
... - -· 

'\ 
1 
i 

{ (' ' I 'r, JI / 

Part Two 

Negritude and Nationalism 

4. What is Negritude? 
..... ~,.,,.,.,.,.,.' ,,., ',.., .,.,., ., .,., '.,,.., ,,.,., ,.,. ,.,,,,.' ,., ',.' ,., ,,. 

The term 'Negritude' has acquired, in the way it has been used by different 
writers, a multiplicity of meanings covering so wide a range that it is often 
difficult to form a precise idea of its particular reference at any one time or 
in any one usage. The difficulty stems from the fact that, as a movement 
and as a concept, Negritude found its origin and received a development 
in a historical and sociological context whose implications for those whom 
it affected were indeed wide-ranging, and which ultimately provoked in 
them a multitude of responses that were often contradictory, though al
ways significant. In its immediate reference, Negritude refers to the 
literary and ideological movement of French-speaking black intellectuals, 
which took form as a distinctive and significant aspect of the comprehen
sive reaction of the black man to the colonial situation, a situation that was 
felt and perceived by black people in Africa and in the New World as a state 
of global subjection to the political, social and moral domination of the 
West. 

The term has thus been used in a broad and general sense to denote the 
black world in its historical being, in opposition to the West, and in this 
way resumes the total consciousness of belonging to the black race,1 as 
well as an awareness of the objective historical and sociological implica
tions of that fact. It is perhaps not without significance that Aime Cesaire, 
who originally coined the term and was the first to use it in his long poem, 
Cahier d'un retour au pcrys natafl should have given the kind of general 
definition which not only indicates the scope of the black consciousness 
embraced by the term in its relation to history, but also its extension be
yond this contingent factor: 

Negritude is the simple recognition of the fact of being black, and the 
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acceptance of this fact, of our destiny as black people, of our history, 
and our culture.3 

In this broad perspective, Negritude can be taken to correspond to a 
certain form of Pan-Negro feeling and awareness, and as a movement, to 
represent the equivalent on the French-speaking side of what has come to 
be known as Pan-Africanism.4 It thus forms a distinctive current of a larger 
movement of black nationalism, inasmuch as the French-speaking black 
intellectuals involved in the movement faced special problems in their re
lationship to French colonial rule, which gave a particular dimension and 
quality to their reaction. The French-speaking black writers and intellec
tuals tended therefore to develop a distinctive style and language which, 
by giving a specific coloration to a general sentiment, and a distinctive 
orientation to a common preoccupation, came to mark off their reaction to 
the colonial situation from the form this reaction took among their English
speaking counterparts. 

It is with respect to this formal expression of the black nationalist con
sciousness - or to be more precise, of black cultural nationalism - that a 
second and closer sense of the term Negritude can be defined. It can be 
taken here to describe the writings of the French-speaking black intellec
tuals in their affirmation of a black personality, and to designate the com
plex of ideas associated with their effort to define a new set of references 
for the collective experience and awareness of black people. In this sense, 
Negritude has come to mean the ideology which was either implicit in the 
production of the literary school associated with the French-speaking black 
intellectuals or came expressly to be formulated for it. 

The body of imaginative and ideological writings produced by the 
French-speaking black intellectuals represents a?J extensive exploration of 
the black condition in both its historical setting and in its direction to
wards an ultimate significance. The constancy and intensity of this ex
ploration have come to establish in the literature of Negritude a number 
of characteristic themes and a particularity of tone which give it a certain 
distinction. In this literature, the preoccupation with the black experience 
which has provided a common ground base for the imaginative expression 
of black writers develops into a passionate exaltation of the black race, 
associated with a romantic myth of Africa. 

The immediate polemical significance of this revaluation of Africa 
merges itself into a quest for new values, for a new spiritual orientation, 
such that, in the most expressive parts of the literature, the cultivation of 
Africa formulates itself as an intense imaginative celebration of primal 
values. It is clear that beyond their immediate preoccupation with the 
historical experience of the black man as expressed in the leading themes 
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that have emerged in their writings, the French-speaking black writers 
have been concerned in a fundamental way with seeing through the facts 
of history as it affected the black man, to the essential relation between 
the race and African civilization as a more positive determination of its 
destiny. A distinctive vision of Africa and the black man, and of his re
lation to the world, thus stands at the very heart of the literature of Negri
tude and informs it in a fundamental way, provides what can be said to 
constitute the 'mental struc;ture'5 that underlies the imaginative expression 
of the French-speaking black writers, and which emerges with a sharp 
clarity in the ideological writings. The rehabilitation of Africa which stands 
out as the central project of Negritude thus represents a movement to
wards the recovery of a certain sense of spiritual integrity by the black 
man, as the definition. of a black collective identity, as well as of a new 
world view, derived from a new feeling for the African heritage of values 
and of experience. 

In this respect, the writings of Senghor afford the most coherent ex
pression of Negritude comidered as a body of ideas relative to the identity 
and the destiny of the black man, and to his experience of the world. In
deed, in a very narrow sense, Negritude can be considered to be the philo
sophy of one man, Senghor, whose efforts have been outstanding in the 
extension of what started out as the ideological stand of a historical class 
into a comprehensive world-view. 

In considering Senghor's theory of Negritude, it might be useful to begin 
by setting it against the view of Jean-Paul Sartre, whose contribution to 
the formulation of the concept can be said to have been determinant in its 
establishment. 

It is common knowledge that Sartre was the first, in his now celebrated 
essay 'Orphee noir', to offer an extended exposition of the concept.6 How
ever he was much less concerned with defining Negritude than with identi
fying and clarifying the collective sentiment which ran through the poetry 
of the black writers whom he was introducing, and with exploring its 
historical possibilities. The fact is that, for Sartre, Negritude appeared as 
a historical phenomenon - a contingent stage in a total historical process. 
It is simply an articulated moment in the movement of the black conscious
ness breaking through the bounds of its historical and sociological deter
mination towards the recovery of its original, existential freedom. This is 
why he describes Negritude as 'the weak stage of a dialectical progression', 
a stage which is to be transcended in the synthesis defined by him as 'the 
realization of the human society without racism' .7 

Senghor's conception of Negritude lacks this relative dimension. For 
him, Negritude is an inner state of the black man, and lies outside the 
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historical process. It is first and foremost a distinctive mode of being and 
of existence, particular to the black man, which can be deduced from his 
way of life - and which constitutes his identity, in the original sense of the 
word. 

