impl y a n
awareness of the manipulations of the stool for private ends. The knowledge that he
might have come for private reasons—out of personal respect , a s someone tol d me
later, fo r my father—did nothin g to undermine these public messages .

' 'Wowu na w'ayie bf.ba  a , wohwf.  w o yareda ho mu,'' ou r proverb says. '  'If you
die and your funeral is coming, you foresee it from your sickbed." I do not know how
much my father would have foreseen, whether he knew his funeral would provide the
occasion for conflict between monarch and head of state, between Asante and Ghana.
To most of my kinsmen, to be sure, his thoughts on the matter are hardly hypothetical;
for them , h e was a witness to the ceremonies. Som e o f them tell me that he would
have been pleased .

My father's successor as head of the abusua will be named in time (the succession
is stil l in dispute a s I  write) , th e lates t i n Akroma-Ampim's long line . Perhaps , i f
matters are properly arranged , anothe r crocodile wil l seize another sheep, signaling
acceptance o f th e choice by th e powers an d principalitie s o f th e spiri t world . Th e
lineage wil l continue.

Another proverb says: Abusua te s*. kwaet, wows akyiri a eve kusuu, wopini  ho a,
na wohunu sf. dua koro biara MO ne sibers.. '  'The matriclan is like the forest; if you are
outside it is dense, if you are inside you see that each tree has its own position." So it
now seems to me. Perhaps I have not yet disgraced my  families and their names. But
as long as I live I know that I  will not be out of these woods.
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The Invention of Africa

1. Kwam e Nkrumah, Autobiography o f Kwame Nkrumah, 153 ; reporting a  speech made
in Liberia i n 1952 .

2. Alexande r Crummell, "Th e Englis h Language in Liberia."
3. Se e David Laitin, Politics, Language, an d Thought; and "Linguistic Dissociation : A

Strategy for Africa.' '
4. Thoug h thi s doe s no t necessaril y exclud e Nort h Africans , fo r ther e i s a  larg e

literature—to which I shal l refer i n Chapter 5—tha t argue s tha t the Egyptians ar e of Negr o
ancestry; see, fo r example , Chiekh Anta Kiop's Th e African Origin  o f Civilization:  Myth o r
Reality.

5. Wol e Soyinka, Death and the King's Horseman, author' s note .
6. Th e forma l colonia l er a wa s ove r b y th e tim e I  wen t t o primar y school . Bu t th e

transition t o postcolonial attitude s did no t disappear i n the instant the Union Jack wa s taken
down o n governmen t house . I  believe , however , tha t ther e ar e difference s betwee n th e
generation tha t inherited th e colonia l stat e an d th e presen t generatio n o f Western-educated
Africans an d that—at least i n Ghana and Nigeria—these differences are the result of changes
that bega n i n th e sixties . Antiwhit e racis m seem s t o m e commone r amon g peopl e wit h
university educations in these countries now—though it is emphatically still a minority view—
than it  was  whe n I  was  a  child . Centra l to  thes e change s are  at  leas t two  facts : first, the
worldwide exposur e o f America n racis m a s th e resul t o f th e coverag e o f th e civi l right s
movement i n the United States , whic h led to an increasingly broadly based identification of
Africans wit h African-America n politica l aspirations ; second , th e growin g belie f tha t th e
West's refusa l t o take actio n o n South Africa , a s well a s it s extraordinary reluctanc e t o ac t
against the Rhodesian minority government, grew out of an entrenched antiblack racism. Most
people outside Africa are probably unaware of the intense interest in southern Africa that exists
among a very wide class of ordinary Africans in other part s of the continent.

7. Th e positio n o f Cesaire—bor n i n 191 3 i n Martinique—o n thi s questio n change d
substantially in later years. Bu t in the period aroun d the Second Worl d War—the period tha t
formed the intellectual culture of the period of decolonization—there is no doubt of the racial
basis of his theories: A. James Arnold in his interesting discussion of this issue in Modernism
andNegritude quote s a passage fro m Tropiques,  no . 5 (April 1942): "There flows in our veins
a blood that requires of us a unique attitude towards life . . . w e must respond . . . t o the
special dynamic s of our comple x biologica l reality " (38 , italic s i n original). Bloo d her e i s
synecdoche, no t metaphor.

8. Alexande r Crummell "Th e Relation s and Duties of Free Colored Me n in America to
Africa," a  lette r t o Mr . Charle s B . Dunbar , M.D. , 1  September 1860 , whic h originall y
appeared i n The Future o f Africa. (Citation s are from H. Brotz ed., Negro Social and Political
Thought. Brotz's book would by itself be sufficient t o refute the extraordinary claim made by
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Joyce Joyce in her essay "Wh o th e Cap Fit" tha t "most Black people have always known[:]
that the division of mankind into races i s a biologically unsound contrivance" [377]. )

9. Rober t K . July , The Origins o f Modern African Thought,  108 .
10. Brotz , Negro Social  and Political Thought,  181 , 184 .
11. Neptune—wh o is angry with Ulysses for blinding Polyphemus and plays a hefty rol e

in keeping him on his wanderings—is busy enjoying an Ethiopian hecatomb in his honor at the
start o f the Odyssey,  whe n Minerva intercedes with Zeus for Ulysses. Se e Frank Snowden' s
Blacks i n Antiquity an d Marti n Bernal's Black Athena, vol . 1 , for a  ful l discussio n o f thes e
issues.

12. Th e philosophica l controvers y arise s becaus e tal k o f mora l knowledge  seem s t o
presuppose a  notion of moral truth:  and that is an idea that many moral philosophers (amon g
them mos t relativists , fo r example ) fin d troublesome . Se e Chapte r 5  o f m y Necessary
Questions, especiall y pp. 121-24 .

13. Cite d i n Brotz, Negro Social  and Political Thought,  185 .
14. Ibid. , 175 .
15. Ibid. , 180 .
16. "Th e Race Problem in America," in Brotz, Negro Social and Political Thought, 184 .
17. Brotz,  Negro Social  and Political Thought,  197 .
18. Nkrumah , Autobiography ofKwame  Nkrumah,  152-53 .
19. Wilso n Moses, Th e Golden Age o f Black Nationalism,  25 .
20. Ibid. , 61.
21. Se e Lewis's biographica l note to E. W. Blyden' s Christianity, Islam  an d the Negro

Race, ix.
22. Blyden , Christianity, Islam and the Negro Race, 94; from an address to the American

Colonization Society give n in 1883 .
23. Ibid. , 124 .
24. Ibid. , 212 ; fro m a  lectur e a t Sierr a Leone , Apri l 1884 , o n "Sierr a Leon e an d

Liberia."
25. Th e first two allegations are on p. 6, the next on pp. 58-59, and the last on p. 17 6 of

Blyden's Christianity, Islam  and the Negro Race.
26. Ibid. , 58.
27. Johanne s Fabian has recently argued (in Time and the Other) that seeing Africa a s a

reflection o f the European pas t is fundamentally a  device o f "tempora l othering"; a  way of
establishing and maintaining cultural distance .

28. Blyden,  Christianity,  Islam  and the Negro Race,  17 .
29. Se e the articl e o n Guinee.  (Th e translation s from th e Encyclopedic  ar e m y own. )
30. Thi s is from Jaucourt's famous diatribe against the slave trade, in the article "Traite

des Negres."
31. Thi s quotation and the last are from Brotz , Negro Social and Political Thought,  174 .
32. Blyden , Christianity,  Islam  an d th e Negro  Race,  115 ; addres s t o th e America n

Colonization Society , 1880 .
33. Crummell , The Future of Africa,  305 ; cited by Blyden in Christianity, Islam  and the

Negro Race,  175 .
34. Thi s impression ha s persisted: see , fo r example, John S. Mbiti' s influentia l African

Religions and  Philosophy.
35. Se e als o m y "Ol d Gods , Ne w Worlds : Som e Recen t Wor k i n the Philosoph y o f

African Traditiona l Religion."
36. Geral d Moore an d Ulli Beier , eds., Modern African Poetry,  59 .
37. Thi s expressio n seem s t o originat e wit h Blyden , in a  speec h i n Freetown , Sierr a

Leone, i n 1893, and was used by a number of Pan-Africanists—including Sylveste r Williams,
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who convene d th e 190 0 Pan-Africa n Congress—fro m the n on . (Th e speec h i s reprinted a s
"Study an d Race " i n Black  Spokesman:  Selected  Published  Writings  o f Edward  Wilmot
Blyden.)

