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    Preface


    Increasingly today culture is being recognized as an indispensable aspect of authentic development. This recent tendency is reflected, in many countries throughout the world, in the emergence of institutions designed to promote culture.


    In the former colonies, especially in Africa, culture has played a vital role in the struggle for national liberation. Since independence, the assertion of a cultural identity has been one of the top priority goals of all African States.


    Thus far, however, there has been no widely available general work on African culture for African and non-African readers. This Introduction to African Culture is intended to fill that gap.


    The following essays were commissioned by Unesco and were specially written for this volume by African scholars who, from their different viewpoints, have striven to outline a rational approach to African culture. Studies of specific cultural themes and the various geographic areas of African culture will follow in separate publications.


    In the « Prolegomena », Alpha Sow opens the discussion with a presentation of theoretical and methodological questions raised by African culture in contemporary Africa; and he then outlines a proposal for a new cultural programme.


    In « Form and Expression in African Arts », Ola Balogun introduces the reader to the African conception of art, and to its dynamics and modes of expression.


    Following, Honorat Aguessy, in his « Traditional African Views and Apperceptions », starts out by examining some of the conclusions about African culture drawn by representative figures of European scholarship, and then urges us to approach the African cultures from a new perspective.


    Finally, Pathé Diagne analyses both the cultural and political trends which have affected the evolution of African culture from the first struggles against colonialism to the assertion of cultural identity, via the key concepts of Negritude and the African personality.


    It goes without saying that these four African academics have given us their personal views on African culture and its part in the African and world destinies, and consequently they are solely responsible for the ideas advanced here.




    Prolegomena


    Alpha I. Sow


    Our own monuments are oral traditions which die along with the old men, conveyed by a multitude of languages which often do not communicate. 
Our traditional authorities no longer have any responsibility or any means of expression. Our institutions are undergoing the aggressive irruption of modernity. We are in the world a fragile people.1



    Within the framework of the programme of « Studies on African Cultures », approved by the eighteenth session of the Unesco General Conference, the decision was taken to publish « an Introduction to African Culture intended for the general public » which would deal with « the literatures, arts and cultural values of traditional and modern Africa ».2



    The present book is intended to answer the need thus acknowledged for a presentation of the authentic values of the African cultural heritage in both their diversity and their points in common. Its purpose is to acquaint the general public throughout the world with those values and hence to further international understanding and co-operation.


    The general reader tends to embarrass specialists by asking for clear-cut simple answers to generally complex and controversial questions, which are often still matters of scholarly investigation (or matters about which hasty and highly personal judgements are made). The Negro-African cultural heritage arouses a good deal of lively interest; indeed many people want to understand its fundamental significance, its history and its most characteristic forms of expression. And as the Black African States emerge and develop this interest increases.


    But it may be asked whether national sovereignty has in fact liberated and enhanced cultures which the colonial powers had formerly stiffled or disfigured. One would like to know if the people’s culture, which was only yesterday ignored or rejected, is able to blossom out today. Why are the African languages and cultures, which are studied and appreciated mostly outside Africa, considered and presented merely as ethnographic documents ? How is it that, even in this post-colonial age, the participation of African intellectuals in the ideological discussions of the culture of their own people remains minimal ? Why is it that the great collectors, critics and theoreticians of Negro-African art are invariably Westerners ? How has it come to pass that civilizations which gave rise to great works of art in prehistoric times and throughout antiquity and the precolonial era — cultures which produced the African rock-drawings and paintings and engravings, the art of the Great Kingdoms, and all the bronze objects and figurines now displayed in the European and American museums — how is it that they declined to the point where they allowed themselves to be conquered and outdistanced.


    In the intellectual, artistic and literary fields, can one speak of a body of specific values on which a common cultural identity for Black Africa might be based, as is the case for the Western and Arab countries ?


    Cultural issues in contemporary Africa


    Though recognizing the fact that « in Africa, cultural diversity reflected a living reality »,3 the delegates to the Intergovernmental Conference on Cultural Policies in Africa


    affirmed that unity was the primary goal. In this connection, they stressed the necessity of identifying the African cultures’ common points, which constitute a basis for Africanism.4



    Likewise, the young Africans who met in Abomey under the auspices of Unesco concluded that, despite incontrovertible cultural diversity « that was apparent in regard to languages, the arts, musical traditions, religious beliefs, etc. »5 similarities between the different peoples of the continent nevertheless existed.


