


a fresh look at Negritude
its French romantic roots,
its limits, the French
African poets, from
Senghor the sage to UTarn'
Si beyond its confines
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of literary manifestoes." (Wake). After all,
its most coherent interpretation to date has
been given by Sartre. For Sartre, Negritude
poetry was "the only great revolutionary
poetry" of his day. It was an expression
of racisme antiraciste, a revitalisation of
Surrealism and, to give Freud his full
due, the "unity of phallic erection and
vegetal growth." It was the poetry of a
new chosen people, the selective principle
being Suffering.

LECTURING ON EARLY EUROPEAN Romantic
ism at the University of Montpellier a few
years ago, Rene Etiemble made a disclosure
at the end of his course. He had taken all
the quorations illustrating the genesis of
this movement from Chinese poetry written
before and after the beginning of our era!
Without pushing the comparison too far,
one could attempt the same experiment by
substituting modern African verse in French
for some of the 19th-century French
Romantics. Clive Wake in his introduction
to a recent anthology has explored the
affinities between SenghorjBirago Diop and
Victor Hugo. Other critics, and not the
meanest an10ng them Senghor himself, point
out the uniqueness of the African's experi
ence and of its poetic expression, which
are only facets of " Negritude." Nobody can
avoid a discussion of this concept, or move
ment, when dealing with French African
poetry.

Negritude is a concept of romantic race
consciousness of the Negro, but it was not
born in Africa. It was essentially a " racial,"
political, and cultural awakening of the
African in exile, and the feeling at the root
of its literature is prefigured in the 137th
psalm:

By the rivers of Babylon,
There we sat down, yea, we wept,
When we remembered Zion ...
Negritude can be divided into three main

phases, partly overlapping, \vith changes of
name entailed by its moving from one
linguistic medium to another. It is not sur
prising that the racial awakening of the
first phase should have taken place among
the largest single group of exiled Africans,
the Negroes of the United States, where,
after a period of acauiescence, DuBois as-

d " J.serte, The problem of the twentieth cen-
tury is the problem of the colour-line."
DuBois's equalitarian belief in a co-exist
ence of the races, which evolved into Pan
Africanism, was challenged by Marcus
Garvey, whose cry" Back to Africa" rocked
0e American-Negro masses of the 'Twen
tIes. Garvey's Philosophy and Opinions
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influenced Kwame Nkrumah, for example,
more strongly than did Hegel, Marx, and
Engels.*

In the cultural sphere the writings of Leo
Frobenius had by that time caught up with
the current of political thought and with
the musical revolution of jazz and went
into the making of that great cultural move
ment, the Negro Renaissance, epitomised
in Alain Locke's anthology, The New
Negro (1925). Langston Hughes, whom
Locke called "the most racial of the New
Negro poets," proclaimed: "We younger
Negro artists who create now intend to
express our individual dark-skinned selves
without fear or shame." The racial content
of New Negro poetry is further illustrated
by the titles of Countee Cullen's volumes
from Colour (1925) to The Black Christ
(1929). The end of the 'Twenties saw the
rise of Negrismo in Cuba and of a similar
movement heralded bv Price-Mars in
Haiti. W

But the second phase of the movement
was truly inaugurated by the young French
Caribbean rebels, twice exiled in Paris,
starting with Etienne Lero's shortlived
journal, Legitime Defense (1932). Lero
acknowledged his group's debt of gratimde
to the "New Negroes," - C'Langston
Hughes and Claude MacKay (sic), the two
revolutionary poets, have brought us, soaked
in red alcohol, the African love of life, the
African joy of love, and the African dream
of death."**

Negritude emerged from the obscurity of
student magazines into the light of Aime
Cesaire's Cahier d'un retour au pays natal
(1939 and 1947). By that time "Negri
tude" covered a variety of frequently con
flicting tendencies: racial self-discovery,
surrealist self-expression, Marxist revolu
tionary hope, and Afro-Christian human
ism. Its underlying unity consisted in the
eternally romantic return to the sources,
Senghor's retour aux sources de la N egri
tude, but its codified creed is best under
stood in terms of the French cultural tradi
tion cc with its intellectualisation and its love

*The Autobiography of Kwame Nkrumah
(Edinburgh 1957)

**Quoted by Leon Damas, Poetes d'expression
franfaise, Paris 1947, p.14/15. This passage
seems to be the source of Damas's motif of
man coeur marine dans l'alcool, in Black
Label, 1956.

