WHERE THERE IS NO VISION THE PEOPLE PERISH:
REFLECTIONS ON THE AFRICAN RENAISSANCE

Mbulelo Vizikhungo Mzamane

Just like moons and like suns,

With the certainty of tides,

Just like hopes springing high,

Still I rise.

Maya Angelou

African renaissance: myth or reality?

Since 1994 South Africans have had an endless volley of buzzwords unleashed on them, sometimes representing little more than sloganeering and empty rhetoric outrageously passing for originality and profundity. Enterprising linguists could develop a new branch of socio-linguistics in South Africa devoted to the New speak, the new bureaucratese, and encompassing such new coinages and usages as the following: new South Africa, transformation, transparency, accountability, empowerment, delivery, redeployment, grass-roots, ubuntu, lekgotla – the list is endless. 

‘African renaissance’ is perhaps the catchiest of these new phrases to enter the lexicon of most South Africans. The bandwagon effect has been truly remarkable. The expression itself reflects in some quarters a new orthodoxy, which has been embraced by politicians, academics and clerics, established business people and the nouveau riche, the new African elite and other reasonably enlightened citizens.

One of Thabo Mbeki’s earliest public references to the African renaissance appears in his speech as deputy president – reproduced in his collection of speeches Africa: The Time has Come (1998: 201) – delivered at the Summit on Attracting Capital to Africa that was organised by the Corporate Council on Africa in Chantilly, Virginia, April 19–22 1997, in which he said: 

Those who have eyes to see let them see. The African renaissance is upon us. As we peer through the looking glass darkly, this may not be obvious. But it is upon us. 

Since Mbeki first popularised the concept and raised the clarion call, there have been several gatherings held in South Africa; numerous deliberations have taken place and many articles and books have been written, all devoted to the subject. An African Renaissance Institute has been established and the concept has become a rallying point for South Africans in many spheres of life, invoked and offered as the raison d’etre for engaging in most activities of a social, cultural, economic, and political nature. In two significant addresses that we examine, one given in Abuja and the other in Accra during his October 2000 state visits to Nigeria and Ghana, respectively, President Mbeki speaks at some length about the concept that has become the driving force behind his domestic and foreign policies. It also underpins the Millenium Partnership for the African Recovery Programme (MAP) – his plan for Africa’s social, political, and economic recovery – that we also examine later in the article. 

Commendable as most of these new concepts are, they are sometimes couched in obfuscating rather than illuminating terms. Many of these expressions often shed more passion and provide little comprehension. As tools of analysis, they offer few fresh insights.

An exceedingly vexing series of questions for exponents of the African renaissance is: What is African about the African renaissance; what constitutes its African essence? What are Africa’s unique characteristics, which are identical from one African country to the next and are not replicated elsewhere in the world? What are the distinguishing features of the African condition; and is there a single, formulaic Africa-centred response to the challenges identified? 

Problems of war and peace and statehood in Algeria, Burundi, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Sierra Leone, Somalia, and Sudan are also the problems of the breakaway republics of the former Soviet empire, the Middle East, Latin America, Europe, Asia, etc. From China to Chile to Chechnya, from Peru to the Pacific islands, secessionist and pro-democracy movements litter the world’s stage, along with the instability and the volatility that go with the terrain. One tally of wars around the world since Hiroshima and Nagasaki lists no fewer than 175, from Afghanistan to Zululand. There are no less than 30 conflicts going on now, in four continents – and armies of the remaining continent are stoking the flames of war by supporting, directly or indirectly, one or the other faction in these fratricidal wars. There are no African interests we could aggregate as a common point of departure toward the African renaissance. If there were, there would be no war in the Democratic Republic of the Congo involving, among others, Zimbabwe, Uganda, Rwanda, Namibia, and Angola, with each country having interests to protect different from those entertained by the other parties to the dispute. We live in a cynical world, indeed. Advocates of African solidarity – which, in the final analysis, is what champions of the African renaissance are calling for – have as much impact on the behaviour of nations and on the conduct of international affairs as Moral Rearmament (MRA) or the Independent Order of True Templers (IOTT). Calls for a renaissance, which assume the status of a moral crusade only, are simply not equal to the scale and intensity of the challenges.

Poverty may be more acute in Africa; but poverty characterises most of the former colonised world in the Latin American, Caribbean, African, Asian, and Pacific (LACAAP) countries. Throughout the globe drought, floods, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, and other natural disasters are a function of climatology, not demonology. HIV/AIDS may be most rampant in Africa; but it is not some special scourge God has reserved for unsuspecting, sinful Africans. Bad governance, corruption, autocracy, and demagoguery are found everywhere. Backwardness and underdevelopment may be especially acute in Africa; but similar conditions are found in most of the LACAAP world. Even in relatively wealthy South Africa, the disparities between European affluence and African deprivation create classical Third World conditions for that country’s underprivileged people. What we find, therefore, in Africa is an extreme manifestation of these problems. The solutions are not anymore African – the problems are not going to be solved with muti or juju – than they are European, Latin American, Caribbean, Asian, Australian, etc.

There is undoubtedly a shared colonial history in all of Africa; but again the experience of colonialism is shared with most of the LACAAP world and the Balkan nations and the Irish and many others beside. Within Africa itself, there are variations on the colonial theme, arising from different stresses in the colonial policies and practices of Britain, France, Germany, Holland, Italy, Portugal, Spain and other ‘scramblers’ for African colonies. There is a convincing argument that many African countries would never have been separate countries but for the partitioning exercise undertaken by European powers at the Berlin Conferences in 1884/85. Most African states have internalised their colonial legacies to a point where they identify themselves as Anglophone, Francophone, Lusophone, etc. and sometimes create alliances based on those divisions – a point Mbeki makes in one of his addresses that we discuss. There are also ideological differences foisted upon most African states by alliances with one superpower or the other during the Cold War era. There may be common aspirations among African nations, arising from the common aspirations of all human beings, but there are also competing and contending interests.

An instructive example of the divergence of economic interests was provided in 1999 by the move to repay Africa’s debt to the West through the sale of gold reserves. South Africa, which was not included in the debt relief package, lined up Ghana, Mali and other gold producing countries to oppose the proposed gold sales by Britain, the USA, and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). South Africa, as one of the world’s largest producers of gold, feared that such large scale dumping of gold on the world market would depress the price of gold. In fact, the price of gold on the world market fell to record low levels of nearly US$250 an ounce when the scheme was announced. It recovered and rose above US$300 an ounce when the USA and the IMF dropped the scheme. Non-gold producing countries had no such interests in scuttling the proposed gold sales for alleviating their crippling debt burden. Good sense ultimately prevailed, however, and the looming dispute and creeping resentment were fortuitously averted.

When Mbeki, commenting on disagreements with some European countries regarding a free trade agreement between South Africa and the European Union (EU), which will phase out tariffs on about 90% of their trade, said in a statement quoted in the Buenos Aires Herald, 18 October 1999, Herald World Trade and the Mercusor Weekly,

The developed countries of the north have lost all sense of the noble idea of human solidarity. What seems to predominate is the question in its narrowest and its most naked meaning: ‘What’s in it for me?’ 

His remarks may just as well have been intended for some African governments. Moreover, the agreement was not universally welcomed by other Southern African Development Community (SADC) countries that are members of the Lome Convention, a co-operation agreement between the EU and 71 African, Caribbean, and Pacific countries. They privately felt undercut by South Africa’s separate deal with the EU.

Figuring out what is peculiarly African about any of these challenges can be a trying exercise over which there can be some consensus probably, but certainly no unanimity. In such circumstances, designing a collective response, which transcends structural differences and other conditions peculiar to a specific country, verges on the quixotic.

We must not be construed to mean that African solidarity and recovery are undesirable or unattainable goals. This is not an anthem to Afro-pessimism. No people deserve to wallow in perpetual poverty, ignorance, disease and strife. Africa’s destiny undoubtedly lies with the African people themselves. No salvation will come from the hills. For the first time since Africa’s anti-colonial struggle, we see the emergence of visionary leadership that seeks to be equal to the challenges of the ‘second revolution’ and the new millennium, none of which are insurmountable. We contend that no medication can be prescribed with any certainty of curing the body politic, however, without an accurate diagnosis – in this case, without a scientific understanding of Africa’s ailments. But, first, we must cure the myopia of essentialising and romanticising Africa, before we can grapple in some sane manner with contemporary African reality. Africa is not a country but the most culturally diverse and complex continent on earth. Beyond the colonial legacy, the misadventures of the post-independence era, the conflicting interests of the post-Cold War period, there is today a ‘new world order’ that is in every respect as constraining to corrective action – or to patenting medicines of one’s choice – as colonialism. Africans downplay these challenges to their own detriment.

There is no necessary homogeneity of approach on economic affairs, especially where we encounter a divergence of interests. Furthermore, these are not problems to be solved by exorcism, or by some ancient African ritual. There are no neo-Negritudinist solutions hovering somewhere on the African horizon. A new awakening can only come about when issues are problematised less sentimentally and more scientifically. The African renaissance can only have meaning if it moves beyond the realm of fictionality – if it moves, that is, beyond the realm of magical realism – to grapple with the intricate problem and reality of Africa’s complexity and polarity.

Beyond ‘mythification’, then, what are we to make of the African renaissance? And beyond the rhetoric, how are we to grapple with the realities we have outlined? What is the way forward? In what follows, we suggest a need to reconceptualise the African renaissance, first, and situate the movement within its proper historical context. Thereafter, we may be able to free the concept from the mystification into which it has fallen, confront the realities of Africans universally, and chart a way forward to a true new world order in which we may find, as Aime Cesaire says, ‘room for us all at the rendezvous of victory’. 

‘Still I rise’: The African renaissance revisited

The Early Phase 

The African renaissance in proper historical context is essentially the rise of Africans universally, on the continent and in the Diaspora, from slavery, colonialism, segregation, Apartheid, and neo-colonialism. In reflecting on the African renaissance, therefore, mere episodes must not be mistaken for the totality of the phenomenon. The African renaissance is not a single event but a process long begun but far from finished. There have been many episodes, spanning several generations, in the rise of the Africans universally from the forces that put them down, many episodes in their unfolding culture of liberation. A collocation of events has been building up to a grande finale yet to be realised. 

The rebellion of African slaves in the New World marked the earliest episode in the rise of people of African descent in the Americas and the Caribbean: Toussaint L’Ouverture, Boukman, Georges Biassou, Andre Rigaud, Frederick Douglass, Nat Turner, John Brown, Sojourner Truth and many heroes and sheroes of that phase in the struggle constitute an early chapter in that book yet to be completed.

The Haitian Revolution claims several paragraphs in that early chapter of the slave’s epic journey in the New World. Violent conflicts between European colonists were common on the island. Runaway slaves, known as maroons (marrons), launched regular attacks from their mountain and forest strongholds on European settlements for provisions and ammunition. Francois Macandal, who drew from African traditions and religions to inspire his followers, led the rebellion of 1751–1757 but was eventually caught and burnt at the stake by the French. Macandal’s rebellion presaged the 1791 slave rebellion that evolved into the Haitian Revolution. Spurned by the French Revolution of 1789, the slave uprising of 1791 finally toppled the colony. Under pressure, Commissioner Leger-Felicite Sonthonax abolished slavery in August 1793. The leaders who helped at different times to plot and to execute guerrilla incursions included Francois Dominique Toussaint L’Ouverture, one of the few literate slaves; Boukman, a voodoo houngan (priest); Georges Biassou, Jeannot, Andre Rigaud, Alexandre Petion and others. In 1803 Toussaint was made Governor-General-for-life over the whole of Hispaniola but French troops captured him and transported him to France, where he died on 7 April 1803. They subsequently restored slavery on the islands. Notwithstanding such setbacks, on 1 January 1804 Haiti proclaimed its independence under military strongman Dessalines. Like Ethiopia – except for its brief occupation (1936–1941) by Italy during World War II – Haiti’s unique position as an independent state came to symbolise the aspirations of enslaved and exploited people around the globe. 

