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postcoloniality is the condition of what we might ungenerously call a comprador intelligentsia: of a relatively small. Western-style, Western-trained, group of writers and thinkers, who mediate the trade in cultural commodities of world capitalism at the periphery. In the West they are known through the Africa they offer; their compatriots know them both through the West they present to Africa and through an Africa they have invented for the world, for each other and for Africa. 

All aspects of contemporary African cultural life including music and some sculpture and painting, even some writings with which the West is largely not familiar - have been influenced - often powerfully - by the transition of African societies through colonialism, but they are not all in the relevant sense postcolonial. For the post in postcolonial, like the post in postmodern is the post of the space-clearing gesture . . . and many areas of contemporary African cultural life - what has come to be theorised as popular culture, in particular - are not in this way concerned with transcending - with going beyond - coloniality. Indeed, it might be said to be a mark of popular culture that its borrowings from international cultural forms are remarkably insensitive to - not so much dismissive of as blind to - the issue of neocolonialism or 'cultural imperialism'. This does not mean that theories of postmodernism are irrelevant to these forms of culture: for the internationalisation of the market and the commodification of art-works are both central to them. But it does mean that these artworks are not understood by their producers or their consumers in terms of a postmodernism: there is no antecedent practice whose claim to exclusivity of vision is rejected through these artworks. What is called 'syncretism' here is made possible by the international exchange of commodities, but is not a consequence of a space-clearing gesture. [119] 

Postcolonial intelectuals in Africa, by contrast, are almost entirely dependent for their support on two institutions; the African university - an institution whose intellectual life is overwhelmingly constituted as Western - and the Euro-American publisher and reader. (Even when these writers seek to escape the West - as Ngugi wa Thiong'o did in attempting to construct a Kikuyu peasant drama - their theories of their situation are irreducibly informed by their Euro-American formation. Ngugi's concep​tion of the writer's potential in politics is essentially that of the avant-garde; of left modernism.)

Now this double dependence on the university and the Euro-American publisher means that the first generation of modern African novels - the generation of Achebe's Things Fall Apart and Laye's L'Enfant noir - were written in the context of notions of politics and culture dominant in the French and British university and publishing worlds in the 1950s and '60s. This does not mean that they were like novels written in Western Europe at that time: for part of what was held to be obvious both by these writers and by the high culture of Europe of the day was that new literatures in new nations should be anti-colonial and nationalist. These early novels seem to belong to the world of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century literary nationalism; they are theorised as the imaginative recreation of a common cultural past that is crafted into a shared tradition by the writer; they are in the tradition of Scott, whose Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border was intended, as he said in the preface, to 'contribute somewhat to the history of my native country; the peculiar features of whose manners and character are daily melting and dissolving into those of her sister and ally'. The novels of this first stage are thus realist legitimations of nationalism: they authorise a 'return to traditions' while at the same time recognising the demands of a Weberian rationalised modernity.

From the later sixties on, these celebratory novels of the first stage become rarer: Achebe, for example, moves from the creation of a usable past in Things Fall Apart to a cynical indictment of politics in the modern sphere in A Man of the People. But I should like to focus on a francophone novel of the later sixties, a novel which thematises in an extremely powerful way many of the questions I have been asking about art and modernity: I mean, of course, Yambo Ouologuem's Le Devoir de violence (1968a). This novel, like many of this second stage, represents a challenge to the novels of this first stage: it identifies the realist novel as part of the tactic of nationalist legitimation and so it is - if I may begin a catalogue of its ways-of-being-posf-this-and-that - postrealist.

Now, postmodernism is, of course, postrealist also. But Ouologuem's postrealism is surely motivated quite differently from that of such post​modern writers as, say, Pynchon. Realism naturalises: the originary 'African novel' of Chinua Achebe - Things Fall Apart - and of Camara I,aye - 1.'Enfant noir - is 'realist'. So Ouologuem is against it, rejects -indeed, assaults - the conventions of realism. He seeks to de-legitimate the [120] 

forms of the realist African novel, in part, surely, because what it sought to naturalise was a nationalism that, by 196H, had plainly failed, '('he national bourgeoisie that took on the baton of rationalisation, industrialisation, burcaucratisation in the name of nationalism, turned out to he a kleptocracy. Their enthusiasm for nativism was a rationalisation of their urge to keep the national bourgeosies of other nations - and particularly the powerful industrialised nations - out of their way. As Jonathan Ngate has observed ' . . . Le Devoir de violence . . . deal[s) with a world in which the efficacy of the call to the Ancestors as well as the Ancestors themselves id seriously called into question' (Ngate 1988: 59). That the novel is in thin way postrealist allows its author to borrow, when he needs them, the techniques of modernism: which, as we learned from Fred Jameson, are often also the techniques of postmodernism. . . .

