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“The fault of our artists and intellectuals lies in
their original sin: they are not truly revolutionary”
Ernesto Che Guevara (Guevara, 1967)

It is no secret that though some African nation-states proclaim their sovereignty, the very
idea of their independence has always been problematic and uncertain. In fact, their
independence was all but nominal inasmuch as economically their fate was and continues to be
decided from without; that is, by the very people and powers that they claimed their freedom
from. The truth of the matter is that freedom and independence are yet to be had by Africans.
For this to become a reality, there is a need for a liberation theology adapted to the context of the
new global system.

Over the decades, several propositions were offered and among the catalogue African
Renaissance was one of them. In that regard, Mbaye Lo recommends that “[...] we should look
for fundamental building blocks of Aftrican social capital in its culture, heritage and learned skills
[...] [I]f the African Renaissance is to be successful, then African cultural expressions from the
arts, music and other forms of creative expressions must be prioritized”(Lo 11). This
recommendation begs a number of interrogations: Does the current African condition in world
politics warrant renaissance such as advocated in Black Africa and Black America? How does
culture (as the latter is evoked by most scholars in this process) partake of renaissance for it to be
understood as a point of junction for the higher level of accomplishment comparable to other
civilizations, which has come to pass as the barometer of development? In other words, how
does culture serve the African purpose of self-accomplishment in this globalized day and age?

It would appear that in order to have a true African renaissance, there is a need to move
beyond art forms and look resolutely into revaluing African languages and raising them to
official languages in replacement of foreign languages, as we know them. Besides, revalued
African languages will be Africa’s gate into world politics and economy, and more importantly
allow the continent to take part in cultural exchanges. The main thrust of the argument pursued
in this essay is that cultural nationalism is the way out of the lack of advancement experienced
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by the African continent. If the intellectuals and artists reinvest in Africa’s cultural resources
(languages mostly), brighter days will be ahead for Africans in the so-called global village.

CULTURAL NATIONALISM: CULTURAL FOUNDATION OF RENAISSANCE?

When reflecting upon the dire predicament of the people of color across the Black
Atlantic, then the activism of most of the renowned African thinkers and scholars stood out. This
is an observation that one draws from African-American intellectuals like W. E.B. DuBois and
Alain Locke of the Harlem Renaissance, through to Anglophone African intellectuals as well as
to those (such as the Negritude artists) who set the tone in Francophone Africa. So, in order for
liberation of sorts to take place, culture (as heritage) must be reappraised and put to benefit.

Here, this contribution will draw essentially on the African cultural nationalist approach
to African Renaissance, which I, first and foremost, see in terms of African people’s relations not
with only their past, but also their present time and their future. African cultural nationalists
include Amilcar Cabral who formed the African Party for the Independence of Guinea and Cape
Verde (P.A.I.G.C.). It should be added that the Cape Verde Islands are some 600 miles offshore
and were back then considered part of Guinea-Bissau. The second is Frantz Fanon who - with an
African ancestry - was a native of Martinique. Fanon went to school in France where he studied
medicine to become a psychiatrist and later on went to practice in Algeria where he was involved
in the Revolution. The last nationalist is the Kenyan-born Ngugi wa Thiong’O (formerly known
as Ngugi James) who is writer.

Amilcar Cabral states, “to dominate a nation by force of arms is, above all, to take up
arms to destroy or at least, to neutralize and paralyze its culture. [...] As with the flower in a
plant, it is in culture that you find the capacity (or responsibility) for the production and the
fertilising of the seed, which ensures the continuity of history, ensuring at the same time, the
perspectives of the evolution and of the progress of the society in question. It is therefore seen
that imperialist domination being the negation of the true historical process of the oppressed
people, it must necessarily be the negation of its cultural processes. We understand further why
the practice of imperialist rule, like all other foreign rule, demands for its own security, cultural
oppression and a direct or indirect attempt to control the essential aspects of the culture of the
oppressed people” (Cabral, 12-13).