    They had grown up through the course of history as a result of manifold human, religious or commercial contacts which had contributed to the forging of deep ties among African peoples both prior to and after colonization.6



    The participants of the regional meeting of Abomey also pointed out that some foreign observers


    had developed the habit of representing the multiplicity of their cultures to Africans as a bogy and a fundamental obstacle to their rapprochement.


    Such observers were primarily anxious, if not to denigrate African cultures, at least to thrust them into the background — when they did not relegate them to the status of sub-cultures.7



    The positions and beliefs which I have just summarized bring us to the heart of a debate, which is still confused, and studded with contradictions and arguments, not only among the African ideologists, but also among the various representatives of the Westernized African élites. Indeed, as we shall see later, most thinking about the traditional African cultures is being done by non-Africans. In the case of cultures which the official school refuses to recognize, cultures whose keepers do not hold positions in the economic or political structures of the new States (the power of decision over essential questions no longer being placed in their hands), a large number of Westernized African intellectuals simply overlook them8 or do not believe in their importance. Instead they see only outdated religious practices, initiation symbols, ill-assorted and purely functional cult objects, folktales and proverbs, superstition and magic.


    As a result, it is mainly Western intellectuals like Baumann and Westermann,9 Forde,10 Murdock,11 Herskovits,12 Maquet,13 and others, who have tried, each in turn, to identify those cultural features and civilizational traits which are common to the various African societies. Despite the fact that their methods are currently being disputed by other scholars, and despite the fact that the identity of African man as they characterize it appears to be of dubious authenticity, they have at least performed the invaluable service of suggesting the bare outlines of a synthesis which includes the different African cultures and defines their common features.14



    Negritude and the Negro-African cultural identity


    The individuation of cultures, the respect for their specific differences, is one of the fundamental demands of our century. In many Third World countries, it has led to an assertion of national identity, which is conceived of as a form of collective self-defence, a condition for survival to counteract the inevitable disintegration resulting from dehumanizing mechanization and uncontrolled and generalized industrialization.


    It seems that in Black Africa this concept means a futile reversion to Negritude instead of truly positive development — that is to say fruitful change and growth.


    Whether it is praised and defended, or redeemed, disputed, or else rejected, Negritude invariably arouses strong feelings, and in every case produces strange misunderstandings. Historical Negritude had defined, extolled and enhanced the specific identity traits of black peoples at grips with the socio-cultural violence of slavery and colonialism; it had presented itself as a profoundly disalienating doctrine of struggle. In its wake, we are witnessing the emergence of a kind of neo-Negritude which sees itself as contributing feeling, soul and intuition to the West. Squarely serving the interests of neo-colonialism, which uses it, this latter-day Negritude redeems the Afro-colonial urban culture which has been undeservedly promoted to the rank of a national culture; it easily turns into an obscurantist native technique for exerting power, and it hampers the liberation and the social advancement of the black peoples.


    In an article published in 1970 in AfricAsia,15 the Haitian militant, René Depestre outlines the historical features of the concept of Negritude. Though he condemns and attacks the politically and culturally oppressive and reactionary intention behind the notion of « epidermizing Negritude », or the « imprisoning » or « debilitating » concept of a certain kind of Negritude, he does not altogether reject the ideology. He extols and defends its progressive, nationalistic and disalienating tendencies and historical orientation. In contrast to a « warped Negritude », which he rejects, he distinguishes and argues for an authentic and positive Negritude.


    In Roumain and his best disciples, Negritude was a concept of national liberation, an enlightening, unifying concept, a sort of new ideological « maroonism », which, while subscribing to Marxism, added the charm of our Caribbean peculiarities to the latter’s wealth.


    In Franz Fanon, Negritude took the twofold character of alienation among the oppressed black peoples into consideration, and presented itself as the emotional reaction of the exploited and humiliated black man.