38. Se e E. E . Evans-Pritchard , Witchcraft,  Oracles  and Magic among  the Azande.
39. Blyden , Christianity,  Islam  and the Negro Race,  272-73; this passage show s how

people ca n face the truth when they need to : Blyden's argumen t her e require s tha t blacks in
Christian land s should be unrepresentative, and so he is able to challenge th e very idea of a
representative Negro. Blyden was, in any case, generally more of an environmental—and less
of a  hereditary—determinis t tha n Crummell ; h e i s consisten t i n insistin g on th e variet y o f
character create d by the variety of Africa's ecology.

40. Wene r Sollors , Beyond  Ethnicity,  1.

Illusions of Rac e

1. W . E. B. Du Bois, "Th e Conservatio n of Races," 76 .
2. W . E . B . D u Bois , Dusk  o f Dawn:  A n Essay  Toward  a n Autobiography o f a  Race

Concept.
3. D u Bois, "Th e Conservatio n of Races," 73-74.
4. Ibid. , 75.
5. Ibid. , 75-76.
6. Ibid. , 76.
7. Ibid. , 77.
8. Ibid. , 78 .
9. Ibid. , 78-79 . Thi s tal k o f racia l absorption , an d simila r tal k o f racia l extinction ,

reflects the idea that African-Americans might disappear because their genetic heritage would
be diluted by the white one. This idea might be thought to be absurd on any view that believes in
a racial essence: either a person has it or they don't. But to think this way is to conceive of racial
essences a s being like genes, and Mendelian genetics wa s not yet "rediscovered" when Du
Bois wrote this piece. What Du Bois is probably thinking of is the fact' 'passing for white''; on
views of inheritance as the blending of parental' 'blood,'' it might be thought that the more it is
the case that black "blood" is diluted, the more likely that every person of African descent in
America could pass for white. And that wouldbe a kind of extinction of the socially recognize d
Negro. I t i s a n interestin g questio n wh y thos e wh o discusse d thi s question assume d tha t i t
would not be the extinction of the white also, and the creation o f a ' 'hybridized'' human race.
But, as I say, suc h speculation i s ruled out by the coming of Mendelian genetics .

10. Ibid. , 85 .
11. Jean-Pau l Sartre , "Orphe e Noir, " i n Anthologie d e l a Nouvelle  Poesie  Negre  e t

Malagache d e Langue Francaise,  ed . L . S . Senghor , xiv . Sartr e i n this passage explicitl y
argues that this antiracist racism is a path to the "final unity .  .  .  th e abolition of differences
of race."

12. Share d traditions do not help: the traditions of African-Americans that are African-
derived are derived from specific  Africa n cultures, and are thus not a common black possession;
and the American-ness o f African-Americans has to do with traditions developed i n the New
World i n interaction wit h th e culture s brough t by othe r American s fro m Europ e an d Asia .

13. Eve n dual-descent systems, in which ancestry can be traced through both sexes, tend
to follow on e branch backward in each generation .

14. Thi s way of thinking about the distance between social and biological ancestry I owe
to R. B . L e Pag e an d A. Tabouret-Keller' s Acts  o f Identity,  chap . 6 . I  am very gratefu l to
Professor Le Page for allowing me to see a typescript man y years ago .
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15. I t might be suggested i n Du Bois' s defense tha t he meant b y two peopl e sharin g a
common histor y only that two people a t the present wh o are of the same race hav e commo n
ancestry—the historica l relationshi p between the m bein g tha t eac h o f the m ca n trac e thei r
ancestry back to members of the same past group of people. But then this would clearly not be a
sociohistorical conception of race but , once more , th e biological one .

16. Ther e i s a  differen t sens e i n whic h the disciplin e of histor y i s alway s a  matte r o f
making as well as finding: all telling of the past is controlled b y narrative conventions. Neither
this point nor the one I make in the text here entails either that there are no facts about the past or
that historical narrative s are fictions, in the sense that we cannot make valid judgments of their
truth and falsity .

17. D u Bois, "Th e Conservatio n of Races," 75 .
18. Thi s seem s to me the ver y notion tha t the biologists have ended u p with : that of a

population, which is a group of people (or , more generally, organisms) occupying a common
region (or , more generally , an environmental niche) , along wit h people i n other region s wh o
are largely descended fro m people of the same region. See M. Nei and A. K . Roychoudhury,
"Genetic Relationship and Evolution of Human Races"; for usefu l backgroun d see also M .
Nei an d A. K . Roychoudhury , "Gene Differences between Caucasian , Negro an d Japanese
Populations."

19. D u Bois, "Th e Conservatio n o f Races," 75 .
20. Thi s clai m wa s prompte d b y G . Spiller , ed. , Papers  i n Inter-Racial  Problems

Communicated to  the First Universal  Races Congress Held at  the University  of  London, July
26-29, 1911.

21. W . E . B . Du Bois, "Races," 13.
22. M . Ne i and A. K . Roychoudhury , "Geneti c Relationship and Evolution of Human

Races," 4.
23. I  call a characteristic of an organism genetically determined if , roughly, the organism

has a  certai n geneti c constitutio n whose possessio n entails , withi n the norma l rang e o f th e
environments i t inhabits , an d i n th e cours e o f a n uninterrupte d normal development , th e
possession o f that characteristic. "Normal" and "interrupted" are concepts tha t need detaile d
explication, of course, bu t the general ide a is enough for our purposes here .

24. Strictl y we should say that the character o f an organism is fixed by genes, along with
sequences o f nucleic aci d i n the cytoplasm and som e othe r feature s o f the cytoplasm of th e
ovum. But the differential influence s of these latter sources of human characteristics ar e largely
swamped b y the nucleic DNA; they are substantially similar i n almost al l people. I t is these
facts tha t account, I  think, for their not being generally mentioned .

25. I t follows, from these definitions , of course, that where a locus i s monomorphic the
expected homozygosit y is going to be one .

26. Thes e figure s com e fro m Ne i an d Roychoudhury , "Geneti c Relationshi p an d
Evolution o f Huma n Races." I  have used th e figures derived fro m lookin g a t proteins, no t
blood groups , since they claim these are likely to be more reliable. I have chosen a measure of
"racial" biological difference that makes i t look spectacularl y small , bu t I would not wish to
imply tha t i t i s no t th e case , a s thes e author s say , tha t "geneti c differentiatio n i s rea l an d
generally statisticall y highly significant" (41) . I  would  disput e their clai m tha t thei r wor k
shows there i s a  biological basi s fo r the classificatio n o f human races: what i t shows i s tha t
human populations differ in their distributions of genes. That is a biological fact. The objection
to using this fact as a basis of a system of classification is that far too many people don' t fit into
just one category tha t can be so defined .

I should add that these are only illustrative figures. One way, which I would recommend ,
to get a sense of the current total picture, i f you aren't familiar with this literature, i s to read the
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two articles by these author s in the bibliography, i n the order o f publication. For purposes of
cross-reference I  shoul d poin t ou t tha t th e "averag e heterozygosity" the y refe r t o i s just 1
minus the average homozygosity , whic h I explain above.

27. Ne i and Roychoudhury, "Genetic Relationship and Evolution of Human Races," 44.
28. Se e John Maynard-Smith, The Theory o f Evolution, 212-14. The European cro w is a

similar reminder of the relative arbitrariness of some species boundaries: ther e is interbreeding
of neighborin g populations but reproductive isolation o f the birds of the eastern an d western
limits.