On the American mainland, Nat Turner led an unsuccessful slave revolt in 1831 in the State of Virginia but was captured and hung. He had stirred the freedom movement, however, that could neither be captured nor hung. Two years later abolitionist groups from New York and New England founded the American Anti-Slavery Society. In 1835, the US Congress adopted the ‘gag resolutions’ against anti-slavery petitions and motions but still the tide could not be stemmed. In 1839 the Liberty Party, the first anti-slavery party, held its national convention in Warsaw, New York, and the following year the World Anti-Slavery Convention held in London condemned American churches for supporting slavery. Pressure against slavery mounted throughout the 1840s, spurred by organisations such as the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society that employed Frederick Douglass as an agent in 1841. In 1848 California became the first state to adopt a constitution forbidding slavery, thus opening the floodgates for other states to follow suit. 

Booker T Washington, much maligned in some quarters as the quintessential Uncle Tom figure (as in Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man) but completely in tune with the spirit of the times, sounds an apt note of triumph in his celebrated book on the subject, Up From Slavery. His abiding legacy lies in realising the need for a shift in struggle tactics. His most notable achievement was the Tuskegee Normal School for Coloured Teachers (later known as Tuskegee Institute) that he founded and built into a major centre for African-American education, a major political force in America, and a lasting monument to the rise of people of African descent in the New World. Tuskegee set an example of education for self-reliance that was emulated by African educators, responding too to the new clarion call from the continent at the end of the nineteenth century by such visionaries as the Xhosa language poet Citashe (Isaac Wauchope) for Africans to put down their spears and shields and pick up pens and books. Far from conceding defeat, therefore, the reconsideration of struggle tactics ushered in by luminaries such as Booker T Washington and Citashe marks a coming-of-age in modern African politics and sets the stage for twentieth century Pan Africanism – the idea that people of African descent have common interests and should work together to overcome racism, colonialism, and neo-colonialism.

The exhortation that Citashe makes for Africans to arm themselves educationally – to exchange their spears for pens – followed the close of another early phase or chapter in the rise of Africans. This other chapter depicts the valiant but largely unsuccessful armed struggles on the continent against European colonialism – from the seventeenth century resistance of the Khoikhoi on the southernmost tip of the continent; the 100 years war (1770s–1880s), which pitted Xhosa people against successive Dutch and British colonial armies; the Maji-Maji rebellion (1905–1907) against German encroachment in East Africa; the 1920s struggle of the Igbo women; the Algerian war of independence (1954–1962); the Mau-Mau guerrilla campaign in Kenya (1952–1956); the first and second Chimurenga wars of liberation in Zimbabwe in the 1890s and 1970s, respectively; to the stone throwing children of Soweto, Langa and Mdantsane in South Africa. Far from being hapless, helpless victims, these generations of African warriors that succeeded each other were what the South African poet, Mongane Wally Serote, describes in his epic poem, No More Strangers, as ‘creative fighters’. They laid the foundations for and complemented the political struggles that eventually brought independence from European colonialism to every African country. 

The breeding ground of Pan Africanism was not Africa, however, but the African Diaspora. Crushing slavery in the New World created a yearning among people of African origin for their ancestral homeland and the dignity and freedom it represented. A few among them yearned to return ‘home’. Paul Cuffe, who was a shipbuilder in Boston, set sail in 1815 in one of his ships with 40 passengers for Sierra Leone, where the British in 1787 had created a refuge for former slaves. A predominantly white liberal organisation, the American Colonisation Society, formed in 1817 established another slave refuge in West Africa in 1822 that became Liberia in 1847. Freed slaves also returned to Sierra Leone and Liberia from Brazil and the Caribbean. In Sierra Leone, descendants of freed slaves mainly from Jamaica who were resettled in the Freetown area make up 10% of the population; while in Liberia, descendants of immigrants from the Americas and the Caribbean who had been slaves make up 5% of the population. Few of its intended beneficiaries in the New World regarded repatriation as a viable option, however, with Frederick Douglass and other abolitionists actually denouncing immigration to Africa as a plot to deny African-Americans their rights in America.

Pan Africanism on both sides of the Atlantic took various other forms as well. A body of Pan African scholarship, for example, developed to challenge European supremacist notions and refute stereotypes that ascribed backwardness to Africans as a race. In America, David Walker’s book Appeal, published in 1829, drew attention to Africa’s glorious history, including that of ancient Egypt, when Europe still wallowed in darkness. James ‘Africanus’ Beale Horton and James ‘Holy’ Johnson, both from Sierra Leone, and Edward Blyden from Liberia produced similar scholarship on ancient African civilisations. They were also vigorous campaigners against British colonialism. These precursors of the Pan African movement entertained essentially Western notions of statehood, however, to the extent that their ideas of successful African nation-states they wished to establish, the economic and educational systems they wanted to develop, were all based on orthodox Western models. 

Pan Africanism gathered further momentum after the 1884–85 Berlin congresses that carved up Africa between European powers. In 1886, George Charles, president of the African Emigration Association, announced to the US Congress that his association planned to establish a United States of Africa, an idea that has continued to be espoused by several generations of Pan Africanists. More importantly and immediately, however, advocates of Pan Africanism convened their own Congress on Africa in Chicago in 1893. The Congress on Africa denounced the scramble for and the partition of Africa among European powers. The African Association was formed in 1897, under the leadership of a Trinidadian lawyer who had studied law in London, Henry Sylvester Williams. The participants at these early Pan African meetings were drawn almost exclusively from the African Diaspora in the Caribbean, Americas and Europe.

The twentieth century – from the Pan African Congress of 1900 to the Convention for a Democratic South Africa (CODESA) talks in the 1990s – witnessed an acceleration and intensification of the unfolding culture of liberation among Africans the world over, including African-Americans and their counterparts in the Caribbean, building on the foundations of previous struggles. 

In 1900, Henry Sylvester Williams, alongside such other eminent leaders as the academic-activist WEB Dubois, the first African-American to obtain a doctorate from Harvard University (1896), convened the first Pan African Congress in London to raise consciousness and forge solidarity in struggle. The delegates sent a petition to Queen Victoria denouncing Britain’s treatment of people of African origin in the colonies. They also passed a resolution to form a movement that would campaign for the rights of African people universally. This brought the Pan African Congress into being formally. 

The second Pan African Congress took place in Paris in 1919. Its organisers intended it to coincide with the Versailles Peace Conference at the end of World War I. Delegates to the 1919 Pan African Congress hoped, vainly as it turned out, to persuade leaders from Europe and the US that US President Wilson’s lofty ideals of the self-determination of people universally should apply to Africans as well. 

113 delegates mainly from Africa, America, Britain, and the West Indies attended the next Pan African Congress held in Paris in 1921. They issued the Pan African Manifesto, a precursor of the Organisation of African Unity (OAU) Charter, which read in part as follows:

The Negro race through its thinking intelligentsia is demanding:

l. The recognition of civilised men as civilised despite their race or colour.

2. Local self-government for backward groups, deliberately rising as experience and knowledge grow to complete self-government under the limitations of a self-governed world.

3. Education in self-knowledge, in scientific truth and in industrial technique, undivorced from the art of beauty.

4. Freedom in their own religion and social customs, and with the right to be different and non-conformist.

5. Co-operation with the rest of the world in government, industry, and art on the basis of Justice, Freedom, and Peace.

6. The ancient common ownership of the land and its natural fruits and defence against the unrestrained greed of invested capital.

7. The establishment under the League of Nations of an international institution for the study of Negro problems.

8. The establishment of an international section in the Labour Bureau of the League of Nations, charged with the protection of native labour.

The immediate offshoot of the Pan African Congress of 1900 had been the formation in 1909 of the National Association for the Advancement of Coloured People (NAACP) and the South African Native National Congress (later the African National Congress – ANC) in 1912. Both the NAACP and the ANC remain the African people’s oldest organisations of Pan African character and persuasion. These movements then as now feed off each other, in typical Pan African fashion.

John Langalibalele Dube became the ANC’s first president and Sol Plaatje its first secretary general. The ANC’s first national executive included Pixley ka Isaka Seme, who was one of the leading figures behind the formation of the organisation. In 1887 Dube had accompanied the missionary WC Wilcox to America and remained to study at Oberlin College. He returned to South Africa but was soon back in America to study at the theological seminary in Brooklyn. On completion, he established Ohlange Institute to provide academic and vocational training – along the lines of the Tuskegee Institute. Seme studied at Northfield Mount Herman School (situated in northwestern Massachusetts) and read law at Columbia University. Many future African leaders such as Kwame Nkrumah continued the tradition of studying in America in such Historically Black Colleges and Universities as Lincoln, Tuskegee, Wilberforce, and Howard. 

The feeling of solidarity engendered by the Pan African movement thus led to greater interaction between the African people in the ‘New World’ and on the continent. In the 1910s, for example, during travels on ‘research journeys through several farms and cities of nineteen different states’ to compare conditions under which the descendants of African slaves lived in America with conditions in South Africa, Solomon (Sol) Tshekiso Plaatje, the first African novelist in English from South Africa, met and held discussions with many founder members of the Pan African Congress. He wrote a 15-page pamphlet against the prohibition of mixed marriages in South Africa, which he described as ‘a disquisition on a delicate social problem known to Europeans as the Black Peril and to the Bantu as the White Peril’. The pamphlet sold 18 000 copies in New York in 1921, a testimony to the identification with the situation in Africa among people of African descent in America. Such political interaction as Plaatje and others had initiated with people of African origin in other parts of the world continued under the umbrella of the Pan African Congresses. 

The two major figures of Pan Africanist persuasion in the first half of the twentieth century were without doubt Du Bois and Marcus Garvey. But they were as different in their personalities, appeal and styles as opposite sides of a coin.

Marcus Garvey was born and raised in Jamaica. An admirer of Booker T Washington’s philosophy of self-reliance for people of African descent, in 1914 he started the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) with the goal of unifying ‘all the Negro peoples of the world into one great body and to establish a country and government absolutely on their own’. When the organisation failed to take off, he moved to New York in 1916. His ideas sparked an immediate response among Harlem’s working class and underclass inhabitants that hailed him as the ‘Black Moses’. He held a Black Convention that was attended by delegates from 25 countries and led a march through the streets of Harlem with 50 000 participants. He campaigned under the slogans that became popular rallying cries among his followers: ‘Back to Africa’ and ‘Africa for Africans’. His dreams were dashed and his influence was reduced, however, when in 1925 he was imprisoned for mail fraud connected with his Black Star shipping line – part of his program to conduct international trade between Africans and the rest of the world in order to ‘uplift the race’ and help every person of African descent to return to Africa eventually. He was released from prison after two years and deported to England. But Garveyism remained the most popular variant of Pan Africanism especially in the Caribbean and resurfaced long after his death, owing in no small measure to the influence of Bob Marley, as Rastafarianism in the reggae scene of the 1970s. In the US, too, he was not without followers particularly in the Black Power Movement. 

WEB Du Bois was as formal as Garvey was flamboyant. In opposition to Booker T Washington’s philosophy of ‘pulling oneself by one’s own bootstraps’ – through manual labour and black capitalism – Du Bois believed in higher education and the cultivation of the ‘talented tenth’ for leadership in the African-American community. He devoted his life to meticulous and prodigious scholarship regarding the social conditions of African-Americans. His book, The Souls of Black Folks, is his sociological study of African-Americans. He was a co-founder of NAACP and edited its newspaper The Crisis from its foundation in 1910 until 1934. The magazine sponsored a literary contest where the works of Langston Hughes, Countee Cullen, and Claude McKay, among others, began to appear. He exhorted African-American artists to root their creativity in the African-American experience and to celebrate their ancient African cultural heritage. He saw the problems of Africans universally in an internationalist way, however, as part of a general struggle for social justice. ‘The problem of the 20th century is the problem of the colour line – the relation of the darker to the lighter races of men in Asia and Africa, in America and the islands of the sea’, he pronounced with prophetic insight. Hounded by the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) in the US, he lived the last years of his long life in exile. At the invitation of Kwame Nkrumah he went to live in Ghana, where he died in 1963. Du Bois organised three further Pan African Congresses in the 1920s, including the one that issued the Pan African Manifesto. But by that time the main impetus of Pan Africanism in the Americas was cultural, energised from Harlem that threw up a generation of writers, artists, musicians and actors in unprecedented numbers in the African-American community. 

Pan Africanism thus continued to exercise considerable influence and produce profound impact in the US and facilitated cultural, political, economic and social regeneration. The Harlem renaissance that blossomed in the 1920s was largely a cultural manifestation of the spirit engendered by Pan Africanism. It was a coming-out party, in America’s heartland, of the descendants of African slaves. Although its concerns were largely local – with emphasis on being black/Negro in America – its reverberations came to be felt throughout the African world and on the international scene. 