Most concerned Africans (whether at home or in the Diaspora) capitalize on cultural
resources. For example, Black revolutionary/nationalist leader Malcolm X observes that,
“Culture is an indispensable weapon in the freedom struggle. [...] We must recapture our
heritage and our identity, if we are ever to liberate our-selves from the bonds of white
supremacy. We must launch a cultural revolution to unbrainwash an entire population.”
[Emphasis is mine] (Malcolm Quoted in Maulana Karenga, A6)

Fanon has a rather critical approach to the “passeistic™! (past-oriented) philosophy of
African personality and points towards what he calls “perpetual renewal”. He writes, “The
culture with which the intellectual is preoccupied is very often nothing but an inventory of
particularisms. Seeking to cling close to the people, he clings merely to a visible veneer. This
veneer, however, is merely a reflection of a dense, subterranean life in perpetual renewal. This
reification, which seems all too obvious and characteristic of the people, is in fact but the inert,
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already invalidated outcome of the many, and not always coherent, adaptations of a more
fundamental substance beset with radical changes. Instead of seeking out this substance, the
intellectual lets himself be mesmerized by these mummified fragments, which, now
consolidated, signify, on the contrary, negation, obsolescence, and fabrication. Culture never has
the translucency of custom. Culture eminently eludes any form of simplification. In its essence it
is the very opposite of custom, which is always a deterioration of culture” (Fanon, 2004: 160).

Maulana Karenga is of the same opinion. Culture should be approached from a rather
inclusive angle. He writes, “[...] culture [is] the totality of thought and practice by which a
people creates itself, celebrates, sustains and develops itself, and introduces itself to history and
humanity. Given this, we advanced the proposition that ‘culture is the basis for all ideas, images
and action, (and thus) to move is to move culturally, i.e., by a set of values given to you by your
culture’” (Maulana p. A6).

Fanon’s critique rightly resonates with the attacks made by some Anglophone African
thinkers like Wole Soyinka and Ezekiel Mphahlele. The latter, for example, believes that
Negritude is the affair of those Africans cut off from their people and culture(s), and thus,
seeking to reconnect. For him, the movement needed “to be a living concept to deal with the new
problems—the political, social, economic and educational systems of modern Africa” (Egejuru,
137).

Fanon’s definition, and subsequently Mphahlele’s point, is that culture is not monolithic.
Therefore, as much it is expressive of things past in a given community, so too it is and should
be the informing line of the present and, in passing, the future. Whether it be Fanon, or Malcolm
X - as mentioned above, there remains the question as to what culture actually means and how it
must be put to use for the specific purpose of development/social change.

In fact, Fanon, and Malcolm X to some extent, sounds more like a theorist compared to
Cabral with an agronomist’s background. The common denominator to these two African
nationalists is African Revolution. In fact, the two believe that revolution is an imperative
because change, whether based on the cultural heritage or other social practices, needs to be
induced. When Diop writes that “intellectuals should study the past not for their pleasure but to
learn useful lessons” (quoted in Mbaye Lo p.12), he mainly makes a call for action for historical
introspection, but more importantly for the intellectual to wake up and commit both him-/herself
and those who lend their ears and eyes to him/her.

LANGUAGE AS THE CORNERSTONE OF RENAISSANCE

One or some elements of culture must be used for the African Renaissance and Mbaye Lo
draws from Cheikh Anta Diop’s literature where music and art hold a position of pride.
Admittedly, one material feature of culture may be creative and expressive arts; however, one
major feature is language. Cheikh Anta Diop made it extremely clear in his books such as Les
Fondements Culturels Techniques et Industriels d’un Etat Federal d’Afrique Noire. The most
well known Afrocentrist African scholar and visionary of all time, Cheikh Anta Diop, does not
envision some African liberation/Renaissance without an Africa-oriented introspection by
African themselves. Diop’s critique, somehow, tackles the very tools that some Western African
educated use to pretend fighting Western dominance.
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One remembers Senghor and his peers of the Negritude boasting with speaking the
French language better than some French people. Their mastery over the colonial master’s
language amply speaks to that. And yet, “Un Africain éduqué dans une autre langue africaine de
culture quelconque, qui n’est pas la sienne, est moins aliéné, culturellement parlant, que s’il
I’était dans une langue européenne avec perte définitive de sa langue maternelle” [An African
who is educated in another African language than his/her own is less culturally alienated than
when he/she is educated in a European language involving the complete loss of his/her mother-
tongue] (Diop, 1960: 24).