The opposition of Sartre's viewpoint to that of Senghor serves to em
phasize the fact that Senghor's formulation of Negritude stems from an 
absolute vision of the Negro race. It remains true however that there is a 
sense in which this vision is historical, that is, determined by circum
stances. The external factor which defines the black man in the modern 
world is the colonial situation - domination by the white man, with all the 
moral and psychological implications that this fact entailed. It is not likely 
that the acute awareness of race manifested by Senghor could have de
veloped outside of this historical fact, for in its most immediate aspect, 
this awareness is born of a revolt against the practical implications of the 
colonial relationship. The point of departure of Senghor's Negritude is the 
'ri1ct that for him, black peoples all over the world form a community of 
experience, due to their peculiar relationship with the western world. 
Thus, Sengbor's Negritude defines itself, in its immediate aspects, as a 
preoccupation with the fact of racial belonging, and as an effort to clarify 
its particular significance. It is this aspect that be refers to as the 'subjective 
Negritude' - the assumption of one's blackness as the external mark of an 
original and fundamental identity. 
· The racial component of modern colonialism establishes an objective 

dkbotomy which marks off the white colonizer from his non-white subject, 
In the case of the black man, this historical fact is underlined by the bio
logical reality of race in such a striking way that it bas lent itself easily to 
i~s symbolic projections in colonialist ideology. The opposition of races 
appears to be the overriding character of the colonial relationship. It en
gendered in most colonized peoples the immediate association of the 
political with the racial - thus the colonized population appears also as a 
community of blood. This same kind of association enters into Sengbor's 
race consciousness. What is more, there are indications in bis writings that 
he tends towards a racial explanation of history, towards the view that the 
particular disposition of each race explains its collective expression in 
history. 8 The underlying assumption of this explanation is that each race 
is endowed with a distinctive nature and embodies, in its civilization, a 
particular spirit. Each race has its genius, and is apt for a particular kind 
of expression conforming with its genius. And Sengbor postulates just 
such a nature, such a genius, for the Negro race. The whole edmce of 
Senghor's Negritude rests on this foundation: the idea of a collective soul 
of the black race constituting the unifying concept of 'the collective per-
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sonality of black peoples' which Sengbor makes synonymous with 
Negritude.9 

It is not without interest to observe at this point the parallel between 
this conception and the racial doctrines propounded in Europe, present
ing the Negro as an inherently inferior being to the white man, and which 
provided the ultimate ideological rationale for Western imperialism. As an 
ideological movement, Negritude is one of the answers to such doctrines, 
and presents itself, in this light, indeed as a counter-myth. But it is im
portant to note that for Sengbor, the answer does not consist in a systematic 
rejection of Western racist theories, but rather in a modification of the 
terms in which they are set out, and in a redefinition of the very notion of 
race. Thus Senghor's conception of the black man contains important ele
ments taken over from these theories, but in bis system, they are given a 
new perspective. Thus while accepting the objective reality of race as in
dicative of a specific, inner identity and aptitude, Senghor rejects the idea 
that the black man is inferior in his human quality to the white man. But 
perhaps the really signmcant departure that he makes from the traditional 
racialist view in the West initiated notably by Gobineau is his rejection of 
the id.ea that the races are so constituted as to be mutually exclusive of one 
another. As he says, 'Race is a reality - I do not mean racial purity. There 
is difference, but not inferiority or antagonism.' 10 

It is also important to note that although Senghor's notion of race im
plies an acceptance of the biological evidence by the physical differentia
tion of members of the human family, this notion seems to have more a 
cultural than biological component. There is a constant association in bis 
thought between race and culture, between the physical constitution of a 
people and their outlook on the world which, for Senghor, is the result of 
evolution within an environment over a considerable period. He once de
fined culture, in one of his early essays, as 'the racial reaction of Man upon 
his milieu, tending towards an intellectual and moral balance between 
Man and his milieu' .11 The spirit of a people would then appear to be the 
special quality of the intellectual and moral outlook evolved by the group 
in response to the solicitations - if not to the rigorous pressures - of the 
milieu. In bis work, Les Fondements de l' Africanite Senghor bas provided 
the most thorough illustration of this point of view. The first part of the 
work is devoted to an examination of the evolution of man on the African 
continent and the consequent emergence of a spirit of African civilization 
as be sees it. The essay throws a sharp light upon Sengbor's conception of 
race, and in particular of the Negro race. The black man is for him the 
end product of a long process of adaptation to the African environment, a 
process that bas not only fashioned him into a branch of the human family, 
but also determined bis inner disposition and bis total world view.12 
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The primary factor then, in Senghor's conception of the Negro, appears 
in this view to be the association of the race with Africa. This association 
defines for all black peoples a common cultural denominator which is at 
the basis of their various and often disparate forms of expression. The fact 
of blackness, or Negritude, consists essentially in the participation, in an 
immediate way or at a second remove, in a fundamental African spirit of 
civilization. 