29. Se e Jonathan Westphall's Colour: Some Philosophical Problems  from Wittgenstein.
30. Heisenberg' s Philosophic  Problems  of  Nuclear  Science  (1952) , as  cite d in  Robin

Morton's paper "Parado x and Explanation: A  Reply to Mr. Skorupski, " 243 .
31. I n particular sociocultura l setting supposedly "racial' ' characteristics ma y be highly

predictive, of course, of social or cultural traits. African-Americans are much more likely to be
poor, fo r example, tha n Americans take n a t random; the y ar e thus more likel y to be poorl y
educated. Eve n here , though , just a small piece o f sociocultural informatio n can change the
picture. First-generation Afro-Caribbea n immigrants , fo r example, loo k very different statis -
tically fro m othe r African-Americans .

32. Ne i and Roychoudhury, "Genetic Relationship and Evolution of Human Races," 40.
33. DuBois , "Races, " 14.
34. D u Bois, Dusk o f Dawn,  137 .
35. Ibid. , 137-38 .
36. Ibid. , 153 .
37. Ibid. , 116-17 .
38. Se e the epigraph to Chapter 4 .
39. Fo r further thoughts along these lines see my "But Woul d Vhat Still Be Me? Notes on

Gender, 'Race, ' Ethnicit y as Sources of Identity. "
40. Kalle n no doubt acquired som e o f his idea s fro m th e sam e Harvar d course s a s Du

Bois, an d he plainly identified wit h the struggles of blacks agains t racia l intolerance , o n one
occasion refusin g t o attend a Rhodes scholars ' dinner at Oxford from which Alain Locke, a s a
black man, was excluded.

41. Horac e M . Kallen , "Th e Ethic s of Zionism," 62 .
42. Ibid .
43. Ibid. , 69 . Kalle n als o endorse s variou s mor e specifi c racialis t doctrine s

—notably a view of intermarriage a s leading to sterility—that Afro-Americans were less likely
to endorse. "Tha t the Jew merits and must have his self-hood, mus t retain his individuality, is
beyond question . H e ha s th e fundamenta l biologica l endowmen t an d th e transcenden t
efficiency o f mora l functio n whic h ar e th e ethica l condition s o f suc h self -
maintenance. .  . .  I t is the Jew tha t dominates in the child of a mixed marriage, an d afte r a
few generations, if sterility does not supervene, as it usually does, what is not Jewish dies out or
is transmuted" (70) . Bu t notice that this view, mutatis mutandis, would be consistent with the
American practice , endorse d b y D u Bois , o f treatin g peopl e wit h an y identifiabl e Africa n
ancestry a s "black."

44. Ibid. , 71.
45. Ibid. , 70.
46. I  am very grateful t o Jeff Voge l for drawing Kallen's article to my attention, and for

what I  have learned fro m discussion s of this issue with him.
47. Nkrumah , Autobiography  o f Kwame  Nkrumah,  pp . 166-71 ; thi s i s th e Jul y 195 3

motion that Nkrumah called the "Motion of Destiny."
48. Ne i and Roychoudhury, "Genetic Relationship and Evolution of Human Races," 4.
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Topologies of Nativism

1. "Beyon d the refusal o f all exterior domination is the urge to reconnect i n a deep way
with Africa's cultural heritage, which has been fo r too long misunderstood an d rejected. Fa r
from bein g a  superficia l or folklori c attemp t to brin g back t o lif e som e o f th e tradition s o r
practices o f our ancestors, i t is a matter of constructing a new African society, whose identity is
not conferred from outside.'' Cited by Valentin Mudimbe in ' 'African Gnosis. Philosophy and
the Order o f Knowledge: An Introduction," 164 .

2. Thi s is cited in Sollors's Beyond Ethnicity (57) , whic h gives a lucid discussion of the
role of notions of descent i n the understanding of ethnicity in America; see my discussion of
Sollors in ' 'Are We Ethnic? The Theory and Practice of American Pluralism.'' My discussion
here is much indebted to Sollors's work.

3. Se e Hugh B. MacDougall' s Racial  Myth  i n English History:  Trojans,  Teutons,  an d
Anglo-Saxons. Th e discussion of these paragraphs i s based o n MacDougall's account .

4. Se e Reginald Horsman's Race and Manifest Destiny:  The Origins of American Racial
Anglo-Saxonism. My discussion of Jefferson i s based on Horsman's account, from which these
citations come; see 19 , 101 , 108 .

5. Se e Hans Kohn, Th e Idea o f Nationalism,  431-32 , whic h includes the reference t o
Herder's On the New German Literature: Fragments.

6. Alexande r Crummell, "Th e Rac e Problem i n America," in Brotz, Negro Social and
Political Thought,  184 .

7. Hippolyt e A. Taine , History o f English Literature, 1 .
8. Ibid. , 17 .
9. Ibid. , 37.
10. Ibid. , 39 .
11. Davi d Hume, Of National  Characters  (1748) , 521-22 n. [M] .
12. Se e Henry Louis Gates' s prefac e to Black Literature an d Literary Theory.
13. Cite d i n John Guillory, "Canonica l an d Non-Canonical : A Critique o f the Current

Debate." This essay wil l surely come to be seen as a definitive analysis .
14. '"Th e teachin g o f literature ' i s fo r m e almos t tautological . Literatur e i s wha t i s

taught, that is all. It's an object of teaching." Roland Barthes, "Reflections suru n manuel,"
170.

15. Chinweizu , Onwuchekwa Jemie, an d Ihechukwu Madubuike, Toward th e Decolo-
nization o f African Literature,  xiv , text and footnote .

16. Ibid. , 89 .
17. Ibid. , 151 .
18. Ibid. , 147 .
19. Ibid. , 4 .
20. Elio t is cited on p. 106 . When Chinweizu et al. assert, typically, that "there was in

pre-colonial Africa a n abundance of oral narratives which are in no way inferior to European
novels" (27), they presuppose the universalist view that there is some (universal) value-metric
by which the relative excellence of the two can be gauged.

21. Renan' s influential essay "Qu'est-cequ'une nation" is the locus classicus of attempts
to defin e nationalit y through a  "commo n memory. " Fo r recen t wor k o n th e inventio n of
traditions see Eric Hobsbaw m and Terence Ranger , eds., The Invention o f Tradition.

22. Miche l de Certeau, Heterologies: Discourse on the Other, 32 .
23. "Th e source s of each of these tendencies can be discerned from the Renaissance, but

it was in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that they came through most powerfully, until
they became, in the twentieth century, in effect receive d assumptions." Raymond Williams,
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Marxism an d Literature, 47 . Se e also Louis Montrose, "Of Gentleme n an d Shepherds: Th e
Politics o f Elizabethan Pastora l Form, " and Michel Beaujour, "Genu s Universum."

24. Ernest o Lacla u an d Chantal Mouff e write : "Onl y i f i t is accepted tha t the subjec t
positions canno t b e le d bac k t o a  positiv e an d unitar y founding principle—only the n ca n
pluralism be considered radical . Pluralis m is radical only to the extent that each term of this
plurality of identities finds within itself the principle o f it s own validity, without this having
to be sought in a transcendent o r underlying positive ground for the hierarchy o f meaning of
them all and the source and guarantee of their legitimacy.'' Hegemony and Socialist Strategy,
167.

25. Willia m Carlos Williams , In the American Grain,  226 .
26. Fo r Pecheu x th e mor e radica l mov e i s toward wha t he term s dis-identification , i n

which we are no longer invested in the specific institutional determinations of the West. Michel
Pecheux, Language, Semantics  and Ideology, 156-59 .