The gallery of writers released by the Harlem renaissance – from Langston Hughes, Claude McKay, Countee Cullen to Zora Neal Hurston – had a profound and lasting impact on Pan Africanism and cultural affirmation. Africa was the touchstone of their poetry, as in Langston Hughes’s The Negro Speaks of Rivers: 

I bathed in the Euphrates when dawns were young. 

I built my hut in the Congo and it lulled me to sleep. 

I looked upon the Nile and raised the pyramids above it. 

I heard the singing of the Mississippi when Abe Lincoln 

          went down to New Orleans, and I’ve seen its muddy 

          bosom turn all golden in the sunset. 

I’ve known rivers: 

Ancient rivers. 

My soul has grown deep like rivers 

Or in Countee Cullen’s Heritage: 

What is Africa to me:

Copper sun or scarlet sea, 

Jungle star or jungle track, 

Strong bronzed men, or regal black 

Women from whose loins I sprang 

When the birds of Eden sang? 

Whether for inspiration or validation, the poets of the Harlem renaissance use Africa as their springboard. They invariably turn to Africa to assert their identity, some by reaching back to their African roots. At the same time, collectively, they make the point James Weldon Johnson makes in the introduction to The Book of American Negro Poetry, first published in 1927, that ‘the Negro is a contributor to American life not only of material but of artistic, cultural, and spiritual values; that in the making and shaping of American civilisation he is an active force, a giver as well as a receiver, a creator as well as a creature’.

Although Pan Africanism became an important aspect of its political program and despite Marcus Garvey’s ‘Back to Africa’ call, the Harlem renaissance never became a roots movement the way Negritude, Rastafarianism and some of the American Black Power organisations of the 1960s were to become. Those who subscribed to its tenets were more concerned with the affront to their dignity in the US than with the liberation of the African continent as such and of the people of African descent universally. That task within the context of the US was left to writers and political activists of the Black Power and civil rights movements. 

After the Harlem renaissance, Africans throughout the modern world, whose physical and cultural space had been invaded by the West which had largely superimposed its own culture over theirs and who aspired to self-expression, now had literary and artistic models they could emulate. The new awakening engendered by the Harlem renaissance inspired writers from the Caribbean to the Congo, from Senegal to South Africa. The rise in the 1930s of Peter Abrahams in South Africa, which he documents in his autobiography Tell Freedom, owed its inspiration directly to writers of the Harlem renaissance. South African writers who emerged in the 1960s, such as Sipho Sepamla and Keorapetse Kgositsile, testify to similar influences in their work. We grew up singing a song:

Kukhon’ isizwe ngale phesheya eNgilande 
There’s a nation abroad in England
Sobuya nini size sithol’ iAfrika yethu. 
When will it come back to set us free?
Our muddled sense of geography notwithstanding, the sense of identification among South Africans with the trials and tribulations of American Negroes, in general, and the achievements of the Harlem renaissance and its after-glow in particular, was complete and inspirational.

From storytelling to Negro spirituals, to blues, to jazz, Negroes wove their African heritage with their American experience to create new and distinctive art forms. ‘The Uncle Remus stories constitute the greatest body of folk lore that America has produced, and the “spirituals” the greatest body of folk song’, James Weldon Johnson further notes. Every South African will recognise in these stories their African antecedents, the mmutlanyana or chakijana stories. Johnson is, indeed, correct to point out that ‘in the spirituals, or slave songs, the Negro has given America not only its only folk song, but a mass of noble music’.

Jazz, the twentieth century’s most distinctive sound and most pronounced form of musical expression, emerged as the classical form of African musical expression. The flowering of local jazz forms in countries such as South Africa – from marabi in the 1930s to kwela in the 1950s to mbaqanga in the 1960s to kwaito in the 1990s – was made possible by the rise of the Negro in America. Local styles emerged to produce local varieties of jazz, juju, calypso and reggae music. The music of Fela Anikulapo Kuti of Nigeria, Bob Marley of Jamaica, and Hugh Masekela of South Africa fused influences from all over the African universe. In this respect, the African renaissance is best understood as an interconnected phenomenon, with variations the size of the continent and its Diaspora. 

In the 1930s, the scene shifts from Harlem to Paris, with the emergence of Negritude. Negritude demonstrates both the enduring themes of the African renaissance and its changing emphases. 

Negritude was double rebellion by people of African descent, first, against physical alienation (from Africa to the Caribbean to France) and, simultaneously, against cultural estrangement foisted by the French colonial policy of assimilation. They saw the assertion of their cultural identity as people of African origin, their psychological and cultural emancipation from European domination, as a prerequisite to the political liberation of Africans universally. Negritude thus spearheaded the attack on European civilisation and the quest for an African orientation and influence. In its early phase, there was a deliberate attempt by writers such as Rene Maran, Birago Diop, Bernard Dadie and Maxmillien Quenem to dislodge their European orientation and to return to their African cultural heritage, to preserve and to introduce this African heritage into their writings by transcribing and translating into French the legends, myths and folklore of their own people. This formed the basis of a valid literature in the French language that was seized upon and developed by later writers. 

Aime Cesaire from Martinique, who was a co-founder of Negritude and its chief spokesman, with Leopold Sedar Senghor of Senegal, set the tone for literary expression by adherents of Negritude that is best exemplified in his famous epic poem first published in 1938, Return to My Native Land, in which he reflects on the significance of his African heritage and celebrates his spirituality thus:

Heia for those who have never invented anything

those who never explored anything 

those who never tamed anything

those who give themselves to the essence of all things

Ignorant of surfaces but struck by the movement of all things

free of the desire to tame but familiar with the play of the world. 

His deeply moving poem laments the devastation wrought by colonialism upon people of African origin. Vivid images of exploitation and aggression are set beside images that reflect serenity and nature. Cesaire is at one with Negritude, as participant and observer.

There are various strains and strands in Negritude. Several impulses co-exist within the movement, which are essentially a result of the functions it was designed to serve. In its anti-colonial phase, it can be aggressive and exclusive. In its triumphant form, it is celebratory and even gloating. But in its serene mood, it is inclusive and reconciling. Senghor’s poem, New York, exhibits Negritude in its most syncretic form and synthesising mood. Juxtaposing Manhattan and Harlem, he writes first of Manhattan, in its state of alienation from nature:

New York! At first your beauty confused me, and your great long-legged golden girls.

I was so timid at first under your blue metallic eyes, your frosty smiles.

So timid. And the disquiet in the depth of your skyscraper streets

Lifting up owl eyes in the sun’s eclipse

Your sulphurous light and the livid shafts (their heads dumbfounding the sky)

Skyscrapers defying cyclones on their muscles of steel and their weathered stone skins.

The distance from the natural state that characterises Manhattan is conveyed through the alluring but alloyed images of ‘golden girls’, ‘blue metallic eyes’ and ‘frosty smiles’. There is, admittedly, beauty in the wonders of modern technology (skyscrapers, neon lights, etc.). But there is also a great deal of artificiality and pollution that are both disquieting and deadly – as if the culture is locked in deadly combat with nature. ‘All the birds of the air/fall suddenly dead below the high ashes of the terraces’, he writes. In due course, he starts to long for proximity to nature and for unfettered human intercourse, typified in his culture by the carefree laughter of children and mothers breastfeeding their babies without any inhibitions. 

By comparison, in Harlem, despite the admittedly squalid surroundings, there is vibrancy and closeness to un-spoilt and unvarnished nature that are not otherwise found in Manhattan. The products sold from stalls along Harlem’s sidewalks, from tropical foods (mangoes, corn) to African art (masks), connect the culture (bare feet dancers) of the African-American to nature and to the ancestral lands of Africa:

I have seen Harlem humming with sounds and solemn colour and flamboyant smells…

Harlem Harlem! I have seen Harlem Harlem! A breeze green with corn springing from the pavements ploughed by the bare feet of dancers in 

Crests and waves of silk and breasts of spearheads, ballets of lilies and fabulous masks.

The mangoes all love to roll from the low houses under the police horses’ hooves

I have seen the sky at evening snowing cotton flowers and wings of seraphim and wizards’ plumes.

Parallels can be drawn with William Wordsworth’s poems that contrast uncontaminated nature with polluting industrial culture. As in European romanticism, romance with an idealised state of nature and the exotic underlies the Negritude quest for Africa’s revival. Yet in this particular poem Senghor’s ideal lies neither in Manhattan nor Harlem. Neither is sufficient unto itself any more than the body is but an empty shell without the soul. It is the vitality of Harlem and the grandeur of Manhattan together that lend unique and dynamic features to New York City:

New York, I say to New York, let the black blood flow into your blood

Cleaning the rust from your steel articulation, like an oil of life

Giving your bridges the curve of the hills, the liana’s suppleness.

The black person is portrayed in the poem as the soul of the white person in America. Complement, rather than chauvinism, marks the symbiotic nature of the relationship that is described. People of European ancestry can revitalise their culture by opening it to other influences, as happened in America with the new cultural forms that African-Americans evolved. Those who reject the relationship, however, do so to the detriment of their own souls. The poem thus asserts interdependence in our universe. Cultures and civilisations survive and thrive only in inter-relationship with one another, when they find synergies with all of humanity. The renaissance sought is, in the final analysis, a continuum, elevating to greater heights still those Creation has bound together. The poem has implications for other multicultural societies such as South Africa. 

With considerable lyricism, Senghor’s poetry, like Cesaire’s, scales the various intensities of Negritude, from its aggressive to its serene variations. They champion African customs and traditions that have been ridiculed by Europeans. They continue in the nineteenth century tradition introduced by David Walker, James Horton, James Johnson and Edward Blyden to glorify the past, implying that Africa, which was great in the past, will be great again. Their discourse is anti-colonial and critical of Western culture’s cold, impersonal, and inhibited ways. Their full vision, however, portrays an accommodating world enriched by values from all places. 

Every movement to advance the cause of African peoples has invariably plugged into these themes that Negritude developed.

Aime Cesaire and Leopold Sedar Senghor and their counterparts from the French colonies championed the creation of a distinctively African poetics. They seized upon and passed on the preoccupations of writers of the Harlem renaissance with the rise of people of African descent globally. Their verse sang the splendours, as they saw them, of Africa. Senghor’s famous Black Woman valourises Africa’s pristine beauty:

Naked woman, black woman

Dressed in your colour that is life, in your form that is beauty!

I grew up in your shadow. The softness of your hands

Shielded my eyes, and now at the height of Summer and Noon,

From the crest of a charred hilltop I discover you, Promised Land

And your beauty strikes my heart like an eagle’s lightning flash.

David Diop’s equally famous Africa celebrates Africa’s resilience and heralds the coming to fruition of the African renaissance:

That tree there

In splendid loneliness amidst white faded flowers

That is Africa your Africa

That grows again patiently and obstinately

And its fruits gradually acquire

The bitter taste of liberty.

Criticised for romanticising and often over-lauding Africa – Wole Soyinka dismissively states that ‘a tiger does not proclaim its tigritude; it pounces’ and Ezekiel (Es’kia) Mphahlele saw in it idealisation verging on distortion – Negritude, nonetheless, laid the foundation for intellectual, cultural and political rebellion among French subjects in the African colonies and the Caribbean. 

Despite their publicised disagreements, Cesaire and Senghor share with Soyinka and Mphahlele a view of the African renaissance that does not imply a rejection of the benefits of the technological civilisation developed in the West. They all caution, however, against uncritical acceptance of everything emanating from the West – its ‘Coca-Cola’ culture – and seek a meaningful fusion between Africa and the West. These are also the preoccupations of the current phase of the African renaissance that Mbeki champions. Beyond the limited concerns with cultural awakening and political emancipation that marked Negritude in the 1930s, he adds questions of economic development and technological advancement that we discuss further on.

The Post-War Period

The post-war period unleashed some of the most tremendous struggles by people of African descent on the continent and in the New World. 

Two events, within a year of each other, sounded what Thomas Gray would have described as the ‘knell of passing day’ for rampant colonialism and dominance by people of European ancestry. These were the formation in 1944 of the African National Congress Youth League (ANC-YL) in South Africa and the sixth Pan African Congress held in 1945 in Manchester, England. 