In this spiritual conception of the Negro race, the position of the Afro
American acquires a particular - and I daresay, strategic - significance. 
African cultural survivals in the New World have frequently been adduced 
as evidence of the persistence of an African nature in the New World 
Negro, and this argument has served black nationalises on both sides of 
the Atlantic as the emotional lever of their reaction against the West, and 
even more, as one of the principal ideological planks of the Pan-Negro 
movement.13 It is hardly surprising therefore that Senghor's vision of the 
race should embrace the Afro-American. The significance of African.isms 
in the New World resides, in his view, not so much in the particular socio
logical articulations which they present, but in their global configurations. 
Negro sub-cultures in America are held by him to be derivations from a 
basic African culture, they represent varied extensions and differentiated 
manifestations of an original spirit of African culture, which, as be says, 
'emigrated to America, but remained intact in its style, if not in its ergo
logical elements.' 14 From Africa, the Negro has inherited those mental 
traits which, more than the biological factor, establish an original bond 
between him and the African. Sengbor has made in this respect an explicit 
observation: 'What strikes me about the Negroes in America is the per
manence not of the physical but of the psychic characteristics of the 
Negro-African, despite race-mixing, despite the new environment'.15 

To sum up then on this point, Senghor's conception is founded upon a 
total, if not exclusive, vision of the black race. Although this vision is -in
spired by the historical situation of black peoples, and involves a recog
nition of the biological factor as conferring an external unity to the race, 
the determining principle of the collective personality of black peoples is 
their spiritual association with African culture. Beyond the common his
torical experience and beneath the biological factor, what gives an essen
tial unity to black peoples in Senghor's conception is their participation 
in a common cultural and spiritual essence, The ultimate foundation of 
black identity, then, is the African heritage, This heritage constitutes what 
Senghor has called 'objective Negritude', as evidenced by the definition he 
bas most consistently proposed - 'the sum total of the cultural values of 
Africa.' Senghor's Negritude is a unified concept of African culture, seen 
as a global entity, and as opposed to other cultures associated with other 
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races. It is a concept that postulates the underlying unity of the various 
forms of cultural expression in black Africa, and which explains the ob
jective difference that separates the black African from the European or 
the Asian, despite their common humanity. 

Senghor's aim irr his exposition is to explain what constitutes the 
difference as far as the black African is concerned, and to demonstrate the 
originality of his culture and by implication of Negro subcultures in the 
New World: the originality and the validity of their fundamental spirit. 
The core of Senghor's theory of Negritude therefore takes the form of a 
systematic exposition of the values of traditional Africa as they are em
bodied in the thought systems and social institutions of African societies, 
and especially as they inform the mentality of ,the African. 

The double motivation of Senghor's intellectual efforts has a direct bear
ing upon his whole method and approach in his exposition of Negritude, 
which is aimed not only at demonstrating the human value and significance 
of traditional African values, but indeed at establishing their appropriate
ness to the experience and the situation of the modem African, and ulti
mately of contemporary man. Senghor's advocacy of Negritude does not 
imply therefore a simple return to outmoded customs and institutions -
the point needs to be stressed, I think - but rather to an original spirit 
which gave meaning to the life of the individual in traditional African 
society. 

The fact then is that Senghor's theory of Negritude is not so much a 
descriptive analysis of African culture as a synthetic vision. Rather than 
an empirical, sociological investigation of African institutions, his method 
consists in a personal interpretation of African values, and in a statement, 
in philosophical terms, of their informing 'spirit'. This is the point, I be
lieve, of his paper read to the First Congress of Negro Writers and Artists 
held in Paris in r956, which bears the highly instructive title: 'L' esprit 
de la civilisation ou les lois de la culture negro-africaine' .16 Senghor makes 
a distinction, as we have seen, between culture, which is a people's attitude 
to the world, a 'collective consciousness', and civilization, which is the 
structuring of collective life in accordance with this consciousness - its 
objective correlative, to borrow Eliot's term. More recently, Senghor has 
put the matter in explicit terms, when he defined 'culture' as the psychic 
constitution which in each people explains its 'civilization', or in other 
words, 'a certain manner of feeling and thinking, of expressing itself and 
of action.' This definition is in keeping with what we have observed to be 
Senghor's conception of race, particularly as he adds, in characteristic 
fashion: 'And this "certain manner", this character ... is the symbiosis of 
the influences of geography and of history, of race and ethnic belonging' .17 
In this view, to understand a 'civilization' which is the social and objective 
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embodiment of a culture, to comprehend it in its essence, one needs to go 
beyond the one to the other, to seek out the organizing principle of the 
former in the latter. 

This is the perspective in which Senghor situates his formulation of 
Negrirude, which presents itself as the conceptual exposition of a distinc
tive African mode of consciousness and the elaboration of a specific African 
vision of the universe. His method is meant to go beyond an account of 
African values and to move rather towards a fuller explication of their 
profound essence. This means, in other words, that his theory of Negri
tude is largely a speculative exploration of the African social and spiritual 
universe in an endeavour to discover and bring to light the fundamental 
world-view that underlies the collective consciousness of the African. This 
brings us to a consideration of what is certainly the very foundation of 
Senghor's theory of Negritude - his effort to provide an explication of the 
original psychology of the African as the constitutive element and deter
mining factor in his consciousness and mode of apprehension. 

Senghor has singled out, as the dominant trait . of this consciousness, its 
emotive disposition. He presents the African as being, in his physical con
stitution, a being of emotion, or as he puts it, 'one of the worms created on 
the Third Day ... a pure sensory being'.18 The African's response to the 
external world in Senghor's conception is an upsurge of the sensibility, at 
the level of the nervous . system, an intense, engulfing experience in which 
the whole organic being of the self is involved. Sengbor establishes an 
association between the material and the psychic, an association that he 
holds to be particularly acute and intimate in the make-up of the African. 
'Our psychology is the expression of our physiology, even though the 
former, in turn, conditions the latter and transcends it,'19 he has rema_rked, 
and he explains the extreme sensibility of the African by the action of the 
hot and humid climate of his tropical milieu upon his nervous system 
which has resulted in a 'Negro temperament'.20 He thus postulates a total 
coincidence of the African's nervous reactions with bis psychic operations 
to explain his affective mode of apprehension. The psycho-physiological 
constitution of the African determines his immediate response to external 
reality, his total absorption of the object into the innermost recesses of 
his subjectivity: 'By the very fact of his physiology,' writes Senghor, 'the 
Negro has reactions which are more lived, in the sense that they are more 
direct and concrete expressions of the sensation and of the stimulus, and 
so of the object itself, with all its original qualities and power.'21 It-is this 
disposition, stemming from his physiological equipme~t, that one, observes 
in the African's highly developed sense of rhythm- m Senghor s words, 
'organic sense of rhythm'. However, notwithstanding the profound associ-
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ation between his constitution and his emotivity, the African's response 
to reality is not a mere instinctive reaction, but is an expression of an inten
tion. Senghor explains the process as follows: 'But the movement of ex
citement, provoked by the object, is not a mechanical movement nor in
deed a physiological movement. It is the subject who is moved. He reacts 
to the object, but with his own particular orientation and rhythm: his 
own subjective style, which he imposes upon the object.'22 In other words, 
the emotive response of the African is an act of cognition, in which the 
subject and the object enter into an organic and dynamic relationship, and 
in which intense perception through the senses culminates in the conscious 
apprehension of reality. Thus, as Senghor says, 'the African's spirituality 
is rooted in his sensuous nature: in his physiology'.23 His mode of appre
hension involves· a warm, living dialectic of consciousness and reality. 
Emotion then is the accession to a higher state of reality.24 