27. Frant z Fanon, Th e Wretched  of the Earth, 221 .
28. Ibid. , 223-24.
29. Ibid. , 226 . Fo r Ngugi , the caus e o f cultura l nationalism ha s lea d hi m to writ e i n

Gikuyu, eschewing the languages of Europe. I n fact, he insists of his europhone compeers that
' 'despite any claims to the contrary, what they have produced is not African literature,'' and he
consigns the work of Achebe, Soyinka , Sembene, and others to a mere hybrid aberrancy that
"can onl y b e terme d Afro-Europea n literature " (Ngug i wa Thiong'o , "Th e Languag e o f
African Literature," p . 125) . So it is interesting to note that, despite his linguistic nativism, he
does not eschew innovations rooted in Western expressive media . Recently he explained some
of the effects h e achieved in his latest Gikuyu novel, Matigari ma Njirugi, b y the happy fact of
his being ' 'influenced by film technique. . . . I  write as if each scene is captured in a frame,
so the whole novel is a series of camera shots.'' "Interview with Ngugi wa Thiong'o by Hansel
NolumbeEyoh," 166 .

30. Terenc e Ranger , "Inventio n o f Tradition i n Colonial Africa, " i n Hobsbawm an d
Ranger, The Invention o f Tradition,  212 .

31. Ibid .
32. Ibid. , 262. Al-AminM. Mazrui has argued, to the point, that "empirical observations

have tende d t o sugges t a  shif t toward s increasin g ethni c consciousness , despit e th e reverse
trend toward s decreasin g ethni c behavior . Losin g sigh t o f suc h observation s necessaril y
culminates in the distortion of the nature of tribal identity and in the mystification o f cultural
revival as an aid to tribal identity. In fact, this tendency to mystify tribal identity is precisely the
factor which has made imperialist countrie s realise tha t there is no conflict o f interest in their
sponsoring all sorts of parochial tribal cultural festivals in the guise of reviving African cultural
heritage, whil e attemptin g to infus e ou r societie s wit h a  'new ' cultura l ethos tha t wil l b e
conducive to further consolidation of neocolonial capitalis m in Africa." Al-Ami n M. Mazrui,
"Ideology or Pedagogy: Th e Linguistic Indigenisation of African Literature, " 67 .

33. Johanne s Fabian, Language and Colonial Power, 42-43. The dominance of Swahili
in many areas is , itself , a  colonial product (se e p . 6) .

34. Fanon , The Wretched  of the Earth, 212 .
35. Christophe r Miller , "Theories of Africans: The Question of Literary Anthropology.''
36. Pau l de Man, "Th e Resistanc e to Theory," 14.
37. Pau l de Man, Allegories o f Reading,  16-17 .
38. Deni s Kambouchner , "Th e Theor y o f Accidents," 149 .
39. Ibid. , 150 .
40. I t is important t o be clear tha t Chase's claim for dependency i s a  complex one ; d e

Man, sh e argues, i s in part engaged i n a critique of romantic ideology ; see her "Translatin g
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Romanticism: Literary Theory as the Criticism of Aesthetics in the Work of Paul de Man" fo r
an elaboration o f this point.

41. Miller , "Theories of Africans," 281 .
42. Se e my "Strictures on Structures: On Structuralism and African Fiction. "
43. Marily n Butler , "Agains t Tradition : Th e Cas e fo r a  Particularize d Historica l

Method."
44. Fo r an illuminating discussion of the charges that Ouologuem was guilty of' 'plagiar-

ism" o f Greene' s work , se e Christopher Miller' s Blank Darkness:  Africanist  Discourse  i n
French, 219-28 .

45. Chinu a Achebe, Intervie w (Anthony Appiah, John Ryle , an d D. A . N . Jones) , 2 6
February 1982 .

46. Oko t p'Bitek, Song  of Lawino and Song ofOcol, 43-44.
41. Geral d Moore, Twelve  African Writers,  124-25 .
48. Se e G. D . Killam , ed., African Writers  and Writing,  3 .
49. Significantly , when , in m y ow n undergraduat e days there , Cambridg e University

appointed Wol e Soyinka as a lecturer, it was through the department of anthropology.
50. Immanue l Wallerstein, Historical Capitalism,  88 .
51. I  would contrast this to serious attempts to use notions borrowed from If  a divination,

for example , i n a  situate d wa y fo r literar y theory , a s Henr y Loui s Gate s ha s don e i n hi s
Signifying Monkey.  Bu t there we have moved far beyond the mere insertion of the occasional
metaphor. What I am objecting to is nativist icing, not an African cake.

52. Achebe , Interview. This passage, which comes from m y original transcription, was
edited out of the version published in the T.L.S.

53. Soyinka , o f course , use s th e expressio n "socia l vision " t o othe r mor e comple x
purposes in Wole Soyinka, Myth, Literature and the African World.  For further discussion of
these issues see Chapter 4.

54. "Tou t le long du jour" is from Chants  d'ombre.

The Myth o f an African Worl d

1. Achebe , Interview.
2. Ibid .
3. Wol e Soyinka, Death and the King's Horseman, 49 .
4. Ibid. , 11.
5. Lione l Trilling, Sincerity and Authenticity, 6 .
6. Ibid. , 97.
7. Stephe n Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-fashioning,  256 .
8. I  have tried to sa y more abou t the issues of agency tha t Greenblatt's wor k raises in

"Tolerable Falsehoods: Agenc y and the Interests of Theory."
9. Lione l Trilling, The Opposing  Self,  xii-xiv .
10. Ngug i wa Thiong'o, Homecoming,  39 .
11. Soyinka , Death and the King's Horseman, author' s note.
12. Ibid. , 62.
13. Ibid. , 28 .
14. Ibid. , 40.
15. Ibid. , 65.
16. Soyinka , Myth, Literature  and th e African World,  50 .
17. Ibid.,xii .
18. Ibid. , 97.
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19. Ibid. , 14 ; italics mine.
20. Ibid. , 97.
21. M y discussion o f Death and the King's Horseman  i s much influenced by Soyinka's

production a t Lincoln Center i n early 1987 .

Ethnophilosophy and Its Critics

1. Pauli n Hountondji, African Philosophy:  Myth  an d Realiity,  33 .
2. Though , to repeat a point I made in the first essay, the situation of the intellectuals is of

the first importance fo r Africans quite generally .
3. I  shoul d no t wan t to b e though t t o b e supposin g tha t the ga p betwee n Frenc h an d

German philosophica l traditions i s negligible, either : Jurge n Habermas's The Philosophical
Discourse o f Modernity:  Twelve  Lectures, fo r example, i s often sublimel y uncomprehending
of the work of such leading French philosophes a s Derrida, Lyotard, and Foucault. See John
Rajchman's "Habermas' s Complaint."

4. Bernar d Williams, Ethics  and the Limits o f Philosophy,  6 .
5. Hountondji , African Philosophy:  Myth  an d Reality, 66 .
6. Kwas i Wiredu, Philosophy an d an African Culture,  xi .
7. Aim e Cesaire , Cahier  d'un  retour  au pays natal,  117 . I  should note tha t Cesaire's

expression of this sentiment probably deserves an ironical reading .
8. Richar d Wright, ed., African Philosophy:  An Introduction, 26-27 .
9. Man y of the references in the thorough bibliography of Richard Wright's collection are

to anthropological reports of the concepts and beliefs of the folk philosophies of various groups
in Africa , reflecting the editor's view that ethnophilosophy i s indeed a  major philosophica l
preoccupation.

10. M . Towa, Essai sur la problematique philosophique dans  I'Afrique actuelle.
11. Hountondji , African Philosophy:  Myth  an d Reality, 161 .
12. Helain e Minkus , "Causa l Theor y i n Akwapi m Aka n Philosophy, " i n Wright ,

African Philosophy:  An Introduction,  127 .
13. Se e P. F . Strawson , Individuals: An Essay i n Descriptive Metaphysics.
14. Joh n Skorupski, Symbol and Theory,  218 .
15. Thes e notion s ar e t o b e foun d i n th e writing s o f Rattray , wh o wa s th e firs t

ethnographer t o giv e a  writte n accoun t o f Asant e ideology , an d the y ca n b e confirme d by
discussion with people in Asante today; see R. S. Rattray, Ashanti, 46. They are discussed also
by Wired u i n Wright' s African  Philosophy:  A n Introduction,  141 , an d Kwam e Gyeky e i n
"Akan Language and the Materialism Thesis" and more recently in his African Philosophical
Thought.