Clearly, Diop believes in language as a primordial tool that will help turn the table of
laws for African people who seem to be eternally dominated in the current design of the world
system. Since the scramble for Africa through the colonial system to the present African nation-
states as we know them, the language(s) used in Africa is/are, in a greater degree, the (former)
colonial master’s language(s). Nowadays, the empire is believed to have phased out; but the
empire is still standing tall. In fact, “L’influence de la langue est si importante que les différentes
métropoles européennes pensent qu’elles peuvent sans grand dommage se retirer publiquement
de I’Afrique d’une fagon apparente, en y restant d’une fagon réelle dans le domaine économique,
spirituel et culturel” [influence of language is all the more important since leaders in European
metropoles believe that their countries can officially withdraw from Africa while staying there
economically, spiritually and culturally] (Diop, 1960 :24).

Clearly, the question of language in Africa remains whole. Needless to say that language
is the bearer of the culture of those who use it. Fanon puts this in a very remarkable way. He
writes, in Black Skin, White Masks that “To speak means to be in a position to use a certain
syntax, to grasp the morphology of this or that language, but it means above all to assume a
culture, to support the weight of a civilization. [...] Mastery of language affords remarkable
power” (Fanon, 2008: 8-9).2 The point here is that when you use and master a given language,
you consequently have mastery over the culture of the people speaking it. This sort of agency
factors in the broader capability offered by the mastery of one’s own natural language. If
mastering one language is power, mastering more than one language is multifaceted power at
work. This is to be reckoned with. The real power though, mostly in the global age seems to
come with scripturalized/written language. Yet, most African languages are unwritten, and in
Africa, European languages are the medium of official/administrative expression. This is the
problem.

Some African artists/writers and intellectuals handled the issues in a rather awkward way.
While they purported to assert their Africanness by way of extolling African cultural
particularisms in opposition to those of the regional, continental and world dominant culture(s),
they were caught using the language of the “oppressors.” Some African adage has it that ‘when
one loathes the smell of fish, one ought not to hang around fishermen disemboweling their
catch.” Some African intellectuals critique colonialism with the colonial language. Others
attempted to subvert the colonial language by means of indigenization/Africanization. Ahmadou
Kourouma, the late Ivoirian author, is a prime example. He boasted with hollowing out the
French meaning from French words in order to resemantize the latter with Mande words; a
process that some critics termed “Malinkeization.” Kenya’s Ngugi rejects, for example, the idea



RESEARCH AFRICA REVIEWS Volume 3 (2019) Page 13

of an African literature because as it is what one calls African literature is some literature by
Africans of foreign expression. Thus, he asks the following question: “[W]hat is the difference
between a politician who says Africa cannot do without imperialism and the writer who says
Africa cannot do without European languages?” (Ngugi, 1986:26).

No doubt, language is essential. Alain Anslin rightly writes, “toute langue est I’archive
premigére, la boite noire d’une civilisation et de son histoire” [Language is the main catalogue,
the black box of a given civilization and its history] (Anslin, 19). Perhaps, the pervasiveness of
the question of foreign language in Africa is what prompted Cheikh Anta Diop to propose the
promotion of African music and arts.

Overall, there is a need to have recourse to the source, to language in order to reform, and
to rejuvenate African institutions for the continent’s taking part in world politics offering
something distinctively African as other peoples and cultures do. Perhaps, the series of hurdles to
confront are those delineated by Ngugi in his book, Moving the Centre: The Struggle for
Cultural Freedoms: “Writing in African languages has many difficulties and problems. Problems
of literacy. Problems of publishing. Problems of the lack of a critical tradition. Problem of
orthography. Problem of having very many languages in the same country. Problems of hostile
governments with colonial mentality” (Ngugi, 1993: 21).

WHAT TO OFFER IN THE GLOBAL EXCHANGE: ECONOMIC PRIORITY?

Admittedly, Africa was invaded; and it was carved up and disembodied by foreign forces
and nations. Yet, the continent is no less the master of its own destiny if its many nation-states
take part in what is called global exchange, whether economic, political, or mainly cultural.
Africa, with the new configurations of power relations and stakes (economic and otherwise), has
to offer something rather than acting as an eternal consumer of what comes only from without.
This will be possible when appropriation is made of cultural capitals like language, mode of
governance, among others. How can this happen in the global(ized) world?

Globalization is for the most part an economic concept that permeates, at this point, all
the layers of our lives. It is a reconfiguration of long-time exploitative and dehumanizing
capitalism that has taken up residence in the First World; a locale that is assumed to be the
location of culture and that actually wields power in the world. Some perceive it simply as a
process of robust Euro-Americanization of the world.