The ANC-YL, fueled by the ideas of Anton Mzwake Lembede, catapulted into leadership roles within the organisation Nelson Mandela, Walter Sisulu, Robert Sobukwe, Govan Mbeki and other ‘young Turks’ who came to be associated with the new radicalism that was a departure from the old style of politics of petitions, delegations and cooperation. Intellectually grounded in the main at the University of Fort Hare, the oldest African majority university south of the equator, the ANC-YL became the breeding ground of radicals from the rest of the subcontinent. Fort Hare produced in the space of a generation: Botswana’s first president at independence, Sir Seretse Khama; Zimbabwe’s first president, Robert Mugabe; Uganda’s president, Professor Yusuf Lule, who also became Vice Chancellor of Makerere University, another citadel of Pan Africanism; Lesotho’s prime minister, Dr Ntsu Mokhehle; and South Africa’s first democratically elected president, Nelson Mandela. Fort Hare alumni graced the first cabinets and democratically elected parliaments of every country in east, central and southern Africa. The leaders of various political formations in South Africa were themselves graduates of Fort Hare who cut their political teeth within the ANC Youth League – from Oliver Tambo of the ANC, AP Mda of the PAC, to Chief Mangosuthu Buthelezi of the Inkatha Freedom Party. 

On the international Pan African front, Jomo Kenyatta, Kwame Nkrumah and others who were to lead their respective countries to independence from European rule attended the sixth Pan African Congress. Another Trinidadian lawyer, George Padmore, later to become Nkrumah’s chief advisor on African Affairs, and South African born novelist, Peter Abrahams, were the co-secretaries at this momentous event that moved the African renaissance to yet another phase. Pan Africanism thus continued to stir African nationalism globally and to set the tone for culture and politics among people of African descent in the Americas, the Caribbean, and Africa. The sixth Pan African Congress in 1945 featured Du Bois, now 73, as honorary chair and Amy Ashwood, Marcus Garvey’s first wife, as the chair of the opening session, but the torch had in reality passed to a new generation of Pan African activists from the continent itself. 

The Pan African Congresses spearheaded the twentieth century struggle for decolonisation in Africa and in the Caribbean. The movement brought about meaningful participation of workers in the Pan African cause. It demanded an end to colonial rule and an end to racial discrimination. It carried forward the broad struggle against imperialism as well as for human rights and equality of economic opportunity. The Pan African Manifesto had positioned the political and economic demands of the downtrodden and oppressed within a new world context of international cooperation, arising from the ‘grim ordeal of the war of liberation against Fascism’. The Pan African Congresses threw up successive generations of leaders for the cause.

After Manchester, Nkrumah emerged as the lead voice and driving force of Pan Africanism. He championed the idea of an independent West African Federation that would presage George Charles’s ideal of the United States of Africa. On becoming Ghana’s president in March 1957, Nkrumah extended a helping hand to other Africans still living under oppression. Exiles from the settler colonial communities of Southern Africa such as Robert Mugabe flocked to Ghana under Nkrumah’s protective custody. He favoured undermining and transcending boundaries imposed by the 1884–85 Berlin conferences in order to unite the continent. To this end, he convened a Conference of Independent States in 1958 – at the time there were only eight independent African states – to forge African solidarity. He came to the aid of Guinea’s head of state, Sekou Toure, when France threatened to victimise its former colony for rejecting membership of the franc zone to which other former French colonies in Africa belonged. Nkrumah and Sekou Toure proposed to form a union of their two countries that they hoped would be the precursor of African unity continentally. 

The Ghana-Guinea accord was a key moment of decision for Africa and posed the question starkly: Should other countries join together in some Pan African federation or seek national independence? In general, the former French colonies looked with disfavour on unity with other African states if this was going to be at the expense of their ties with France. As a result, they voted with their feet and stayed away from the second Conference of Independent States in 1960. The Congo crisis brought the divisions to a head. Congo’s prime minister at independence, Patrice Lumumba, was an enthusiastic supporter of Pan African unity as espoused by Nkrumah. Soon after taking office, however, Lumumba had a secessionist movement in his hands. Backed by a multinational mining conglomerate and by troops from Belgium, the former colonial power in Congo, rebel soldiers from Katanga province overthrew Lumumba and kept him in captivity for four years before murdering him, right under the noses of a United Nations peacekeeping force (supported mainly by the US government that was hostile to Lumumba). At a hastily convened conference in Brazzaville, a group of former French colonial states expressed approval for Belgian/UN action in Congo but other independent African states meeting in Casablanca denounced the intervention. The political divide ran deep, with the Brazzaville group advocating closer union with Europe for economic gain and the Cassablanca group seeking closer African cooperation as an antidote to European exploitation. That soon put paid to any prospects of realising African unity among the newly independent African states in a federated arrangement. A conference held in Monrovia in 1961 involving both camps failed to bridge the differences. 

Paradoxically, with the attainment of independence that it had championed Pan Africanism was now on the retreat. In East Africa, Julius Nyerere of Tanzania and Milton Obote of Uganda agreed to merge their countries with Kenya under that country’s leader, Jomo Kenyatta. That initiative to bring about regional unity also failed to materialise and instead a watered down version of the envisaged unity in the form of the East African Community came into being, which soon foundered on the rocks too. On the continental stage, all that could be accomplished was the formation in 1963 of the Organisation of African Unity, a largely ineffective collection of nation-states much like any other grouping of states in the world. Pan African unity remained a moribund and forgotten project for the greater part of four decades until the end of the twentieth century when, owing to implacable global forces that continuously pushed Africa further and further toward the precipice, the Pan African vision came back into sharp focus – as we show in the closing section of our discussion.

Just as the 1945 Pan African Congress had unleashed forces that culminated in the independence of most African countries – despite the attendant problems noted – the founding of the ANC-YL in 1944 had several beneficial spin-offs for the rise of African people internationally. Africa and the US, in particular, benefited from the political legacy released by the ANC-YL, who in 1949 spearheaded the adoption of the Programme of Action that was to become the blueprint for non-violent, passive resistance against racial oppression. 

The Programme of Action led to the defiance campaign against unjust laws in South Africa in 1951–52 and to the civil rights movement in the US in the mid-1950s. The civil rights campaign employed strategies and means culled from the Indian struggle against British colonialism and the South African struggle against segregation and Apartheid. Although Martin Luther King never visited South Africa, from his visit to India in 1957 he learnt of the efficacy of passive resistance – satyagraha – first developed earlier in the century by Mahatma Gandhi in South Africa. Sifting through papers at the Martin Luther King Center in Atlanta, Georgia, one Saturday afternoon in 1988, I picked up a small exercise book the janitor was about to sweep away. Paging through the book and straining to read the faint writing, I came across minutes of meetings of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) in 1956. The minutes make reference to the defiance campaign in South Africa, four years earlier, whose passive resistance tactics the civil rights movement was to adopt.

The 1950s and 1960s were thus a time of turbulence and violence in the US, when southern blacks protested, demonstrated, and even died in order to achieve integration into the American system. In Cultural Nationalism in the 1960’s: Politics and Poetry, Jennifer Jordan describes the forces that shaped African-American culture and the politics of the period in the following terms:

The stench of death and terror … the sight of police dogs biting defenceless children … Bull Connor’s red face scowling on the living room television set, and King’s, and even Kennedy’s, bloody finales, frozen on the front pages and incessantly re-enacted and rerun in black and white or even living colour, made Elijah Muhammad seem promising, turned Malcolm [X] into a saint and a prophet, and sent Black folks into the streets. The nationalism that resulted was a protean force that sheltered a number of divergent movements, the most important of which, according to James Turner, were the religious nationalism of the Republic of New Africa, Pan African nationalism, and cultural nationalism.

From the civil rights campaign in Montgomery, Alabama, in the early 1950s to the upheavals of the 1960s in Watts, Cleveland, Detroit, Los Angeles, New York and all over the US, African-American communities threw up important leaders such as Martin Luther King, Elijah Muhammad, Malcolm X, Stokely Carmichael (Kwame Toure), Le Roi Jones (Imamu Baraka) and others. Many had no university education. As pointed out in The Call to the Sixth Pan African Congress, a publication that was first circulated in 1972, ‘Malcolm X, George Jackson, Angela Davis, Rap Brown, are more closely associated with the jails of the United States and not with its universities.’ Yet they had risen to become important spokespersons for the African-American cause; their autobiographies had made a significant impact on the American political and literary scene.

Black Power and the civil rights movement gave an added impetus to Pan African cultural and political affirmation, the African renaissance, and the international struggle against racism and discriminatory practices of every description. The African-American example struck a responsive chord in the souls of the emerging writers and activists of the Black consciousness movement in South Africa. Many of the emerging writers, such as Oswald Mbuyiseni Mtshali, Mongane Wally Serote, Sipho Sydney Sepamla and Mafika Pascal Gwala, had themselves had the doors of the universities in their country slammed in their faces; a few of them were not strangers to prison either for petty offences under Apartheid legislation or for suspected political offences that were never proven. The African-American struggle provided precedents. African writers in South Africa could once again, as in Peter Abrahams’s time, emulate their African-American counterparts by stirring people’s hearts and reactivating their fighting spirit through poetry, theatre, and by other forms of direct and indirect political proselytisation. These writers were striving with increasing vigour for a hearing side by side with African nationalism. The new cultural workers and political activists in South Africa, like their African-American counterparts, maintained the Pan African concept, which was essentially an exercise in self-definition that, according to Walter Rodney (1976: 21), ‘aimed at establishing a broader definition of themselves than that which had so far been permitted by the those in power’. Black consciousness in South Africa, along with the renaissance it brought about, modelled itself closely on Black Power in America and culture re-entered the arena of struggle from which it never completely disappears particularly in countries reeling from the impact of European settler colonialism (Carmichael 1969; Biko 1978; Gerhadt 1979). 

As earlier noted, parallel struggles in the rest of Africa – and the Caribbean – saw Ghana, under Kwame Nkrumah, become the first country in sub-Saharan Africa to attain independence from European colonial rule in 1957. The ‘winds of change’ that British Prime Minister, Harold Macmillan, had spoken of during his 1960 visit to Cape Town started to blow across the rest of the continent, with South Africa almost the last country to breathe the air of freedom and attain majority rule in 1994. The legacy of Pan Africanism thus lies in its contribution to the decolonisation of the African mind and the liberation of African states from European colonialism. The founding figures used Africa as a point of reference, as much in politics as in literature, music, art, sculpture, religion and other spheres of African life. The cultural workers among them used Africa to develop an unvarnished style and depended on images, metaphors and subject matter drawn from the African universe to produce culture designed primarily for people of African descent. Pan African literature and culture, as a sum total of African values universally and their emancipationist ideals, strove with increasing vigour for a hearing side by side with Pan Africanism in the political arena, for the total liberation of African people internationally. 

The contribution and impact of this unfolding culture of liberation among people of African descent goes beyond the African condition. The Black Power and civil rights movements, for example, that unleashed African potential also invigorated other struggles for emancipation in the US – such as the feminist struggle, the gay and lesbian struggle, and opposition to American imperialism in Vietnam – and in South Africa. All these struggles fed off each other.

The African renaissance: Reprise 

From the foregoing overview, the inescapable conclusion is that: with the long eye of history, we are able to see the African renaissance in proper perspective, not as a single event or some once-off occasion. It is an episodic and cumulative epic story of the rise of a once enslaved people across the globe. It is a continuing revolution that unfolds toward the total liberation of people of African origin in the political, economic, cultural, educational, technological and social spheres. In its wake, it liberates those Frantz Fanon describes as the ‘wretched of the earth’, wherever they may be and in every sphere of life.

Our final point in this section, which we could motivate at great length but the cardinal points are well known, is as follows: the African renaissance, like the European renaissance before it – a phenomenon that took upward of three centuries to spread across and benefit all of Europe – will lie in the realisation of each African country’s potential. In most African countries, this potential has been stifled for now by a combination of external and internal forces, both man-made and self-induced (war, graft, corruption, etc.) and due to adverse natural conditions (famine, drought, floods, disease, etc.), as earlier described. The problem lends features of classical tragedy to the modern African tale. 