    With Aimé Césaire, the father of this concept, which he defended and made famous throughout a long and exemplary series of writings, Negritude was above all a concrete realization of being oppressed (as it was too with Guillén, Fanon, Roumain, Damas and others), that is to say a deeply emotional quest for identity in the black man degraded by centuries of scorn and slavery.16



    To be sure, as a mobilizing cultural and political manifesto, Negritude shaped the socio-cultural identity of the black peoples into a weapon for achieving emancipation and a programme of cultural rebirth. It fought Eurocentrism, racism and the prejudices, lack of understanding and arrogance of the triumphant colonial powers. It rejected acculturation, assimilation and alienation. It demystified the Western cultural paradigm taken as a universal frame of reference. It vigorously asserted the right to be different, and it acquainted Negroes with the still novel concept of cultural relativity. By giving the colonized black peoples a clear sense of themselves, of their racial solidarity and of their situation, it restored their national pride and helped to link them to their history, their cultural traditions and their languages. And the return to Negro- African origins sanctioned « the Negro civilizational values ». As a result, Negritude made it possible to weld the consciousness of the black peoples together and to mobilize them for the struggle against colonialism and for liberation.


    Nevertheless, a number of African intellectuals are of the opinion today that Negritude no longer has a historical role to play as an ideology for struggle and as a useful, that is to say a mobilizing, programme of cultural and political rebirth. In overthrowing the old type of colonialism, the national liberation struggles gave certain pioneers, theoreticians and movement leaders an opportunity to exercise substantial political power, to which they gave an orientation favourable to neo-colonialism. Thereby disqualified as leaders of the nationalist movements, they soon became the targets of these movements. At their instigation, a « warped Negritude » emerged, which reduced the struggle of the black peoples, at the moment it was actually intensifying, to a literary debate — one that was all the more devoid of content in that it was confined to a handful of Westernized Negro intellectuals. These political allies of a system which exploits and oppresses their people, have become the protagonists of a diversionary form of Negritude which can only lead to a dead-end.


    There are some ideologists, doubtless newcomers to a struggle whose basic character and historical successes they are ignorant of, who seem intent on fighting battles which have already been won. Thus they want contemporary Africa to revert to its pre-colonial roots in order to extract itself from the influence of Western culture. They even suggest substituting « cultural identity for Negritude !


    True, the cultural identity of the black peoples had been denied and derided by the colonial powers. But it is absurd to attempt to mobilize the African nations fifteen years after they have acquired independence for this verification of cultural identity, given the fact that the Negritude movement has already successfully combated the universalist cultural claims of Eurocentrism, and has already enhanced the Negro civilizations.


    Today it seems far more important to study the ideological foundations, the contents and the historical development of the Negritude movement, and to assess it within the context of the cultural rebirth of the black peoples, than to try and assert a cultural identity that is too general and superficial to be of any real consequence to Africans and to mobilize them.


    Negritude, « Africanity » and « Arabness »


    Since the founding of the Organization of African Unity (oau) in 1963, the need to establish a cultural basis for that continent-wide intergovernmental institution has led a number of Africans to devise a new ideology, « Africanity ». This is presented as « the body of common points among the African cultures’. Thus Africanity looks beyond « petty local differences’ and stresses a « fundamental identity ». It rests on the authority of the Cultural Manifesto of the first PanAfrican Festival of Algiers, and from the start it defined itself as an alternative to Negritude, one of the great moments of which was undoubtedly the first World Black and African Festival of Arts and Culture held in Dakar in 1965.


    Defining the purpose and the scope of the world festival, Alioune Diop declared :


    The idea is essentially to give an opportunity to black communities throughout the world to consult together in order to revitalize their culture, their creativity so as to balance and expand the International Society, because it is up to our peoples to share with the other peoples around the world, the responsibility of managing the world which is our common weal.17



    Whereas historical Pan-Africanism was a political and cultural movement comparable to what Pan-Arabism was in the Arab countries, the new Pan-Africanism which emerged at the Algiers festival now presents itself as the political foundation of an interAfrican institution which is as yet only a goal. Some leaders in post-colonial Africa want to establish Africanity as the cultural basis for this political ideal. They therefore equate the African socio-cultural entities with the geo-political divisions made by the colonial powers. They refuse the concepts of « Negro-African culture » and « Arab- Berber culture », which they view as abstractions detrimental to African unity, and accuse them of being encouraged by neo-colonial interests. They believe that