16. Indee d the literature on Akan ideas does not often distinguish among the various Twi-
speaking Akan cultures; that it is potentially different scheme s that are being compared i s thus
an issue that has not usually been raised .

17. Be n Oguah, "Africa n an d Western Philosophy : a  Comparative Study " in Wright,
African Philosophy:  An Introduction, 170 .

18. Ibid. , 177 ; compare Gyekye , "Akan Languag e and the Materialism Thesis."
19. But  my stepgrandmother was a very active Methodist and would probably have taken

me to be asking only about the Christian soul: about which she would, however, probably have
believed the same .

20. Th e interpretatio n o f proverb s ou t o f contex t i s b y n o mean s a  straightforwar d
business; see the introduction to Bu Me fie: The Proverbs o f the Akan (Enid Margaret Appiah,
Anthony Appiah et al., forthcoming. )
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21. I  say "most" because Kwas i Wiredu is a monist and Kwame Gyekye a dualist: but
each o f them is the product, o f course, o f an extensive Wester n training .

22. Diop , The African Origin  of Civilization,  xiv-xv .
23. Ibid. , xvi.
24. Th e wor k o f Diop , whic h I  a m abou t t o discuss , challenge s th e clai m t o Gree k

originality: unlike their other claims, this one seems to me plausible and worth examining, and
the best case for it, sofaraslknow, is in Martin Bernal's recent BlackAthena. I think one of the
most importan t lesson s o f Bernal' s wor k i s that i t makes a  strong cas e fo r th e centrality of
racism—directed agains t both "Negroes " an d "Semites"—i n th e rewriting of th e officia l
history o f the Greek miracl e tha t occurred i n the European Enlightenment ; a rewriting tha t
rejected th e ancient commonplace tha t the Greeks learned much from Egypt . Bernal does not
count as an Egyptianist, for me, becaus e h e does not make hi s argument the basis for a view
about what contemporary black intellectuals should care about . He is simply concerned t o set
the record straight .

25. M y feelings on this topic may be connected wit h my having had a British secondar y
education i n whic h th e rol e o f classic s i n maintainin g class differentiatio n wa s difficul t t o
ignore!

26. Ther e is, incidentally, something paradoxical about the insistence that we must work
with th e grea t written  texts o f philosophy i n Africa . Fo r i f w e ar e tryin g to ge t awa y from
European stereotypes , the n surely the view that all interesting conceptual work is written and
the property o f an individual, and that all interesting analysis has to be of written texts i s one
that we should discard faster than many others?

27. I  am not meaning to imply that this is the only place where philosophy in this sense
occurs. I mean only that the kind of philosophy I have in mind occurs typically in universities.

28. Robi n Horton, "Africa n Traditiona l Religion and Western science, " 159 .
29. Tow a also offers a n acute analysis of the motivations for this strategy; Essai sur  la

problematique philosophique dans I'Afrique actuelle,  26-33.' 'The concept of philosophy thus
enlarged is coextensive with the concept of culture. It is achieved by way of a contrast to animal
behavior. It is thus differentiated fro m such behavior but it remains indistinguishable from any
other cultura l form at all: myth, religion, poetry , art , science , etc. "

31. Ibid. , 26.
31. Wright , African Philosophy:  An Introduction, 27 .
32. Wiredu , Philosophy and an African Culture,  38 .
33. Ibid .
34. Ibid. , 41.
35. Ibid. , 47.
36. Ibid. , 41.
37. Ibid. , 47.
38. Ibid. , 1,4 .
39. Ibid. , 43 . I t i s important , i n th e ligh t especiall y o f hi s mor e recen t wor k i n th e

explication of Akan philosophical ideas, to be clear that Wiredu does not reject as traditional or
superstitious all African modes of thought. Indeed, as he was kind enough to point out to me in
commenting on a draft o f this chapter, o n the last paragraph o f p. 42 he explicitly denies this;
and on p. 50 he writes: ' 'particularly in the field of morality there are conceptions no t based on
superstition fro m whic h th e moder n Westerne r ma y wel l hav e somethin g t o learn . Th e
exposition o f suc h aspect s o f Africa n traditiona l though t specially befit s th e contemporar y
African philosopher. "

40. Hountondji , African Philosophy:  Myth  an d Reality, 39 .
41. Ibid. , 45.
42. Ibid. , 97.
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43. Ibid. , 98. "Science," here, mean s systematic knowledge , an d is used in the French
sense; we anglophones need to know at least thhhis much about "Continental" philosophy if we
aren't to misunderstand ou r francophone brethren!

44. Hountondji , African Philosophy:  Myth an d Reality, 33 .
45. Ibid. , 168 .
46. Ibid. , 104 .
47. Hountondj i has—for example, in a talk at the African Literature Association meeting

in Dakar, Senegal, i n April 1989—accepte d this point, insisting now that his original prise de
position was polemical. In a situation where African philosophy was supposed to be exhausted
by a descriptive ethnophilosophy, it is understandable that his point—that this was by no means
all there was to philosophy—was overstated, as the claim that ethnophilosophy had nothing to
do with philosophy.

48. Wiredu , Philosophy an d an African Culture,  x .
49. Som e of the most interesting work that could be classified as African philosophy does

not proceed fro m th e problematics I have been discussing at all. Certainly, V. Y. Mudimbe's
The Invention of Africa, a  powerful inquiry into the contours of Africa in Western modernity, is
exemplary of the kind of richly textured explorations of cultural life that are the inevitable task
of a contemporary Africa n philosophy .

Old Gods, Ne w World s

1. J . F. Thiel, La situation religieuse des Mbiem, proverbeS, 171 . The French translates
as follows:
What we eat—the ancestors have shown us .
Gloss: "W e recogniz e wha t is edible because th e ancestors hav e shown it to us. We simply
follow th e ancestors."

2. Imighthavechosenth e word posttraditional here, but, as I argue in Chapter 7, it may
be as well to reserve post as a prefix fo r a more specifi c purpose than that of meaning simply
"after."

3. Rattray , Ashanti, 147^19 . I  have varied hi s translation occasionally .
4. Tr y asking a Catholic priest in rural Ireland or in Guatemala for an explanation of each

step in the Eucharist.
5. Thi s point is made clearly i n John Skorupski's excellent Symbol an d Theory.
6. Cliffor d Geertz , The Interpretation o f Cultures,  90 .
7. Wiredu , Philosophy and an African Culture,  42 .
8. Achebe , Interview.
9. Osca r Wilde, Phrases and Philosophies  for th e Us e of the Young,  418 .
10. Robi n Horton, "Spiritua l Beings and Elementary Particles—A Reply to Mr Pratt,"

30.
11. '  'One approach to the phenomena of magic and sorcery would be to suppose that we

find ourselves facin g a  symboli c language . . . . A  ma n wh o flies through th e air , wh o
changes himsel f int o a n animal , o r wh o make s himsel f invisibl e a t wil l .  . .  canno t b e
anything bu t a  code d languag e whose ke y w e have simply t o discover . W e woul d then b e
reassured." M. P. Hegba, Sorcellerie: Chimere  dangereuse .  . .  ?219 .