LEAVING ASIDE THE CARmBEAN phase of
Negritude - with Cesaire's achievement in
the Cahier overshooting the limits of any
definition and Damas's resounding racism
ending in an emotional cul-de-sac - we
are here mainly concerned with Senghor's
contribution and with what I should like
to call the third phase, that of Negrirude-in
Africa. Senghor's creative phase largely
coincides with the period of his close
collaboration with the Caribbean poets;
the same is true of Birago Diop. David
Diop, who spoke a genuine poetic idiom
all his own, was an exile too; he could not
fulfil his promise because he died too
young. Jacques Rabemananjara of Madagas
car is a Negritude poet by adoption. This
leaves us with Bernard Dadie of the Ivory
Coast, \vho can claim some genuine African
born Negritude verse as his own though in
his litany-like style he lacks Senghor's
power over the word; with the softly -prob
ing accent of Somalia's William Syad,
whose French verse is weaker than his
English with its strong Arabic component;
Joseph Bognini, who shows great promise;
Lamine Diakhate of Senegal with an un
imaginative harping on the theme of es
cape and the myth of blood, an echo of
Senghor's call to international brotherhood,
and a tin-drum finale of crude political pro
paganda; Antoine-Roger Bolamba's Chant
du soir is quite charming, but it is too
evident that he is still serving his appren
ticeship, as his imagery lacks the power
and density of his fellow-Congolese from the
Brazzaville side of the river, Felix Gerard
Tchicaya U Tam'si.

U Tam'si could be called a surrealist
or a symbolist, but in the first place he is
very intensely U Tam'si. He is concerned
with death and blood, but blood not in
the sense of "noble black blood." He is
obsessed with the question of the origin
of the collective self, the race, symbolised
by the tree: mais d'ou me vient cette folie
tellement arborescente? ... " Or is it some
times "the tree of grace" and sometimes
"the tree of race," to use the language of
Charles Peguy (La double Racination)?
For the debate between body and soul is
going on relentlessly in his monologuising.
It brings him into violent conflict with
God. " Toi qui m'as fait si triste." It leads
1:0 his mock-identification with Christ,

" Come unto me ...
" If you have only a body
you are mortal
tear yourself away from your flesh
I can betray you." (Epitome')
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K HAD A M B J A SAL A C H.E

Can't 1 walk, go alone
as a train along my own ~k
and watch trees go by
mO'De 'With a relief from these shadows
that groan silence in my steps
repeating my name at every corner
a collar on my neck:
why me?
They are as silent as an idol, they
stand untaken by surroundings,
watch with unconcerned indifference,
and put on a blind front
against my stares
and then, cOmJerted into dreamers,
standing high, seeming modest
to poise their unprotected presence
against Kingdoms of fmstration, their grief

faces
rejoicing in dark silence.
They wait, patient
in midday hours; and come to life
bringers of help
from empty corners
to (lfJ)ake a storm-laden moment
make the air assume its pretentious smile
for looking at its pet dog, 1 -

c, Khadambi " in a dog collar!

These shadows
move behind me
to show my charted path.
rll one day walk alone, out

from moods
from dreams
from shado'los

and go on, go on far
away from these visions scattered like le(lf}es
and be a faithful
no reflections.
f:1f~

THIS EMOTIONAL INVOLVEMENT of the
" cultural Mulatto" in the French language,
his love-hate relationship with France, ac
counts for a great deal of the indifference
Negritude meets with in English-speaking
Mrica. There are, of course, other reasons
as well. When writing poetry about Africa,
Senghor always sits on the carved ebony
stool of the sage. From his African heritage
he takes the wisdom and leaves the wit,
he takes the romanticism and leaves the
realism. That is why even African novelists
writing in French, and in the realist tradi
tion - Mongo Beti, Ferdinand Oyono,
and Sembene Ousmane - keep aloof from
his movement.

The mystique of Negritude in its last
metamorphosis is also lost on most Ameri
can Negro writers, significantly enough even
one of their foremost critics, Saunders Red
ding, who wrote To Make a Poet Black
(19319) and coined the term " negroness " in
his book On Being Negro in America
(1951).