    Africa as a whole constitutes a single cultural family, and that there was no need to create a dichotomy which would be an obstacle to African unity.18



    True, there is no denying the fact that the African peoples share a rich common cultural heritage, that they are linked by a sense of solidarity shaped by the experience of anti-colonial struggle, and that they have a common determination to unite against the ever-present threat of imperialism (despite their recently acquired political independence, which has to be consolidated). But rather than hastening to merge, would it not be wiser to begin by delimiting the African cultures clearly, and thereby establishing a better basis for unity ? As Léopold Senghor says :


    If we want to build a united Africa, we must make certain it will be a firmly united Africa, and therefore we must base it on our common cultural traits and not on our political differences. I have said that there are two cleavages, two stumbling blocks to African unity. There is the division between English-speaking and French-speaking countries, and there is the division between Arab-Berbers and Negro-Africans. The latter seems to me the more formidable, because it is the oldest and because it derives from the ambivalent nature of Africa itself.19



    Summing up and concluding his speech, Senghor stresses the following point :


    On the one hand, we have to remain ourselves, and on the other hand we must open ourselves to the other. This we must do in order to give and to receive. You must remain Arabs, otherwise you will have nothing to offer us. And when I say Arabs, I am not even referring to Arabism, which is a programme, a will to action; I am speaking of Arabness, that Arabness which is the hearth whence the virtues of the eternal Bedouin radiate. As for us, who live south of the Sahara, we must remain Negroes. And I mean precisely Negro-Africans. That is to say, each day we must slake our thirst at the gushing springs of rhythm and the image-symbol, of love and of faith. But, in giving, we must also be capable of receiving.20



    The Arab States of Africa have acknowledged the necessity, in the present stage of history, of respecting this cultural dichotomy, which a few muddled ideologists want to deny Black Africa. That is why, in 1970, these States founded the Arab Educational, Cultural and Scientific Organization (alecso). Among other activities, this organization promotes « research into the cultural values of the Arab civilization and their impact on Arab youth ». It also participates in « preserving the cultural heritage of the Arab Nation », in particular by compiling « various guides to the libraries, museums and Arab study information centres ».


    Arab intellectuals are currently raising questions of cultural rebirth similar to those discussed by their Negro-African brothers. Thus, in his opening speech for the Collective Consultation on Contemporary Arab Culture organized by alecso and Unesco in Cairo in June 1974, Abdel Aziz El-Sayed, the Director General of alecso, declared :


    Culture... has a specific identity connected with the most intimate essence of a people, with the nature of its thought and heritage, with its perception of things and its way of looking at them. It is culture that distinguishes peoples from one another; however, this distinction — in the case of « open » human cultures such as that of the Arabs — does not preclude contacts and encounters with other peoples : on the contrary, it invites such contacts and encounters, and indeed imposes and prescribes them. It is this that gives rise to the great cultural questions such as authenticity and renewal or unity and diversity. These questions are nowadays the subject of continuing debate and study among men of culture, thinkers, writers and artists in the countries of the Arab nation. It would not have been possible for such questions to arise in an enclosed culture, self-absorbed and restricted in its range; nor would it have been possible for them to arise in a brand-new, contemporary culture without an ancient heritage and deep roots. If we do not shrink from confronting such questions and the debates and discussions surrounding them, it is because we know that our Arab culture is human and open, and that over the centuries it has constantly renewed itself within the framework of its own essential nature, and has therefore constantly been both a recipient and a benefactor; and because we know, too, that it has consistently rejected rigid moulds and uniform approaches, preferring variety within the general framework of its unity, and has therefore never failed in vigour and development.21



    Moreover, in order to increase Arab participation in international cultural co-operation, the participants of the above meeting decided to ask Unesco to associate alecso and the Arab States in its programmes relating to the Culture of Central Asia, of Africa and of Europe (« with special reference to the Mediterranean and its islands »).22 Among the Unesco programmes which « afford opportunities of creating links between Arab and other cultures », they singled out


    programmes relating to Africa, e.g. the programme for a General History of Africa, the ten-year plan for the promotion of African languages, and the participation of certain African Arab States in cultural development and cultural policy programmes in Africa.23