12. Horton , "Spiritua l Beings and Elementary Particles," 31 .
13. " . .  .  symboli c and esoteric languag e is highly honored i n our society." Hegba ,

Sorcellereie, 219 .
14. Joh n Skorupski has persuaded m e that Durkheim does indeed offe r thi s apparentl y

crude argument ; see Skorupski' s Symbol  an d Theory,  chap . 2 , fo r a n excellent discussion .
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15. Thi s account was suggested to me in conversation with Ruth Marcus. This conception
of rationality belongs to a family of recent proposals that treat a concept as being defined by the
de r e relations of agents t o the world ; see, fo r example, Grandy' s accoun t o f knowledge i n
Hugh Mellor, ed., Prospects for Pragmatism.  I t is thus true on this view that a person's belief s
can be objectively irrational, even though they are subjectively justified. As Gettier showed, a
belief can be justified and true, but not a piece of knowledge, because the justification fails to be
appropriately relate d de re to the facts; see Edmund L . Gettier III , "I s Justifie d True Belie f
Knowledge," 281-82 . Similarly , I want to say a belief can be reasonable (subjectively) , but
irrational (objectively) . Since question s o f rationality , therefore, rais e question s about ho w
other people stan d in relation to reality; and since these question s cannot be answered whil e
leaving open , a s I wis h to do, question s abou t who i s right , I  shal l talk from now o n abou t
reasonableness rathe r than rationality. Someone i s reasonable, on my view, if they are trying to
be rational: if  they are trying to act so  as to maximize the chance of  their beliefs being true .

16. Evans-Pritchard , Witchcraft,  Oracles  and Magic among  th e Azande, 202 .
17. Richar d Miller, Fact an d Method.
18. Evans-Pritchard , Witchcraft,  Oracles  and Magic among  the  Azande, 201 .
19. Ibid .
20. Ibid. , 199 . B y "mystical" notions Evans-Pritchard means , a s he says, "pattern s of

thought that attribute to phenomena supra-sensibl e qualities which, or part o f which, are not
derived fro m observatio n o r canno t logicall y b e inferre d fro m it , an d which  they  d o no t
possess'' (p . 229, italic s mine). It is the italicized phrase that does all the work here: the rest of
this definition simply means that mystical predicates ar e theory-laden, whic h means, i f recent
philosophy o f scienc e i s correct , tha t the y are , i n thi s respect , lik e ever y othe r empirica l
predicate; see N. R. Hanson, Patterns o f Discovery, an d (for some reservations) Ian Hacking,
Representing an d Intervening,  171-76 . (Hanson' s ter m i s "theory-loaded " bu t I—an d
others—use the expression "theory-laden." )

21. Evans-Pritchard , Witchcraft,  Oracles  an d Magic among  th e Azande, 201-3.
22. Ur i Geller is believed by some people to have what are called "paranormal " powers:

the ability , for example, to bend spoons "b y th e power o f his mind."
23. Se e Kar l Popper's Conjectures  an d Refutations  an d T. S . Kuhn' s The Structure  o f

Scientific Revolutions.
24. Horton' s mos t famou s pape r i s hi s "Africa n Traditiona l Religio n an d Wester n

Science.'' All my thought on these questions has been stimulated and enlivened by reading and
talking with him, and so many of the ideas I shall be offering are his that I make now a general
acknowledgement.

25. "Whil e neithe r failing t o recogniz e thei r limits nor restrainin g th e marc h toward s
progress, theoretica l understandin g [science] , an d liberation , w e mus t admi t tha t Africa n
explanations o f th e phenomen a o f magi c an d sorcer y ar e rational . Ou r popula r belief s ar e
certainly disconcerting, sometimes false ; but would it not be a serious methodologica l erro r to
postulate irrationalit y at the beginning of the study of a  society?" Hegba , Sorcellerie,  267' .

26. Wiredu , Philosophy and  an African Culture,  chap . 3.
27. Horton , "African Traditiona l Religio n and Western Science, " 64 .
28. Ibid. , 51 .
29. Se e Daniel Dennett's Th e Intentional Stance.
30. See  Evans-Pritchard, Witchcraft,  Oracles  and  Magic among  the  Azande, chap . 2.
31. Wilson , Rationality, 153 .
32. Catherin e Coquery-Vidrovitch , "Th e Politica l Econom y of  the  Africa n Peasantr y

and Modes o f Production," 91.
33. Barr y Hallen , "Robi n Horto n o n Critica l Philosoph y an d Traditiona l Thought. "
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Wiredu, of course, doe s not deny the existence of skeptics in traditional cultures. See pp. 20-
21, 37 , 14 3 of Philosophy  an d an African Culture.

34. Ibid. , 82 .
35. Ibid. , 82 .
36. Kar l Popper, "Toward s a Rational Theory of Tradition."
37. Hallen , "Robin Horton on Critical Philosophy and Traditional Thought," 83.
38. M . Griaule , Dieu d'eau: Entretiens avec Ogotemmeli.  (An d we might add, despit e

Morton's comments in the manuscript "African Thought-patterns: Th e Case for a Comparative
Approach," that afte r Kuhn the "openness" of science is also in question; see D. Gjertsen ,
"Closed and Open Belie f Systems.")

39. Barr y Hallen and J. Sodipo , Knowledge,  Belief  an d Witchcraft.
40. Thi s work is in the paper' Traditional Thought and the Emerging African Philosophy

Department: A Reply to Dr. Hallen."
41. Thi s is not to say that they do not have the concepts necessary to understand the idea of

an experiment , merel y t o sa y tha t the y ar e no t intereste d i n disintereste d experimentatio n
simply to find out how things work. For the Azande are very aware, for example, that an oracle
needs t o b e ru n carefull y i f i t i s t o b e reliable . The y therefor e tes t it s reliabilit y on ever y
occasion of its use. There are usually two tests: bambata sima and gingo; the first and second
tests. Generally, in the first test, the question is asked so the death of a chicken means yes and in
the second s o that death mean s no ; but i t may b e the other wa y round. Inconsisten t results
invalidate th e procedure . Th e Azand e als o hav e a  wa y o f confirmin g that a n oracl e i s no t
working; namely to ask it a question to which they already know the answer. Such failures can
be explained by one of the many obstacles to an oracle's functioning properly: breach of taboo;
witchcraft; the fact that the benge poison used in the oracle has been '  'spoiled'' (as the Azande
believe) becaus e i t has been near a menstruating woman.

42. Evans-Pritchard , Witchcraft,  Oracles  and Magic among the Azande, 202-4.
43. Gellne r proposes '  'a low cognitive division of labour, accompanied at the same time

by a proliferation of roles" as ' 'crucial differentia between the savage and the scientific mind''
in Legitimation o f Belief',  158 .

44. Discussio n of th e significanc e of thi s fact i s on e o f th e mos t excitin g area s i n th e
philosophy of language; see, for example, Hilary Putnam's '  'The Meaning of Meaning'' in his
Mind, Language  and Reality.

45. Willia m Lecky, History  o f th e Rise  an d Influence  o f th e Spirit  o f Rationalism  i n
Europe, 8-9 .

46. "Ever y African wh o wanted to do something positive had to begin by destroying all
these ol d beliefs which constitute the marvelous where there i s only a  natural phenomenon:
volcano, virgin forest, thunder, the sun etc." Ak e Loba, Kocoumbo, I'etudiant  noir,  141 .

The Postcolonial and the Postmodern

1. Yamb o Ouologuem, " A Mo n Mari."
2. Sus n Vogel e t al. , Perspectives:  Angles  o n African Ar t (Ne w York: The Cente r fo r

African Art , 1987) ; b y Jame s Baldwin , Romare Bearden , Ekp o Eyo , Nanc y Graves, Ivan
Karp, Lel a Kouakou , Ib a N'Diaye , Davi d Rockefeller , Willia n Rubin , an d Rober t Farri s
Thompson, interviewed by Michael John Weber, wit h an introduction by Susan Vogel.