As can be seen, Senghor derives from his exposition of the distinctive 
psychology of the Negro-African, what one might call a theory of know
ledge implicit in the African's attitude to the world, a black epistemology. 
The African's apprehension amounts to 'living the object' in the depth of 
his sou~ penetrating through sensuous perception to its essence: 'Know
ledge then is not the superficial creation of discursive reason, casr over 
reality, but discovery through emotion: less discovery than re-discovery. 
Knowledge coincides, here, with the being of the object in its discontinu
ous and indeterminate reality'.25 And it is this sensuous grasp of reality 
that Senghor refers to as 'intuition'. 

It is not surprising that Senghor's theory of the African's method of 
knowledge and· his aesthetic theory should be intimately related, and even 
coincide. It is certainly not a matter of chance that his philosophy of Negri
tude is a spiritualist one, and that the terms he uses are far from being the 
precise, positive and sharply defined ones that one would expect in an 
analytical exposition: for even in his theorizing, Senghor remains the poet. 
The significant factor here is that, in his theory, Senghor associates know
ledge with the imaginative faculty. The African's attitude to the world 
precludes objective intellection, so that his mind works less by abstraction 
than by intuitive understanding. Thus, as Sengbor says, he is 'sensitive to 
the spiritual and not the intellectual qualities of ideas'26 - hence the privil
eged role of image and symbol in the expressive schemes of African civil
ization. Senghor has provided a striking illustration of what he means by 
this observation: 

The African is moved not so much by the outward appearance of the 
object as by its profound reality, less by the sign than by its sense. What 
moves him in a dancing mask, through the medium of the image and 
the rhythm, is a new vision of the 'god'. What moves him in water is 
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not that it flows, is liquid and blue, but that it washes and purifies. The 
physical appearance, however intensely perceived in all its particulars 
by the neuro-sensory organs, indeed, through the very intensity of such 
perception, is no more than the sign of the object's real significance.27 

Artistic expression thus becomes the prime mediator of the African 
consciousness. It is singularly in artistic creation that he participates most 
fully with the world of creation and it is through the emotion engendered 
by the symbolic content of artistic form that he seizes upon the ultimate 
significance of reality. Thus artistic expression has for him a metaphysical 
import. This is the point of Senghor's essay, 'L'esthetique negro-africaine' 
in which he describes the place of rhythm (taken as a paradigm of African 
artistic feeling) in the world-view of African civilization in these terms: 

Rhythm is the architecture of being, the internal dynamics which gives 
it form, the system of waves which it sends out towards Others. It ex
presses itself through the most material, the most sensuous means: 
lines, surfaces, colours, volumes in architecture, sculpture and painting; 
accents in poetry and music, movements in dance. But in doing so, it 
guides all this concrete reality towards the light of the spirit. For the 
Negro-African, it is in the same measure that rhythm is embodied in the 
senses that it illuminates the spirit.28 · 

Moreover artistic expression and religious feeling are inseparably linked, 
in so far as art is conceived primarily as an epiphany of the sacred, of the 
cosmic energy with which the visible world is permeated. Art is the 
imaginative restitution of the fundamental network of relationships which 
exist between the various manifestations of this cosmic energy. This is the 
foundation of the African's mystical participation in the universe. Senghor 
has written: 

The Black man had succeeded in perceiving the harmonious order of 
nature. Then, thanks to his sense and to his intuitive intelligence, to 
his hands and to his techniques, he had integrated himself into it. To 
perceive the harmonious order of Nature, that is to grasp the corres
pondences which bind one to the other, the cosmic forces which under
lie the universe, but at the same time, those which bind nature to man : 
the exterior, physical universe to the moral, interior universe. It is the 
expression of these correspondences that constitutes the analogical 
image: the symbol.29 

The essential idea in Senghor's aesthetic theory is that the African ar
rives at a profound knowledge of the world by feeling the material world 
to the cosmic mind of which it is an emanation, to the transcendental real
ity underlying it - what Senghor calls, in a modification of Breton's term, 
'la sous-realite''. The role of emotion in the theory of Negritude culminates 
in Senghor's enunciation of a hYPothetic Negro-African cogito, which he 
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explicitly opposes to the traditional enunciation handed down to the West 
by Descartes. Senghor's text runs thus: 

'I think, therefore I am', wrote Descartes, the European par excellence. 
'I feel, I dance the other' the Negro-African would say. He does not 
need, like Descar,tes, a 'tool-word' as my old master Ferdinand Brunot 
used to term it, a conjunction, in order to realize his being, but an object 
complement. He does not need to think but to live the other by dancing 
him,30 

But Senghor maintains that the African's experience is a reflective and 
conscious act and therefore merits the name of reason: the creative reason 
of imaginative intuition. It is different in kind from the logical intelligence 
of the European, because it does not follow the canons of thought which 
regulate the latter. The distinction between Europe and Africa is drawn 
by Senghor in terms of the cultural form that, traditionally, mental opera
tions have taken in their respective civilizations, and of their opposed 
directions, hence his well-known formula: 'Classical European reason is 
analytical and makes use of the object. African reason is intuitive and 
participates in the object.'31 

It is in the light of this spiritualist conception of the African mode of 
consciousness that Senghor interprets the cosmologies and social institu
tions of traditional Africa. The spirit of African civilization is resumed in a 
Negro-African ontology, which identifies being with life, with 'vital 
force'. 32 This vitalist philosophy which Senghor attributes to Africa ex
plains the traditional forms of religious experience and expression on the 
continent. By his emotive and mystical disposition, and by the very fact 
of his intimate insertion into an organic milieu, the African is naturally a 
religious being, in whom the sense of the sacred is acutely alive. 