    Speaking of the Arab-Berber influence on Negro-Africa, Léopold Senghor has written :


    I need hardly dwell on the fact that this influence is manifest in our religious life, for more than one-third of Black Africa is Moslem; in the languages, of the Cushites and Upper-Sudanese, whose religious vocabulary, even among Christians, is often of Semitic or Berber stock; in our customs, and, most important of all, in our ways of thinking.24



    In final analysis, therefore, no theoretical incompatibility exists between the socio-cultural entities which constitute Africanity. Indeed no proponent of Negritude has ever asserted the contrary. None the less, unity does not erase diversity and should not prevent it from being acknowledged. This diversity, which pertains to the nature of things and the historical development of peoples, should never become a goal in itself. Still less should it be substituted for the symbiosis which is our aim. Political differences, which after all are often of a hypothetical nature, should not conceal the fact that diversity is, however, a necessary stage.


    By championing Africanity against Negritude certain African intellectuals and political leaders believe that they are pleasing the Arabs and meanwhile settling a score with other Black African intellectuals and political figures. Some of them view Negritude as a defensive, racist doctrine extolling a cultural heritage whose status is questionable because it has been described and categorized through the distorting optics of European ethnologists, who have identified and interpreted its fundamental characteristics. They are not entirely wrong in maintaining that, owing to many of its original applications, Negritude derives from a typically Western statement of the African problems.


    But this does not mean that these opponents of Negritude should be followed through all the meanderings of their inconsistent logic, which rejects Pan-Negroism while embracing Pan-Arabism. They claim that Negritude hampers African unity, but cannot the same thing be said about Arabism ? If Africa is to unite and enhance its cultural heritage only within the framework of the intergovernmental institution of the oau and its special committees, why are the African Arab states members of alecso and the Arab League, and why do they laud « the specific cultural values of the Arab nations », or those of the « Maghreb civilizations’ ? Some historical leaders of Negritude can rightly be called « zealous servants of neo-colonialism » and dividers of the revolutionary anti-imperialist front. But the pioneers of Arabism and the chiefs of State of the Arab League are hardly more progressive.


    All of which shows that, whereas the black communities are unquestionably determined to enhance their cultural heritage, there is no evidence of homogeneity of thought among the Westernized black intellectuals. Contaminated by the eclecticism of the acculturized urban élites of the Third World, they reject the supposedly reactionary and suicidal traditionalism of the non-Westernized rural élites and are unable either to trace a relevant course of action or to define a satisfactory cultural frame of reference. They are not even capable of making a coherent and irrefutable distinction between the problems of race and nation and those of class, and still less of giving their state-of-mind a historical dimension by integrating their culture and their experience of contemporary revolutionary movements in the social practices of black people.


    As Alphonse Quénum observes :


    The culture of the intelligentsia cannot and must not be antithetic to the culture of the people. Rather, it must be an offshoot of it, permanently drawing nourishment from it so as not to become barren. Having emerged from the people, our intelligentsia must learn how to return to the people and become their critical consciousness, a force working against humbug and deceit, living close to the masses, sharing their hopes and anxieties, and giving them vent in political projects or expression in a doctrine of renewal....


    In short, the culture of our intelligentsia must cease to be the worship of knowledge as a means to power and possessions and must become the will power which the people have been waiting for to catalyse their aspirations and energies, in other words a mediating force.25



    A number of intellectuals and political cadres of post-colonial Black Africa consider that the strongly emotional and inopportune assertion of national originality and authenticity, at a time when no one seriously denies them, is actually part of a concerted effort to counteract the influence of Marxist-Leninism. The emergence of the Chinese and Vietnamese nations which have followed that line has aroused a good deal of admiration in Africa. The anti-Marxist strategy is presumably to maintain a certain level of theoretical confusion among the as yet uncommitted young people in search of a revolutionary ideology and a model for development, and to draw them away from the study of Marxism and sidetrack them in obscurantist mystification.