3. Ibid. , 11 .
4. Ibid. , 138 .
5. Ibid. , 29.
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6. Ibid. , 143 .
7. Ibid. , 131 .
8. I  should insist this first time I use this word that I do not share the widespread negativ e

evaluation of commodification: its merits, I  believe, must be assessed cas e by case. Certainl y
critics suc h a s Koben a Merce r (fo r example , i n hi s "Blac k Hair/Styl e Politics," ) hav e
persuasively criticized any reflexive rejection of the commodity form, which so often reinstate s
the hoary humanist opposition between "authentic" and "commercial." Mercer explores the
avenues by which marginalized groups have manipulated commodified artifact s in culturally
novel and expressive ways.

9. Onc e Vogel has thus refused Kouakou a voice, i t is less surprising tha t his comment s
turn out t o be composite also . O n closer inspection , i t turns out that there i s no singl e Lel a
Kouakou who was interviewed like the other cocurators, Kouakou is, in the end, quite exactly
an invention: thus literalizing the sense in which "we" (and , more particularly, "our" artists )
are individuals while "they" (and "theirs") are ethnic types .

10. I t is absolutely crucial that Vogel does not draw her line according to racial or national
categories: th e Nigerian , th e Senegalese , an d th e African-America n cocurator s ar e eac h
allowed to be on "our" sid e of the great divide. Th e issue here is something less obvious than
racism.

11. Voge l e t al., Perspectives: Angles  o n African Art,  23 .
12. Margare t Masterman , "Th e Natur e of a Paradigm," 59 n. 1 ; 61, 65 .
13. Jean-Fran§oi s Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition:  A  Report o n Knowledge.
14. Post-  thu s image s i n modernit y th e trajector y o f meta  i n classica l metaphysics .

Originating in  the editorial glosses of  Aristotelians wishing to refer to the books "after " the
Philosopher's books on nature (physics), this "after" ha s also been translated into an "above
and beyond."

15. Bria n McHale, Postmodernist Fiction  (Ne w York: Methuen, 1987) , 5 .
16. Scot t Lash, "Modernity o r Modernism? Weber an d Contemporary Socia l Theory,"

355.
17. Trilling , The Opposing  Self,  xiv .
18. Fredri c Jameson , Th e Ideologies  o f Theory:  Essays  1971-1986,  vol . 2 , Syntax  o f

History, 178-208 ; 195 .
19. Ibid. , 195 .
20. Ibid. , 195 , 196 .
21. Ibid. , 105 .
22. Haberma s is, of course, a  theorist against postmodernism .
23. Ma x Weber, Th e Protestant Ethic  and th e Spirit  o f Capitalism,  13 .
24. Al l that Weber was insisting was that these new charismatic leaders would have thier

charisma routinize d also.
25. Reinhar d Bendix, Max Weber:  An Intellectual Portrait,  360 .
26. Ma x Weber, Th e Theory o f Social  and Economic Organization,  358-59 .
27. Weber , Th e Protestant Ethic  and the Spirit o f Capitalism,  194 .
28. Se e "Science as a Vocation," in From Max Weber,  155 .
29. I t is this tendency that leads, fo r example, i n the case o f nineteenth-century British

utilitarians suc h a s John Stuar t Mill , t o the vie w tha t w e ca n identif y a  singl e goal—"th e
greatest goo d o f the greates t number " conceive d o f as maximizing happiness o r "utility. "

30. Osca r Wilde , "Th e Deca y o f Lying: An Observation," in Intentions, 45 .
31. Jonatha n Ngate , Francophone  African  Fiction:  Reading  a  Literary Tradition,  59 .
32. Miller , Blank Darkness,  218 .
33. Ngate , Francophone African  Fiction,  64 .
34. Ngate' s focu s o n thi s initia l sentenc e follow s Alik e Songolo , "Th e Writer , th e
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Audience an d the Critic's Responsibility: Th e Case o f Bound t o Violence,"  cite d by Ngate,
Francophone African  Fiction,  64 .

35. Yamb o Ouologuem, Ledevoirdeviolence, 9. "Nosyeuxboivent 1'eclatdusoleil,et,
vaincus, s'etonnen t d e pleurer . Maschallah ! ou a bismillah ! .  . .  U n reci t d e 1'aventur e
sanglante de la negraille—honte aux hommes de rien!—tiendrai t aisemen t dan s l a premier e
moitie de ce siecle; mais la veritable histoire des Negres commence beaucoup plus tot, avec les
Saifs, en Fan 120 2 de notre ere, dans 1'Empire africain de Nakem, . . . "

36. Andr e Schwartz-Bart , Le  dernier  de s justes, 11 . Cf . nn . 3 5 na d 36 . "No s yeux
regoivent la lumiere d'etoiles mortes. Une biographic de mon ami Ernie tiendrait aisement dans
le deuxieme quart du xxe siecle; mais la veritable histoire d'Ernie Levy commence tres tot, dans
la vieille cite anglicane de York. Plus precise-men!: le 11 mars 1185."

37. Ouologuem , Le devoir de violence,  12 .
38. Soyinka , Myth, Literature  and the African World,  100.
39. Ibid. , 105.
40. Ouologuem , L e devoir  de violence,  102 . Yambo Ouologuem, Bound  t o Violence,

translated by Ralph Mannheim, 87.
41. Ibid. , 6.
42. Her e we have the literary thematization of the Foucauldian Invention of Africa tha t is

the theme of Valentin Mudimbe's important recent intervention.
43. Ouologuem , Bound to Violence, 181-82,207 .
44. I t would be interesting to speculat e a s to ho w to accoun t fo r an apparently similar

trend in African-American writin g and cultural theory.
45. V . Y. Mudimbe, L'Ecart, 116.
46. V . Y. Mudimbe , Entre les eaux, 75.
47. "  Tu va s trahir, m'avai t di t mon superieur,' lorsqu e je lu i aval s fai t par t de mon

projet.
'Trahir qui?'
'Le Christ.'
'Mon Pere, n'es t ce pas plutot 1'Occident que je trahis? Est-ce encore une trahison? N'ai-

je pas le droit de me dissocier d e ce christianisme qui a trahi 1'Evangile?'
'Vous ete s pretre, Pierre. '
'Pardon, mon Pere, je sui s un pretre noir. ' "  V.Y. Mudimb e Entre les eaux, 18.
48. Mudimbe , Entre les eaux, 20 .
49. "L'Eglis e et 1'Afrique compten t sur vous."
50. Mudimbe , Entre les eaux, 73-74.
51. Mudimbe , Entre le s eaux, 166.
52. Ibid. , 189.
53. Se e Richard Rorty's Contingency, Irony  and Solidarity.
54. Ouologuem , Le Devoir de Violence,  110 .
55. Ibid .
56. Ibid . ,111. Ouologuem, Bound t o Violence, 94-95.
57. Ouologuem , Le Devoir de Violence,  112 . Ouologuem, Bound t o Violence, 95-96 .
58. Sar a Suleri , Meatless Days, 105.
59. I  learned a good deal from trying out earlier versions of these ideas at an NEH Summer

Institute on "The Future of the Avant-Garde in Postmodern Culture " under the direction of
Susan Suleiman and Alice Jardine at Harvard in July 1989 ; at the African Studies Association
(under the sponsorship of the Society for African Philosoph y in North America) in November
1989, wher e Jonathan Ngate' s respons e wa s particularl y helpful ; and , as th e gues t o f Al i
Mazrui, at the Braudel Center at SUNY Binghamton in May 1990. As usual, I wish I knew how
to incorporate more of the ideas of the discussants on those occasions .
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Altered State s

1. Aka n proverb . (Proverb s ar e notoriousl y difficul t t o interpret , an d thus , als o t o
translate. Bu t the idea is that states collapse from within, and the proverb is used to express the
sentiment that people suffe r a s a result of their own weaknesses . My father would never have
forgiven th e solecism of trying to explain a proverb! )

2. I n Politics and Society in Contemporary Africa  ,81 , Naomi Chazan, Robert Mortimer ,
John Ravenhill, and Donald Rothchild cite from Afriscope 1,  no. 4 (1977): 24—25 , a figure of
150,000 "professionall y qualifie d people" in sub-Saharan Africa.