Faced with the African reality today, one is inclined to agree with Wole Soyinka, who writes as follows in an article ‘New monsters born in Africa’ in the Mail and Guardian (June 9 to June 2000):

A wave of anomies, even a breakdown of humanity, is sweeping across the continent that must be particularly galling to those who so confidently trumpeted an ‘African renaissance’. What we see today is the opposite: a reversal of the progress that seemed to have been signaled by the end of Apartheid. At the heart of this reversal is the power syndrome. And it is destroying Africa country by country. Certainly in Africa today the terrible suffering is not caused by external enemies, but from within. African leaders have created one another as their own worst enemies. And they are dragging their populations down into the abyss as they seek to establish their own individual domination. 

No one is so daft as not to see the validity of such an assertion. There is light, however, at the end of the tunnel. The assassination in January 2001 of the president of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Laurent Kabila – seen in some quarters as an assassination that was waiting to happen – is a lamentable event that, nonetheless, occurred at the same time as the transfer of power to a new government in Ghana. The latter process was smoother by far than the January 2001 transition in US politics – seen from abroad as a subtle coup d’etat, aborted democracy, and disenfranchisement.

We need to reiterate the following point: The post-independence era in Africa – we dare not call it ‘post-colonial’ yet anymore than we cannot speak meaningfully at this stage of the post-Apartheid state that is still in the making – is littered with renaissance efforts that, at best, succeeded partially and, at worst, failed miserably. Once upon a midnight clear flags were lowered and new ones were raised, but by morning little else had changed. The story of Africa since independence is, in its main outline, a story of false starts that failed to sustain social, political and economic reforms on the continent. The champion of Negritude and one of its chief architects, Leopold Sedar Senghor, on becoming Senegal’s first president, touted some brand of African socialism, but promptly threatened with arrest dedicated Marxists of the calibre of Sembene Ousmane, who went into exile. Kwame Nkrumah rode to power on the slogan ‘seek ye first the political kingdom and all else shall be given unto thee’, but missed the economic boat that would have brought Ghana to the shore of success. Jomo Kenyatta’s Haraambe (‘let’s pull together’) efforts, Kenneth Kaunda’s African humanism, and Julius Nyerere’s more earnest Ujamaa (village collectivisation) schemes saw productivity in Kenya, Zambia, and Tanzania, respectively, and the GDP in those countries plummet below their levels in the colonial era. Joseph Mobutu changed his name to Mobutu Sese Seko Kuku Gbendu wa Zabanga and the name of his country to Zaire, but proceeded to loot the impoverished Central African state as few leaders anywhere in the world have done to their countries and in a way that would have elicited the envy of King Leopold I of Belgium. Nigeria is a sorry tale of state profligacy, corruption, graft and squandered opportunity on a monumental scale. Socialism in Algeria, Angola, Burkina Faso and Mozambique met the same sorry fate and produced the same miserable results as capitalism in Cote d’Ivoire, Lesotho, Malawi and Zaire. The litany of Africa’s social, political and economic woes is, indeed, endless. Stagnation is everywhere a monument to mismanagement of Africa’s vast natural and human resources. All this raises the most significant question for exponents of the African renaissance: What must be different about current efforts to re-ignite the African renaissance? What must be tackled differently to make the twenty-first century truly ‘the African century’? 

The most intractable problem in most African countries today – and, therefore, the precondition for their resuscitation – is how to effect reconciliation and reconstruction, the twin pillars on which the stability and prosperity of all nations rest. President Mbeki, who has emerged as one of the most significant leaders in Africa in the laboratory of modern times, says – as quoted in Antjie Krog’s Country of My Skull (1999: 167): ‘Reconciliation and transformation should be viewed as interdependent parts of one unique process of building a new society.’ 

The most meaningful renaissance in Africa will thus be the renaissance of individual African countries. Continentally perceived, the African renaissance will be an aggregation of the success of each and every African country. Such a renaissance will be predicated upon how individual African countries tackle reconciliation – reconciling warring factions within each country’s borders as well as resolving territorial disputes and other conflicts of interest between neighbouring African states – and reconstruction – the recovery of each country’s ailing economy. Any renaissance must take on both challenges and succeed on both scores. The principles are as African as they are global. 

We have attempted to provide a context within which to understand the true import of Mbeki’s clarion call, when he says: ‘Those with eyes let them see. The African renaissance is upon us. As we peer through the looking glass darkly, this may not be obvious. But it is upon us.’ It has, indeed, been upon us for a while. 

Mbeki’s Reflections on the African Renaissance

Two speeches that spell out President Mbeki’s views on the African renaissance more elaborately than any others are (1) his address at the Nigeria Institute of International Affairs, Abuja, 3 October 2000 – that he titles ‘Democracy and Renaissance in Africa: In Search of an Enduring Pax Africana’ – and (2) his address to the Ghana-South Africa Friendship Association, on 5 October 2000 – titled ‘The African Renaissance: The Challenge of Our Time’ - that focuses on strategies for sustainable development. Each deserves to be discussed separately, although they bounce off each other. The speeches seize on the preoccupations of previous exponents of the African renaissance with cultural re-awakening and political independence, but extend the discourse to matters of economic advancement and technological development. He also dwells on classical themes on the subject, particularly the quest for a modernising yet harmonising order, welding the best in Western and African cultures into a composite whole. He seeks a meeting point between Africa and the West; to cultivate, that is, the ideal African personality that Es’kia Mphahlele describes as ‘the personification of the African paradox: detribalised, Westernised but still African’. Mbeki resembles Cesaire and Senghor in so far as he, too, is at one with the African renaissance, as actor and commentator

The Abuja Address

His Abuja address, 3 October 2000, deals centrally with the question of how to nurture and consolidate democracy in Africa. He begins by expressing the following sentiments about the continent while, at the same time, acknowledging the enormous problems confronting various Africa states:

When students of history look back to the past few years, I am sure that they will be able to see beyond the conflicts in the Great Lakes Region.

They will see beyond the savage brutality of those who terrorised and mercilessly killed and maimed innocent people, especially women and children in Sierra Leone.

They will see beyond the unspeakable genocide that took place in Rwanda, which took place while the world watched as though this was nothing but the swatting of a fly. 

They will see something beyond the never-ending war in Angola.

The students of history will see something other than the negative news of disease and hunger that dominate news headlines in the countries of the North, as if to say that the single definition of Africa is calamity.

We have been arguing elsewhere that it is somewhat misleading to see in any given epoch – if that is what Mbeki above suggests – the beginnings rather than the continuation of the rise of African people universally. The salient point, however, that he makes is that there is more that characterises contemporary Africa than the headline grabbing conflict in Rwanda, Sierra Leone and Angola. Africa is experiencing its ‘second liberation’, he says, in ‘the establishment of stable democratic systems of government, political accountability and respect for human rights’. Under-reported in the Western media that packages ‘world’ news are these gains of the ‘second revolution’ sweeping across Africa, such as the successes of the pro-democracy movements that arose in many countries of central and west Africa in the 1990s. ‘An important and critical element in this Renaissance is that in the last few years we have witnessed a widespread democratic awakening in all parts of our continent’, he says. ‘Today, many countries have gone through more than one multi-party election since 1990.’ It is a fact few can dispute that, as he says, ‘The movement towards the consolidation and deepening of this democracy continues apace, whatever the interruptions and occasional setbacks.’

The unification of Germany and the rise of the nation-state in Europe came about after protracted efforts that were not dissimilar from the struggles of African nations to come into being. There is thus some credence that we should attach to Mbeki’s views about similar phenomena in Africa. He voices concern for strengthening pro-democracy movements, from Algeria to Zimbabwe, so that ‘the democratic wave becomes an unstoppable and irreversible tide’. To this end, he commends the position that has been adopted by African leaders to bar from participation in the affairs of the OAU countries whose leaders ‘assume power through coups d’etat’. In the rest of his text, he tries to demonstrate the fact that there can be no renaissance without due regard for the democratic process.

He warns, in stronger language than in his Accra speech, against ‘demagogues who thrive on making false promises, exploiting the burning aspirations of the people for a better life’. He advocates consolidation of Africa’s nascent democratic institutions by mobilising civil society as a foil against the machinations of leaders who ‘take advantage of the dust occasioned by the struggle for democracy … to steal power from the people and place it in their own hands’. That constitutes his clearest statement to date in condemnation of efforts to abort democracy as witnessed in Zimbabwe, a point missed altogether however by European opposition parties and the media in South Africa that have been urging him to pronounce himself on the subject. Perhaps so positive an event was never going to make good press in South Africa or anywhere.

South Africa’s transition to democracy since 1994 has occasionally been bedevilled by conflict between the government, broadly representing popular African aspirations, and the media, generally reflecting the views of the mainly European opposition and some disgruntled Africans. He picks on this conflict riddled relationship when he says:

Clearly one of the critical elements of the process of deepening democracy is to build, nurture and strengthen indigenous institutions of research, information gathering and dissemination, including the media.

Our own experience tells us that as long as these important institutions are owned and controlled by people other than Africans, we will fail to end the distortions about ourselves; distortions that lead to the disempowerment of our people, to self-hate and confusion about what we ought to do to advance our development. 

The West African experience of the media and the creation of knowledge is somewhat different from the Southern African experience. The problem of media ownership and the prevalence in the media of the same dominant perspectives as in the past that he articulates here is largely a South African problem, such as his government has been having with sections of the media. The problem is not experienced in identical fashion in African countries that never had to contend with settler colonialism. Ownership patterns of the press, for example, in Nigeria are different. There the press is in indigenous hands. Such ownership is also most diverse, making for widely divergent views to be heard. Given the fact that the Nigerian state has been in the hands of the military for nearly thirty years in the forty years since independence, the press has been truly the voice of its silenced people. It is like South Africa’s ‘alternative’ press in the struggle era that was largely dissolved however, after the demise of Apartheid or merged with the ‘mainstream’ press. Control of content in the South African media has stayed largely in the hands of European interest groups, even when ownership in some cases nominally shifted to African hands. Boardroom control does not always translate into newsroom control, especially where all the parties are striving to restore credibility in the media that was shattered to smithereens under Apartheid, by nurturing freedom of expression and fostering editorial independence.

South Africa’s problem, that is however not the problem of Nigeria, is how to rebuild institutions of research, information gathering and dissemination, including the media, to reflect African reality more faithfully so that these resources can be used, as Mbeki says, ‘to produce appropriate solutions to our problems’ and thereby ‘assist in the process of democratic consolidation’. He would also like to see such institutions help in monitoring good governance, pointing out weaknesses and transgressions, and otherwise offer constructive criticism. Quoting from Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970), he calls on the intelligentsia ‘to ensure that in this epoch, the ideas, concepts and hopes of our people are not distorted, because the very act of distortion is a threat to our democracy and development’.

He addresses the issue of other divisive elements in most African societies, particularly in ethnically and religiously diverse countries such as Nigeria, in the following terms:

One of the realities of our continent is the tendency to use ethnicity and religion for political mobilisation and access to power. For many years, this tendency has contributed to the continued strife and disunity, as those who felt marginalised by the dominant groups mobilise against their exclusion from political power and access to resources.

That is also the source of most coups d’etat in Nigeria and other African states. Leaders who resort to such unscrupulous practices foster endemic conflict that undermines the consolidation of democracy. 

In another statement that again speaks more to the situation that he is grappling with in South Africa, he discusses multi-party democracy as follows:

Clearly, the consolidation of democracy is also dependent on the strength and maturity of political parties. In situations where there is an absence of strong mass-based political parties, it has been easier for democratic forces to impose their will on the rest of society.

In addition, parties that are not rooted in the ideology that is informed by the plight and concerns of poor people are unable to respond to the challenges of underdevelopment and poverty.

This failure must surely lead to the betrayal of the interest of the people, the elevation of those of the elite and therefore resort to repression to suppress the dissatisfied masses of the people and the encouragement of a false consciousness among the people to lead them away from recognition of their true interests [sic].