And the book's first sentence artfully establishes the oral mode - by then an inevitable convention of African narration - with words that Ngate rightly describes as having the 'concision and the striking beauty and power of a proverb' (Ngate 1988: 64) and mocks us in this moment because the sentence echoes the beginning of Andre Schwartz-Bart's decidedly un-African 1959 holocaust novel Le Dernier des justes; an echo that more substantial later borrowings confirm. ...

Our eyes drink the flash of the sun, and, conquered, surprise themselves by weeping. Maschallah! oua bismillah! . . . An account of the bloody adventure of the niggertrash - dishonour to the men of nothing - could easily begin in the first half of this century, but the true history of the Blacks begins very much earlier, with the Sai'fs, in the year 1202 of our era, in the African kingdom of Nakem. . . .

(Ouologuem 1968a: 9) [Author's translation)

Our eyes receive the light of dead stars. A biography of my friend Ernie could easily begin in the second quarter of the 20th century, but the true history of Ernie Led begins much earlier, in the old anglican city of York. More precisely: on the 11 March 1185.

(Schwartz-Bart 19.S9: 11)

The reader who is properly prepared will expect an African holocaust; mid these echoes are surely meant to render ironic the status of the rulers of Nakem as descendants of Abraham El Heit, 'Le Juif noir' (Ouologuem 1968a:12). 

The book begins, then, with a sick joke at the unwary reader's expense against nativism: and the assault on realism is - here is my second signpost - postnativist; this book is a murderous antidote to a nostalgia for Roots. As Wole Soyinka has said in a justly well-respected reading: 'the Bible, the Koran, the historic solemnity of the griot are reduced to the histrionics of wanton boys masquerading as humans' (1976: 100). It is tempting to read the attack on history here as a repudiation not of roots but of Islam, as Soyinka docs when he goes on to say: [121]

A culture which has claimed indigenous antiquity in such parts of Africa as have submitted to its undeniable attractions is confidently proven to be imperialist; worse, it is demonstrated to be essentially hostile to the indigenous culture. . . . Ouologuem pronounces the Moslem incursion into black Africa to be corrupt, vicious, decadent, elitist and insensitive. At the least such a work functions as a wide swab in the deck-clearing operation for the commencement of racial retrieval.

(1976:105)

But it seems to me much clearer to read the repudiation as a repudiation of national history; to see the text as postcolonially postnationalist as well as anti- (and thus, of course, post-nativist. (Indeed, Soyinka's reading here seems to be driven by his own equally representative tendency ... to read Africa as race and place into everything.) Raymond Spartacus Kassoumi -who is, if anyone is, the hero of this novel - is, after all, a son of the soil, but his political prospects by the end of the narrative are less than uplifting. More than this, the novel explicitly thematises, in the anthropologist Shrobenius - an obvious echo of the name of the German Africanist Frobenius, whose work is cited by Senghor - the mechanism by which the new elite has come to invent its traditions through the 'science' of ethnog​raphy: 'Sai'f made up stories and the interpreter translated, Madoubo repeated in French, refining on the subtleties to the delight of Shrobenius, that human crayfish afflicted with a groping mania for resuscitating an African universe - cultural autonomy, he called it, which had lost all living reality ... he was determined to find metaphysical meaning in everything . . . African life, he held, was pure art (Ouologuem 1968b: 87) ... At the start we have been told that 'there are few written accounts and the versions of the elders diverge from those of the griots, which differ from those of the chroniclers' (Ouologuem 1968b: 6). Now we are warned off the supposedly scientific discourse of the ethnographers. 