An alternative to this process/phenomenon has been globalism, which is an ideal
presiding over the global community at its very inception. In fact, the story of modern political
thought is one that builds on the opposition between two schools of thought crucially different in
their approach to the essence and nature of the individual, his/her living space, and more
importantly politics. The two conceptions are realism and idealism. Realism has almost always
been the way. The so-called “homo homini lupus” (the individual is a wolf for others) since
times immemorial has been inscribed in interpersonal relations. The hypothetical states (state of
nature and state of culture) thought of by Jean-Jacques Rousseau and John Locke, among others,
speak to this state of affairs.

In international relations, one cannot not but agree with the former British Prime
Minister, Henry John Temple (also known as Lord Palmerston) speaking of England’s national
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interests. He stated in his 1848 speech to the House of Commons: “We have no eternal allies,
and we have no perpetual enemies. Our interests are eternal and perpetual, and those interests it
is our duty to follow.” This has been formulated in a rather general terms, and popularized
among Francophone, by Charles de Gaulle stating, “Les Etats n’ont pas d’amis, ils n’ont que des
intéréts” [Nations do not have friends; they have but interests].”* Persuant to this “truth” or
credo, wars and instability are instigated in some places. Conversely, idealism in International
Relations as a field of study’ has been posited as an alternative to realism in the sense that it
builds on the philosophy that the individual is essentially good and that only environment
determines his/her future, destiny and behavior. Cognizant of this background, the individual can
be continuously guided and improved.

According to John T. Rourke, “Globalism is the view that the world is more than just its
parts [however;] it is also a whole, one which has many commonalities and connections that cut
across political borders, national identities, and cultural differences” (Rourke, 131). Some
scholars like Dalibor Rohac in his In Defense of Globalism, believes that globalism is
cooperation between and within free countries based on equality and mutual respect (Rohac, 8-
9).

As we know, this is nothing new, at least in Africa and among people of African descent.
In fact, to take part in the global interexchange, people give and take. There is a need to
consolidate all the cultural gains and achievements particularizing a group by setting it apart as
being different and specific. Instead of being the end of a process, this should end up with
merging with others thereby celebrating diversity. In clearer terms, another movement has to be
initiated based on national difference or nationalism. U.S. Black nationalist, Malcolm X, drew on
the same argument. In that sense, Maulana Karenga advocates that, “Nationalism today by its
very nature has to be revolutionary, if it is for liberation” (Maulana Karenga). Revolutionary
nationalism has been extolled in Africa by a great many leaders like Ghana’s Kwame N’Krumah,
Julius Nyerere of Tanzania, and Sékou Touré of Guinea-Conakry. Touré is remembered for
having said that: “To take part in the African revolution it is not enough to write a revolutionary
song; you must fashion the revolution with the people. [...] There is no place outside that fight
for the artist or for the intellectual who is not himself concerned with and completely at one with
the people in the great battle of Africa and of suffering humanity” (Touré¢ quoted in Fanon: 2004:
206).

The intellectual, the citizens and the leadership are all called to commit to the project of
rethinking, rebuilding and consolidating the African house; in whichever way each can.
Fundamental questions to ask though are: what does the revolution include and what purpose
does it pursue?

One part of the answer is that the revolution is set against exploitation of the Black person
and for his/her liberation from the strictures of his/her conditions. It must be geared towards
building a society where the individual achieves advancement and happiness. In fact, as Fanon
has it, “The function of a social structure is to set up institutions to serve man's needs. A society
that drives its members to desperate solutions is a nonviable society, a society to be replaced”
(Fanon, 1969: 53).
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The renowned African revolutionary, Sékou Touré, following organic thinkers like
Cheikh Anta Diop, thinks that a renewal of Africa’s face in the world will pass through
economic independence. He writes, “To win and proclaim a nation’s independence but keep its
old structures is to plough a field but not sow it with grain for a harvest. Africa’s political
independence is a means which must be used to create and develop the new African economy.
Our continent possesses tremendous reserves of raw materials and they, together with its
potential sources of power, give excellent conditions for the industrialization. That’s why,
though it would be unrealistic and irrational to think of associating African nations with
European Common Market or any other form of economic monopoly, it is hoped that an African
common market will be organized which eventually can cooperate on the basis of equality and
solidarity with other economic zones” (Tour¢, 1974: 223).