This statement, too, applies more to the South African situation that he clearly has in mind and that pits, broadly speaking, elements that can be broadly characterised as ‘neo-Apartheid’ forces against the ‘liberation movement’. In a democratic dispensation, such as South Africans are striving to build, acknowledgement must be made of the fact that, however vehemently one may disagree with their views or approach, these neo-Apartheid advocates represent a constituency that has every right to be heard and to pursue its sectarian interests, by whatever legitimate means are open to them. Despotic leaders have sprung up around the world that have harnessed the rhetoric of ‘progressive politics’ to lock up opponents and otherwise silence the opposition. The reference to ‘progressives’ and, by implication, to ‘reactionaries’ should not be allowed, therefore, to mask political intolerance or any other undemocratic impulse, in whatever guise. People must be taught to deal with the truth and let the truth deal with them. There must be greater clarity and less ambiguity about fostering democracy, including cultivating a culture of tolerance that is only beginning to take root among sections of the South African population. Democracy is a very delicate baby and must be nursed with tender care. 

What he says next is less ambiguous or contentious and expresses a need to promote participatory democracy and mass consciousness to advance the aims, objectives and programs of the African renaissance. 

It is important, therefore, that as we consolidate our democracies and use them as necessary platforms for the acceleration of our development, that the progressive movement ensures that the orientation of our parties is informed by the need to empower the masses of our people, so that they themselves can participate as a conscious force in the renaissance of Africa…

The possibility for our programmes to bring about the rebirth for all can only be understood clearly and possessed by those who are conscious of their own powers as actors on the continental stage, as thinkers who realise that their dreams of prosperity are enhanced by interaction with other Africans.

His emphasis on the ownership of the process by ordinary citizens is sparked by the realisation that renaissance efforts in the past, such as Black consciousness in South Africa and Negritude among people of African descent living under French colonialism, were limited in their impact largely owing to the fact that they did not take hold among ordinary citizens, never entered popular discourse, were never translated into the languages people could understand and speak themselves, and remained to a large extent the exclusive preserve of a limited elite. The discourse that underlies the African renaissance is just as opaque and obscure to the vast majority that are its target – few African language speakers can even translate the concept into their first languages – nor can one at this stage point to any concrete programs to ignite the popular imagination and empower local communities. He returns to this subject, however, in his Accra address. He is, nonetheless, hounded by past failure in this regard, when he says further:

Whether the organisation of power still reflected the colonial legacy, whether the form of the independent state was deeply shaped by the African colonial experience are questions we must still grapple with, for they may explain past failures and point the way to present and future successes.

The recognition of these connections, between past and present in the exercise of power, must at the very least enable us to be in a position of control over the organisation of power.

We must be in a position to create democratic systems appropriate to the African reality.

Furthermore, we must recognise that the organisation of power and how democracy is practised in any given time are surely influenced and shaped by the arrangements of economic power within our societies globally. 

Negritude, black Consciousness in South Africa, the civil rights movement in its early phase and Black Power in America, Rastafarianism, and other past renaissance efforts shared a common failing in that they did not prioritise the economy as the principal arena of struggle. Participatory democracy can only be enhanced, and the African renaissance fully realised, when attention is paid to the economic plight of the majority of Africans that lives in abject poverty and under dehumanising conditions. ‘There can be no genuine democratic empowerment of the people without economic empowerment’, he says.

He also argues that poverty, which was exacerbated by colonialism and neo-colonialism, has debilitating and disempowering effects on the affected people. They have to deal with where their next meal is going to come from, to the exclusion of nearly everything else. Their preoccupation with issues of survival, therefore, leaves them virtually no time to invest on, and creates very little inclination in them to become involved in, other social issues. By contrast, people in affluent societies do not have to worry to the same degree about how to satisfy ‘their basic needs such as food, security, welfare and basic amenities’. Their energies can thus be harnessed to other social preoccupations and projects that are capacity building, he says, ‘hence, the proliferation of movements that are vocal on all manner of issues as represented by organisations of civil society and numerous NGOs’, he says of people in more wealthy societies. ‘Undoubtedly this situation contributes, in many respects, to the deepening of democracy within a country.’ The African renaissance is thus inconceivable without putting in place effective poverty relief programs that will bring about ‘sustained socio-economic development, put an end to the poverty afflicting millions of the African people, increase the capacity of our economics and strengthen our democracies’.

Another major point he discusses is how to effect reconciliation and reconstruction – that is, how to bring about lasting peace in every African country for democracy and development and, therefore, the African renaissance to take firm root and blossom. ‘One of the most important challenges facing Africa today is to achieve a comprehensive and sustained peace and ensure that we arrive at an enduring pax Africana’, he says, ‘for democracy and sustained development are possible only in conditions of peace and stability’. He sees the task of African leaders in this regard as being ‘to work together for the entrenchment of a culture of peace in our regions, countries, our communities and our continent’. Entrenching the ‘culture of peace’ that he envisages is everywhere predicated, of course, on cultivating a culture of tolerance that we argue needs stressing, even in the context of South Africa’s transition to democracy that has seen groups react violently as a result of their intolerance of opposing views. You cannot have a culture of peace without a culture of tolerance. On a continental scale, conflict resolution to bring about the envisaged pax Africana requires continental organisations that have the capacity to translate rhetoric into meaningful and enforceable action. ‘Accordingly we have to strengthen our regional and continental structures’, he concludes, asserting the need for self-determination in the matter, ‘so that we are able, ourselves, to ensure that we bring to an end all these unnecessary wars and conflicts and that the energies of our people are directed at the questions of development and advancement of our societies’.

The ending of his speech brings together an eclectic list of concerns each of which is an important subject in its own right, such as women and worker issues and the role of youth in the African renaissance:

It means bringing all the women into the centre of this epoch-making process because, as we are all well aware, the extent of our social transformation and development will be measured by the degree to which the goal of the emancipation of women is realised.

It means ensuring that the workers, as an important component of our economies and societies, as well as their trade unions, play their critical and independent role.

It means channeling the energy and exuberance of the youth so that they who represent the future must begin to build that better future. 

Women have the most central role to play in development. They produce most of the food eaten in African countries – more than 80% by most estimates (NM Mzamane, 1996). In rural South Africa, women are the mainstay of the economy where the men have been largely swallowed by the cities or vomited to rot and die in the impoverished countryside. These are subjects, no doubt, he is likely to dwell on and develop in the future as his own vision for renewal continentally crystallises. 

The Accra Address

In his Accra address, 5 October 2000, Mbeki makes another impassioned case for the African renaissance, in what can be regarded thematically as a continuation of his Abuja talk. Having dealt in Abuja with how to implant a democratic culture, he then proceeds to discuss two other issues, broadly speaking. The first is how to restore Africans to their culture and reclaim their humanstory (history); the second pertains to the challenges of development that Africans must tackle. These include agriculture, industry, technology, communication, investments and markets.

The beginning of his speech invokes the past to build a common identity and purpose. Calls for an African renaissance are invariably almost always premised on the proposition ‘we were great in the past; we shall be great again’. He starts his speech on just such a note to create in his audience a sense of common identity through ‘shared history’:

I am sure that we would agree that to be able to discuss comprehensively the challenge of our rebirth as a continent, it is necessary to take a brief journey back into our history, into some of the many monumental and epoch-making phenomena that have shaped and defined us as Africans.

Africans do not all have a common humanstory anymore than Asians or Europeans do. Only European colonialism has compelled them to think of themselves as a single group with a common humanstory of oppression. Mbeki’s point, however, behind creating a putative common identity is to forge solidarity among nations that have shared the common experience of colonialism in the Age of Europe.

His speech also invokes majestic ancient African civilisations – again many parts of Africa developed no such civilisations – to buttress his point about the need for Africans to develop a sense of pride in themselves that was flattened by slavery and colonialism. His references range widely, from Egypt under the pharaohs to the medieval kingdoms of sub-Saharan Africa such as Akana (later Ghana) that gave modern Ghana its name, ancient Mali, and Mwene Mutapa (Monomotapa) in present day Zimbabwe. The point is to show the disruption of progress that was brought about by slavery and colonialism.

His address also refers to distortions in African history – he is not above distorting it himself, however laudable his purpose – owing to what he describes as ‘euro-centric, colonial and racist’ interpretations that deny even the indisputable fact that ‘all humanity is descended from Mother Africa’. He then calls for renaissance scholarship in Africa, the purpose of which should be to correct the distortions that define Africans as being ‘something other than what we are, as not quite human, perhaps sub-human but definitely not human’. In South Africa, he has championed the introduction of similar research and scholarly projects to revise African history in accordance with the facts that were distorted by European settler and colonial historians. These are the enduring themes of Pan Africanism, as we demonstrate in the earlier sections.

He is aware, however, of the temptation in such a revisionist or neo-Negritudinist project to romanticise and glorify the past and gloss over its imperfections. He appeals for a balanced record of past accomplishments ‘as well as the dark periods of our existence’. Such conceptualisation underlies the historical projects of novelists such as Ayi Kwei Armah of Ghana (whom he quotes copiously in the speech), Yamba Ouologuem from Mali, and Chinua Achebe. The history project he proposes also has a contemporary didactic purpose similar to Ngugi’s, which is ‘to inspire every one of us to overcome the real and artificial obstacles to our development’. His objective is thus to ‘conscientise’ the alienated elites and to awaken the African masses to a realisation that they have the ‘innate human capacity to set our Continent on a winning path’. There is a Black consciousness element to the project such as was propagated by Steve Biko to free Africans from their arsenal of complexes instilled by centuries of slavery, colonialism, segregation, and Apartheid. The language he uses is that of Black consciousness announcing itself and who it would serve, as when he says:

It is therefore critical that we begin deliberately and consciously to engage in the process of reclaiming our history, our culture, our heritage so as to challenge the stereotypes, distortions of Africa and Africans which even some amongst us have been socialised into accepting as fact. 

The purpose of his proposed project is also to reclaim the humanity of Africans that European colonisers trampled upon by characterising every African they met as irredeemably ignorant and backward; ‘lazy, dishonest, with below average intelligence; [and] given to unbridled sexual promiscuity’. His purpose is also to counter certain enduring stereotypes, including those that most post-colonial leaders tended to reinforce by projecting Africa as ‘inherently violent and dictatorial’. 

There is a sense in which most of what he is speaking about has more pointed application to South Africa, recently emerged from the shackles of European domination, than to Ghana and other African states where scholarship since independence has served the purpose of reintegrating the people to their culture and history. Moreover, nowhere else on the continent has the degree of alienation been as pronounced as in South Africa. Inferiority among colonised people is a subject that has been analysed by scholars such as Frantz Fanon, who shows how colonised subjects can internalise concepts about their own inferiority that are projected by the colonisers. As in Black consciousness espoused by Biko, Mbeki shows that Africans have external enemies that are relatively easier to deal with than the enemy within that is lodged deep in their psyches. Liberation from such slave mentality is thus a prerequisite to their total liberation in other spheres of human endeavour.

While projecting notions of African nobility and achievement as reflected in their ancient history, he also stresses the need for Africans not to wallow in their past achievements, however glorious:

The point however is not nostalgia. The point is that we must use the knowledge of our past to ensure that we ourselves act in a manner that says that so great a Continent can no longer continue to be one of backwardness, underdevelopment, poverty, war, rampant disease and ignorance, an object of pity and charitable concern by peoples of the world.

To this litany of Africa’s woes, he adds drought and floods. In all, it is an unflattering image of contemporary African reality, such as we describe at the beginning of our discussion. It is ‘a continent that seems to be in a coma’, he says, but with considerable empathy for the terminal suffering of some of its people from avoidable malefactions. 

The purpose then in understanding the past is to better enable Africans to deal with the present. The point is also made in his Abuja speech when he says: ‘We need to retain a memory of our past, which should invariably inform our vision for the future as we intensify the struggle for the development and advancement of our countries.’

There is throughout his speech a sense of balance – self-congratulatory elements tampered with moments of self-depreciation – introspection, self-criticism and forthrightness that reflect a coming-of-age among some of Africa’s post-colonial leaders. 

The speech also outlines the challenges of development that must be tackled by the Africans themselves. A central tenet of Black consciousness was self-reliance encapsulated in the slogan ‘Black man you’re on your own’. ‘It is a situation we cannot expect others to correct’, President Mbeki says, in reference to the problems enumerated. Self-reliance was also the theme of some of Africa’s more visionary leaders after independence such as Kwame Nkrumah, Amilcar Cabral, Patrice Lumumba, Gamal Nasser and Julius Nyerere. To this end, President Mbeki argues, must African countries put their vast human and natural resources that ‘contributed to the enrichment of outsiders rather than ourselves’. These immense riches – precious family silver to which others helped themselves – he catalogues as follows:

Africa accounts for more than fifty percent of the world’s gold reserves and nearly half of the planet’s platinum deposits. Ninety percent of the world’s cobalt is found on the continent.