Because this is a novel that seeks to delegitimate not only the form of realism but the content of nationalism, it will to that extent seem to us misleadingly to be postmodern. Misleadingly, because what we have here is not postmodernism but postmodernisation; not an aesthetics but a politics, in the most literal sense of the term. After colonialism, the modernisers said, comes rationality; that is the possibility the novel rules out. Ouologuem's novel is typical of this second stage in that it is not written by someone who is comfortable with and accepted by the new elite, the national bourgeoisie. Far from being a celebration of the nation, then, the novels of the second stage - the postcolonial stage - are novels of delegitimation: rejecting the Western imperium, it is true; but also rejecting the nationalist project of the postcolonial national bourgeoisie. And, so it seems to me, the basis for that project of delegitimation is very much not the postmodernist one: rather, it is grounded in an appeal to an ethical universal; indeed it is based, as intellectual responses to oppression in  [122] 

Africa largely are based, in an appeal to a certain simple respect for human suffering, a fundamental revolt against the endless misery of the last thirty years. Ouologuem is hardly likely to make common cause with a relativism that might allow that the horrifyingly new-old Africa of exploitation is to be understood - legitimated - in its own local terms. 

Africa's postcolonial novelists - novelists anxious to escape neocolo​nialism - are no longer committed to the nation; and in this they will seem, as I have suggested, misleadingly postmodern. But what they have chosen instead of the nation is not an older traditionalism but Africa - the conti​nent and its people. This is clear enough, I think, in Le Devoir de violence, at the end of the novel Ouologuem writes: 'Often, it is true, the soul desires to dream the echo of happiness, an echo that has no past. But projected into the world, one cannot help recalling that Sa'if, mourned three million times, is forever reborn to history beneath the hot ashes of more than thirty African republics' (1968b: 6). If we are to identify with anyone, in fine, it is with 'la negraille' - the niggertrash, who have no nationality. For these purposes one republic is as good - which is to say as bad - as any other. If this postulation of oneself as African - and neither as of this-or-that allegedly precolonial ethnicity nor of the new nation states - is implicit in Le Devoir de violence, in the important novels of V. Y. Mudimbe, Entre les eaux, Le Bel Immonde - recently made available in English as Before the Birth of the Moon - and L'Ecart, this postcolonial recourse to Africa ix to be found nearer the surface and over and over again. . . . 

Postrealist writing; postnativist politics; a transnational rather than 1 national solidarity. And pessimism: a kind of postoptimism to balance the earlier enthusiasm for The Suns of Independence. Postcoloniality is after all this: and its post, like postmodernism's, is also a post that challenge earlier legitimating narratives. And it challenges them in the name of the suffering victims of 'more than thirty republics'. But it challenges them in the name of the ethical universal; in the name of humanism, 'la gloire pour 1'homme'. And on that ground it is not an ally for Western postmodernism but an agonist: from which I believe postmodernism may have something to learn. 

For what I am calling humanism can be provisional, historically contingent, anti-essentialist (in other words, postmodern) and still In-demanding. We can surely maintain a powerful engagement with the concern to avoid cruelty and pain while nevertheless recognising tin-contingency of that concern. Maybe, then, we can recover within post modernism the postcolonial writers' humanism - the concern for human suffering, for the victims of the postcolonial state (a concern we find every where: in Mudimbe, as we have seen; in Soyinka's A Play of Gunil--, 111 Achebe, Farrah, Gordimer, Labou Tansi - the list is difficult to complete) while still rejecting the master-narratives of modernism. This human impulse - an impulse that transcends obligations to churches and to nations  - I propose we learn from Mudimhe's Landu.

[123]

But there is also something to reject in the postcolonial adherence to Africa of Nara, the earlier protagonist of Mudimbe's L'Ecart: the son of Manicheanism that makes Africa ‘a body’ (nature) against Europe's juridical reality (culture) and then fails to acknowledge - even as he says it - the full significance of the fact that Africa is also 'a multiple existence'. Entre les eaux provides a powerful postcolonial critique of this binarism: we can read it as arguing that if you postulate an either-or choice between Africa and the West, there is no place for you in the real world of politics, and your home must be the otherworldly, the monastic retreat. 

If there is a lesson in the broad shape of this circulation of cultures, it is surely that we are all already contaminated by each other, that there is no longer a fully autochthonous pure-African culture awaiting salvage by our artists (just as there is, of course, no American culture without African foots). And there is a clear sense in some postcolonial writing that the postulation of a unitary Africa over against a monolithic West - the binarism of Self and Other - is the last of the shibboleths of the modernisers that we must learn to live without.