He communes directly with nature and with the elements, and through 
these, with the absolute fountain-head of vital force, God himself. African 
animism and totemism, and their elaboration in myth, represent the ob
jectined forms of emotive participation in the cosmos. This is how Senghor 
has more lately put the matter: 'There are three realities in presence: 
man, visible nature - animals, plants, minerals - and the invisible cosmic 
forces expressed by the sentinent forms of nature. "African" mysticism is 
thus the impulse towards union with the cosmic forces, and beyond, with 
the force of forces, God ••. The privileged mode, the most adequate mode 
of this union is myth.'33 

African society is in turn structured on the basis of this mystical world 
view. Society is a complex network of individualized incarnations of vital 
force, and social participation is at bottom a complex of relationships be
tween these. The family, which is the focal unit of society, is primarily a 
religious, mystical union, and extends into the clan, 'the sum of all persons, 
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living and dead, who acknowledge a common ancestor'.34 The larger 
society as such is constituted by a polycenrric (as opposed to serial) net
work of families and clans; African society is thus, essentially, not so much 
a community of persons, as 'a communion of souls' . All social relation
ships and activities, down to economic life, are informed in greater or 
lesser measure by this religious vision. 'Among Africans,' writes Senghor, 
'man is bound to the object of collective ownership by the legal bonds of 
custom and tradition; over and above all by a mystical bond.'35 

The line that runs through Sengbor's exposition of African values to his 
doctrine of African socialism passes through this interpretation of the 
traditioDal system of social organization in Africa. The theory of Negritude 
that forms the basis of the doctrine can be resumed at this point as a com
prehensive interpretation of a distinctive African approach to the universe, 
and of the way of life founded upon it. 

Our examination of Senghor's theory of N6gritude cannot be complete 
without some mention of his doctrine of African socialism which is its 
social expression and which is intended to give it practical significance. 
The doctrine of African socialism itself is conceived by Senghor as an up
dating of the traditional African world view, a translation of Negritude 
into the modern conditions of the technological age on one hand, and on 
the other, of the nation-state, the modem unit of political association. It 
is not however so much a practical programme of action as a mental pro
jection into the future, the necessary preliminary reflection upon the con
ditions of meaningful collective action. 

The example of European socialism inspires Senghor to elaborate a 
parallel system of social philosophy which is African in its references. 
Marxism in particular offers a convenient jumping-off ground from which 
to review African realities in the effort to rethink them and to determine 
the role of the values of the past in the modem world. 

There is a certain paradox in the fact that Senghor's application of the 
Marxist method to African realities engenders in him the dissatisfaction 

that he bas described in these terms: 

What embarrassed us in Marxism was, along with its atheism, a certain 
disdain for spiritual values: this discursive reason pushed to its outer
most limits, turned into a materialism without warmth, into a blind 
determinism. 36 

Despite this dissatisfaction, Senghor's critique of Marxism does not 
imply a total rejection, for be recognizes that it provides a dynamic vision 
of man in his relationship to Dature, and as a consequence, a liberating 
view of social relationships in which the primary concern is the fulfilment 
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of human virtualities. He believes however that Marxism is a theory that 
needs to be completed in the light of new developments since it was pro
pounded, especially in the sciences, and modified to suit the African 
situation. 

In reality, however, Senghor's African socialism marks a break with 
Marxist theory, turning rather to the philosophy of Pierre Teilhard de 
Chardin for its inspirational groundwork. The exact connection between 
socialism and Teilb.ard de Chardin's philosophy is not easy to grasp, but 
its fascination for Senghor can be explained on three closely related counts. 
First, it offers a prospective ideal almost as impressive as Marxism, 
with the added advantage of being grounded in an appealing scientific 
theory. Secondly, Teilhard de Chardin's theory of convergence - the pro-

. gressive development of a higher form of consciousness from all forms of 
life and experience - offers scope for the participation of African values in 
a universal civilization. Thirdly, Teilhard de Cbardin restores in his vision 
of man, the spiritual dimension which Senghor considered lacking in 
Marxist philosophy. His reconciliation of science with religion, which was 
felt as a liberating influence by Catholic intellecruals, may also have ap
pealed to Senghor, who is himself a Catholic. But he experienced this in
fluence less as a Catholic than as the theoretician of Negrirude, the advo
cate of a spirirualist outlook on the world, as is shown by this comment he 
makes of Teilhard de Chardin's ideas: 'Beyond material well-being, the 
spiritual maximum-being - the flowering of the soul, of the intelligence 
and of the heart - is confirmed as the ultimate goal of human activity.'37 

The specific contribution of Teilhard de Chardin's philosophy to Seng
hor's African socialism is more explicitly indicated in another passage: 
'Teilhard's socialization, our socialism is nothing but the technical and 
spirirual organization of human society by the intelligence and the heart.'38 

In other words, African socialism is an ideal in which the spiritual values 
of traditional Africa are integrated into the process of modernization 
through new forms of social and political organization and technological 
progress: a synthesis of Negritude and Western socialism. 