3. Se e D. G . Austin , Politics i n Ghana 1946-1960,  48.
4. Ethiopia , which was never a colony, is one of the world's oldest unitary states, but the

modern boundarie s o f Ethiopi a includ e Eritrea an d th e Ogaden , bot h o f the m essentiall y
granted t o the Ethiopian empire by Western powers .

5. Nkrumah , Autobiography ofKwame  Nkrumah,  153 .
6. Pete r Duignan and Robert H. Jackson, eds., Politics and Government i n African States

1960-1985, 120-21 .
7. Sami r Amin , "Underdevelopmen t an d Dependenc e i n Blac k Africa : Origin s an d

Contemporary Forms. "
8. Chaza n e t al., Politics an d Society i n Contemporary Africa,  41 .
9. Tw i i s the generic name for the language spoken (with some variation s i n accent an d

vocabulary) i n mos t o f th e Aka n portio n o f Ghana ; th e languag e o f Asant e i s Asante-Twi .
10. Thi s is not to ignore the role of the structural adjustment program (SAP) in strangling

the labor movements, which in some place s constituted one of society's majo r antagonists to
the state. The SAP has, as intended, played a part in making life easier for capital in other ways
as well .

11. I n Britain, Mrs. Thatcher's oppositio n t o ful l Europea n monetar y union and a single
currency, fo r example—a n oppositio n tha t playe d a  par t i n he r departur e fro m th e prim e
ministership—was plainly connected wit h a sense (threatenin g in the extreme to anyone with
Mrs. Thatcher' s sympathie s with monetarism ) tha t this would reduce the options fo r British
national monetary policy.

12. Referenc e to ' 'the essential faith of citizens in Ghana and elsewhere in the established
judicial system"—in Chazan et al., Politic sand Society in Contemporary Africa,  59—i s one of
the fe w point s where I  am bound to say I  find their analysis unconvincing.

13. I  have found very helpful the theoretical elaboration of these patterns in Chazan et al.,
Politics an d Society i n Contemporary Africa,  chap . 3  on "Social Groupings. "

14. W e should not, however, ignore the role of asymmetries of power in the Kumasi and
other places i n the state's periphery , i n structuring who benefit s fro m thes e arrangements.

African Identitie s

1. Achebe , Interview.
2. See , fo r example , Robert Harms , Times  Literary  Supplement,  2 9 Novembe r 1985 ,

1343.
3. Tzveta n Todorov , "'Race, ' Writin g an d Culture. " Yo u don' t hav e t o believ e i n

witchcraft, afte r all , t o believ e tha t wome n wer e persecute d a s witche s in colonia l Massa -
chusetts.

4. Gayatr i Spivak recognizes these problems when she speaks of "strategic" essential-
isms. Se e In Other  Worlds,  205 .

5. Th e violence between Senegalese an d Mauritanians in the spring of 198 9 can only be
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understood whe n we recall that the legal abolition o f racial slavery of "Negroes," owned by
"Moorish" masters, occurre d i n the early 1980s .

6. Davi d Laitin , Hegemony  an d Culture:  Politics  an d Religious  Change  among  th e
Yoruba, 7-8 .

7. Ibid.,8 .
8. Thi s passag e continues : "Increasingl y als o Lingal a an d Swahil i cam e t o divid e

functions betwee n them . Lingal a serve d th e military an d much of the administratio n i n the
capital o f th e lowe r Congo ; Swahil i becam e th e languag e o f th e worker s i n th e mine s o f
Katanga. Thi s create d cultura l connotations whic h began t o emerge ver y earl y an d which
remained prevalent in Mobutu's Zaire. From the point of view of Katanga/Shaba, Lingala has
been th e undignified jargon o f unproductive soldiers, governmen t clerks , entertainers , and ,
recently, of a power clique, all of them designated a s batoka chini, people fro m down-river ,
i.e. from Kinshasa . Swahil i as spoken in Katanga was a symbol of regionalism, eve n for those
colonials who spoke i t badly.'' Johannes Fabian, Language and Colonial Power, 42-43. The
dominance o f Swahil i i n certai n area s i s alread y itsel f a  colonia l produc t (Language  an d
Colonial Power, 6) .

9. Similarly , Shona and Ndebele identities in modern Zimbabwe became associated with
political parties at independence, even though Shona-speaking peoples had spent much of the
late precolonial period i n military confrontations with each other .

10. Laitin , Hegemony  an d Culture,  8 . I  need hardl y ad d tha t religiou s identitie s ar e
equally salient and equally mythological in Lebanon or  in Ireland.

11. Tha t "race" operates this way has been clear to many other African-Americans : so ,
for example, it shows up in a fictional context as a central theme of George Schuy ler' s Black No
More; see, for example, 59. Du Bois (as usual) provides—in Black Reconstruction—a body of
evidence tha t remain s relevant . A s Cedri c J . Robinso n writes , "Onc e th e industria l class
emerged as dominant in the nation, it possessed no t only its own basis of power and the social
relations historically relate d t o that power, bu t i t also ha d availabl e to i t the instrument s of
repression created by the now subordinate Southern ruling class. I n its struggle with labour, it
could activate racism to divide the labour movemen t into antagonistic forces. Moreover , th e
permutations of the instrument appeared endless : Blac k against white ; Anglo-Saxon agains t
southern and eastern European; domestic against immigrant; proletariat against share-cropper ;
white America n agains t Asian , Black , Lati n American , etc. " Cedri c J . Robinson , Black
Marxism: Th e Making o f the Black Radical Tradition,  286 .

12. Se e Robinson Black Marxism,  313 .
13. Joh n B. Thompson , Studies  i n the Theory  o f Ideology,  62-63 . Again and again, in

American labor history, we can document the ways in which conflicts organized around a racial
or ethnic group identity can be captured by the logic of the existing order. The financial support
that black churches in Detroit received from the Ford Motor Company in the 1930s was only a
particularly dramatic example of a widespread phenomenon : corporate manipulatio n of racial
difference i n an effort t o defeat labor solidarity. See , fo r example, James S . Olson , "Race ,
Class and Progress: Black Leadership an d Industrial Unionism, 1936-1945"; and David M.
Gordonz\.a\.,Segmented Work,  DividedWorkers, 141^3 , andFredric Jameson, ThePolitical
Unconscious, 54 .

Epilogue: I n My Father's House

1. Jo e Appiah , Joe Appiah:  Th e Autobiography o f an African Patriot,  103 .
2. Ibid. , 202-3.
3. Ibid. , 368 .
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4. O n the way to the palace, a  couple of notes on the terminology surroundin g chieftaincy
may be in order. Th e symbol of chieftaincy i n Akan cultures, includin g Asante, is the stool.
The Asantehene's stool is called the Golden Stool; his queen mother's is the Silver Stool. These
are symbolic representations of chieftaincy and, unlike a throne in Europe, they are not sat upon
in the ordinary course of things, being thought of rather as repositories of the sunsum, the soul ,
of a  chief's village , town, area , o r nation . Indeed , th e Golden Stoo l has its own palace an d
servants. We speak in Twi (and in Ghanaian English) of the stool, the way an English perso n
might speak o f the throne, whe n referring to the object, th e institution , and, sometimes, th e
incumbent chie f o r queen mother .

Any perso n o f high status, male or female, includin g one's grandparents, othe r elders ,
chiefs, an d the king and queen, may be called "Nana. "

A chief—Shene—is named for his place: the king of Asante is the Asantehene, the chief of
the tow n of Tafo , th e Tafohene; an d the quee n mother—th e Ahemma—is called th e Asan -
tehemma o r th e Tafohemma. No t al l chieftaincies ar e hereditarily restricte d t o a  particula r
matriclan; some are appointive. Thus the Kyidomhene, th e chief of the rearguard, associate d
with major stools , i s appointed (fo r life) by his chief.

5. Appiah,Joe  Appiah,  2-3 .
6. Ibid. , 200-201.
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