    It is admittedly not always easy to remain impassive when considering the real trend, the political line and the behaviour of certain « left-wing elocutionists’ who assail Negritude from the viewpoint of Africanity, cultural personality and authenticity — as if there were a contradiction between those concepts — and who claim to be helping the Arabs, whereas in fact they are systematically intent on sowing the seeds of discord and misunderstanding in a ground where there should be only understanding, mutual respect and the fraternity of a common struggle.


    Actually, there is some danger that the above controversy may degenerate into what Lu Sin called « a storm in a teacup ». First, because in the course of the adventure that was colonialism, the peoples of Black Africa, always true to themselves, never ceased to express and to assert, in their protean daily struggles, their identity, their originality, their Negritude, or, if one prefers, their Negro- Africanity. Secondly, because in agreeing to fall back purely and simply on Marxist-Leninism one tends (as do a number of African intellectuals) to take shelter behind its authority and to make it an end in itself, overlooking the fact that at no point in the history of peoples has revolutionary ideology replaced as a programme of action the revolution itself. For many intellectuals and political leaders in our countries, Marxist-Leninism has nevertheless become a kind of hermetic metalanguage, a new kind of philosophy and an intellectual pastime primarily characterized by a need for displaying erudition and engaging in petty political machinations instead of being authentically concerned with revolutionary action.


    Proposals for a new programme of cultural action


    Having outlined the main cultural issues of contemporary Black Africa, it should now be pointed out that various general problems of methodology and orientation arise when it comes to enhancing and promoting the Negro-African cultural heritage. These difficulties do not occur primarily in setting up detailed programmes or in drawing up recommendations for sustained long-term plans of action.


    More than ever today, it is above all the concepts of « civilization » and « culture » — both of which have been too unilaterally conceived during the periods of European hegemony — which have to be overhauled and redefined by our scholars in terms of the values and specific traits of our heritage. The Rwandese professor, Alexis Kagame, has recently made a remarkable contribution in this respect, which it is to be hoped will not remain an isolated one. Attempting to give a concise definition of the notion of « objective civilization », Professor Kagame writes as follows :


    Considered objectively, civilization is the adaptation of a human group making use of the whole range of human nature (intelligence, will, feeling and the bodily activities) to domesticate and improve the physical environment in which it dwells (climate and seasons, minerals, hydrography, animal and plant life), to protect itself from the internal causes of disintegration, to defend itself against similar groups which might otherwise absorb it, and to transmit to its offspring the sum of the experience it has received from its initiators.26



    Before arriving at this definition, Professor Kagame briefly discusses the components of the concept of objective civilization. He discerns eleven of them : a linguistic system; a large territory; long-standing occupation of that territory; an effective economy; both an internal and an international (or tribal and interclan) system of public law, including a system of administering justice; a system of social practice governing relations between individuals and groups; a body of technical knowledge corresponding to the real needs of the group; a criterion for artistic (literary, musical or plastic) works; a corpus of real and speculative scientific knowledge; a philosophical system; and, finally,


    a religious system providing man with an explanation about his origins, a rule of conduct governing his relationship with the dead, with intangible and in-themselves inexplicable forces and with the eternal Being, as well as an answer to the questions of man’s existence on earth and its ultimate purpose.27



    At all events, the traditional African cultures permeate the social sphere of the individual African and are expressed in each one of his gestures. They form a part of the objective reality which he « finds » surrounding him at birth and as he becomes « conscious » within the physical and social world which he gradually discovers as he grows up. Even if the techniques he uses in his life within this environment develop but very slowly, even though his economic situation has changed little since the days when his ancestors were alive, his cultural values do far more than merely contribute, as has been said, to maintain and reproduce permanent social structures. On the contrary, on many occasions in the course of history, these values have caused man to disavow those structures and the relationships of production which characterize them, to alter them, and to sever the bonds which hampered their development. Thus they have given man the means to deal with new needs, and helped him gain a better understanding of the meaning of his life. They have brought him to question himself over and over within the daily circumstances of his life and in his relationship with society and with the universe. Provided that they are not viewed as a collection of automatic prescriptions and practices, these cultural values are in no way opposed to the evolution of African societies. On the contrary, they imply that evolution.