This shows that like any other move
ment, Negritude is subjected to the condi
tions of time, space, and culture. But
Leopold Sedar Senghor has become a
widely acclaimed master of the language
he assimilated, though his poetic imagina
tion seems to have died down with the
fertile friction of exile after his country's
attainment of independence. Even when the
fiery chariot of Negritude grinds to a final
halt, his poetry will be remembered~ And
the African poets of the future may yet
see in him their Hugo or Hesiod. e

" I said to you
my race
remembers
the taste of bronze drunk hot."

"je 'Vends ma negritude
cent sous le quatrain."

*Leopold Sedar Senghor, cc African-Negro
Aesthetics," translated by E. P. Halperin,
Diotm~$ No. 16, 1956, p.2S.
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He hates Christ for associating himself with deeper than that undergone by other African
the bourgeois, and he hates the Christians writers, none of whom could escape the
and merchants like his brother in Anti- giant of the time-honoured school syllabus.
Christ, Arthur Rimbaud. Like him, he calls In Ake Loba's novel Kokoumbo the hero's
the leaders of a society he condemns faux father thinks Hugo "probably the greatest
negres - fake Negroes. He himself is a patriarch France has ever had." Senghor
true Negro, in Rimbaud's words, Je suis de himself exclaims, Ecoutez le grand Hugo.
la race qui chantait dans le supplice. (Une The" emotive attitude towards the
Saison en enfer, " Mauvais Sang," which be- world" which Senghor defines as the basis
came the title of U Tam'si first collection of Negritude is not in the last resort directed
of poems). Rimbaud wanted to leave civili- towards the French language, la langue des
sation behind and drink in distant lands dieux (Ethiopiques, epilogue). To the
des liqueurs fortes comme du metal bouil- French African poet, French is not merely
lant. In the title poem of Brush Fire the language of the coloniser, but also the
(English translation by Sangodare Akanji, language of the French Revolution and
Ibadan 1964) we read, therefore intrinsically of his own finalliber

ation. Senghor's international brotherhood
of the 20th century sings "la Marseillaise
de Valmy," and elsewhere he says, "The
French language has become the corner
stone of the Civilisation of the Universal.
As such it is humanism."

The same "emotive attitude" is evi
denced towards France itself. In his prayer
of the Senegalese Riflemen," Private Second
Class Senghor, two months before his
capture by the German army, felt that he
and his comrades were fighting for a
" Confederate France." Temporarily at
least, his Negritude took on strong assimi
lationist overtones reminiscent of the pro
tagonist's attitude in the first French Negri
tude novel, Ousmane Soce's Mirages de
Paris (1937). And in his "Prayer for
Peace" he invokes God to place France" at
the right of the father."

ACCORDING TO SENGHOR, African literature
is functional and collective and therefore
a literature of commitment. This would
seem to be a 'true assessment of traditional
literature but does not quite do justice to
the new literature. We may wonder whether
a radical "return to the sources " can ever
be successful in a rapidly changing society
with its new paterns of class formation,
urbanisation, and the resultant self-reliance
of the individual person, especially the in
tellectual.

But Senghor is more concerned with the
metaphysical problem of man's position in
the cosmos where "a vital power similar
to his own animates every object endowed
with sensitive characteristics, from God to
a grain of sand."* This sounds again re
markably close to the Romantic's view of
the divine order, to be more precise, to
Victor Rugo's cosmological system, his
listening to "the soul of things." The
place of honour held by the ancestors in
the African. hierarchy of being is not quite
paralleled by the European Romantics, but
Victor Hugo had his own private cult. In
his cc armchair of the ancestors" were
carved the names of the Hugos of old, and
the deeply significant words, ABSENTES
ADSUNT - "The absent ones are with
us."

Hugo's influence on Senghor, the one
time French teacher and author of a study
on "Victor Hugo's Youth," is probably

Far from being the "sordid physical rela
tionship with a certain arthur" to which
he confesses in his poem "The Slave,"
Tchicaya U Tam'si's love for Rimbaud's
poetry has helped him to heighten, over
and above his search for the origins of
the collective self, his awareness of the
individual self, his coeur and conscience
imberbe. And this takes time beyond the
confines of official Negritude poetry,