However, Senghor's African socialism does not offer more than the idea 
of social and political action. His socialism does Dot have the concrete 
quality of parallel ideas evolved in English-speaking Africa. It lacks the 
pragmatic edge of Nkrumah's pronouncements or the urgent conviction of 
Nyerere's manifestoes. Nonetheless, taken as an extension of his theory of 
Negritude and in the historical context in which Senghor's work and 
thinking are situated, it is not without a certain relevance and significance. 

In order to appreciate this significance, it is necessary to view Senghor's 
theory of Negritude not only against the background of historical factors, 
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which gave it birth, but also to see it in its character as a mental projection. 
The terms in which Senghor formulates his theory of Negritude resound 

with distinct echoes of the work of a whole group of writers, thinkers and 
scholars in the West who can be situated within a single perspective- that 
of the anti-intellectual current in European thought. The specific deriva
tion of some of his key concepts is easily identifiable - his notion of 'vital 
force' for example, can be attributed to Father Placide Tempels' now 
classic study of Bantu philosophy,39 while that of 'participation', as well as 
his distinction between the traditional forms of the collective mentality in 
Europe and Africa respectively, owes much to the work of Lucien Levy
Brubl.40 Both Levy-Bruhl and Tempels derive in turn from Bergson: the 
former explored in his work the anthropological implications of Bergson's 
reflections, whereas the latter applied his categories, particularly the con
cept of the 'life surge' (elan vital) specifically to the Bantu. It is not only 
in this remote way that Bergson figures in Senghor's Negritude but as a 
direct influence: To Bergson, Senghor owes the concept of 'intuition' on 
which revolves his explication of the African mind and consciousness. 
Bergson abolished with this concept the positivist dichotomy of subject
object, and proposed a new conception of authentic knowledge as im
mediacy of experience, the organic involvement of the subject with the 
object of his experience. It is largely the epistemology of Bergson that 
Senghor has adopted in his formulation of Negritude.41 

Besides, Bergson's philosophy is itself the systematic conceptual articu
lation of what one might call the 'Romantic vision'. In the intellectual 
writings of Rousseau and Coleridge, this vision had been intimated, and 
forms the ideological framework of the Romantic movement irself. Art, 
this movement contends, gives a special insight into reality, and the 
imagination is a faculty that properly exercised can lead to truth, a deeper 
truth indeed than that revealed by science. It is this faculty that Words
worth exalts in this passage from the Prelude: 

The imagination which, in truth, 
Is but another name for absolute power, 
And clearest insight, amplitude of mind, 
And reason in her most exalted mood. 

In France, the Romantic movement produced the later Hugo, and 
especially Baudelaire, whose theory of correspondence foreshadows certain 
aspects of Bergson's metaphysics, and whose influence on Senghor is 
readily suggested by its application in Senghor's own explication of African 
forms of religious experience. 

These references point up a highly significant fact - the denial within 
the European intellectual tradition itself of the universal and absolute 
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value of the classical philosophy, the reaction against what came to be in
creasingly felt as the narrow framework of experience that it offered. These 
movements and doctrines represented an effort to establish a conception of 
life fuller and perhaps more fundamental than would be embraced within 
the rationalist world-view, hence the quest for larger horizons beyond 
Western civilization which took poets, artists and even thinkers first to the 
East, and then to 'primitive' culture - it was for this reason that Jules 
Monnerot called the surrealists 'modern primitives'.42 

, The immediate importance of this anti-intellectual and romantic de-
velopment is that it not only secured an opening within the Western in-
tellectual tradition for a serious consideration of doctrines which took as 
their frame of reference the non-rational, but also provided a conceptual 
framework as well for their formulation. Two equally valid paths to know
ledge are thus recognized: the logical and the imaginative, whose langu
age is metaphor, or in the expression of Susanne Langer, 'presentational 
symbolism'.43 The so-called philosophies of life, based on a dynamic and 
spiritualist conception of experience, proceed from this recognition. 

Senghor's theory of Negritude bears a close affinity to this current in 
European thought and in particular shares with them a number of charac
teristics which Karl Mannheim has analysed as distinctive of 'conservative 
thought' in Europe.44 It is a reaction against the rationalist view of the 
world and its practical implications in terms of a certain form of organ
ization of social reality associated with bourgeois capitalism - the trauma 
of the colonial experience represents in this light a historical parallel to 
the spiritual disarray of the old order in Europe in the face of the ascend
ancy of the bourgeois ideology and way of life. In much the same way 
therefore that the romantic and conservative ideology sought to provide 
a justification for the old order, Negritude also presents itself as an effort 
at re-affirming the values of a society and of a historical group threatened 
by the incursion of a new order. The reaction to bourgeois rationalism re
presented by Negritude acquires however a particular dimension in the 
very fact that the implied conflict between two world views is engaged in 
respect of two opposed cultures and races. The recourse to traditionalism 
in Negritude is in itself the defence of a culture that had a distinct and 
separate existence, the affirmation of a positive difference and of a plural
ism that, in its profound motivation, serves as a shield against the aggres
sive ethnocentrism that necessarily went with the imperialist venture of 
Europe in Africa. Thus apart from the fact that the invocation of African 
tradition serves as a means of providing moral and psychological refuge 
for a westernized elite, it expresses perhaps something more than mere 
nostalgic attachment to the values of an old way of life, it registers as well 
a sense of discovery of a new perspective on life and experience, and the 
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exploratory movement towards the constitution of a mode of thought that 
is at once modern and African in its references, a reconciliation and syn
thesis of the traditional European approach and the African mode of ap

prehension. 
At all events there is hardly any doubt that without the developments 

in the European intellectual context referred to above, and without the 
greater measure of tolerance towards non-western cultures that western 
scholarship and thinking had begun to foster, especially anthropology, 
Senghor would probably not have been in a position to formulate his theory 
of Negritude with the same degree of assurance that one observes in his 
writings. What is more, Senghor has affirmed that Europe itself is begin
ning to abandon its dominant intellectual standpoint even within those 
disciplines that have been traditionally its principal foundations> the 
natural sciences. And it is highly significant to note that his most general 
statement of the relative merits of logical intelligence and the imaginative 
intuition occurs in a discussion of one of the most general and character
istic of African forms of imaginative expression, the folktale: 