We have over eighty percent of the world’s chrome, and except for Eastern Europe, nearly all the world’s reserves of industrial diamonds are located in Africa. In addition, we have about a third of the planet’s reserves of uranium. Eighty percent of tantalum and significant amounts of radium are also found on the continent.

Furthermore, the continent’s share of oil and natural gas is expanding and countries such as Nigeria, Gabon, Angola, Libya and Algeria are important oil producers.

Many of the countries that have become basket cases are not poor by any stretch of the imagination. In a post-colonial order, where then does the problem lie and where does one lay the blame? The important point that he omits in this Accra speech, but which is dealt with in his Abuja speech, is that after independence, leaders arose in most African countries who looted their own countries on a scale colonial rulers would have envied, thereby squandering the wealth of their countries. That is at the heart of the tragedy that has been unfolding in Africa since independence, as outlined by Wole Soyinka in an article earlier cited. He chastises corrupt and autocratic leaders toward the end of his address, in an effort to balance his criticism of foreign powers with some mention of self-induced problems, but in a manner so mild that the impact of his criticism is barely felt. This is contained in a single utterance – almost as an aside: ‘Of critical importance is that we should have a leadership that is committed to defending the interests of our people, a leadership that has turned its back from corrupt practices and abuse of power for self-interest.’ The point is made in too lame a fashion here, given its centrality to Africa’s contemporary problems.

The fundamental economic questions that he wants to raise, however, are two-fold: The first is that African countries are now in a position to use their vast ‘natural resources for the benefit of the peoples of Africa’. The second is that the imperatives of sustainable development dictate that African countries should not only produce raw materials for export but they should also produce processed products that build local economies and do not just buttress foreign economies. ‘This means that we must add value to these minerals here on the African Continent, exporting the value-added products as processed minerals and no longer as raw materials’, he says. ‘We must no longer be defined as exporters of raw materials and importers of manufactured goods, as though we were incapable of mastering the complexities of industry and manufacturing.’ An equally important economic concern he raises is that Africa imports just about everything. Africa consumes what it does not produce. This has become true even of agricultural products in which most African countries were once self-sufficient. Thus African countries must interrogate the situation whereby they continue to export agricultural raw materials, including unprocessed cash crops. ‘We have to restore the situation such that we are self-sufficient in food production while also growing those plants which we can transform into various processed commodities’, he says. 

Africa’s economies were developed to service European metropolitan centres. The transport and telecommunications infrastructure that was developed was intended to link the colonies with their colonial powers for the purpose of siphoning African produce. He advocates a reversal of the situation to promote intra-African trade and cites the following as examples to emulate:

Telkom, the South African telecommunication parastatal, announced last week Thursday that it had secured over [US] $600 million to fund the implementation of an undersea cable to link Africa with Asia and Europe.

Telkom has itself committed [US] $100 million to the total investment in the fibreotic cable project to run over a 28 000km marine route, which will start in the middle of October.

The first part would be a 15 000km link between South Africa and Europe, landing at ten West and Southern African countries, including Nigeria, Ivory Coast and Ghana.

The second segment of the project is a 13 800km link to the East. Both the segments of the project should be complete by April next year.

The cable is expected to cater for Africa’s communication needs for the next 25 years, connecting the continent directly with many international destinations. It is projected that telecoms traffic would grow sixty (60) times to and from Africa in the next five years.

Similarly, he announced another project with South African involvement:

Two weeks ago, a number of heads of state, business-people and workers gathered at Beluluane outside Maputo in Mozambique to open a billion dollar aluminium smelter, called Mozal.

This smelter, one of the most modern facilities of its kind in the world, is the largest single foreign investment in Mozambique, and together with the other two smelters in South Africa, Mozal will raise Southern African aluminium production to five percent of the total world supply and generate earnings of US$1.3 billion a year.

One can read this as a change of players in the same game, representing the spread of South Africa’s capitalist tentacles into other African countries, in a way that is not different from similar investments by Western countries motivated by self-interest. The projects may appear to other African countries that are suspicious of South Africa’s motives as self-serving, as South Africa seeks new markets in less developed African countries. Telkom, whose services he flights, in the manner of a commercial, as Africa’s potential service provider is a business undertaking – not a charitable organisation – on the same scale as Lucent Technology or Telkom Malaysia. The business deal has the same potential to develop South Africa’s economy as the involvement of Lucent Technology or Telkom Malaysia would benefit the US or the Malaysian economy primarily. There are apprehensions, real or imagined, among some African countries that South Africa’s intentions are less than noble, given the fact that capitalism is, well, capitalism.

Cynicism aside, the fact of the matter is that, in an age of globalisation, every country needs, in Mbeki’s words, ‘to create capacity in the area of communication and information technology or face the risk of permanent global marginalisation of our countries and peoples’. He adds: ‘We cannot begin to be fully integrated into the global economy if we do not develop the necessary skills to participate in the increasingly knowledge based communication society.’ In his Abuja address, he also stresses the need for Africans to participate fully in the information revolution that rapid improvements in mass communication has brought about and says African countries need to devise ‘concrete ways of harnessing this new phenomenon for the advancement and enrichment of our democracies as our ally in the struggle for an African Renaissance’. In this important respect, therefore, South Africa is investing in markets that are considered high-risk markets by Western and other multinational companies. It is equally true that, much as such investment benefits the South African economy, it also benefits the host countries, especially in such economically devastated countries as Mozambique. South Africa is thus playing its propelling role as one of Africa’s economic engines.

African markets are obviously inadequate to support large-scale economic development on a sustainable basis. A recurring theme in Mbeki’s presidency has been the access, on favourable terms, of goods produced in the LACAAP countries into European and North American markets. He returns to this theme, which he takes up with another of his signal calls for direct foreign investment by the developed world, toward the close of his address, in the following terms:

As we produce manufactured goods, we need to consistently engage the developed North on the question of access to their markets for our products.

The continent needs to continue to attract Foreign Direct and Domestic Investment in the development of our economies, including infrastructure such as road, rail, airport, seaport and harbor. Without a massive injection of capital in these areas, the question of free movement of peoples and goods that is critical for economic regional integration and trade will not be realised.

Mbeki speaks to one of the most absurd aspects of contemporary African reality. It is ludicrous that 40 years after the independence of most African countries, it is easier to telephone London than Lome from Lagos; that a much quicker way to travel to Asmara from Accra is to fly into Frankfurt or Rome.

He returns toward the end of his speech to the subject of culture as a manifestation of imperialism and warns against succumbing to ‘“Coca-Cola culture” at the expense of our own cultures, identities, and national heritage’. The pervasive dominant culture denies, he says, ‘the validity of our knowledge systems, our morals and ethics and denies that there are other solutions to our challenges other than those imposed by the dominant culture’. The tricky question that haunts exponents of the African renaissance is how African countries can open their doors to Western capital, on the one hand, and keep out the cultural baggage that comes with capitalism and consumerism, on the other hand. How does one validate African ‘knowledge systems’ by attending a Western school? In similar fashion, when he nudges African developers in his Abuja speech to take full advantage of the information revolution and the new technologies, he adds, in parenthesis only, that ‘We should do so while remaining true to ourselves, retaining our identity, our culture, our values and concepts.’ The idea is not developed beyond that. The contradictions are not reconciled. The general idea, however, about which he is correct, is that the transfer of technology from the developed to the developing world must take local circumstances into account. This is not to suggest substituting ‘snake-oils and quackery’ for nivaquine. It is about realising, for instance, that people in West Africa had control over malaria before the first European ever set foot on African soil, through using medicines obtained from local plants. It is about realising that the store of botanical and pharmaceutical knowledge among Africans still living largely traditional lives is unrivalled (NM Mzamane, 1974). It is about seeking more effective generic medicines developed in the ‘Third World’ in the fight against HIV/AIDS than drugs patented in the West that are then supplied at exorbitant prices by international pharmaceutical companies. 

Both speeches thus raise the subject of the challenges brought about by cultural imperialism, alongside problems of consolidating democracy and problems of economic dependence. 

The speech ends with a call for closer African cooperation, across the divisive barriers set up by European colonisers and now perpetuated by Africans themselves. ‘We have to overcome the artificial divide, a relic of the colonial era, which still defines and identifies us according to our old colonial masters’, he says, referring to the fact that African countries identify themselves and one another as Anglophone, Francophone and Lusophone. That is another manifestation of an essentially colonial mentality. South Africa itself has become notorious for xenophobia that targets only citizens of other African countries, despite having been helped by most of Africa to defeat Apartheid. Some of the people from Southern Africa treated in such a manner are blood relatives of Africans from South Africa that have been separated from one another by arbitrarily imposed colonial borders. The adherence to colonial borders, in this regard, is a reflection of the operation of mental borders that are barriers to true liberation.

In the preceding sections, we have argued for an approach that places the African renaissance in some historical context. It is all a part of the unfolding culture of the liberation of African people universally. Like the resilient culture of struggle in South Africa, the rise of people of African descent globally may be stalled temporarily but it cannot be prevented permanently. It is an epic struggle to which each generation contributes its modest part. It is a struggle that must be fought and won on African terms, however, if it is to be meaningful. No people in history have ever realised themselves by simply emulating others. Imitation of thought is not thought. The African renaissance offers people of African origin an epistemological, political, economic and social framework for their self-realisation and ultimate fulfilment.

Mapping the New African Initiative

Abuja and Accra were, in some important respects, dress rehearsals for the launch of the Millenium Partnership for African Recovery Programme (MAP). The speeches may be regarded as highlights of the main coordinates of the macro-economic plan for Africa that was first touted by Mbeki.

Since ascending to the presidency in June 1999, Mbeki has played a pivotal (if under-appreciated) role internationally in such matters as the European Union (EU) negotiations of the post-Lome arrangement with the African, Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) countries; the introduction of US legislation to accelerate the access of African products to US markets; and the unprecedented attention paid by the Okinawa G8 Summit to the global challenge of development. He has also addressed the EU Summit in Portugal and participated in the Nordic Summit. He was the only African president to be invited to the Berlin Summit, which was attended by eight other presidents. He represented the Organisation of African Unity (OAU) and the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) at the G8 meeting in Tokyo in July 2000 and again – along with Presidents Bouteflika of Algeria, Obasanjo of Nigeria and Wade of Senegal – in Genoa in July 2001. He continues to speak for the cause of the world’s oppressed and disadvantaged and a month before his West African visit, at the September 2000 UN Millenium Summit, told the assembled heads of states:

Billions among the living struggle to survive in conditions of poverty, deprivation and underdevelopment, as offensive to everything humane as anything we decry about the second millennium. The poor of the world stand at the gates of the comfortable mansions occupied by each and every King and Queen, President, Prime Minister and Minister privileged to attend this unique meeting. The question these billions ask is – what are you doing, you in whom we have placed our trust, what are you doing to end the deliberate and savage violence against us that, everyday, sentences many of us to a degrading and unnecessary death! Those who stand at the gates are desperately hungry for food, for no fault of their own. They die from preventable diseases, for no fault of their own. They have to suffer a humiliating loss of human dignity they do not wish on anybody, including the rich… The fundamental challenge that faces this Millenium Summit is that, credibly, we must demonstrate the will to end poverty an under-development… The essential question we have to answer at this Millenium Summit is whether we have the courage and the conscience to demonstrate that we have the will to ensure that we permit of no situation that will deny any human community its dignity.

He has gone further than any other African head of state in history by developing a plan for Africa’s economic, political, and social recovery – the Millennium Partnership for African Recovery Programme (MAP). MAP and a subsequent plan, the Omega Plan, drawn by President Wade of Senegal were merged to produce the New African Initiative that was adopted by the Organisation of African Unity (OAU – soon to become the African Union) and presented at the July 2001 G8 meeting in Genoa.