    The essential matter of contemporary African culture — that is to say the themes developed in literature, the arts, music, film and the theatre of the large Black African cities — often lacks relevance and roots. It is as if the creative individuals in that urban culture wrote, painted or sculpted with one purpose in mind : that of resurrecting a certain type of Western audience’s image of African peoples and of satisfying its need for escape. Availing itself of the large-scale modern means of distribution, this marginal, exotic, artificial, urban and touristic culture threatens to stiffle the authentic cultural heritage of the people and to take its place. A new social order deriving from a powerful, imported civilization, with its alien frames of reference and values, would thus emerge. It would only tolerate and communicate harmless decorative motifs, traditional activities and residual traits of « eternal Africa » — dances, expressive gestures, the gift of the gab, religiosity, sporadic enthusiasms, or, in Blyden’s cruel phrase, « rhythm, amiable mischievousness and eroticism forever in search of new sensations ».


    Negro-African culture is not the folkloric pot-pourri assiduously cultivated by the mass media of the new States, and it will surely not be promoted within any neo-colonial framework.


    I need hardly remind the reader that the primordial function of our culture has always been to convey a particular idea of man and nature, and to contribute to the harmony between them.


    Negro art, the essential, authentic, classic Negro art, imitates neither reality nor the imagination. Dynamic and multidimensional, it identifies with both. Even as a court art it is always anonymous : it presents significant archetypes rather than faithful portraits. The traditional or classic Negro artist reproduces what he feels and knows rather than what he observes. A « created creature », he is above all, to quote Amadou Hampaté Ba’s famous expression, a « created creator ». Consequently he strives to appease, to conjure, to tame things, including death and suffering, the dark or baneful forces of the universe. He veils the inevitable so as to mitigate its impact and make it bearable with a supreme smile. He harmonizes and integrates Negro mythology, its wonder and poetry, into his artistic creations and in daily experience. As Amadou Hampate Bâ writes :


    Something happened in Africa that has happened in many countries of the world. Arts became distorted and were forgotten by the people. Therefore the last masters hid them under symbols so that they should be left in peace by desecrators and, sometimes, by the temporal authorities, who were harsh towards the secret societies. In Africa these symbols came to be legends, maxims, masks, geometrical figures, and statuettes.28



    The as yet little-known and little-studied myths, folktales, riddles, proverbs and conundrums are not always simple expressions of folk values. They are often devices for perpetuating and communicating a particular message or piece of knowledge. In Black Africa knowledge naturally assumes ridiculous or unimposing appearances in order to exclude the profane or the « obtuse » disciples whom the teacher cannot « open up » to the « light » of knowledge, whose ears he cannot « pierce ». The curious, the envious, the shallow who do not deserve to be acquainted with the secrets of nature and initiated into the mysteries : all are barred from the hidden wisdom. The acquisition of culture, in this case, actually depends on knowing how to understand allusions and hints concerning the essential matters, that is to say human relations.


    Remember Kaïdara, the god of gold and knowledge, who appears in the guise of an insignificant beggar, who desires no alms », a little old man garbed in sweat-soaked, threadbare swatches of cotton, who is so weak that he « walks out of habit rather than out of strength ».29 Or think of Bâgoumâwel, the master of occult knowledge, the decipherer of the divine message, in the tale called L'Éclat de la Grande Étoile,30 who, in the form of a little old man, sleeps on a bed of ashes, feeds on jujubes, drinks from the hollow of his hand, spends his days in hillside caves and only returns to the village at dusk.


    Faced with the rapid development of technology and with tools and machines imported from the West, the rudimentary techniques of spinning and weaving, the native crafts, the arts and popular traditions of Black Africa are losing ground to profit, efficiency and adaptability; and they are being replaced by ignorance, blindness and prejudice.


    The break between the traditional illiterate practitioners of these arts and crafts and the young Westernized Africans is increasingly becoming a reality. Very few young people want to learn the archaic and downgraded techniques. They are even unwilling to view them as starting-points for respectable work, or to make the effort to study them, to reflect on them critically or to renew them. There is ground for fearing that rootless and depersonalized societies will replace the older societies and swallow up their cultural heritage. As Amadou Hampaté Bâ observed :
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