Discursive reason merely stops at the surface of things, it does not 
penetrate their hidden resorts, which escape the lucid consciousness. 
Intuitive reason is alone capable of an understanding that goes beyond 
appearances, of taking in total reality.45 

What Senghor claims then, for the spirit of African civilization as inter
preted by him, is that it is not only valid in its own right, but indeed, that 
it is more in consonance with the profound aspirations of man. If Senghor's 
Negritude can be considered as primarily a comprehensive interpretation 
of African values in their traditional setting, it also represents an effort to 
derive a modern philosophy with a relevance for the contemporary African 
from the traditional background and indeed, a distinctive world-view with 
a meaning for all mankind. Thus within its total range, Sengbor's thought 
moves from an individual appreciation of the African heritage to what 
amounts to a personal African-derived system of ideas. Thus his exposition 
of the African world view is presented as the basis of a new Humanism, as 
an ideal offered for a new understanding of man and the universe. 

It seems undeniable that the Negritude movement, especially in its literary 
expression through the works of poets and novelists such as Cesaire, 
Damas, Birago Diop, Cheikh Hamidou Kane and Senghor himself, pro
vided a sense of meaning to the development of African nationalism, and 
ultimately of a broader black consciousness. But besides the fact that it 
articulated deep-seated needs and projected a certain attitude of a new 
positive orientation to history on the part of the black man, Negritude as 
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an ideology also provided a channel of self-reflection for the black man in 
the effort of its adherents to define a fundamental Africanism as a reference 
for black expression in modern times. It is in this respect that it appears 
to have thrown up a number of problems which continue to be the source 
of a deep controversy in African and black intellectual circles. 

The criticisms of Negritude began early in its career - the opening shot 
was fired in 1952 with the publication of the essay 'La Negritude: realite 
ou mystification' by Albert Franklin.46 This essay was in fact a review of 
Sartre's 'Orphee noir' but anticipates most of the objections that have been 
brought up against Negritude in its further development by Senghor. In 

, considering these objections, as they continue to be made up to the present 
time, it seems clear that while the historical necessity of a black reaction 
of the kind represented by Negritude is accepted, the terms in which the 
concept has been elaborated especially by Senghor gives rise to uneasiness. 

The objections to Negritude fall into two broad categories, according to 
whether they relate to the theoretical formulation of the concept, or to its 
practical implications. On the theoretical plane, the very foundation of 
Senghor's theory of Negritude, the definition of a basic psychology of the 
African, has been called into question. The correspondence of certain 
aspects of Senghor's ideas of the basic African personality with Western 
racist theories and with the 'primitive mentality' of Levy-Bruhl seems to 
have cast a suspect light in the eye of most critics upon the value of 
Senghor's theory, and seems to them to leave intact in any case the racial 
hierarchy established by the colonial ideology.47 The validity of Senghor's 
postulation of an emotive disposition of the African is denied in particular, 
on the grounds of its facile and unscientific attribution of a racial basis to 
mental processes, and the suggestion that it seems to carry of an inherent 
incapacity of the .PJrican to employ and to penetrate discursive forms of 
intellectual operations. This particular objection is linked to another criti
cism of Senghor's theory which relates to the character of African culture 
and society as they emerge in his writings. Senghor's emphasis on the 
dominant religious outlook of the African, and his idea of a mystical con
stitution of African society, have been rejected as both unscientific and too 
general to be valid. Senghor's conception is seen as being the mere pro
jection of a poetic attitude on African realities, and where such a projec
tion seems even to bear a relation to the facts on the ground, the conception 
is attacked as a static and incomplete view of Africa. It is pointed out that 
what :Jppears to be a particular trait of African society is no more than a 
feature of all traditional societies in which the level of technical develop
ment is still too low to allow for a sufficient detachment from the state of 
nature, and for a rational mastery of the natural environment which ex
cludes a recourse to the mystical and the supematural.48 
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Further, the very idea of a unified African culture on which the theory 
of Negritude relies for much of its force, has come under attack. The 
varied character of the different cultures and societies on the continent is 
stressed in this objection, so that the cultural concept that underlies 
Senghor's theory is shown to be at variance with the sociological realities 
which the theory attempts to reflect. Perhaps the most serious objection 
to Negritude arises also from this particular criticism - its abstract and 
absolute conception of a black essence related to a certain spirit immanent 
in African culture, with the suggestion of a constancy of such an essence 
impervious to the historical process. Stanislas Adotevi has summarized 
this objection in the following observation: 

Negritude pre-supposes a rigid essence of the black man unaffected by 
time. To this permanence is added a specificity which neither socio
logical factors, historical evolution nor the realities of geography bear 
out. It makes of the black people the same everywhere and through all 
time.49 

However it is particularly with respect to its practical implications that 
the theory of Negritude has come under the severest attack; indeed, the 
theoretical objections seem primarily to be commanded by the practical 
and political significance which Senghor's direct involvement with African 
affairs has given to his theory. The most persistent criticism in this con
nection concerns what appears to be a practical divergence between the 
revolutionary stance adopted by Negritude as an original project, and the 
politics pursued by its most outstanding theoretician. From this angle of 
vision, even the formulation of Senghor's theory is seen as a strategy of 
compromise with the colonial master,50 and the post-independence de
velopment as a mask for a policy of accommodation to a neo-colonial 
situation. This has led to an impatience with the whole movement on the 
part of the younger generation of black intellectuals, an attitude to which 
the young Carib bean dramatist, Boukman, has given voice in these terms, 
"It is no service to African culture to cling like an oyster to notions over
taken by history. The concept of Negritude which was revolutionary in 
the forties and fifties is today only fit for the museum of literature'.51 

From the practical viewpoint, the most important reproach levelled 
against Negritude concerns what is taken to be its lack of content, especi
ally as regards its extension into the concept of African socialism. The 
criticism that Negritude itself proceeds from an insufficient understanding 
of the dynamic nature of African sociological realities finds its corollary 
in this objection on the practical plane. Because it postulates a narrow and 
rigid framework of social expression in traditional African culture, it is 
also felt to offer little possibility of meaningful social action in the 
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present.52 The recourse to traditionalism, to the values of the past as a 
global reference, gives Negritude the character of a conservativism which 
is felt to be at variance with the exigencies of the moment. And the 
spiritualist terms in which even the theory of African socialism is cast in 
Senghor's writings give his ideas an air of unreality that seem to bear no 
relation to the practical issues of socio-econo!Dlc and technological develop
ment. Negritude and its derivative, African socialism, thus appear to be 
not only inadequate as forms of response to the demands of the times, but 
indeed as a form of escape from immediate tasks and ultimately as an 
ideological veil cast by the new ruling elite upon its interests. 