The New African Initiative aims to ‘counter Africa’s peripheral and diminishing role in the world economy’. It charts a way to eradicate poverty and Africa’s underdevelopment that ‘stand in stark contrast to the prosperity of the developed world’. It also seeks to place each African country on the road to sustainable growth and development and thus integrate Africa in ‘the global economy and body politic’. In some respects, the plan employs an if-you-can’t-beat-them-join-them strategy. It is predicated on an acceptance of globalisation as a fact of modern life – whether one accepts or rejects its logic and morality – against which it is futile if not draining to struggle. It seeks ways for African countries, individually and collectively, to avoid engaging in the quixotic and self-marginalising exercise of ritualistic denunciations and rejections and provides a framework for Africa’s ‘interaction with the rest of the world’, based on a developmental agenda agreed to by African leaders. The envisaged end is empowerment through participation, as much in conceptualisation as in execution. The African Initiative then – or MAP as it continues to be called – seeks ways for willing African countries:

To build on and celebrate the achievements of the past, as well as reflect on the lessons learned through painful experience, so as to establish a partnership that is both credible and capable of implementation. In doing so, the injunction is for the peoples and governments of Africa to gain the conviction that development is a process of empowerment and self-reliance. Accordingly, Africans must not be wards of benevolent guardians; rather they must be the architects of their own sustained upliftment. 

MAP rejects reliance on both credit, which has led to Africa’s debt trap, and foreign aid, which has now been cut drastically, made basket cases of most African countries and entrenched dependency. The document describes underdevelopment in Africa in the following terms:

In Africa 340 million people, or half the population, live on less than US$1 per day. The mortality rate of children under 5 years of age is 140 per 1 000, and life expectancy at birth is only 54 years. Only 58 per cent of the population have access to safe water. The rate of illiteracy for people over 15 is 41 per cent. There are only 18 mainline telephones per 1 000 people in Africa, compared with 146 for the world as a whole and 567 for high-income countries.

The plan calls on African countries to wrench themselves from spiraling underdevelopment and dependency, determine their own destiny and seek international assistance for the express purpose of complementing African efforts.

MAP sets certain conditions that must be met for sustainable development to take effect and requires for success 

· cessation of war within and between African states;

· installation of democratic regimes that are committed to the protection of human rights, participatory democracy, and accountability and transparency in governance;

· people-centred development;

· market-oriented economies marked by macro-economic stability;

· education, technical training and health services, with priority given to combating HIV/AIDS, malaria and other communicable diseases; and

· the promotion of women’s role in socio-economic development.

In its economic aspects, therefore, MAP is essentially a neo-liberal economic strategy that laments the dearth of an ‘African capitalist class’. The document touts Africa’s vast wealth and untapped potential in the following areas:

1. minerals, oil and gas deposits, the unique flora and fauna, natural habitat and vast open spaces that provide the basis for agriculture, mining, industrial development, and tourism;

2. rainforests, relatively carbon dioxide-free atmosphere and minimum toxic effluents that harm the environment and ‘the rivers and soils that interact with the Atlantic and Indian Oceans and the Mediterranean and Red Seas’;

3. the palaeontological and archaeological sites containing evidence of the evolution of the earth, life and the human species; and

4. the richness of African culture and its contribution to the variety of the cultures of the global community.

The document further proposes strategies and partnerships for ecologically sound development and for the preservation of resources that are the common heritage of all humanity. ‘It is obvious that, unless the communities in the vicinity of the tropical forests are given alternative means of earning a living, they will cooperate in the destruction of the forests’, the plan states. ‘As the preservation of these environmental assets is in the interests of humanity, it is imperative that Africa be placed on a developmental path that does not put them in danger.’

The document puts forward the following ambitious goals, among others:

· Achieving average Gross Development Product of above 7% annually for the period up to the Year 2015;

· Reducing by half the proportion of people living in extreme poverty by 2015;

· Enrolling all children of school age by 2015 and eliminating gender disparity in primary and secondary enrolment by 2005; and

· Reducing infant and maternal mortality by ¾ by 2015.

The document also addresses the problem that is often posed by lack of capacity to implement programs even when funding is available and advocates capacity building to develop the ‘necessary frameworks and regulation structures that provide the rules of the game for the private sector’. ‘Programmes in every area must be preceded by an assessment of capacity, followed by the provision of appropriate support as needed’, the document says.

MAP proposes to obviate the problem posed by the size of African countries in terms of population and per capita incomes, by fostering development through the five regional clusters of west, north, central, east and southern Africa. ‘Most African countries are small, both in terms of population and per capita incomes’, the document notes. The market base is so limited that the smallest countries do not offer attractive returns to potential investors. This limits investment in essential infrastructure that depends on economies of scale for viability. Consequently, progress in diversifying production and exports is retarded. African countries thus need to pool their resources and enhance regional cooperation and economic integration in order to improve their international competitiveness. The document calls for the five regional economic groupings of the continent to be strengthened. It also calls for regional cooperation and economic integration to develop around projects relating to transport, energy, water, health, agriculture, the environment, etc. 

In addition, MAP enunciates the need to address Africa’s exceptionally poor infrastructure, including information and communications technology. ‘The strategic priority is improved access for households and firms, with a short-term objective of doubling teledensity to two lines per 100 people by 2005, with an adequate level of access’, the document proposes. Affordability must also be addressed, it says: ‘Lower cost and improved service reliability for firms will lower the costs of production and transactions throughout the economy, and enhance growth. Doubling teledensity by 2005 will require an estimated investment in excess of US $8 billion in core infrastructure alone.’ 

The list of other priority sectors includes health, education and training, culture and agriculture (‘a prerequisite of economic development on the continent’). In all spheres of production, it proposes expansion and diversification of production and exports, beyond the production and export of raw materials and unprocessed products. It seeks cooperation from the industrialised world in terms of foreign direct investment, market access, transfer of appropriate skills and technology, etc. The plan calls for local and international partnerships in every area of activity, such as mobilising local resources through increase in savings and attracting investments from abroad. Thus the plan will stand or fall by its success in galvanising adequate resources, as its originators readily submit.

Reliance on increase in domestic savings is like the old chicken-and-egg argument. The plan’s objective is to realise growth and development that provide well-earning jobs, before any excess revenue can be realised that could go into savings. The plan also calls for increased investment and debt reduction to garner resources no single African country has, on a scale that is guaranteed to make any lender recite the borrower Polonius’s advice to his son: 

To achieve the estimated 7 per cent per annum growth rate needed to meet the IDGs [International Development Goals] – most importantly, to halve poverty incidence by the year 2015 – Africa needs to fill an annual resource gap of 12 per cent of its GDP, or US $64 billion. This will require increased domestic savings, as well as improvements to the public revenue collection systems. However, the majority of the needed resources will have to be obtained from outside the continent...

The African initiative seeks to extend debt relief beyond its current levels (based on debt ‘sustainability’), which still require debt service payments amounting to a significant portion of the resource gap. The African initiative’s long-term objective is to link debt relief with costed poverty reduction outcomes.

The various partnerships envisaged between Africa and the industrialised countries on the one hand, and multilateral institutions on the other, include, among others: the United Nation’s New Agenda for the Development of Africa in the 1990s; the Africa-Europe Summit’s Cairo Plan of Action; the World Bank-led Strategic Partnership with Africa; the International Monetary Fund-led Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers; the Japan-led Tokyo Agenda for Action; the Africa Growth and Opportunity Act of the United States; and the Economic Commission on Africa-led Global Compact with Africa. The plan’s objective is to rationalise these partnerships and to ensure that real benefits to Africa flow from them. 

MAP is also predicated on a series of commitments by participating African countries. The plan makes the following sound pitch and impassioned plea:

The African initiative’s objective is to consolidate democracy and sound economic management on the continent. Through the programme, African leaders are making a commitment to the African people and the world to work together in rebuilding the continent. It is a pledge to promote peace and stability, democracy, sound economic management and people-centred development and to hold each other accountable in terms of the agreements outlined in the programme.

In proposing the partnership, Africa recognises that it holds the key to its own development. We affirm that the African initiative offers an historical opportunity for the developed countries of the world to enter into a genuine partnership with Africa, based on mutual interest, shared commitments and binding agreements.

The adoption of a development strategy as set out in the broad approach outlined above, together with a detailed programme of action, will mark the beginning of a new phase in the partnership and cooperation between Africa and the developed world.

In fulfilling its promise, this agenda must give hope to the emaciated African child that the 21st century is indeed the century of Africa’s renewal.

As far as we can see, there are at least three high hurdles to be negotiated for the laudable objectives outlined in the recovery plan to be realised. First, even if debt relief comes about – that is the easier part – past experience shows that promises of direct foreign investment are never fulfilled. The logic of capitalism (whether called ‘compassionate conservatism’ or ‘the third way’) is exploitation and accumulation, not goodwill and redistribution. Second, some participating countries are led by illegitimate regimes whose stock-in-trade is looting state coffers – a national pastime that only autocracy rather than democracy can facilitate. In others, democratically elected leaders are not anymore democratic or disciplined. Following the UAU meeting in Lusaka at which the plan was adopted, President Chiluba of Zambia waited for his high-minded guests to leave before starting to chase after journalists who accused him of corruption and embezzlement and President Mugabe of Zimbabwe hurried back home to chase after every European farmer and trade unionist in sight. Characters like that are not about ‘to dedicate their efforts towards creating and strengthening national, regional and continental structures that support good governance’, as the plan envisions. They have no use either for any ‘programme for improving public financial management’. That would not leave them much time to line their pockets, pursue real or imagined enemies, etc. Third, deadlines and some targets strike us as completely unrealistic. The 7% GDP per annum is unrealisable – South Africa that is better positioned than a number of the other countries that have since become poor excuses for nation-states has yet to realise an annual growth rate in excess of 3%. How does Somalia or Congo achieve a growth rate of 7%? The growth rate throughout the continent in 1998 was 3.2% and 3.1% in 1999. The most likely outcome of the plan is growth and development for some countries that can get their national act together – even if not on the grand scale or fast pace envisaged – but continued retardation and underdevelopment for the rest well beyond the Year 2015.

‘Capital is not in our hands’, Mbeki observes with disarming candidness and realism with regard to dependence on foreign direct investment. ‘We have got to create the conditions to attract people.’ There can be little doubt, however, that MAP holds the best hope for African recovery. Speaking in a SABC TV3 interview, 19 July 2001, Mbeki adds resolutely about creating the conditions necessary to attract capital and launch Africa on the road to recovery from ‘the general regression that has characterised it for the last few decades’: ‘We are taking our destiny into our own hands to end the wars, to end dictatorships, to end corruption, to ensure the development of the continent.’

CONCLUSION

The African renaissance is ANC policy that informs its activities in government, including its economic and foreign policies. In his report to the fiftieth National Conference of the ANC, December 1997, President Mandela summarises the principal aims of the African renaissance as follows:

· the establishment of democratic political systems to ensure the accomplishment of the goal that ‘the people shall govern’;

· ensuring that these systems take into account African specifics so that, while being truly democratic and protective of human rights, they are nevertheless designed in ways which really ensure that political means can be used to address the competing interests of different social groups in each country;

· establishing the institutions and procedures which would enable the continent collectively to deal with questions of democracy, peace and stability;

· achieving sustainable economic development which results in the continuous improvement of the standards of living and the quality of life of the masses of the people;

· qualitatively changing Africa’s place in the world economy, so that it is free of the yoke of the international debt burden and no longer a supplier of raw materials and an importer of food and manufactured goods;

· a rediscovery of Africa’s creative past to recapture the people’s cultures, encourage artistic creativity and restore popular involvement in both accessing and advancing science and technology;

· advancing in practical ways the objective of African unity; and

· strengthening the genuine independence of African countries and the continent in our relations with the major powers, and enhancing our collective role in the determination of the global system of governance in all fields, including politics, the economy, security, information and intellectual property, the environment and science and technology. 

These are also the grand themes of the Mbeki presidency. There may be steep hills to climb and high hurdles to scale but the vision espoused in the African renaissance is not of a romantic, numinous world. The vision of the rise of a once oppressed people is a concrete one, entirely realisable, as the triumph over slavery, colonialism, and Apartheid amply demonstrate. Beyond the political, economic, cultural, scientific and technological aspirations that President Mbeki articulates, the final vision is of a humanity liberated from all forms of oppression and exploitation. It is a vision of tightening the ‘ties that bind’, of the restoration of the rights of African people, and of the recognition of their dignity and humanity. It is for most Africans, throughout the ages, a compelling and sustaining vision – for where there is no vision, the people perish. 

You may write me down in history

With your bitter, twisted lies

You may trod me in the very dirt

But still, like dust, I’ll rise.

Maya Angelou
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