If cooperation/solidarity needs to also be economic, and if the old partners have proved
less trustworthy and rather geared towards interests, new partners like the Chinese and Russians
are coming in. About the Chinese elephant is in the African house full of breakables, Mbaye Lo
writes, “As the Renaissance becomes synonymous with economic development in the academic
discourse, no discussion about the subject can be meaningful and comprehensive without looking
at the elephant in the room: China, the leading investor and trading partner in Africa” (Lo 13).
Will the Chinese conduct a predator-like economic cooperation with Africa like their Western
counterparts? In international exchange, the truth is that sometimes we lose and at other times,
we win. This is the basis of the inevitable cooperation Africa seems to be enmeshed in. Yet,
some critics believe solidarity with others is the key; no one state can stand alone and to do so is
actually the act of culture par excellence. Such solidarity is what a pro-active Africa Renaissance
will necessitate in order to bring about social change and advancement for the people and the
continent. The doors should be open for those who seek to engage commercial and economic
exchange with Africa, of course within the strict respect of Africa’s sovereignty.

In the final analysis, African Renaissance involves banking on our own potentialities
explored and exploited by the only Africans with an Africa-oriented agenda and goals. In this
process (advancement and social change through revolution), Africans should be mindful of
Fanon who, in the thick of the Algerian revolution, writes, “[...]let us decide not to imitate
Europe, let us try to create the whole man, [ ... ] we do not want to catch up with anyone, what
we want to do is go forward all the time, night and day, in the company of man, in the company
of all man” (Fanon, 2004: 253-255).

Africa has to be in the world and take part in world politics. There is no way out for
Africa outside the world and global politics. Real African renaissance will come about when
African nation-states capitalize on their cultural resources and more especially their languages to
be removed from the periphery so that they compete from Africa with other (national) languages
the world over. Examples already abound in countries like Senegal where Wolof is spoken in all
layers of society, in East Africa (such as Kenya and Tanzania) where Swahili not only holds an
official status but is also the language of communication par excellence accepted by almost all.
Failure to do so will amount to signing a death warrant. Because, as George Steiner aptly says,
“Un jour surviendra ou nous serons face a une crise psychologique considérable: le
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monolinguisme régnera sur une planéte qui subira la domination économique de l’anglo-
américain, qu’on nomme déja ‘I’espéranto du commerce’”’[The day will come when we will be
confronted with a major psychological crisis. The reality is that monolingualism shall reign over
the planet, thereby suffering Anglo-American economic dominance already termed the
‘Esperanto of commerce’” (Jahanbegloo 149). How are we to confront the challenges of literacy,
orthography, publishing, and the colonial mentality of the governing leadership as Ngugi raised?
This is the question that has to be addressed by African intellectuals.
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! This derives from the French word “passé” and a “passéiste” is someone turned, sometimes resolutely,
towards the past, a sort of addiction with the past, which was the case for the Negritude artists (Léopold
Sédar Senghor, Aimé Césaire and Léon Damas) of the 1930’s in Paris.

? George Steiner makes a similar claim in his book, Language and Silence published in 1970. He writes,
“Languages are living organisms. Infinitely complex, but organisms nevertheless. They have in them a
certain life-force, and certain powers of absorption and growth. But they can decay and they can die”
(Steiner 1970: 96).

3 About such an approach to language, we once heard Kenyan writer, Ngugi wa Thiong’O, in his seminal
critical book, Decolonising the Mind, saying: “as a writer who believes in the utilization of African ideas,
African philosophy and African folklore and imagery to the fullest extent possible, I am of the opinion the
only way to use them effectively is to translate them almost literally from the African language native to
the writer into whatever European language he is using as a medium of expression” (Wa Thiong’O, 8).

4 See Oyabi Antoine, L Exil des ronces d’Afrique, Poitiers, Editions Oyabi-A, 2019, p. 86. Speaking of
the national interests of Great Britain, Lord Palmerston in his speech to te House of Commons in 1848:
Palmerston was quoted by Edward Heath in his article “Realism in British Foreign Policy” a 1969
Foreign Affairs issue.

> Of course, this field is largely contested because some critics rather find it as being a distinctively
American field of study mounted from scratch in order to advance the hegemonic agenda of the US in
world/global politics. See chapter 4 “Idealism, realism and national differences: the American Case” in
Robert A. M. Crawford in Idealism and Realism in International Relations: Beyond the Discipline, pp.
89-118,