, The objections to Negritude summarized here, bring a sharp critical 
focus to bear upon the theoretical and practical limitations of Senghor's 
theory, and have contributed to the general distrust with which the con
cept seems today to be regarded in black intellectual circles. There is no 
doubt that some of these objections are valid, and it would be difficult to 
sustain a convincing defence of the theory on the individual points on 
which they are based. It seems to me, however, that these objections do 
not take sufficient account of the historical context in which Negritude as 
a movement was born and the particular circumstances in which the con
cept was evolved into a system by Senghor, and thus miss its essential 
significance as the effort of a particular historical group to project them
selves beyond their immediate experience and situation. In other words, 
what really counts here is the need felt by the deprived group for a sustain
ing vision of the collective self and of its destiny. This need has perhaps 
never been felt so acutely as it was by the colonized peoples of modern 
times, and especially by black people, devalued by colonial domination 
and demoralized by the racial ideology with which it was buttressed. The 
historical connections of Negritude with the various movements involved 
in black nationalism since the nineteenth century in particular show that 
it forms part of an on-going process of self-reflection by the black man, 
and indeed, it can be considered in many ways as the extreme point so far 
reached in that process. It represents the ultimate limit of the ethno
centrism fostered in the black people by their historical relationship with 
the white race. For the African in particular, the comprehensive scope of 
Senghor's theory corresponds precisely to what Robert July has defined 
as the significance of modem African thought when he describes it as 'a 
thorough-going examination. of man and society in West Africa.'53 

The extension of Negritude into a social philosophy further emphasizes 
this significance of self-reflection by the black man in its historical context. 
The quest for identity, which is the motive power of cultural nationalism 
on the part of the Westernized African, impels him to work out an alterna
tive frame of reference for thought and action to that offered by Western 
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civilization, one that bears a direct relation to his original cultural back
ground. The political factor of nationalist feeling dictates the immediate 
reaction that initiates the process, but what is involved is, ultimately, the 
creation of a meaningful perspective of collective life and action for the 
African people in the modern world. 

Senghor's ~egritude is an important effon in this direction. The theory 
may not be a practical programme. More, it may appear as purely a thing 
of the mind, without any basis in the empirical, sociological realities of 
Africa: an idealist vision. These are criticisms that can be justifiably 
levelled against Senghor. But these are also criticisms that can be made 
against any theory at all, any system of ideas. What the polemics that have 
raged around Negritude indicate, apart from certain misunderstandings, 
indeed the irony of the whole controversy around Negritude, is that it 
represents and is perceived to be a significant aspect of the intellectual 
adventure of the black man, more specifically, a significant stage in the 
development of modern African consciousness. 

There is thus a sense in which this controversy has been important, in
sofar as it reflects a profound engagement of African minds upon the 
fundamental question of the African being iri history, a question with 
which Negritude is profoundly concerned, and which gives it not only a 
historical significance but also a continuing relevance. And it is this en
during relevance of Negritude that has been brought out in this comment 
by the Ghanaian scholar, P. A V. Ansah, which can serve as an appropri
ate conclusion to this discussion: 

At a time when Africans are trying to experiment with new ideas and 
institutions, adapt them to their needs in the light of their traditional 
value systems, there is the need for a sustained belief in oneself, and this 
belief can be generated and kept alive by an ideology. This has been, 
and still is, the function of Negritude. 54 
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5. Negritude and African Personality 

Perhaps the most significant aspect of African development in modern 
tjmes bas been the emergence of a distinctive consciousness, on our part, 
of our collective identity as a function of our relationship to the rest of the 
world. This consciousness, historically, derives from our experience of the 
encounter with Europe, and in an even more immediate way, represents 
the profound subjective response to the peculiar pressures of the colonial 
situation - that is, the global political, socio-economic and moral state of 
dependence imposed upon us by European domination. 

But although thus circumscribed in its immediate origin, the sense of an 
African identity and the impulse towards its explicit affirmation which 
gave force to nationalist expression in Africa has over the years seen a 
continuous progression in its elaboration which bas extended its area of 
reference beyond the colonial siruation. Today, this awareness bas been 
prolonged into an intellectual and ideological exploration of those avenues 
of endeavour which might give a meaning to the collective experience, into 
a quest for a positive orientation of African ideas and action in the con
temporary world. One might say then that there is abroad among us, 
governing our feelings and consequently our expression, a certain idea of 
Africa., a certain ideal vision of ourselves founded upon our awareness of 
our specific constitution as a race and as a people, of our fundamental 
attachment to a distinctive culture and spiritual background. The con
sciousness of our singularity as Africans thus forms the live core of the 
intellecrual idea we hold of Africa and by implication of our destiny. 

It is my aim in this paper to examine within a broad historical and 
sociological perspective the development of this idea with specific refer
ence to the two related concepts, 'Negritude' and 'African personality', 
My intention here is not only to point up the relationship between them, 
but to stress as well their contribution to ideological development in 
Africa, and their continuing relevance to African preoccupations - indeed, 
to those of the entire black race - at the present time. 

It might perhaps be best to start this examination by recalling the origin 


